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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    1868 
 
      
 
    I have been told there is no such thing as fate.  According to my mama, fate is just another word for the workings of God. “God directs us and leads our paths,” she would always tell me, but sitting there looking down at her lifeless body, I was not convinced.  How could God leave me in the situation I was in?  How could God, if he was a loving God, leave my mama in the situation she was in before she died?  I stopped believing in God that day.  He didn’t seem to be a friend of mine, and I was going to have to count on my own wits to decide what to do to lead me in the right direction.  I had no idea what I was going to do! 
 
    I lay my hand on my mama’s cold, stiff hand.  At least she was at peace.  She had suffered during her illness and I couldn’t afford to send for a doctor.  I knew she didn’t want to die and leave me all on my own, the way Papa had left us on our own.  Papa had good intentions, but another saying my mama often repeated was that “the pathway to hell is paved with good intentions.”  Was I destined to follow that pathway to hell, I wondered?  It seemed like everything was leaning in that direction.  I felt like I was in hell already! 
 
    “Now, Haley, you can’t blame your papa,” I could hear my mama saying, even though she was lying cold and still in the bed.  “He is only trying his best.  He loves us, you know that.” 
 
    I didn’t know that!  I barely knew my papa.  He was always busy trying to find a quick, easy way to make money.  Nothing he tried accomplished anything because most of his efforts were just smoke and mirrors to fool the public who were duped into buying his wares.  He was known as a “flimflam man”.  I think he flimflammed my mama into marrying him.  Now he was off trying to find gold in Wyoming.  He had been gone pretty near a half a year, and only one letter from him.  No money.  No help to pay the rent.  Just saying he had to stake a claim and then it would be a bit before he knew how well the site produced gold.  How long was a bit, I wondered?  To me, that meant we probably would never see any money coming from him.  We were pretty much on our own.  I was now pretty much on my own! 
 
    Once I informed our landlord that my mama had died, he would never allow me to stay in that little no account shack of a house on the outskirts of  Kansas City, Missouri.  We hadn’t paid the rent in months, and what little money my mama made doing sewing, barely kept us in food.  We didn’t even own anything of worth except for the gold ring my mama wore on her finger.  It seemed sacrilegious to take it off of her, but since I had stopped believing in God, or the sacredness of my parent’s marriage, seeing as how Papa had left us, I slowly worked it off of her finger. 
 
    Her fingers were so thin, it almost fell right off into my hand.  I didn’t even have the money to bury her, but maybe the ring would bring enough to do it.  Only once that was done, what was I going to do?  The only thing I could do was go look for Papa, and hope he had struck it rich like he kept promising he was going to do. 
 
    I scribbled off a letter, addressing it to the last place we had received word from him, telling him not to come home because Mama had died.  I informed him I was coming to Wyoming to be with him.  I took the letter to the post office and dropped it in the slot.  I wondered if the letter would even get to him?  It was like I was dropping that letter into a dark, bottomless hole, and it would just get mixed up with hundreds of other letters.  I was amazed that every letter could be kept track of and sent to the right person.   
 
    I stood in the post office staring at that slot as other people deposited their letters.  An emptiness settled over me.  Even my plans to join Papa seemed impossible.  He was hundreds of miles away.  I had never been to Wyoming before.  I wasn’t even sure where it was.  I would have to get a map, I decided. 
 
    I finally left the post office and I took my mama’s ring and pawned it.  The owner of the shop looked at me sadly when I told him it was my dead mama’s wedding ring.  He asked me where my papa was, and I told him.  When I mentioned I was going to find my papa, he suggested I should get a gun.  He said I couldn’t go off gallivanting cross-country without some sort of protection. 
 
    “How old are you anyway?” he asked, eyeing me with watery blue eyes. 
 
    “Eighteen,” I told him. 
 
    I wasn’t even sure of that.  I may have been seventeen or nineteen, but I figured eighteen was pretty close. 
 
    “You don’t look it.  You are too scrawny.  You look more like a boy than a young lady.  But even a boy needs protection taking off on his own.” 
 
      I shrugged.  I knew I was thin.  We hadn’t much to eat, and like my mama, I had lost a lot of weight.  He was probably right, so I used some of the money to buy a gun and some bullets.  I didn’t even know how to shoot a gun but having it made me feel safe. 
 
    At least I had Bandit, my faithful spaniel, along with Fire Cracker, my red roan horse.  The only two things of worth I did own, but I would never sell either of them.  They were more my friends than my possessions.   The only reason I had a horse was that a few years back when we were camped for the night in our sheepherder’s wagon and Papa had hobbled our mare while we camped, a wild stud came along and mated with her.  Papa said Fire Cracker was the only free thing we owned that was worth anything.  Bandit was a stray that started following our wagon, and Papa couldn’t stop him from following us, so he let me keep him.   
 
    I found a penny map in a used bookstore, and then I stopped by the church and told the preacher my mama had died, and all I had was a dollar to pay for her burial. 
 
    He took pity on me, accepting the wrinkled paper-money from my hand and said he would take care of it for me.  It wasn’t even enough to buy a pine box to put her in, but buying that gun was my only hope for survival, so I hoped Mama would understand. 
 
    They wrapped her in the blanket on her bed, to put her in the ground. No one came to Mama’s funeral.  I hadn’t expected anyone to come.  We hadn’t been in Kansas City long enough to have many friends.   
 
    Previously, before we ended up in Kansas City, we traveled a lot in the little sheepherder’s wagon Papa used to transport his “wares”.  We had been chased out of almost every town we stopped at, cause Papa’s wears was really a concoction he mixed up and claimed would heal your ills.  It never healed Mama’s ills.  Everyone, including myself, knew it was just wind pudding and rabbit tracks that did nothing but make you a little drunk if you took it. 
 
    When Papa left, he took that sheepherder’s wagon with him.   I think he planned to sell his “wonder drink” along the way to Wyoming.  If he made any money doing it, we never saw any of it. 
 
    I didn’t tell the landlord about Mama dying.  I figured he’d learn soon enough.  I just packed a few personal belongings, made a cot-roll out of quilts, gathered what little food we had in the house, strapped the gun over my long skirt and climbed up on Fire Cracker’s back.  I figured I could supplement what little food I had with shooting something with that gun if I could actually hit anything.  We didn’t own a saddle so I rode bareback.  I tied two gunny sacks together full of what I had scrounged, with a short rope and slung them over the neck of my horse.  I wouldn’t miss Kansas City.  I never missed any place we left behind because we never stayed in any place long enough to get attached to it or the people living there. 
 
    I can’t ever remember having any friends.  I never went to school because Mama book-taught me herself.  She was actually a school teacher when Papa met her, so she knew everything there was to know about teaching.  She could have earned money teaching if we ever stayed in a place long enough for her to apply for a position at a school.  Papa always got restless and insisted we move on.  There was no arguing with Papa, so we followed. 
 
    Bandit trotted obediently behind me and Fire Cracker.  Like me and Mama, he was used to following along.  As soon as Fire Cracker was trained enough for me to ride, I never rode in the Sheepherders wagon with Mama and Papa.  I liked the feel of Fire Cracker’s warm body against my legs and the way he responded to my every command.  I loved that horse and he loved me.  He would protect me the same way Bandit would do.  I figured with my gun and Fire Cracker and Bandit as backup, I would be safe enough. 
 
    I had studied the map all night in the flickering light of the only oil lamp we owned until the oil ran out.  I would have to cross the Missouri River, follow it through Kansas, up to Nebraska until I came to the Platte River.  There I could follow the Platte River all the way through Nebraska and on into Wyoming until I came to Sweetwater River, which was a lot smaller than the Platte.  That wound around up through the hills towards South Pass City where the gold mining was supposed to be taking place.  It was the county seat of Sweetwater County.  Papa said the original gold was first found in Sweetwater River, and then in the surrounding area. 
 
      Sweetwater River was named that because when the people following the Oregon trail crossed that river, someone accidentally knocked a bag of sugar out of their wagon into the water.  Everyone claimed the water of that river was so sweet, it must have been the sugar that caused it.   
 
    Papa said the first sign of gold in the Sweetwater River was reported in 1855.  Then right after the Civil War, around 1864, more gold was found on upper Sweetwater River.  By 1867 all the surrounding areas were booming with gold seekers, and my papa joined in along with the rest. 
 
    The only discouraging part was that it seemed so far away.  It would take me months to ride that far on my own, I figured.  However, I knew if I followed the river I wouldn’t get lost, and that encouraged me.  I vaguely wondered if God would lead the way?  I hadn’t made peace with God yet, though. 
 
    Kansas City was right on the edge of the Missouri River, so I didn’t have far to go to get to it.  They called Kansas City “gully town” because of the deep trenches cut into the limestone bluffs to make way for streets and new buildings.  They were building a bridge across the river for the trains to cross, and when trains were not crossing it, people on foot or wagons could cross it, only it wasn’t finished yet.  That meant I would have to take a ferry across the river, and that cost money. 
 
    The closest ferry was in St. Joseph and that was several miles north of Kansas City.  It would cost me twenty cents to cross over on my horse, and I was wondering where I would get the money?  Then I remembered a piece of French Lace my mother had.  She had sewn it to her wedding dress and told me it had been handed down in her family, so it must be worth something, I decided.   
 
    I went back to the house and rummaged in the trunk at the foot of Mama’s bed, finding her wedding dress.  It was not very fancy except for the lace collar.  The material of the dress was old and yellowed.  I cut the threads that attached the collar and took it to the pawn shop.  The same man who sold me the gun looked at me doubtfully.  I told him it was rare French lace.  He shrugged and handed me the twenty cents, cause he knew my mother was dead, and I told him it came off her wedding dress. 
 
    Now all I had to do was get to St. Joseph and cross the river.  I didn’t figure I would need any more money, once I got across.  If I did, I would just have to cross that bridge when I came to it, I decided.  I asked someone, and they told me St. Joseph was about fifty-four miles away from Kansas City, so I figured it would probably take me a couple days to ride that far.  It was the place where all the people going to the California gold rush in 49 had crossed.  Lots of pioneers used that crossing and so did the pony express, so it was a well-traveled crossing. 
 
    I urged Fire Cracker forward, and Bandit followed faithfully behind.  It didn’t take long to get out of Kansas City.  It wasn’t a very big town.  It didn’t even have a ferry, and that is why they were building the bridge.  They wanted the town to grow.  Everyone predicted once the bridge was finished, Kansas City would become more popular than St. Joseph. 
 
    I ate mostly canned crackers and dry biscuits.  I had a canteen of water.  Since I was going to follow the river, I didn’t worry much about taking a lot of water with me.  Fire Cracker would eat grass along the way, which wouldn’t cost anything, and as long as I could shoot a rabbit or a squirrel I would probably survive. 
 
    I camped under the stars.  I was used to camping.  I had been camping all my life, so I figured it suited me.  I didn’t feel lonely since I had my dog and my horse.  There were no friends to miss.  I had given up missing my papa.  I missed Mama some but would have to learn to rely on myself now.  I tried to put my past behind me.  The only thing I was looking forward to was finding Papa and then telling him what a terrible father he had been to me.  Mama said he loved us, but I had my doubts.  You don’t leave people you love behind with no way of supporting themselves.  I doubt I would find him at that gold mining camp.  He was probably just using it as an excuse to leave the responsibility of me and Mama behind. 
 
    It was not love that drove me to find Papa.  It was cause I didn’t know what else to do, and if nothing else, I wanted to give him a piece of my mind!  
 
    I woke early the next morning, hoping to get to St. Joe, as many people called it, before sundown.  I wondered how often the ferry crossed?  I didn’t want to stay in St. Joseph overnight, but I might have to, depending on if I could catch the ferry that same day.  I was lucky.  I made pretty good time.  When I got to the ferry crossing, other people were boarding.  They said it was the last trip over to the Kansas side of the river, so I was happy I had gotten there when I did. 
 
    I paid my twenty cents.  It was supposed to be for one horse and rider.  The man looked at my dog, I think trying to decide whether to charge me for bringing Bandit across.  Then he shrugged and let me onboard.  It was a steamboat ferry.  The older ferries were hand driven, using long poles to push the flat rafts across the river.  When the steamboat ferries started taking over, they put the other ferries out of business.  Only in rare places did the old ferries still offer rides across the river. 
 
    I got down off my horse, as we crossed.  There were a couple of men, riding mules, who admired my horse.  Fire Cracker laid his ears back, so I knew he didn’t like the men.  Bandit growled low in his throat. 
 
    “You know how to use that thing?” one of the men asked me, pointing to my gun strapped over my skirt. 
 
    I ignored him and looked in the other direction. 
 
    “Yer a pretty little thing,” the other man said.   
 
    They both looked like trappers or some sort of mountain men.  I figured that is why they rode mules. 
 
    “Leave the girl alone,” the ferry attendant said.  “Where you going?” he asked me, kindly. 
 
    “Across the river,” I said to let him know I had no intention of telling him my business. 
 
    “You have kin across the river?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  My papa is waiting for me,” I half-lied. 
 
    “You know, when I first came to these parts, I came as a Pioneer, back in the early 50s.  I was heading to California where they said gold was aplenty and life was exciting.  I crossed the river right here in this very place.  Never found any gold though.  However, the journey was rather exciting.” 
 
    Then he scratched his beard, apparently remembering the incident and started to tell me all about it. 
 
    “We unloaded our goods and camped upon the plain just below the town.  The whole neighborhood for miles around was full of emigrants, tents here and tents there, the white covers of wagons and tents looked as though they had been prepared for a grand army.  And indeed they had been, there were armies of men, with a goodly sprinkle of women and children. The city of St. Joe was much the gainer by the emigration.  Thousands of dollars were spent there annually by those who cross the plains, it being one of the principal points where the emigration left the river.  We bought one yoke of oxen, a span of mules, and many other 'fixins,' and made preparation for starting over the plains.  There were hundreds of wagons waiting their turn for crossing the Missouri, and there were several boats busy, and among them a steam ferryboat.  But their capacity for carrying all the custom that presented itself was too small, and as a consequence, there were many teams ahead of us in their turn. 
 
    "We supposed ourselves ready for the trip and did not wish to remain any longer than possible; we were in quite a hurry to get off.  After casting about endeavoring to see what was best, by accident we came across a small flatboat which the owner was willing to hire, as he said, on reasonable terms.  We got the boat, and now commenced the tug of war.  'Twas not Greek meets Greek, but the strife lay between the Saxon and the mule, for as fast as we got one devilish brute on board and our attention drawn towards another, the first would jump overboard and swim ashore, to the great delight of the many who were looking on.  After several turns of the kind, and finding that we advanced but slowly in our endeavors to freight the boat by the single addition, we concluded to drive them all in together 'pell-mell.'  In this we succeeded admirably, for in they went, and we put up the bars to keep them there.  A shout of victory followed the putting up of the railing.  A victory was gained over the stubborn mules, and the order given to cast off, but before the order could be executed, the fiends in mule shape took it into their beads to all look over the same side of the boat, and at the same time, and the result was the careening of the boat so much to one side that it scared the little devils themselves, and they all, as with a common consent, leaped overboard again.  Three times three cheers were given by the crowd.  So much fun could not pass unnoticed, or without applause.  Finally, the mules were got on board and secured in proper places, the lines cast off, and the riffle made.  That was just our first trip.  The next, the oxen were to be ferried.  We had had so much trouble with the mules that it was but reasonable to expect a quiet time with our cattle.  In this, however, we were disappointed, for the oxen seemed to have caught the disaffection from the mule, and were, if possible, more stubborn than the sulkiest of them all.  How, or what length of time it took us to get the horned tribe on board my memory does not now serve me.  Suffice it to say that we got them all on board and landed them safely in the Indian territory of Nebraska.  The balance of our party was soon got over and we encamped for the day to 'fix up things' -- for it was a general camping ground for emigrants and as it is upon the verge of civilization, anything forgotten can be obtained by re-crossing the river, which privilege we availed ourselves of until we supposed everything that was in anyway necessary to our journey was got. 
 
    “Things have changed a bit since then, with settlers moving west, but most of the way is still prairie, and running into Indians can be a hazard too.  So if you have far to go, I suggest you be careful.” 
 
    I don’t know if he was referring to the men who were bothering me, or thinking about the journey I was taking?  I merely shrugged.  Bandit continued to growl from time to time at the two men, and I didn’t stop him. 
 
    When we got to the other side of the river, I let the two men get off before me, along with all the other passengers.  I didn’t want them or anyone else following me, so I waited until they were well out of sight, before I started along the banks of the river.  I wondered how far away the Platte river was?  On the map, it looked pretty far from where I was.  I would have to work my way through the rest of Kansas and halfway through Nebraska before I came to it. 
 
    It was already starting to get dark and I had been riding all day, so I decided I had better camp before I started the next part of my journey.  I passed a farm along the way and watched as a woman came out and started hanging clothes on the line before it got too dark.  They flapped in the breeze and almost looked like people dancing on the line.  There was a wooded area, not far from the farm, so I decided I would camp there for the night. 
 
    I headed Fire Cracker in that direction and found a clearing where I built a small fire.  I didn’t have anything to cook, but I didn’t know if there were any wild animals in those woods and I figured the fire would keep them at bay.  I ate dried meat and pickled hard-boiled eggs Mama had put up a few months earlier.  We had several jars of them, so I figured they would last me for a good part of my journey.  Sometimes people paid my mother with food when she did sewing, and that is how we got the eggs.  She didn’t want them to go to waste so she pickled the lot. 
 
    I had some dried beans and rice, along with a pot to put water in so I could cook things.  I had cornmeal, which I could use to make cornmeal mush.  Every time I ate cornmeal mush I would remember the story about how George Washington had stopped by a house on his travels, and there was only a little girl there.  She didn’t know who he was and told him all she had to offer him was cornmeal mush.  He accepted her offer, and later, sent her a letter written on official government paper, thanking her for the cornmeal mush, and said it was the best he had ever eaten.  That was when she discovered she had fed the president of the United States! 
 
    I had noticed some apple trees in a grove, not far from that farm I passed, and thought about going back and getting some apples before I left the area. 
 
    I sat, watching the fire leap and fall, thinking of all the other times I had sat around a campfire when traveling with my parents.  Now I was all alone.  It seemed strange to be there all on my own.  I was glad I had built the fire because I could hear wolves, at a far distance away, howling.  I didn’t know how far away they were or if they were even thinking of coming in my direction but the fire made me feel a little safer.  I laid my hand on the gun at my side.  It was uncomfortable to sleep with that gun strapped to me, but I was afraid to take it off, in case I needed it. 
 
    I had started to doze off when I was shaken awake by Bandit growling.  He wasn’t barking, but I could tell that he was getting ready to if whatever he sensed came any closer.  I thought of the wolves and sat up at attention, trying to glare through the darkness to see what it was.  The fire had started to die, so it didn’t give off very much light.  I threw a few more twigs on it to get it going again.  I could hear the sound of snapping twigs and rustling in the leaves, that covered the ground under the trees.  Other than that, there were no other sounds. 
 
    “Well hello, missy,” a voice said, not too far from where I was.  “Didn’t realize it was you.  What are you doing out here all by your lonesome?” 
 
    The person came closer, and I saw it was one of the men from the ferry.  His friend was next to him.  They were leading their mules.  I was pretty sure they knew it was me camping there and they had come there on purpose. 
 
    “You should probably have someone traveling with you to keep you safe,” the other one said.  “We’d gladly offer you our company.” 
 
    “I am safe enough,” I told him as I fingered my gun. 
 
    Bandit started barking and lunged forward, and began snapping at their feet. 
 
    “If you want to keep your dog, there, you better call him off, or I’m fixing to shoot him,” the taller man said, putting his hand on his gun. 
 
    “My dog will take good care of me, so you two can go on your way,” I said boldly, while I shivered inside. “Once you start leaving, I’ll call him off.” 
 
    Fire Cracker, who had been grazing nearby, started tossing his head.  I never tied him cause I didn’t need to.  He always stayed right near wherever I was. 
 
    “No need to be shooting my dog.  Cause if you shoot my dog, I will have to shoot you,” I told him, raising my gun to show him I meant business. 
 
    “Now we don’t want anyone to get hurt none.  Only you must know, a young lady traveling on her own is just asking for trouble.  If you had a man with you, it would be safer.” 
 
    “My dog don’t like you,” I said flatly.  “That tells me you are not the kind of men I would want traveling with me.  If you don’t turn around and leave here, I’m going to have to sick my dog on you, and while you are trying to shoot him, I’ll be shooting you!” 
 
    “That little mutt isn’t worth shooting, considering I doubt he could cause much damage.” 
 
    I let out a sigh.  These men were going to be stubborn, so I just clicked my tongue, and before they knew it, Fire Cracker had lunged forward, rearing up and kicking out at their mules, causing them to jerk away and start running. 
 
    “If you want your mules, I suggest you go get them before my horse chases them farther away,” I told them. 
 
    “Why, you little brat!  You are going to be sorry for this!” 
 
    “Seems you are the ones who are going to be sorry if you don’t leave me be,” I warned.  
 
    Fire Cracker was returning and heading straight for them.  One of them lifted his gun out of his holster, but Bandit jumped up and grabbed his hand in his teeth, causing him to miss his target and drop his gun.  By that time, Firecracker was right on top of both of them, rearing up and threatening them with his front hooves, stretching his neck, in the attempt to bite, while Bandit took hold of the other one’s leg. 
 
    They started yelling and telling me to call my horse and dog off, which I did. 
 
    “Let that be a lesson to you, not to underestimate a pretty little thing like me,” I said, pointing my gun at them as I stood up.  “Now get after your mules, or you will end up walking to wherever you are heading,” I told them. 
 
    “They grumbled, and one of them started to bend over to pick up his gun, but Bandit growled at him, as he lunged and stood over the gun.” 
 
    ‘You can’t leave me without my gun, he complained, as he kicked out at Bandit. 
 
    “Well, I’m doing it, cause I don’t trust you will leave well enough alone.  I can always use an extra gun.” 
 
    “That’s thieving,” he bawled. 
 
    “Probably not half as bad as what you were planning to do,” I said.  “You had no reason following me here unless you planned to take advantage of me.  I was doing just fine when you came along, and I can continue to look out for myself!” 
 
    “You better watch your back,” he warned.  “Cause we ain’t forgetting this!” 
 
    “Problem is, my dog will smell you long before you can get within shooting distance.  He now knows you are not polite company.  So he will be warning me a lot earlier next time.” 
 
    I sat and watched as they headed out after their mules.  I had been lucky, I thought.  They were right.  A young woman traveling alone was asking for trouble.  I thought about the clothes that were flapping on that line back at the farm.  I hoped there were some boy’s clothes among them because I decided I needed to change my identity.  
 
    I put my fire out, packed everything up, and swung up on Fire Cracker’s back.  I was proud of my dog and horse protecting me like they did, but there might be a time when they couldn’t protect me, so the less attention I drew to myself, the better. 
 
    I guided Fire Cracker back to the farm.  I would get some of those apples, and then I would find out if there were any clothes on that line I could use to disguise myself as a boy.  After all, the Pawn shop owner claimed I looked more like a boy than a girl, so I figured I could get away with it. 
 
    There was enough moon to help light the way, as I approached the farmhouse.  All the windows were dark.  The dog started to bark, but Bandit went over and started making friends with it, so it hushed up soon enough.  I climbed down from Fire Cracker’s back and walked over to the line.  There were dresses and overalls.  One pair was way too big for me, but the other pair must have been for a boy, cause they looked like they might fit me.  I pulled them off the line, along with a shirt, and went over to the barn to change my clothes.  
 
     I found a lantern and used one of my matches to light it, and then I started shedding my girl clothes.  After I had wriggled into the overalls and shirt, I noticed an old battered hat hanging on a hook.  My long red hair was in a single braid down my back, and I contemplated just pinning it up on my head and putting the hat over my hair.  Trouble was, I didn’t think that would be enough.  I had to get rid of my hair.  I finally mustered the courage to take my knife, I kept in a sheath in my skirt pocket, and cut the braid off, feeling the shock of my curly hair spring up around my face.   
 
    It was still too long.  I tied the loose end of my braid with a piece of lace I ripped from the collar of my blouse and stuffed it in the pocket of the overalls.  Then I started whacking away at my hair until I felt it was short enough to pass as boy’s hair.  I covered the pieces of hair that fell around my feet with loose straw on the barn floor.  I removed the small gold earrings I had in my ears.  I don’t know how my parents ever afforded them?  Maybe they weren’t real gold, I thought.  I would keep them save by putting them in a small pouch that I kept inside my gunny sack. 
 
    I crammed the hat down over my docked curls and vowed not to look at myself in a mirror if I ever happened by one.  I didn’t want to see a boy’s face staring back at me.  The man on the ferry had called me a pretty little thing, but I knew he just said that because I was a girl.  I had never thought of myself as pretty. 
 
    Besides my flyaway curly hair that I had to keep plaited just to keep it out of my face, I had freckles scattered across my face.  Light green eyes, in a shade I had never seen any other eyes being.  Papa called them cat eyes.  He said they gave me an exotic look.  I didn’t believe him.  I think he said that because he knew I wasn’t very pretty and thought me thinking my eyes were unique, would make me feel better about myself.  Besides my eyes being too big and sort of slanted, my lower lip seemed too large, and my smile was crooked.  I had a long neck, Mama said was graceful, but I never saw any grace about my appearance.  Now that my hair was cut, my neck felt so much longer.  My breasts weren’t small, but they weren’t large either.  They had sized down when I started losing weight, so I figured I could pass easily enough as a boy, with my thin body, and what little breasts I had, hidden behind the bib of the overalls. 
 
    I stuffed my old clothes in a corner of the barn behind a wooden barrel, buckled my gun belt around my hips, placed my knife back in its sheath, and stuck it in my pocket along with my braid, then blew out the lantern.  I opened the door of the barn to find Bandit and Fire Cracker waiting patiently for me.  The farm dog was nowhere in sight.  I swung up on Fire Cracker’s back and discovered it was a lot easier to do wearing the overalls, and now my legs were protected from the sweat of Fire Cracker’s back.  I was beginning to like the new kind of freedom it gave me.  Maybe I was just comforting myself for having to cut off the only feminine feature about me.  I don’t know why I wanted to keep that braid.  Maybe to remind me I really was a girl despite all other appearances. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    It took awhile for me to get used to my short hair.  I could feel the cool breeze blowing on my neck and realized it was a lot cooler without my heavy mane hanging down my back.  Mama said I got my red hair from her Irish ancestors and Papa said I got it from his Scottish ancestors.  Our Sir-name was Macalister so it could be my Papa was right, only neither of them had red hair, so it made me wonder where I really got my hair color?  I was just a misfit, I supposed.  For all I knew, they found me under a rock, like Papa used to tease me they did.  It made me wonder about my past?  I never met any uncles or aunts or grandparents or anyone other than Mama and Papa. 
 
    I had a lot of time to think as I rode on my own, following the river.  I had heard about baby farms where women would bring unwed mothers to have their babies and then sell those babies to wealthy people who couldn’t have children.  Only I knew my mama and papa were not wealthy enough to buy a baby from someone.  The problem with those baby farms was that if any of the babies were not healthy enough to be sold, or there was something else wrong with them, or even for no reason at all, the people running the place would just stop feeding them, wrap them in newspaper, and let them die.  Sometimes they out and out killed them, or put them in the basement furnace, sometimes burning them alive!  Nothing was ever done about it because there were no laws against killing unwanted infants.   
 
    Some of the mothers of those poor misfortunate babies were taken and forced into brothels, seeing as how they lost their virginity and weren’t considered worthy ‘wife material’ any longer.  Because the young women came from all over the States to the baby farms, it was almost impossible to discover what happened to them, once they left the baby farm.  Some went there in secret to hide their shame, so their parents didn’t know what had happened to their daughters.  They just strangely disappeared never to be seen or heard from again. 
 
    I didn’t pass many people on the bank along the river, even though I did watch all the boats that traveled up and down the river.  It was the main highway for produce, but the trains were slowly choking out the old way of transporting goods.  I was thinking about my roots and where I actually did come from?  If I couldn’t find Papa, I didn’t have any other relatives that I knew of to look for.  Mama and Papa must have come from somewhere.  They must have had someone related to them, yet they never spoke about it.  Then I started wondering why Papa never settled down in one place?  Why did he always want to be on the move?  Maybe he didn’t like his kin and didn’t want them to know where he was at, I thought.  But what about Mama?  She seldom talked about her life before marrying Papa, and when I asked her, she said she was orphaned when she was little, so she didn’t know her mama and papa.  She claimed she was raised in a home for girls and that is where she was taught to be a school teacher so she could get employment when she left there. 
 
    Before she died, though, she had said something very strange.  She started talking about my older brother and how he doted on me when I was little.  I didn’t know I had an older brother.  When I asked her about him, she looked a little nervous and said she was just rambling on and she didn’t know where my brother was.  I decided when I found Papa, I would ask him about it.  Neither of them had ever mentioned a brother to me before.  I tried to get my mother to tell me his name, but she pretended like she hadn’t even mentioned him to me, and then a few days later, she died. 
 
    Then I started trying to envision what my older brother must look like?  Did he favor my papa or my mama, I wondered?  Maybe he was like me and didn’t look like either of them.  Was he still alive, and if so, where did he live and how could I ever find him?  Why did he leave and why hadn’t my parents ever mentioned him?  Maybe they left him, the same way Papa had left mama and me.  Maybe they didn’t like him for some reason, or he did something to make them angry and they chased him off.  Or maybe he got angry at them for some reason and left, but he would have had to leave when he was pretty young since I didn’t even remember him.  I didn’t even know how much older than me he was.  All sorts of stories kept swirling around in my head since there was nothing else to think about as Fire Cracker plodded along beside the river. 
 
    In the evening, I would find a place to camp.  If I didn’t need to cook, I wouldn’t start a fire because I was afraid it would draw attention to me, like before.  If I did need to cook, I would only leave the fire going for as long as I needed it and then put it out.  The nights were warm, so I didn’t need the fire to stay warm, and since I was close to a well-traveled river, I didn’t figure any wild animals would be coming around bothering me.  Besides, I had Bandit to warn me if any came near.  Fire Cracker and Bandit would probably chase them off if any did come around, I figured. 
 
    Sometimes, in the evening, I would find a secluded place along the bank and take a bath.  I would lay my head back in the water and wish my hair would spread out all around me, the way it used to do.   It used to come down way past my waist and was my best feature.  I often looked at the braid in my pocket and wondered why I even kept it?  I would never be that young girl again, going along with my parents, not having any plans for the future except to follow along.  Now I was going my own way.  I was being my own person, but I still had no plans for my future except to find my papa, and ask him about the brother Mama mentioned, and ask him why he never sent any money to support Mama and me?  I wondered if he ever thought about us or worried about us?  I wondered if he would even be happy if I found him?  What if he didn’t want anything to do with me?  I had a lot of things to wonder about that I wouldn’t know the answers to until the time came.  I wondered if the time ever would come when I could get my questions answered?  Just one more thing to wonder about, I laughed to myself. 
 
    The river cooled me off, only there were so many mosquitoes I never stayed very long in the water.  I had to stay under the water, just to keep them off of me, and splash water on my face when they started buzzing around my head.  When I got out, I would have to put my hat on and make sure my arms were covered, and then get a good distance away from the water, before they left me alone. 
 
    The air was muggy along the river.  Hell, it was muggy this time of year all over Missouri, regardless of where you lived and I supposed Kansas was no different.  I hated the muggy weather.  It made everything feel hotter than it really was.  My short hair got all sweaty really fast and dripped down the side of my face.  Fire Cracker was all sweaty too, which meant my overalls were always wet and dirty, where I clung to Fire Cracker’s back.  However, I loved the smell of Fire Cracker.  It was a comforting smell.  Probably the only comfort I was feeling as I traveled.   
 
    Sometimes I would bathe in the river with my overalls on, just to wash the horse sweat off of them.  I did that in the morning, though, so while I traveled, the wet overalls would keep me cool and keep Fire Cracker cool too.  By evening they would be all dry so they didn’t chill me while I slept. 
 
    There was plenty of greenery along the river, and grass for Fire Cracker to eat.  So far, I hadn’t tried to shoot anything with my gun.  Bandit ate eggs and crackers, just like me, and beans when I fixed them.  I had a small piece of salted side pork, mostly fat, that I used to flavor the beans with. 
 
    I rode along the river for several days or more.  I started losing track of time so I wasn’t really sure when I finally hit upon the Platte River, but there it was, flowing into the Missouri River.  I could have cut across the open country at the ferry crossing, up through Kansas and then toward the Oregon trail, like the ferryboat owner described, before I even got to where the Platte met the Missouri.  That trail would end up meeting the Platte River at some point.  Only according to the Oregon trail guide books I had heard about, there was only one road sign pointing to the Oregon trail somewhere in the middle of nowhere.   I was afraid I would get lost if I left the banks of the Missouri, and that ferry-man had talked about Indians still roaming the plains, so even though it was out of my way to travel along the Missouri River to get to the Platte River, I decided it was the best course to take.  The Platte River came into the Missouri at a small town they named Plattsmouth, for obvious reasons.  It was a major ferry crossing along with being a steamboat and stagecoach stop.  It was also a shipping point for lumber, grain, and livestock.  There wasn’t any reason for me to stop there, though.  Farther up the Missouri was Omaha, where many wagon train companies, including the Mormons, had started their trek overland.  At Plattsmouth, the river wound up north and then came back down again, according to the map.  I would have to follow it all that way north and back down in a southerly direction before it led west to Wyoming.  Nonetheless, I decided I would keep to the river where I knew I had water and wouldn’t lose my bearings.  I also figured if there were Indians out in that area, being in the shelter of trees along the bank and less noticeable, I would have a better chance keeping out of the way of traveling bands of Indians, if that was the case. 
 
    According to the map, that river flowed for over 300 miles through the middle of Nebraska as I followed it on to Wyoming.  What difference did it make if it took me longer, I asked myself?  As long as I got there at some point, I would be happy.  I just hoped I got there all in one piece. 
 
    The Platte River wasn’t anything like the Missouri.  In the beginning, it had some depth, but as I continued along the bank, it spread out wide and shallow.   In fact, I remember my mother, when teaching me geography, mentioning that the name of Nebraska came from an Indian word which meant  ‘Flat Water’.  I hadn’t thought about it at the time, but since the Platte River runs all the way through Nebraska and is wide and flat, it made sense to me now.   
 
    There were trees along the outer edges, but sometimes the river spanned a half a mile or more across and in places was only a few inches deep.  The bottom was sometimes quicksand, and the only place I felt was safe to enter the river was where it was a little deeper near the woods where the roots of the trees held the sand together.  There were sandbars sometimes for miles in the center, separating the water flow in two.  I heard the only thing that could navigate that river was a flat hoop boat the Indians made, and sometimes the trappers used to transport their hides in, which was made of a hide stretched across a round hoop.  Even then, in shallow places, the flatboat had to be drug along by its owners until it hit deeper water again.  I didn’t expect too much traffic on that river, which suited me just fine. 
 
    As long as I didn’t see any signs of anyone else, either Indian or white, I traveled along the outer edge of the trees to make better time.  Grass and low bushes spread out away from the river into flatland graduating into rolling hills in the distance.  Cottonwood trees shed their fluff that floated on the air and landed on anything that got near.  Sometimes I was just covered with cottonwood fluff.  There were also red cedar and Russian olive trees that grew among the cottonwoods.  All the grass around the river was lush and long.  During the spring when there was more water in the river, I heard it never actually rose deeper.  Instead, it just spread out like a seeping blanket of water, feeding the grassland and giving a place for migrating waterfowl and shorebirds to use.  I saw Meadowlark and redwing blackbirds, swallows and other birds along the shore, perched on cattail stalks or tree branches. 
 
    Dragonflies hovered around.  I had never seen so many Dragonflies in one place before.  Then there were the strange looking tiger beetles that liked the sandy shore of the river. They had large bulging eyes, long, slender legs and long rusty-colored bodies with black spots on their backs.  I could see them running along the sand, almost making it look alive as they chased their prey with amazing speed.  They mostly ate small insects that hovered near the water.  I hoped they ate mosquitoes too, but I didn’t know if they liked them. 
 
    Beautiful, exotic butterflies hovered above the grasses visiting thistle blooms, goldenrod, and other varieties of wildflowers that grew among the meadow grass.  Cattail stocks grew in long walls along the edge of the river in places and spread out over the soggier part of the grassland. 
 
    There were some places along the river where no trees grew, and the grassland just stretched out on either side for as far as the eye could see.  While it didn’t give shelter or a place to hide, it allowed me to see anyone coming from a very far distance away, only everything was unpopulated, as far as I could tell.  If there were any buildings or farms they must have been too far from the river for me to see.   
 
    As far as I knew, Nebraska was considered Indian territory and settlers were not allowed to stay, even though they were permitted to cross over the land.  I knew the people going to Oregon, Utah, California and beyond followed the Platte River Valley.  Sometimes they had to be protected by the army when Indians threatened them.  I heard Nebraska had been turning into a battleground for Indians and US soldiers ever since the beginning of the 60s because the Indians were angry that more and more white people were crossing over their territory letting their stock eat the grass that used to attract the buffalo there.  Besides that, train tracks were being laid across the plains along parts of the old Oregon trail. 
 
    It had just become a state the year before, and I was thinking that since it was a state now, it couldn’t stay Indian territory for very much longer. 
 
    I was riding along, not paying very close attention, thinking I should start looking for something to shoot since my supply of food was getting low, when all of a sudden I heard that familiar noise of a rattlesnake shaking its tail.  Bandit started barking and I pulled Fire Cracker to a stop.  It was then I could see the snake right in front of us, coiled up in defense mode and Fire Cracker started backing up. 
 
    Instead of just going around the stupid snake, I drew my gun and took a shot at it.  I had heard that rattlesnake meat was good to eat so maybe I would kill two birds with one stone, I was thinking.  I was a lousy shot and missed my target.  However, I guess Fire Cracker was not used to hearing a gun go off so close to his ear, or maybe he was just rearing up to stomp on the snake, but whatever the reason, he did rear up, and I wasn’t ready for it.  Since one hand was holding my gun and the other grasping the reins, I didn’t have time to grab onto Fire Cracker’s mane, and I felt myself sliding from his back, right along with my gunny sacks full of supplies. I hit the ground with a thud, and then my head fell back and there was a sharp pain in the back of my head.  It was the last thing I remembered.   
 
    I don’t know how long I had been lying there, but when I opened my eyes, I had a hard time focusing them.  For some reason, I kept thinking there was someone hovering over me.  I knew I was out in the middle of nowhere with no person for hundreds of miles round, or so I thought, so who was there?  It must be because I had hit my head that I thought someone was there.  Then I had the thought that I had died and it must be an angel come to get me.  After that thought passed, I started to wonder if maybe I was so lonely and felt so helpless that I wanted someone to be there.  I blinked my eyes and looked again. 
 
    As soon as the blur left my sight, I took in a shocked breath.  I would have screamed, but I noticed that Bandit was not growling.  He was just sitting there, watching on.  Fire Cracker was nonchalantly grazing nearby.  If this person hovering over me was a danger to me, Bandit would have been snarling and Fire Cracker would be chasing them off or, at least, trying to. 
 
    It wasn’t just a person hovering over me, but a wild-looking Indian staring at me with a cross of curiosity and concern in his eyes.  For a moment, we just stared at each other. 
 
    He was clad in fringed buckskin, a typical Indian costume from what pictures I had seen of them.  His hair was long and flowing, falling down over his shoulders, almost touching my face as he bent over me.  I thought of my own long hair and if I had been an Indian I wouldn’t have had to cut it to look like a boy.  His eyes were dark and penetrating.  His brow high and smooth.  His nose was curved at the bridge and flared above his full lips, which neither smiled or frowned at me.  I noted the high cheekbones and copper colored skin.  He wore no paint, so I knew he was not a member of a raiding party, but jewelry dangled from his ears and strings of beads hung from his neck.  Feathers attached to his hair, twisted in the breeze. 
 
    He wore a red scarf around his neck, fastened with a large, round silver clasp with a stone in the center. I found myself admiring the beadwork on the yoke of his shirt, and thought about my mother, and how she sewed clothes for people, but nothing as fancy as this uniform the Indian wore.  
 
    I couldn’t find my voice.  I didn’t know whether to be frightened or not since Bandit seemed to like him and that was very unusual for Bandit to act around any stranger.  Especially a stranger who was about to touch me. 
 
    “You hurt,” he stated before I could say anything. 
 
    I realized he was holding a cloth at the back of my head, and he brought it out to show me the blood on it.  Then he replaced it again, as he seemed to be putting pressure on the wound to stop the bleeding.  I could start to feel the pain where he pressed, which I hadn’t noticed when I first opened my eyes. 
 
    “Lay still,” he ordered when I tried to sit up. 
 
    At least he spoke English, I was thinking, so he couldn’t be that wild. 
 
    I looked past him and saw an Indian pony clad with an Indian saddle.  It too was grazing, but not near where Fire Cracker was.  There were pouches slung over the front of the saddle where there wasn’t really a horn, but two wooden crossbars, I suppose made for the purpose to hang things on.  Along with the pouches, there was a bow and a quiver of arrows.  The saddle was covered with several blankets so I couldn’t see what it was made out of.  Later, I discovered it was just a wood frame to secure all the blankets on that served as padding and sleeping gear when camping. 
 
    The Indian looked at me seriously. 
 
    “Why you be here?” he asked.  “Where your family?” 
 
    “I have no family,” I told him, testing my voice for the first time.  “I am on my way to Wyoming to find my papa.” 
 
    “Wyoming far place from here,” he told me what I already knew.  “Travel alone not safe!” 
 
    “You are alone,” I stated. 
 
    That was when he first smiled.  He merely nodded. 
 
    “I too go to Wyoming,” he informed me.  “My people live there in Wind Ridge Valley.  I Shoshoni.  We friends of white man.  We protect white travelers from other dangerous tribes.  Our Chief, Washakie, friends with your white leaders.  We are forbidden to harm the white man.  You come travel with Wawee’ne to keep you safe.”   
 
    “Is that your name?  Wawee’ne?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “It means To Stand up to Others.  I brave warrior and protector.” 
 
    “What did you do with my gun?” I asked suddenly, realizing it was not in my holster. 
 
    “Gun make big noise.  That how I find you.  I hear big noise, know white man is near.” 
 
    He glanced over to where my gun lay in the grass where I must have dropped it. 
 
     “I come to make sure no enemy tribe attacks white man.” 
 
    “I was shooting at a rattlesnake,” I told him. 
 
    “Snake dead.  Horse kill it.  You have good friends with you, even if you have no family,” he smiled. “You scrawny boy.  Like runt of litter,” he told me.  “Deihkwapi.  It means the runt.” 
 
    “You think I am a runt?” I asked, feeling insulted, but then realized he was right. 
 
    I was skinny and small, and he thought I was a boy, which I decided was a good thing.  As long as he thought I was a boy, I felt safer.  I had heard many stories about what Indians did with white women. 
 
    “I look at wound now,” he said, ignoring me. 
 
    He lifted me up into a sitting position and proceeded to examine the back of my head.  He poured out water from a pouch slung over his shoulder, onto the cloth, and began cleaning my wound.  Then he took something from a pouch on his belt, put it against the wound, and wrapped the cloth, that must have been some sort of sash, around my head to hold the poultice in place, then pushed me back down again.  He removed my empty gun belt and put it in one of my gunny sacks, and picked up my gun to put with it. 
 
    “You rest.  I cook snake,” he said. 
 
    I watched him with wide eyes as he stood up, and it was then I realized how tall he was.  His shoulders were broad, and his thighs were muscular looking as they pressed against the leather of his leggings.  He didn’t wear trousers.  He wore a breach cloth with leggings pulled over his legs, which were fastened somehow at the waist.  His feet were clad in moccasins, and I noticed they were covered in fancy beading too.  
 
    He removed his leggings, I suppose to get more comfortable, and hung them on his saddle.  I understood leggings were used to protect the legs from getting scratched when riding through tall, barbed grass, or sagebrush.  Since he was no longer riding, I suppose they were not necessary to wear.  Then he removed his fringed shirt, hanging it along with the leggings.  I stared at him, wondering if he would disrobe completely?  The beads around his neck were in white contrast to his dark-colored, muscular chest. I tried to keep my eyes riveted on the bright red scarf, but was failing miserably, as my eyes lowered to admire his well-shaped body.   
 
    He seemed to enjoy the freedom of movement it gave him when he was not hampered by so much clothing.  His hair flowed gracefully against his bare shoulders.  Now I could see the muscles in his strong legs flexing as he knelt to skin the snake, he laid on a flat rock.  The muscles in his arms rippled as he worked the skin off the snake, using his knife to help cut it free, as he peeled it back from the snake’s body.  He cut the rattle off and stuck it, along with the snake skin, in another pouch he had tied to the waist of his breach cloth.  
 
    He looked up at me and smiled once, and then proceeded to lay the snake in a circle on the rock.  I noticed he had already built a small fire, so he must have been there longer than I thought, and I wondered how long I had been unconscious?  The fire had burned down with hot coals glowing in the ring where it was built.  He lifted the rock with his capable arms and placed it in the center of the coals.  Then he came to where I was and sat down cross-legged beside me. 
 
    “You are brave to travel alone, but your bravery is little protection if you are met by some of my enemies.  They delight in torturing the white man.  They hate them with a fierceness that is unrestrained.  The Gods must have led me to you so you could stay safe.” 
 
    Even that Indian believed in God I thought.  God hadn’t been a very good friend to me so far, so why would he lead a heathen to me in order to keep me safe, I wondered?  That heathen must have some crazy God, who wasn’t related to the God who was supposed to be watching over me, I decided.  I wondered why his God would value a white “runt’s” life?  My God didn’t seem to care much about what happened to me. 
 
    “Why are you out here all alone?” I asked. 
 
    “I am tracking a band of Sioux who stole horses.  That is why it is not safe here for you.  They are not far off.  I have been tracking them for many moons now.” 
 
    “You are all by yourself,” I pointed out.  “How are you going to get your horses back?” 
 
    “There are merely six braves.  They are heading north to Sioux country, only when I heard your gun I feared they had found something more than horses to capture.  Before I take you with me, back to Wyoming, we go get horses first.” 
 
    “We?  You want me to risk my neck to help you get your horses?” I almost screeched. 
 
    Wawee’ne reached out and touched my neck with his finger. 
 
    “Your neck be safe.  I do hard work killing the Sioux.  You just lead horses away while I am busy.” 
 
    “You are going to kill them?” I gasped. 
 
    “They are wayward braves.  They are not only a danger to your people but they are an enemy to my tribe.  We have wanted revenge against the Sioux for too long.  That is why we help white soldiers fight against them.  The Sioux band escaped the battle and took soldier’s horses.  I offered to bring horses back.  My tribe wishes to remain in Wind Ridge Valley.  The whites send the Tribes in other places to reservations away from their homeland.  Washakie does not want us to be sent to some other place.  If we help the white soldiers they will tell their leaders to let us keep our land.  Even if I die, it will be for a good cause.” 
 
    “You must love your homeland very much,” I murmured. 
 
    “Washakie is wise Chief.  He knows the only way to win against the white man is to help him, so the white man will help us.  Now I help you and get soldier’s horses too.  You stay by me, help get horses.  Then I hunt for you so you can eat.  I protect you from enemy tribes.  I bring you to your father.”  
 
    He gave me an engaging smile.  I was thinking I had no choice.  But he seemed friendly enough and as long as he was under the assumption that I was a boy, I felt safe. 
 
    “I guess I have no choice,” I said what I was thinking. 
 
    “All choices lead to road we travel through life,” he told me.  
 
    I wasn’t really sure what he meant, but I knew one thing, I wasn’t going to have to worry about shooting something to eat any longer, and I at least had someone to talk to. 
 
    When the snake was cooked, he brought me pieces of the meat he put on one of my tin plates and handed it to me.  I noticed he had gone through all my supply bags.  It was the best thing I had eaten in a long time.  I was thinking that maybe it was a good thing he had found me.  I wondered if God really did have something to do with it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Even though Wawee’ne said he was there to protect me, I didn’t know if I could trust him.  Everyone knew that Indians never kept their word.  Many times they would trade horses to the settlers traveling through their land, and then come and steal them back in the middle of the night.  They would say one thing and then do another.  I heard they were cunning in their bargaining and went out of their way to take advantage of trusting white travels.  The last thing I was going to trust was an Indian’s word.  Therefore, I didn’t sleep very well that night. 
 
    Besides my head aching, I feared I would wake up in the morning and discover Wawee’ne had taken my horse, supplies and possibly even my dog, considering Bandit seemed to take a liking to the Shoshoni, for some unfathomable reason.  He laid his blankets down beside my cot-roll.  I don’t know if it was because he wanted to protect me, or he didn’t trust me either.  It crossed my mind a couple of times to leave in the middle of the night, only I knew that Indians were good trackers and he would probably track me down if I tried to escape. 
 
    I worried about going with him to get the horses back.  I didn’t even know if I could believe him about the horses he was going after.  For all I knew, he had friends waiting at a distant and he was planning to sell me to them as a slave.  I had heard stories about Indians taking white people and Mexicans as slaves when they captured them.  I could imagine him getting me to trust him, fooling me into following him willingly and then when we were in a place that wasn’t familiar to me, he would force me to go with him having some diabolic plan in store for me.  Then it would be too late to try and escape, and even if I did, I wouldn’t know how to get back to the river.  That was why I was hesitant to follow him north, away from the Platte River, no matter what kind of help he promised me. 
 
    As I lay awake, keeping an eye on him, his eyes opened and he looked at me in the moon glow, which made his eyes seem hypnotic. 
 
    “Why you not sleep?” he asked. 
 
    I didn’t know if I should be honest with him or lie? 
 
    “I just can’t sleep,” I told him at last, which was the truth.   
 
    I figured I didn’t have to give him a reason why I couldn’t sleep. 
 
    “I can see you fear Wawee’ne” he said. 
 
    He seemed to be reading my mind which frightened me even more. 
 
    “White people not trust the red man,” he said.  “Red man not trust white man.  It hard to make peace with each other.” 
 
    “It’s just that I don’t want to go with you while you kill someone.  All I want to do is find my Papa.” 
 
    “They bad Indians.  If I not kill them they may kill more white people.  Do you not care about your own people’s lives?” 
 
    “But just to go in and kill them without warning…” 
 
    “They would do same if they wanted my scalp,” he told me. 
 
    “You are not going to scalp them, are you?” I shivered. 
 
    “I need scalps.  Show soldiers they no longer threaten anyone.” 
 
    “I thought the Shoshoni were supposed to be peaceful Indians?” 
 
    “Peaceful people protect self and fight wars.  Your white soldiers kill. You believe white people peaceful?  You should be glad I wish to rid you of bad Indians.” 
 
    “Only I just have your word to go by.  How do I know you are telling me the truth?” 
 
    “What I do to make you trust me?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said truthfully. 
 
    “You must trust me,” he said simply with a sly-looking smile. 
 
    It didn’t make me trust him any better.  I knew I would have to go with him.  He would expect it and if I balked he might get angry at me.  I didn’t want to discover what it would be like to have a wild Indian angry at me.  I thought about what he had said about his chief believing that to win against the white man he had to help them.  Maybe I should do the same thing with him, I told myself. 
 
    Eventually, I must have fallen asleep because he woke me early before the sun was even up. 
 
    “We go now,” he told me. 
 
    At least he had not taken off with my horse, I told myself with a little more reassurance he may be telling me the truth.  That is unless he just wanted me to trust him so he could trade me as a slave to some neighboring tribe.  Everything was already packed and ready to go.  I rolled up my cot-roll and stuffed it into one of the gunny sacks, and swung up on Fire Cracker’s back.  I was tired, but my head had stopped aching. 
 
    He watched me with a glint of admiration in his eye, I thought.  Maybe he didn’t think I could swing up on my horse, me being such a ’runt’, or maybe the look meant he was pleased I was going along willingly and wouldn’t cause him any trouble.  Nonetheless, I followed him.  The whole time ranting at myself about doing it.  It was wasting time.  I couldn’t trust him.  I didn’t want to be a witness to him taking someone’s scalp.  Maybe my scalp would be next, for all I knew. 
 
    He kept looking over at me and his eyes would wander over my face and my curls escaping the confines of my battered hat.  I wondered if he was trying to figure out if I was a girl and not a boy? 
 
    “Hair like red flame,” he said, unexpectedly.  “Never see hair so red,” he explained.  “Ankepompy is Shoshoni word for red hair.”  
 
    “Must be the Scott’s in me,” I said. 
 
    I knew he probably didn’t even know what that meant, and I wasn’t actually sure if it was true that I had Scottish blood, regardless of what Papa told me. 
 
    “Never see green eyes like you have,” he continued.  “Like cat eyes. Gedi Puniku.” 
 
    Papa had called my eyes cat eyes, the same as he did.  I noticed he kept throwing Shoshoni words into his comments like he wanted to teach me his language for some reason.  I didn’t figure I would be with him long enough to need to learn his language. 
 
    “I call you Gedi Puniku,” he informed me. 
 
    I started to tell him my name was Haley but decided it was just as well.  He could call me whatever he wanted to, I decided.  As soon as we got to Wyoming, I hoped to never see him again.  I also hoped I actually got to Wyoming. 
 
    When he turned his horse north, away from the Platte River, I hesitated, not wanting to follow.  He looked over his shoulder at me, a little gruffly. 
 
    “You come!” he demanded. 
 
    We sat there for a long time just staring at each other.  His eyes insisting, my eyes resisting. 
 
    “You come.  I protect!” 
 
    Protect me from what, I wondered?  So far I had been safe enough until he came along.  He was leading me into danger.  What if he couldn’t kill the Indians that took the horses?  He said they were bad Indians.  If they ended up killing him instead, I would be a sitting duck.” 
 
    “What if you can’t kill them?” I asked.  “What if they kill you instead?” 
 
    “I fierce fighter.  They no kill me.” 
 
    “You don’t know that!  We could both get killed!” 
 
    “Why fear death?  It comes to all men.” 
 
    “But not now!  I don’t want it to come now!” I bellowed. 
 
    He cocked his head at me as though trying to figure out how to convince me to welcome death the way he seemed to do. 
 
    “You no have faith in Wawee’ne.” 
 
    “I don’t even know you!  You just come along and expect me to believe you?  I was perfectly fine before you came along,” I insisted. 
 
    “You were hurt when I come along,” he pointed out.  “Not fine.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to get hurt even more by some Sioux Indian,” I informed him. 
 
    “Then you stay.  You stay by river.  You wait.  I come with horses.  Then I protect you.” 
 
    I smiled as I felt relief flood over me.  He was not going to force me to come with him.  The very fact that he said that gave me trust in him.  I shrugged and nudged Fire Cracker forward.  I would come with him after all, I decided. 
 
    Wawee’ne raised his eye brows at me as I approached.  Then his face lit up with a smile.  At that moment, I realized he had a rather pleasant looking face.  I would have to trust him I decided.  After all, Bandit seemed to like him.  That said something, I tried to convince myself. 
 
    Now we were crossing over grassland as far as the eye could see.  I wondered how he even knew which way to go, considering there didn’t seem to be any landmarks around to guide him?  He seemed intent, and I could see he kept looking down as he traveled forward.  I realized he was tracking his prey.  I thought of the tiger beetles dancing on the sand of the riverbank, seeking their prey.  It seemed we had many things in common with nature, I thought.  Only tiger beetles ate their prey, Wawee’ne was merely going to scalp his. 
 
    Wawee’ne appeared relentless in his determination to find the band of Sioux.  He seldom talked to me as he kept his eyes peeled for clues that only he could probably recognize to guide him to his goal.  He only stopped a couple of times so we could eat.  He shared hunks of dried meat with me, and I shared the last of my eggs with him.  He seemed to enjoy the eggs but said nothing to indicate it. 
 
    He had replaced his fringed shirt and leggings and looked like the typical proud Indian warrior atop his horse.  I loved the look of his horse.  It was a dapple with a long flowing mane.  He had attached feathers to the mane, hanging down below his horse’s ear on one side.  He had painted a ring around the eye of his horse and there was a handprint on the horses rear flank.  He sat his horse with ease, sitting straight and tall.  There was only one rein on the horse and no bridle.  It seemed to be tied to the horses lower jaw, but I never saw him actually guide his horse with that rein.  It appeared he merely used the pressure of his legs. 
 
    “Does your horse have a name?” I asked.  “I call my horse Fire Cracker.” 
 
    “Nasuwai.  It means shy.  When I first find him I had hard time getting him to trust me.  Just like you,” he said, giving me a reassuring smile.  “You see he trusts me much now,” he pointed out.  “Soon you trust me too, maybe.” 
 
    I didn’t answer, knowing how cunning the Indians were purported to be,  I wasn’t even sure if that really was the name of his horse. 
 
    We continued to ride until dusk.  The terrain had started to turn into rolling hills, instead of totally flat ground, so it was harder to see what was in the distance.  Wawee’ne got down from his horse, his arm through his bow and quiver of arrows already on his back. 
 
    “We leave horses here,” he told me. 
 
    He dropped the rein of his horse and I climbed down and did the same, doing what was called ground tying the horses.  They were both trained to remain in place if the rein was dropped to the ground.  I also told Bandit to stay and he sat down obediently beside Fire Cracker. 
 
    The grass was up around our waist in places as we walked through it.  We had to walk cautiously because the edges of some of the mixture of grasses were sharp and could cut your skin if you were not careful.  We were walking to the top of a rise and when we reached it, Wawee’ne crouched down.  I crouched beside him.  We proceeded with caution, and then I could see why.  Down below us, between two rises of grassland hills, we could see several Indians.  They were all sitting in a circle talking among themselves.  Off to one side were several horses.  I recognized the military horses right away.  They were taller than the other horses and were all solid colors, such as brown or black.  A few of them had a military  "Indian War" McClellan Saddle on their backs.  The Indian ponies were smaller and more colorful.  Most were paint ponies and one was Appaloosa.  They all were decorated with their own paint designs put there by their owners.  Their saddles had been removed.  It appeared that the horses were all hobbled. 
 
    “We wait until dark,” Wawee’ne whispered.  
 
    Then he lay down on his stomach, pulling me down beside him.  He placed his chin on his arms that were crossed in front of him as he watched the men below. 
 
    “Are you going to kill them?” I whispered. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I thought you said you wanted their scalps?” 
 
    “You not like me scalp them,” he said, winking at me.  “Maybe I spare their lives.” 
 
    “What will the soldiers say if you don’t bring them scalps.” 
 
    “If I bring horses, they have no complaint.” 
 
    “You would not kill them because of me?”  I wondered. 
 
    “It more dangerous not to kill them,” he informed me.  “We could be killed, like you fear.” 
 
    I was torn.  I didn’t want to be killed, but I didn’t want to see anyone else get killed either. 
 
    “What do you plan to do then?” I asked. 
 
    “When they sleep, you go down to horses.  Remove hobbles.  Keep hobbles to use later.  I go watch to make sure they not wake.  If they wake, I kill.  If not, we take horses.  They may follow, but they are close to their village.  They may decide to return to their people instead.” 
 
    “What if they follow?” I asked. 
 
    “We keep watch for them.  Then maybe I kill them after all,” he smiled.  “We take all horses so Sioux are on foot.” 
 
    “Do you think they will bring more Sioux with them and hunt us down, the way you hunted them down?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said.  “If I kill them now, they won’t.” 
 
    He gave me a knowing look. 
 
    “You decide,” I said at last.   
 
    I didn’t want to be the one saying whether he should kill anyone. 
 
    “We take chance.  You free horses and lead back to our horses.  I watch to make sure they do not follow.  Then I join you.” 
 
    “There are so many horses,” I said doubtfully. 
 
    “Take a few.  Others will follow.” 
 
    “What if they wake up and kill you?” I asked. 
 
    “Then I be dead,” he smiled.  “If I not come, you leave horses and go.  They will not know you were with me.  They will take horses and leave.” 
 
    I shivered because I didn’t think I would be able to find my way back to the river if he ended up getting killed.  I didn’t want to think of him being killed.  Even though I didn’t know him or trust him, so far he had treated me kindly.  He trusted me to help him and was willing not to kill the band of Indians because I had mentioned my displeasure in the plan.  Why did he care what I thought, I wondered? 
 
    We lay there for a very long time.  I started to fall asleep, and then I felt Wawee’ne nudge me. 
 
    “Go,” he whispered, pointing in the direction of the horses that were now mere shadows in the dim half-moon glow. 
 
    I crouched down and scurried through the tall grass, keeping bent so I did not stand above the grass.  When I got to the horses, I crawled about them, untying their hobbles and throwing them over my shoulder as I finished un-hobbling each horse.  None of them seemed startled or surprised by me.  They were all very well-mannered horses, I thought, as I continued untying them.  Then I grabbed the reins of one of the military horses, and wrapped one of the hobble lines around the neck of an Indian pony and started pulling them in the direction of where we had left our horses.  Slowly they started to follow me, and then the rest of the horses were following as well.  A moment later, Wawee’ne was beside me.  He picked me up and placed me on the military horse’s back, which was wearing a saddle, and he swung up on the Indian pony beside me.  He gave the pony a kick, and the whole bunch of horses started running.   I could hear the Indians calling out in surprise in the distance.  A few arrows flew past us, but soon we were out of range. 
 
    When we reached our own horses, Wawee’ne gave a whistle, and his horse started to follow.  I called to Fire Cracker and Bandit, then we were careening across the grassland, heading back the way we came.  I never felt more exhilarated in my life.  I was laughing and crying at the same time with relief and elation.  I looked over and saw that Wawee’ne was laughing too.  I felt a strange bonding feeling toward him.  I knew I could trust him now. 
 
    We did not slow our pace.  We wanted to put as much distance between us and those Indians as we could.  We let the horses run until they tired, and then we walked them at a steady pace.   I lay the hobbles over the neck of my horse in front of the saddle as we continued at a slower pace. 
 
    The military saddle was nothing like any saddle I had ever seen.  It didn’t have a horn or high pommel like western saddles usually had.  It was more like an English saddle and very comfortable.  More comfortable than riding bareback, I thought.  I wouldn’t get horse sweat all over me now, I thought cheerfully.  There was a round pouch connected to the back of the saddle and square saddle bags down either side of it in back.  I idly wondered what was inside of them, but I figured the Sioux may have already removed their contents. 
 
     Wawee’ne did not stop.  We continued through the night, and it wasn’t until we came to the river that he finally slowed, and he slid down from his horse.  By that time, it was morning. 
 
    “Hobble horses,” he instructed me,  I pulled the hobbles from the neck of the horse and did as he indicated.  The horses started drinking from the river and then began eating grass.  They all seemed as tired as I felt. 
 
    Wawee’ne lay his blankets down in the shade of a large cottonwood, so I also rolled out my cot-roll.  I watched as he began removing his fringed shirt, and then his leggings, as he got ready to rest for awhile.  Then I noticed him removing his moccasins and fumbling with the ties of his breach cloth, letting it drop to the ground.  My eyes widened. 
 
    “I bathe now,” he said, looking down at where I was sitting on my cot-roll.  “You come bathe too.” 
 
    I actually think I was scooting backward as I looked up at him, his body displaying his manliness in front of my virgin eyes.  I just kept staring at him, trying to pull my eyes away, but unable to do so. 
 
    “I’m…I’m too tired,” I mumbled, turning down his offer. 
 
    “Do white people not like bathing?” he asked.  “The red man bathes morning and night if there is water near,” he informed me. 
 
    “Do…do you plan to bathe twice a day now?” I asked with a shaking voice, knowing we would be following the river all the way into Wyoming. 
 
    He looked at me as though he couldn’t believe I was asking such a stupid question. 
 
    “You do not wish me to?” he asked, trying to read the horror that must have been reflected on my face, as I witnessed a nude man for the first time in my life. 
 
    “No….I…I was just asking.  Water frightens me and there is quicksand in this river, is all.  I do not wish to bathe right now.” 
 
    Maybe never, I thought to myself!  Anyway, not as long as I was with him.  He merely shrugged and turned to walk out into the river.  I watched as his bronze body retreated to the edge of the water, looking over his shoulder at me once with questioning eyes, and then he waded out and began bathing in the river. 
 
    I found myself mesmerized watching him bathe.  I did not feel ashamed.  After all, he thought me to be a boy, and he didn’t act shy when he disrobed in front of me.  Mama had never discussed men with me when I was growing up, and I never asked.  I hadn’t been that curious, but now I suddenly found a strange interest in discovering the difference between his body and mine. 
 
    When he came up out of the water, rivulets flowed over his muscular skin.  He slung his head, throwing water in all directions, then walked over to where his blankets lay beside my cot-roll.  I watched him scoop up a small blanket and begin to dry his skin, oblivious to the interest I was showing.  I sat there realizing that I could not continue to refuse to bathe during our whole trek since he apparently intended to do so twice a day.  I just didn’t know how I was going to get around it?  Eventually, he was going to discover I was a woman, and then what would happen, I wondered?  I trusted him, but not if he discovered he was traveling with a lone woman, I thought. 
 
    I continued to watch him, thinking how attracted to him I was becoming.  Not just because of how he looked at that moment, but the fact there were aspects about him that impressed me, like the fact that he didn’t scalp those Sioux because he knew I didn’t want him to.   
 
    He had a strength about him that drew me.  He didn’t seem to fear anything.  Not even death.  I knew I would be safe with him.  He had been willing to face several Sioux and risk his life to recapture the horses for the soldiers to show his loyalty to the white man.  Certainly, he would also show his loyalty to me in the same way, I was starting to hope. 
 
    He lowered himself to the blankets, not bothering to replace any of his clothes, laying on his back and looking up at the cottonwood branches above us. 
 
    “We rest,” he said, turning his head and looking at me.  I was still sitting, looking down upon his relaxed body, trembling inside, wondering what was going to happen when he finally discovered I was not a young boy as I pretended to be? 
 
    His hand reached out and pulled me down on my own cot-roll. 
 
    “Rest.  Habinide,” he murmured, his strong hand tightening on mine as he encouraged me to lie down. 
 
    I lowered myself beside him.  He was nerve-racking close to me.  His eyes held mine. 
 
    “You safe now,” he whispered.  “The Sioux will not follow.” 
 
    He had taken my shaking body as an expression of fear, but he had assumed the wrong thing that I feared.  I felt his hand squeezing mine to reassure me.  It only made me feel more frightened. 
 
    “Relax and rest,” he encouraged.  “It is warm.  You should remove your clothes too.” 
 
    “I am fine the way I am,” I mumbled. 
 
    He gave a low laugh. 
 
    “You are shy like my horse,” he smiled.  “White people too modest.  They wear too many clothes.  The soldiers wear clothes under their clothes.  Do you wear the long johns under your clothes?” 
 
    I shook my head and he chuckled. 
 
    “Good,” he mumbled.  “You will be cooler, then.” 
 
    “Our religion teaches us to be modest,” I tried to explain.   
 
    Only I couldn’t remember the last time I was in a church.  We moved around too much to attend church, but mama made me read the Bible aloud, to practice reading, so I knew all the Bible stories.  I knew a man and woman was not supposed to look upon each other’s body, even after they were married.  The only thing my mother had taught me about marriage was giving me the written rules of marriage given to her by the church she used to attend as a girl.  I think that was her way of preparing me for marriage. 
 
    It was all very clear.  The body was sacred.  It was not to be looked upon by a man.  Even a wife could not look upon her husband’s body.  They were required to blow out the lamp at night when they got undressed and were to leave their underclothes on when sleeping together.  A man was required to take his wife every night, though, until she conceived.  Once that happened he was to leave her be.  Copulation was only meant to bring forth souls into the world and nothing more.  I wasn’t sure what copulation was, except that it was the way to bring forth children. The woman was not supposed to enjoy the act, and I didn’t know if the man was either, but the “act” had never actually been explained to me, so I wasn’t sure what that entailed? 
 
    Now I looked upon this man, in all his manly glory, lying unabashed beside me, and wondered what was so horrible about looking upon one’s husband?  Wouldn’t he want to see his wife as well, I reasoned?  Since I had turned my back on God, I wondered if I could turn my back on the written rules of marriage too?  However, since I was not even close to being married, I tried to put it all out of my mind. 
 
    “We have modesty rules between a man and woman,” he explained.  “A man is not allowed to touch a woman before marriage, and a young woman must be a virgin before entering marriage,” he explained.  “To look upon one’s body is not forbidden.  Families often bathe together and sleep in the same lodge together.  We do not wear clothes when we sleep.” 
 
    “What about Indians raping white women?” I asked, suddenly.  “Isn’t that touching a woman’s body?” 
 
    “It is the rules of our society, I speak of.  If we have slaves, or we capture women from enemy tribes, we can use them as we please.  However, the Shoshoni have stopped taking women captive or raping them since the whites forbid it.” 
 
    That made me feel a little better when he told me that. 
 
    “Oh,” is all I said. 
 
    Then I couldn’t help myself, because I had become so curious, looking at him, and he thought I was a boy, so I asked. 
 
    “Do you know what copulation means?”  
 
    He gave a low laugh. 
 
    “Why do you ask me that?” he wanted to know. 
 
    “It is written in our rules of marriage, and it talks about copulation, only I am not sure what it means except for bringing children into the world.” 
 
    “It is like when animals breed,” he said assuming I was familiar with what happened with breeding animals. 
 
    I took in my breath, remembering when our mare mated with the wild stud. 
 
    “I…I hadn’t thought about it that way,” I murmured. 
 
    “Only with people, love is involved,” he said gently.  “When you find a woman you love, you treat her gently.  You show your love for her before you even try to bring on children,” he said softly.  “Then when the time comes, you are slow and caring when you do it.  You don’t want to frighten her so she will never wish you to do it again.” 
 
    “Are you married?” I asked suddenly. 
 
    “No,” he said flatly.  “I am of age to find a wife.  When I return to my village, I will look upon the women there.  Perhaps I will choose a wife then.” 
 
    “How will you know if you want her for your wife?” I asked, suddenly becoming curious about how a person even knew they wished to marry someone? 
 
    “She will look upon me kindly.  She will seek out my attention.  She will come when I play love flute.” 
 
    “Love flute?” I asked. 
 
    “Love flute will lure woman who loves you to your side,” he explained. 
 
    “What if you play it and no one comes?” I asked. 
 
    “Then I wait for right woman to hear it,” he shrugged. 
 
    “It sounds so simple.  I always traveled with my parents.  There was never time to make friends or know if there was someone who loved you,” I mumbled. 
 
    “You are young yet,” he said.  “There is time.” 
 
    I realized he thought I was a young boy, so I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Still I can not bathe around you,” I said, taking in my breath.  “I would feel too embarrassed,” I explained. 
 
    “You have seen me.  There is no difference between us but age,” he said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t feel right,” I insisted. 
 
    “If it frightens you, I will give you privacy.” 
 
    “All right,” I mumbled, feeling a lot better. 
 
    “You rest now,” he said, removing his hand from mine. 
 
    When he pulled his hand away, I wished I could grab it again.  The feel of his hand in mine gave me strength.  He made me feel safe, and I thought about how he told me that a man should be gentle with the woman he loved.  I had never thought about a wild Indian being gentle before. 
 
    I was so tired, though, I found my eyes closing and I immediately fell asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    When I opened my eyes, the sun was high in the sky.  It was starting to get hot.  I noticed Wawee’ne was no longer beside me.  He was at the river, with what looked like a makeshift spear.  I came to stand beside him and he turned to smile.   
 
    “I catch fish to eat,” he told me. 
 
    I could see carp jumping up in the water in the distance, but there were none close to shore. 
 
    Suddenly, Wawee’ne made a thrust and his spear came up with a large blue catfish on the end of it. 
 
    “Lunch,” is all he said, with a smile, and we walked back to where he had already built a fire. 
 
    Like the snake, he placed the fish, after cleaning it with his knife, on a flat rock and placed it amid the coals.  It made me glad he was with me.  He seemed to know what he was doing. 
 
    After we ate the fish, we un-hobbled the horses and started on our way along the river again.  I looked over at Wawee’ne.  I felt much more comfortable around him now.  We had gotten the horses back and I had helped him do it.  It made me feel proud of myself.  I felt like I had earned his protection and showed my own bravery by going with him when I had felt so scared. 
 
    I put the military saddle on Fire Cracker.  At first he didn’t know what to do.  He had never had a saddle on his back before, and he seemed frightened, but then Wawee’ne came up to him and breathed into his nostrils talking to him softly until he stopped shivering.  I climbed upon his back and when he realized I was the one in the saddle, he started to calm down.  Wawee’ne released him and swung up on his own horse. 
 
    All the horses followed along, since none of them wanted to be left behind.  They seemed to know they should stick together.  The military horses were well trained, and knew each other so they were not difficult to keep together.  The Indian ponies were used to being on the plains, following their owners wherever they took them.  They didn’t need any coaxing either.  Since there was plenty of grass for all the horses to eat, we didn’t have much to worry about, as long as they did not wander away at night.  However, the hobbles kept them close. 
 
    Fire Cracker kept shying at the sound of the saddle creaking on his back, but eventually, he got used to it and accepted the new conditions with me riding him using a saddle instead of riding him bareback. 
 
    This time, when we stopped and hobbled the horses, Wawee’ne rummaged through one of my gunny sacks and brought out the two hand guns I had. 
 
    “Show how to shoot,” he said to me. 
 
    I started laughing. 
 
    “I only shot it once and that was when I was trying to kill the snake.  I never hit that snake, so I wouldn’t be a very good teacher.” 
 
    “We practice,” he smiled.  “I see soldiers shoot guns before.  It  not look hard.  Just aim and pull trigger.” 
 
    “What should we shoot at?” I asked. 
 
    “Cattails,” he suggested. 
 
    There were a whole row of them along the bank.  I wasn’t sure I could hit anything as small as a cattail head, but I was willing to try. 
 
    I handed him a gun and showed him how to put the bullets in.  That I did know how to do because the shop owner, where I got the gun, had shown me how to do it. 
 
    Wawee’ne and I began shooting at the cattail heads, making a lot of noise without hitting much.  When I hit my first one, causing fluff from the cattail to fly out in all directions, I yelled in satisfaction.  Apparently, Wawee’ne had practice aiming his arrow and understood the process.  He started hitting cattails more often, and I tried hard to keep up with his score. 
 
    We laughed and yelled in elation when we managed to hit something.  I had never had so much fun before.  When we decided to quit, so we wouldn’t waste all the bullets, Wawee’ne started to hand his gun back to me. 
 
    “You keep it,” I said.  “I stole it off someone who tried to take advantage of me.  The other one I paid for.” 
 
    Wawee’ne seemed surprised I would give him the gun. 
 
    “I am humbled with gift,” he said, “I will make a holster with snake skin I kept,” he informed me.  
 
    He seemed excited putting the gun in one of his pouches on his horse.  We ate left over fish from earlier, and then Wawee’ne started removing his clothes, getting ready for his evening bath.  This time, I boldly watched him.  I admired his well formed body, and the way his muscles rippled and flexed as he moved. 
 
    “You still shy to bathe?” he asked, when he noticed I was not making any effort to join him. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then go behind tree on other side,” he suggested, and I decided I should do it since it had been a while since I had soaked in the river and he would be busy taking care of his own needs. 
 
    I lay back in the water, staying close to shore because I was afraid of running into quicksand.  I looked up through the branches of the trees as I floated on my back thinking about what brought me here and where it was all going to lead?  Now I was glad Wawee’ne had found me.  I had company besides having someone to find food for me and to protect me.  I was thinking I would miss him when we had to part ways.  Until then, though, I would enjoy his friendship and company. 
 
    When I came back to our camp sight, where my cot-roll was laid out, Wawee’ne was already there, stretched out on his blankets with his arms behind his head, looking up to the first stars that were starting to blink in the sky.  I tried to ignore his nakedness, and laid down on my cot-roll beside him. 
 
    “Sometimes we fear what we do not know,”  Wawee’ne mumbled.  “In beginning you fear me.  You not know who I am.   You listened to stories in head about how bad Indians are.   
 
    “It is told that a group of young girls had to be left behind in hiding, as the tribe had to pack up and move quickly due to imminent danger.  When girls came out of hiding and went in search of tribe, they came upon injured wolf.   After nursing wolf back to health, they became adopted by entire pack of wolves, who saved them from danger many times, as  girls continued search for rest of tribe.  The warrior fathers, upon returning to find the girls, saw the wolves surrounding their daughters from a distance.  Not understanding that the wolves were protecting their daughters, they slew them one and all.  After being told of their grave mistake, they vowed to honor wolf as protector throughout time. 
 
    “I am like wolf in story.  I can be fierce and some may not trust me.  They see only my fierceness.  Yet I can be protector.  I am your protector until you safely find your family.” 
 
    He looked at me, perhaps thinking that because I feared bathing with him that I did not trust him.  Then he turned and opened his hand. 
 
    “I found this,” he mumbled. 
 
    It was my braid.  It must have fallen out of my pocket. 
 
    “Is this part of your soul?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Hair is soul.  We do not cut hair or we will lose part of soul.  Why you cut away soul?” 
 
    “To protect myself,” I said quietly.  “If anyone thought I was a girl they would try to use me.” 
 
    “I  not use you,” he said.  “I not let others use you.  I protect you, like wolf.” 
 
    He handed me my braid, giving me a weary smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” is all I could think of to say. 
 
    Now I lay beside Wawee’ne knowing he knew I was a girl, wondering if it would change the dynamics of our friendship?  I didn’t want him to start treating me any differently just because he learned I was not the young boy he thought me to be. 
 
    After a bit, Wawee’ne turned and looked at me. 
 
    “You brave white girl,” he said softly.  “You come help with horses even when you fear me.  You travel to find father all alone in a country with many dangers in it.  You changed my mind about taking scalps of Sioux.  I honor your bravery.  I will honor you.  You need not fear me, Gedi Puniku.  I will bring you safe to father.” 
 
    “You have been nothing but kind to me,” I said, reaching out to touch his arm. 
 
    He grabbed my hand and held it tight, but didn’t speak anymore.  In the morning, he was still holding my hand. 
 
    I looked shyly at him, as I removed my hand from his.  He rose and started getting dressed.  After we packed everything, he touched my arm. 
 
    “You let me shoot gun.  Now I teach you to shoot arrow,” he smiled. 
 
    He took his bow and handed it to me. 
 
    “A warrior’s bow is much sacred,” he told me.  “It is all he has to protect himself and family.  It is all he has to provide food.   He makes his bow with skill and pride and great care. When a warrior marries he lets his wife carry his bow to ceremony to show his honor of her allowing her to care for what is most important to him.  She not only cares for his weapon, but she cares for his heart.  She honors him because she knows how sacred his weapon is and how important he is in protecting and caring for her. 
 
    “Now I honor you for your trust in me,” he smiled.  “I show my trust in you by allowing you to use my weapon.  I have been the only one to touch it since it was made.” 
 
    “I…I don’t feel worthy to touch your bow,” I said in a shaking voice.  “What if I accidentally break it?” 
 
    I tried to hand it back. 
 
    “You take.  I show you how to use.” he said firmly, putting his hand over my hand, holding the bow, and pushing it toward me.  “Come.  You shoot at tree.  Bigger target than cattails,” he laughed. 
 
    Wawee’ne took out an arrow, placing it against the string of the bow.  Then he stood behind me, showing me how to hold the arrow against the string of the bow.  He showed me how to hold onto the curve of the bow.  He positioned my head, to show me how to look down the shaft of the arrow to my target.  He explained how the arrow would fall and at what distance, so I had to account for that, depending on how far away the target was.  He showed me how much tension to put on the string of the bow when I pulled the arrow back.  All of these things seemed so complicated.  Pulling a trigger on a gun was a lot simpler, I thought.  It made me admire him for his talent in using his bow. 
 
    The first few times were a dismal failure.  The first shot didn’t even get to the tree.  The second shot bounced off the side of the tree.  Only Wawee’ne would not allow me to give up, until I was hitting the tree in succession.   He constantly stood behind me correcting my mistakes, lifting my elbow, firming my grip on the bow, placing my fingers correctly on the feathers of the arrow, tilting my head.  Each time his hands touched me to correct my stance, or position, a strange thrill went through me. 
 
    He was gentle and patient.  He did not tease or ridicule me when I made mistakes.  He always praised me when I was successful in my performance.  His mouth, close to my ear, instructing me, felt comforting and reassuring.  I liked the feel of his breath against my neck.  I liked the feel of his hand on mine, as he showed me how to hold the bow, or place the arrow.  I never wanted to stop the lesson, but eventually, it was time to move on. 
 
    I turned to hand him his weapon, and almost bumped into him, he was standing so close.  He reached out to steady me, looking into my eyes. 
 
    “Cat eyes,” he whispered.  “Gedi Puniku.  I love your cat eyes,” he whispered.  
 
    Then he abruptly took the weapon and arrows from me and placed his quiver on his back and his bow over his arm.  I watched as he effortlessly swung up on the back of his horse.  He sat looking down at me.  I couldn’t read his expression. 
 
    “We go now,” was all he said, and then turned his horse along the river, and I climbed up on Fire Cracker, with Bandit at my heels, following along.  I followed along with him, the same way I had followed along with my family all those years.  I wished I could follow along with him forever, but I knew eventually our journey would end. 
 
    He shot a rabbit with his arrow.  It happened so quickly, I barely knew he had done it, until he was climbing down from his horse and retrieving the rabbit. 
 
    When we stopped that night, he skinned the rabbit, putting the pelt in one of his pouches.  It seemed he never wasted anything, keeping the snake skin and rattle, and now the rabbit pelt. 
 
    Wawee’ne built a fire, put the rabbit on a stick, and stuck it in the ground, slightly leaning over the fire.  He would turn it from time to time until the meat was completely cooked.  We sat in silence eating the rabbit.  We had barely talked to each other all day, and I sensed the mood between us had changed.  It was what I had feared would happen.  He wasn’t treating me like that young boy any longer. 
 
    When we finished eating, Wawee’ne eyed me.  Then he went to put his blankets upon the ground.  I followed suit and put my cot-roll down beside him, like I always did.  He paused, looking at me.  I couldn’t read his eyes, but he seemed to be deep in thought.  Then he shrugged and started removing his clothes for his bath.  When he was completely undressed he gave me a fleeting glance.   
 
    I didn’t want anything to change between us just because he had discovered I was a woman.  I bolstered up my courage, and began taking my clothes off as well.  He seemed surprised, as his eyebrows raised while he watched me disrobe. 
 
    When my clothes had fallen to the ground, he smiled and said, “You are too skinny.” 
 
    Then he reached out his hand and took mine, leading me down to the river to bathe.  We entered the water together, but he did not touch me.  He merely went about bathing himself, glancing at me from time to time with an unreadable smile on his face.  It took me longer to relax, but eventually, I did. 
 
    When we stepped out of the water, we walked beside each other to where our supplies and sleeping accommodations were.  He reached down and picked up a small blanket, throwing it at me, and then started drying himself with another blanket.  I watched him dry himself as he watched me.  Our eyes locked, each wondering what the other was thinking? 
 
    I didn’t know what I was thinking?  All I knew was that I suddenly felt completely comfortable with Wawee’ne looking at me, and me looking at him.  It seemed natural.  It seemed acceptable.  I thought about those marriage rules, and knew I would never follow them once I ever got married.  I wondered if I ever would get married?  It was the first time the thought had crossed my mind. 
 
    Thinking of what Wawee’ne had told me about the Indian marriage ceremony, where a wife carried the weapons of her husband, appealed to me somehow.  It would never work in a regular wedding ceremony of my people, I thought with a smile, but it seemed right for Indians, who had different values than us. 
 
    We had finished drying ourselves, and I timidly handed the blanket back to Wawee’ne.  When he took it from my hands, our fingers touched.  He paused at the touch of our fingers, and then stepped closer to me, and pushed my wet curls from my forehead. 
 
    “You have beautiful fire soul.  Never cut it away again,” he murmured, as his fingers lingered in my hair.  I could feel myself shivering at the feel of his fingers in my hair.  Then his hand dropped, and he took my hand, leading me to my cot.  He lowered himself on his blankets, and I sat upon my own blankets, not reaching for my clothes, since he did not reach for his. 
 
    We sat opposite each other, not speaking, but merely gazing at each other, unashamed. 
 
    “You are safe,” he whispered, and lowered himself to a prone position, still looking at me. 
 
    I lowered myself as well.  His hand reached for mine, and I could feel the strength from his fingers entering my very soul.  I craved that kind of strength.  He didn’t even have to touch me and I could feel his strength, I thought, as I looked into his dark eyes while he appraised me with them. 
 
    “Sleep well,” he murmured, but didn’t let go of my hand. 
 
    I didn’t want him too.  I clung to his hand in fear that he would remove it.  As long as his hand was in mine, I felt comforted. 
 
    The next morning, Wawee’ne, still holding my hand, pulled me to my feet, and led me back out into the river again.  It was time for the morning bath.  This time he stood before me, looking down into my eyes, grasping my other hand in his. 
 
    “I am happy we are together,” he told me.  “I am happy you trust me, and do not fear bathing with me.  If I had love flute, I would play it for you,” he breathed. 
 
    The words touched me, as I felt his grasp on my hands tighten. 
 
    “I think I would come if you played your love flute, but I could never marry an Indian.  Even an Indian as nice as you are.” 
 
    ‘Why,” he asked?  “Many trappers marry my people.  They care not about  color of our skin.” 
 
    “Trappers are looking for wives.  I am not looking for a husband.  I just want to find my papa.” 
 
    “Only you have found me.  I have found you.  I like you near me.” 
 
    “I like you near me too.  Only once we find my papa, I don’t know what I will decide to do.  I will just have to wait and see.” 
 
    “Say maybe,” he begged. 
 
    “Maybe,” I mumbled, not wanting him to hate me or things to change between us, now that I was feeling happy to have him around. 
 
    “Good,” he murmured, and put his arms around me, pulling me against him. 
 
    I could feel his strong body pressing against me as he crushed me to him, placing his hand at the back of my head and laying it on his shoulder.  I found myself clinging to him.  He was the only strength I had.  I didn’t want to lose that feeling. 
 
    Then he released me, and went about bathing himself.  I was afraid I would hurt him, if I didn’t agree to marry him, but the very thought frightened me.  I wouldn’t know how to act in a whole village full of Shoshoni.  I had barely gotten used to knowing how to act around Wawee’ne.  Only we were out, alone on the prairie.  There was no one out here to judge me or ridicule me for choosing an Indian man to love me.  Once we were back in society, where we would be seen together and judged, I didn’t know if I would be able to handle it? 
 
    I thought about how my papa had been chased from town to town because people disapproved of what he was doing.  I was tired of being shunned by everyone.  I wanted to start my life anew, and forget about that poor girl who watched her mother die, and had to strike out on her own with nothing but money got from her dead mama’s wedding ring.  I wanted my life to mean something.  I wanted to bring myself up where people would accept me.  Marrying a Shoshoni was not going to bring that about, I told myself. 
 
    Nonetheless, I was torn.  I was torn between how wonderful Wawee’ne made me feel when I was near him, and not wanting my peers to know that is how I felt when I was near him.  
 
    We went back up the bank and got dressed.  We did not speak.  I think Wawee’ne knew I needed a lot of time to think about what he offered.  I wondered how much time it would take for me to make up my mind?  I knew we had a week or so before we reached Wyoming.  I hoped that would give me enough time to make up my mind.  As we traveled I would get to know Wawee’ne better, and then maybe I would know how I really felt about him, I kept telling myself. 
 
    We continued to follow the river, Wawee’ne shooting game for us to eat, and camping at night, bathing together, making it hard for me to think when Wawee’ne was so near to me, yet still so far away.  He did not bring up his offer for the next few days.  Only his eyes were always on me, and I knew what he was thinking. 
 
    As we got closer to our destination, I started to fear once we reached the gold fields, I would lose Wawee’ne forever if I did not make up my mind.  When I was near him, during our bath, all I wanted to do was put my arms around him, and feel his heart beating against my own, as we stood in the water together.  Only he had never pulled me to him again, like he had that one day he told me he wanted to play his love flute for me.  Maybe it was up to the woman to show her feelings, once he played the love flute, I thought.  Since he had no flute to play for me, the only thing I had to go on was his mentioning he wished to play it for me. 
 
    We were bathing, and I was thinking of these things, when I realized I had wandered out farther than I had expected.  My foot started sinking into the sand, and I screamed, believing I had stepped into quicksand. 
 
    Wawee’ne was immediately at my side, grabbing onto me, pulling me to him.  I felt the sand release my foot, but the fear I had felt overwhelmed me, and I clung to Wawee’ne’s neck, shivering in my fear. 
 
    “Don’t let go.  Don’t let go,” I whimpered, as I clung tightly to his neck. 
 
    “You are safe,” he kept reassuring me, but it wasn’t enough.   
 
    I only felt safe when he was holding me against him, and I wrapped my legs around him, in the water, clinging all the tighter to him, not wanting my feet to touch the sandy bottom again.  Wawee’ne walked toward the shore, with me clinging to him, carrying me to the blankets, lowering down against the blankets with me, still clinging to him.  His hands soothed over my back and legs, coaxing me to relax.  My face was buried in his neck against his long, flowing hair, which he called his soul. 
 
    I filled my lungs with the smell of his hair, loving the scent of it and the feel of it against my cheek. One of his hands was caressing my cheek, and he turned my head to face him. 
 
    “I will never let harm come to you,” he whispered encouragingly, as he looked deeply into my eyes. 
 
    “My soul would wish to be with your soul if you ever died.  I will never let that happen while you are with me.” 
 
    “I…I was so afraid I would be pulled down into the sand,” my voice shivered.  “It was a horrible feeling.  Hold me close, Wawee’ne,” I begged. 
 
    “I have you close,” he almost chuckled, as he looked down at my face. 
 
    Then his head came closer to mine, and I felt his lips brushing my forehead and then my eyes.  Soon they were lighting upon my lips, as his wet hair dripped against my face.  The feel of his lips on mine sent a soothing thrill through me.  I wanted more of that feel and he compiled with my unspoken wishes.  His mouth spanned over mine, consuming my lips with his, as though drinking me in.  His breath tasted sweet and refreshing to me.  I wanted more of the taste of it.  I opened my mouth to allow his breath to mingle with mine. 
 
    The gentle touch of his tongue passing over my lower lip, and then exploring deeper, caused me to catch my breath.  There was some deep need within me that craved that feel, longing for it to continue with more intensity.  I could feel my body shivering with the feel of it, as I pressed myself even tighter against his body, my breasts flattened against his strong, hard chest. 
 
    The feel of Wawee’ne’s lips against mine, seeking, exploring, nibbling, spread beyond the kiss.  It raced through my entire body, coupled with the touch of his hand against my back, stroking against my skin, crushing me to him, turning me beneath him, as he lay over me, and continued the kiss. 
 
    The feel of his hands, caressing me, pulled at my senses in a way I hadn’t been prepared for.  My whole being was consumed with the feel and taste and nearness of him, wanting more of that nearness he seemed willing to provide for me. 
 
    I felt his mouth slide away from my lips, traveling over my neck, causing my body to quake as it continued to caress me and kiss me and consume me in other ways.  I rose to the softness of that touch, yearned for more of his mouth worshiping my skin. 
 
    The heavens were opening up to me, even when I didn’t think I believed in heaven or God, and I thought about how Wawee’ne had talked about our choices taking us to the road we followed and where it led us.  Was this where I wanted my road to lead, I asked myself.  Yes, my body Cried!  I listened to my body, while the rest of my mind was in a fog.  A fog filled only with the consciousness of Wawee’ne’s touch and kisses, praying to discover what they would bring. 
 
    The discovery was beyond my own expectations.  It took over every fiber of my being.  My soul soared with a new realization of the need I had for Wawee’ne’s touch.  I not only wanted his strength, but I wanted his soul to mingle with mine, and I knew it was what he wanted too.  Yet I could feel him restraining himself, holding back some part of him he was afraid to release.  I knew why.  He did not think I loved him.  I didn’t know what love was, but if this was anything close to it… 
 
    I took in my breath with a shiver, as my heart raced and my body responded until I was engulfed in a world I did not know existed.  A world where Wawee’ne was in charge of my destiny and my fate.  I thought about what my mama had said about fate.  How it was really God directing you.  Was God directing me now, I wondered?  Wawee’ne had said his God had directed him to me.  Maybe both my mama and Wawee’ne were right.  I decided I would allow fate to bring the answers, as I began to drown in the wonder of what it was bringing so far. 
 
    When my breath calmed, and my body felt normal again, Wawee’ne, held me gently against him. 
 
    “Do not fear, little one,” he whispered.  “I do not take your virtue.  Only I come too close.  I cannot hold you like this again, not unless you become my wife.” 
 
    He rose slowly, and grabbed up his breach cloth, walking away from me, disappearing into the shelter of the trees along the bank. 
 
    It was my fault, I told myself.  I put myself in that position, and now Wawee’ne was going to hate me unless I agreed to marry him.  I knew he would never touch me like that again.  I wondered if I could face a life without the touch of Wawee’ne?  I was afraid to find the answer to that question, so I pushed it aside, and got dressed. 
 
    I would never bathe with Wawee’ne again, I vowed firmly.  It was not fair to him.  It was not fair to me.  In a couple of days we would be at the gold fields, and he would go on to his village.  It was the way it was supposed to be.  I wasn’t supposed to marry a wild Indian, or was I?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The next few days, Wawee’ne barely spoke.  I didn’t know what to say, and perhaps he didn’t either.  He never held my hand at night, and we bathed separately, even though he still slept in the nude.  I loved looking at his body, but it was a bitter-sweet punishment to me.  I knew I could not touch that body, and he would never touch mine again.  I told myself that by the time we got to the gold fields on South Pass I would be in better control of my feelings concerning Wawee’ne.  We would part friends, I told myself.  In time I would stop thinking about the strength of him, and the look of him, and the way it felt for him to touch me.  It had been wicked of me to even put him in that position and I started thinking that maybe those rules of marriage served some purpose, for unmarried couples. 
 
    The trail leading to South Pass was now more traveled.  We passed others on that trail more often now.  They looked at us and the horses, probably wondering why a white boy traveled with an Indian.  I was still dressed as a boy, which made me feel better about others seeing me with an Indian.  Somehow that felt more acceptable to me, than seeing a white woman in the company of an Indian.  They would either think I was his slave or Wawee’ne’s woman, and either position would not be acceptable to them. 
 
    When we reached the rise before entering South Pass, we could look down on the city below.  It consisted of about fifty houses, several stamping mills, and tents set up by those who had not built a residence yet.  Wawee’ne looked at me as we descended the hill that led into the center of the small, booming city. 
 
    “Are you sure your father here?” he asked. 
 
    “This was the address he sent his letter from.  I sent him a letter before I left.  He should have gotten it by now.” 
 
    “What if he not here?” Wawee’ne asked.  “Would you come to my village then?” 
 
    “It might take me time to find him,” I told him. 
 
    “I must bring the horses to Soldiers at the fort near my village.  I not stay.  Just follow river to Wind Ridge Valley, if you wish to find me.” 
 
    “I will miss you,” I said in a shaking voice. 
 
    “I miss you too,” he responded. 
 
    I wanted to jump down from my horse and fling my arms around him, only I was afraid if I did that, I would never let go of him.  I had to keep my resolve to better my life, not turn into a wife of an Indian living on a reservation.  I had heard so many horrible things about the conditions on those reservations. 
 
    Wawee’ne gave me one long look and started to urge his horse forward on down the road through the middle of the town. 
 
    “Wait!” I called. 
 
    He turned to look at me with hopeful eyes. 
 
    “Take part of my soul with you,” I said, pulling my braid from my pocket and holding it out to him. 
 
    His hand took my offering.  It looked like it was shaking as he lifted my braid to his face and buried his nose against my cut off curls.  I could almost feel him touching my own curls.  Then he placed the braid inside his shirt. 
 
    “I will keep your soul next to my heart,” he mumbled. 
 
    It hurt too much to watch him as he merely smiled at me and continued on with the horses following him.  Bandit looked up at me as though he wanted to encourage me to continue to follow the group.  I could not stop the tears from streaking down my face as I watched the back of Wawee’ne receding in the distance, the farther he went.  It was all I could do to stop myself from kicking Fire Cracker and tearing off after him, but I restrained myself, the same way Wawee’ne restrained himself from loving me completely, which would have forced me to become his wife.  Maybe God would lead me down a different road, if God had anything to do with it, I thought. 
 
    The mining town was dry and dusty.  It didn’t look like they had had much rain in a long time.  The dust settled over me in the same way a hopeless feeling started to settle over me.  If I couldn’t find my papa, I didn’t know what my next move should be?  I decided to go to the assayer’s office and see if my father had a claim in the town. 
 
    I climbed down from Fire Cracker’s back and tied him to the hitching post in front of the office.  A man gave a look at my saddle with curiosity. 
 
    “Where’d you get that military saddle?” he asked, looking closer at the saddle. 
 
    “It was given to me,” is all I said and hurried into the office. 
 
    “You’re too late to stake a claim,” the man at the counter said, not recognizing me as one of the town members.  “The mines are waning out, and a lot of people are starting to leave.  I suggest you go to Bighorn Mountains where more gold is being discovered.” 
 
    “I’m not looking to stake a claim,” I told him.  “I’m looking for my papa who is supposed to have his own claim here.  He is Charles Macalister.” 
 
    He started to thumb through some papers. 
 
    “You are the second person asking about him today.  His claim is on towards the end of the row of tents,” I was told. 
 
    “He’s been her for most a year and doesn’t have a house?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t look at me.  Ask him yourself when you find him.” 
 
    I turned from the office and got back on Fire Cracker.  Bandit followed me, as I traveled down the house-lined road until it started turning into tents. 
 
    I was almost to the end when I spotted my father, down by the stream, panning.  He looked older than I remembered him to be.  He had lost that sparkle in his eye he had always used to sway people into buying his wonder drink with.  At first, I thought I had found the wrong person.  He looked up, but he didn’t recognize me either.  I must look more like a boy than I thought.  Only after a moment, I think he recognized Bandit and Fire Cracker.  He straightened up and started to walk over to where I was. 
 
    I thought he would be excited when he discovered I had come.  Surely, he must have missed me a little, I thought.  He stood, looking up at me, sitting on my horse.  His back looked a little hunched from bending over his pan.  His battered, dusty hat shaded his eyes.  Eyes that didn’t look anything like my eyes, and now he looked less like himself, standing there, gazing up at me. 
 
    “How did you get here?” he asked at last. 
 
    “I rode my horse,” I told him. 
 
    “All by yourself?” he exclaimed.  “Where’s your mama?” 
 
    “She died, Papa.  Didn’t you get my letter?” 
 
    “I don’t check for mail.  I left that life behind me. 
 
    “You what?  Didn’t you have any intentions of returning or contacting us?” 
 
    Now I was jumping down from my horse, confronting him.  I realized I was almost as tall as he was now.  He seemed like such a small man to me in more ways than one. 
 
    “Didn’t you love us?  Didn’t you love Mama?  Don’t you love your own daughter?” 
 
    He looked at me for a long time, like trying to decide whether to tell me something.  
 
    “Your mama and I got married for the wrong reasons.  I was trying to help her and then it turned into more than that.” 
 
    “More than what?” I demanded. 
 
    “She ended up doing something.  Something I can’t speak about.  Things turned bad when you came along.”  
 
    Then he shrugged. 
 
    “Only if she is dead…”  
 
    He didn’t finish. 
 
    “What did she do?” I asked.  “How did things turn bad? She said something about me having a brother.  What did she mean by that?  Did she do something to him?  Is that what she did?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “That was a long time ago.  Nothing to do about it now.  If you’re staying, you can help me with my claim.  It doesn’t yield as much now, but I still find a few nuggets now and then.” 
 
    He turned and walked back to the stream and picked up his pan.  I couldn’t believe it.  He wasn’t going to tell me anything, and he hadn’t even missed me.  He had never planned to contact us again.  The horror of it struck me suddenly, and I turned and grabbed Fire Cracker’s rein heading back towards the road, only I ran head-long into a man who wasn’t dressed like the other miners. 
 
    He wore fancy clothes with a derby hat.  His trousers were stripped and he wore a vest with a gold watch chain leading from one pocket to the other.  He was older than I was, but probably not by a lot.  What amazed me the most, was when I looked into his eyes, it was like I was looking into my own eyes.  They were the same shade as mine and it was the first time I had seen anyone with eyes like I had.  I just stood and stared at him and then I noticed that his slicked down hair, when he removed his hat while he stared back at me, was the same shade as my hair.  Only he was trying to keep the curls under control with hair paste. 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” he said as his eyes searched mine. 
 
    “Who are you?” was all I could say in reply.  “You have my eyes!” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed that.  It is quite a strange occurrence to see eyes like yours…which are so much like mine.”    
 
    He still looked startled. 
 
    “So who might you be?” he asked, after a moment. 
 
    “I am Haley Macalister,” I told him. 
 
    “Macalister?”  His face paled.  “I was looking for the Macalister claim.  What is your mother’s name?” 
 
    I thought that a strange question to ask upon first meeting, but it was under strange circumstances. 
 
    “Elizabeth,” I said.  “Only she is dead,” I added.  
 
    “Lizzy?  Lizzy Macalister?” 
 
    “Papa called her Lizzy,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Was she a school teacher?” 
 
    “Yes.  How did you know?” 
 
    “You say your name is Haley.  I thought you were a boy at first.” 
 
    “I was passing as one while I traveled,” I admitted.  “My papa has a claim here.  I came to be with him, but now...” 
 
    “You sure he is your papa?” he asked. 
 
    I just stood there staring at him. 
 
    “He’s the only papa I have known,” I admitted.  “Who are you to ask me all these questions, and why were you looking for his claim?”  I asked, starting to feel indignant at his prying into my personal affairs. 
 
    “Maybe I should talk to your father,” he said.  “Is that him, down by the stream?” 
 
    “Yes,” I acknowledge. 
 
    He strode past me, placing his hat on his head again and went down to where Papa was.  I could see them talking quietly, and then their voices raised.  Soon they were yelling at each other, and to my shock and horror, the man slugged Papa, causing him to stumble backward. 
 
    The next thing I knew, the man had come back and grabbed my arm. 
 
    “You are coming with me,” he said. 
 
    I shook his hand off my arm. 
 
    “I don’t even know you.  Why should I come with you?” I demanded. 
 
    “I will explain, but not here.  Bring your horse and dog.” 
 
    He took my arm again, as though he feared I would try and run away, and maybe I would have if I wasn’t so curious about his eyes and hair and the questions he had asked me.  I obediently followed him down the dusty street.  He had been on foot, and I wondered what a fancy dressed man was doing wandering around in a mining town like that? 
 
    He stopped in front of a building, which served as a hotel for visitors, and brought me inside after I tied Fire Cracker up and told Bandit to stay.  He took me to a table in the small dining room, that no one was using at the time, and sat me down in a chair at one of the tables. 
 
    Then he sat across from me, resting his elbows on the table with his chin in his palms and literally sat there staring at me.  He was quiet for so long, it started to frighten me.  Then he slowly began to speak. 
 
    “My name is Patrick McGovern,” he told me.  “I am here, merely by chance.  I was in the process of selling my mine here in South Pass to someone from California.  It was a rich find, but my investment in the mine was short, seeing as how I dislike this stark country and I had invested in it on a whim.  I originally come from New York.  My parents are well established there, originally from Scotland and bringing their wealth with them when they came to America.  Our family has what is called ‘old money’ gained before ever coming to this country.  Therefore, my dabbling in mines was more of a hobby than a means of gaining more wealth, even though that is what it has accomplished. 
 
    “My father insisted I sell all my holdings here and return home.  He is getting up in years and needs me to take over the head of our household there.  My wife is patiently waiting for my return.  However, while I was here, I heard of a claim owned by a Macalister.  That name is very important to me so I went to investigate.  Meeting you today has solved a long-standing mystery surrounding my family for the last sixteen or seventeen years.  We never dreamed it would be solved.  We gave up long ago, but my mother still keeps hoping…” 
 
    He stopped and looked at me again, and then reached out and grabbed both of my hands. 
 
    “Hoping what?” I asked. 
 
    “That her long, lost daughter would be found.  We assumed she was dead a long time ago.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said, only I was already starting to put the pieces together.  The color of my hair, unlike my parents, my eyes, an older brother I had known nothing about.  My papa teasing me and saying they found me under a rock, and then that awful altercation between my father and this man, who had eyes like mine.  I was afraid to discover the truth about my past. 
 
    “I believe you are my long, lost sister, Helen,” he said, looking deeply into my eyes. 
 
    “But how?” I asked.   
 
    It seemed I did have a brother, I thought, only apparently, he was not related to my mama or papa. 
 
    “The woman you believe was your mother, Lizzy Macalister, worked for my parents when I was young and you, my little sister was a baby.  She was my tutor and came to give me lessons.  Then one day, when my parents were out of town, she left, after giving me my lessons, and we discovered later that Helen was missing as well.  Only by the time, we discovered it, we had no way of knowing where she was, or if my tutor was the one who took my sister.  When my tutor never returned to give me future lessons, she was the first suspect.” 
 
    “My mother mentioned, before she died, that I had a brother who doted on me,” I said in a shaking voice and he squeezed my fingers. 
 
    “I did dote on you, Helen.  You are my little sister.  You have the same color eyes and hair as me.  You are the same age as she would be now.  That man back there, you called your papa, told me Lizzy couldn’t have children.  She got attached to you, while working for my parents, and claimed no one ever paid attention to you.  She insisted that the nanny was the only mother you would actually know and she wanted a child so much that she decided to take you.  Did she show you love?  I thought she was a pleasant enough person when she was working for us.” 
 
    “Yes, I believed she loved me, but I don’t think the man I thought was my papa ever did.”   
 
    Everything was starting to make a lot more sense now.  All the constant moving and the indifference of Papa toward me.  He probably started to hate Mama, because of the constant need to keep moving so no one would discover she had me.  He had told me things got bad after I came along.  It must have been very stressful for him having to stay one step ahead of the people searching for me. 
 
    “We loved you more!  My mother…your mother… never gave up searching for you.  She hired private detectives to look for you.  Only whenever they got close, the trail would go cold again.  I can’t believe I have accidentally run into you here!  When I heard someone talking about Macalister’s claim, I had to check before I left the area.  That’s why I was standing there when you bumped into me!  You are an heiress.  A member of a well-acclaimed family.  You don’t have to disguise yourself as a boy and travel on your own.  I will take you back to New York with me where you belong.” 
 
    I took in my breath.  On one hand, I felt elated, but on the other, I was frightened.  I wouldn’t know how to conduct myself around wealthy society.   I wanted to make something of myself, but in my own way, not just suddenly accept an established name and inheritance from people I had never met before. 
 
    I thought of Wawee’ne.  I would probably never see him again.  He wouldn’t even know what happened to me.  And yet I had turned down his offer to make me his wife.  It was silly to believe I could become an Indian, no matter how much I felt I loved Wawee’ne.  However, on the other hand, it seemed unbelievable that I would become a member of a wealthy family living on the other side of the states either.  I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “We need to get you out of those rags,” he mumbled.  “Only there is nothing very fancy offered in this town.  I was going to catch the stage heading back toward Missouri and then take the train on to New York from there, once we crossed the river.  Maybe along the way, we can find you something better to wear, but until then, I’ll see if I can at least find you a dress to wear.” 
 
    “I just came from Missouri,” I complained.  “And I won’t leave my horse or dog behind!” 
 
    “They can hitch your horse to the back of the stage.  We will stop at stage stops and rest, instead of going straight through so your horse can rest.  Once we get to Missouri I will see about putting your horse in a boxcar to transport it the rest of the way to New York.” 
 
    Patrick stood up, and came around the table, bringing me to my feet and giving me a hug. 
 
    “Mother is going to be so happy.  I will send her a wire and let her know I have found you.  In the meantime, here is the key to my room.  You can use the bath and freshen up, and I will try to find you a dress while I am out.” 
 
    My head was whirling.  Everything was happening too fast.  In a twinkling of an eye, I was changing from a pretend boy and poor traveler, to a privileged woman of means.  I hated my so-called mama for stealing me away from a loving brother and wealthy family to live a life of hardship moving from place to place with no friends or family.  And yet, I knew if that had never happened, I never would have met Wawee’ne.  Knowing him had filled my life with awe.  It was the one good thing that had happened to me because of all this. 
 
    I turned the key over in my hand, looking down at it, knowing if I left here with my brother, it would be the end of my past and the beginning of an unknown future.  There was no way I could send word to Wawee’ne.  I would have to leave him in my past as well, I decided. 
 
    I slowly climbed the stairs and found the room that matched the number attached to the key.  I stumbled in and fell face down on the bed and started weeping.  I didn’t know if it was in sorrow or in happiness.  It just seemed like so much had happened to me, and my life was being swept away out of my control down a road I had never counted on.  Was it God, I kept asking myself?  Or was it Fate?  How would I ever learn the answer to that question? 
 
    I fell asleep remembering the last words Wawee’ne had said to me… “I will keep your soul next to my heart.”  I had nothing of him to keep next to my heart, I thought sadly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    The rocking of the stagecoach lulled me to sleep.  I wished I could sleep and forget about my life, but my dreams were filled with Wawee’ne’s face and his lips caressing my body.  Those dreams seemed to comfort me, though, so I looked forward to them.  Then a jolt of the wheel as it hit a rock or rough spot in the road would jar me awake again. 
 
    I was wearing a simple gingham dress Patrick had gotten from the hotel owner’s wife.  Even so, it was much nicer than any dress I had ever owned.  I wore a small bonnet, covering my curls which had grown down below my ears by then.  Patrick was dressed impeccably in an expensive suit with sharp creases down the legs.  I wondered how long they would last in the hot dusty weather along the trail the stagecoach was following?  He constantly looked in my direction, like he couldn’t believe I was sitting beside him.  He also took his watch from his pocket, every so often, looking at the time, as though he wanted the journey to go faster than it was. 
 
    Fire Cracker was securely tied behind, and I often looked out the window to make sure he was all right.  Bandit was on my lap, to the disapproval of the woman that sat across from us.  Even Patrick did not seem to approve of my dog, but he at least tolerated Bandit.  The stagecoach stopped three times a day for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, at coach stops where the food was offered.  Sometimes, when the terrain was rough, we had to get out and walk, only then, Patrick would help me up on Fire Cracker, like he believed I was this feminine girl who wasn’t used to roughing it all her life and wasn’t able to walk along the rough, dusty trail like all the other passengers. 
 
    He treated me so special, it was starting to get on my nerves.  Only I knew he was so happy he had found me.  He wanted to pamper me and show me the life I had missed for the last seventeen years or so.  He spent the time telling me all about the family home he was going to bring me to.  By his description, it sounded like it was filled with more servants than members of the family living there.  He said it was in the country on the outskirts of New York City.  It was built like a Scottish Manor of stone, and much of the material had been shipped from Scotland from buildings being dismantled there.  He said it was like a little piece of Scotland in the middle of New York. 
 
    Patrick told me that his family traveled to Scotland on a regular basis visiting relatives there.  I had cousins and uncles and all sorts of relatives now, only most of them were in Scotland.  There was only my immediate family in New York and he was eager to introduce me to all of them.  I had to get used to the fact that my name was now Helen McGovern.  I was no longer Haley Macalister.  I had never really been her, I thought sadly.  
 
    I would be a sensation, Patrick told me.  I was the long, lost daughter returning home.  His mother, I suppose my mother now, was already preparing to throw me a welcoming Ball, where all the gentry of New York and all our friends would gather to ogle over me, I assumed.  The more he described the life I would soon be leading, the more frightened I became.  It was almost worse than contemplating living in a Shoshoni village, I thought. 
 
    My life may have been hard, but it had also been simple.  Now I would have to learn all those graces expected of a highbred American woman.  It seemed more complicated than trying to figure out how to shoot an arrow.  But I had managed to learn to shoot arrows, so I figured I could get through this too. 
 
    Patrick gave me books to read to entertain me along the way, and they were much different than reading the Bible, I discovered.  Some were poem books, and others were the latest novels.  One of the books was the written account of a woman who had been captured by the Comanches.  Her life had not been enjoyable, yet she professed love for the Indian who married her.  Only her husband had seemed indifferent about her, even though he valued her as a wife.  It made me wonder how Wawee’ne would have treated me as his wife, had I agreed to marry him? 
 
    If the stagecoach happened to stop at an Inn along the way, we would stay the night, in order to give Fire Cracker a rest.  The coach horses were changed regularly, and always fresh.  Even though Fire Cracker did not have to pull a heavy stagecoach, he did have to keep up the pace and I didn’t want to wear him out. 
 
    Patrick always got us separate rooms, when possible.  I would toss and turn in the strange beds worrying about the future and thinking about the past.  I kept having the same dream over and over again.  I dreamed I heard a knock on the door.  I had been feeling lonely and out of sorts.  I ran to the door to answer it, but a servant got there before me, flinging the door open.  When I looked to see who it was, the sun was shining through the door behind the person’s back.  I couldn’t see their face.  Then I would wake up.  The dream always disturbed me because I never could discover who was at the door.  Maybe I didn’t want to see who was at the door, I thought to myself.  Maybe who was at the door was my future, and I didn’t want to face it.  I kept hearing Wawee’ne’s words to me…”I will keep your soul next to my heart.”  If he ever tried to find me, he would never know where to look.  Even if he did know, there was no way he could come to New York.  Wawee’ne and everything else surrounding that life would have to be left behind, just like my papa and my dead mama.  Patrick promised future happiness for me.  I hoped he was right. 
 
    By the time we reached Missouri, I was eager to be rid of the stagecoach forever.  Missouri brought back sad memories for me though.  The death of a mother that wasn’t even my real mother, my struggles to get to the Platte River and follow it so I could find who I believed to be my papa.  Life was so deceiving at times, I thought.  One never knew what it would bring.  Maybe I should consider that God took pity on me, letting me find my brother and meet my real mother and father.  I was excited and fearful at the same time.  If it was God leading my path, why did I feel so confused? 
 
    When we had a chance to rest in a very fashionable hotel, once we got across the Missouri River, Patrick took me shopping.  I thought he would never tire of buying clothes for me.  I tried on dress after dress, walking primly in front of him to gain his approval of the purchase.  His green eyes lit up, each time I stepped out to model a new outfit.  With each new gown, he insisted I looked prettier in it than the last one I had worn.  There were hats and bonnets, shawls and scarves, jewelry, gloves, and shoes, not to mention fancy under things I had never worn before.  When I looked in the mirror I didn’t recognize myself.  All my life I had always thought I wasn’t very pretty, and now suddenly, I was discovering I was rather nice looking in all that finery.  
 
    “There is only one thing that needs improving,” Patrick said, as his eyes appraised my new traveling suit.  “You must learn to speak with less of that Missouri twang in your voice, and you can’t use crude words like dang, and damnation.  The word ‘ain’t’ is not considered proper.  Neither is ‘gonna’.  You can’t drop the g at the end of words ending in ing, such as seein’ findin’ leavin’.  If you are going to become a proper lady, you have to start speaking like one. 
 
    I blinked at him when he told me that.  I started wondering what other things he didn’t like about me?  I soon started to discover them. 
 
    “You have spent too much time in the sun which is the cause of all your freckles,” he accused.  “A treatment of lemon juice should help minimize them and then you must be sure to wear a bonnet or hat so your skin can return to a lustrous white again, instead of a dark tan.  I almost mistook you for an Indian when I first bumped into you, your skin is so dark!  And you need to start putting on weight.  You would have a lovely figure and a tiny waist if you had a little meat on your bones.” 
 
    It almost reminded me of when the shopkeeper, where I got my gun, claimed I was scrawny and looked like a boy.  Suddenly I didn’t feel so beautiful any longer, no matter how nice the clothes looked on me.  I was still the same misfit, only this time it was the other way around.  I had a family now and knew where I came from, but I was afraid I would not fit into it correctly and they would end up being like Papa and thinking things got worse when I showed up. 
 
    My spirits started to fall.  I wanted to please Patrick, but at the same time, I wanted him to love me for who I was, not what he hoped to turn me into, once we got to New York. 
 
    I discovered I had a nephew and a niece.  Patrick was married to a woman named Loretta.  His son was called Ian and his daughter, Mary.  He and his family all lived with his parents, his aunt, and uncle and their son, Gavin, at McGovern Court, which was the name of the family mansion. 
 
    The mansion was situated on the coast, Patrick told me, and had a beautiful view of the ocean.  While it was made of old stone and looked ancient, it was actually rather modern, he beamed. 
 
    Once we had bought all the wardrobe Patrick could fit in three trunks, we continued our journey by train.  Fire Cracker was loaded up into a boxcar.  He did not seem very happy about it, but it was the only way we could transport him to New York.  Patrick assured me there was a large stable where he could be kept, once we arrived, and the land was spacious enough to take long rides along the coast and upper acreage.  Bandit was regulated to a traveling case and would have been put in the baggage coach, but I insisted he would be happier if he was put in the same boxcar that Fire Cracker was in. 
 
    Once we boarded, I tried to calm my nerves.  The farther we got away from Wyoming the more anxious I felt.  If I ever wanted to return, I didn’t know how I would go about it?  Patrick was accustomed to traveling and making arrangements like putting Fire Cracker in a boxcar, but I knew nothing about those kinds of things. 
 
    The three-day journey was filled with Patrick having me read poetry aloud, as he corrected my use of words.  I had been raised by a school teacher, but Patrick seemed more intent on teaching me all there was to know about proper language, by the time we reached New York, and he was relentless in his constant correction of every word that came out of my mouth.  I was beginning to hate having an older brother.  I thought I would enjoy his company, but he never wanted to listen to any stories about my childhood, because he claimed it pained him too much to discover what I had to go through by the hand of his tutor and her husband.  He told me many stories of his privileged childhood and all the things I missed growing up, which made me feel sad, yet a little happy I had as much freedom to be who I wished to be, growing up.  There seemed so many rules and protocol attached to being wealthy, I began to discover.  When I did speak to him, he was constantly interrupting me to correct my usage of words. 
 
    He explained if I expected to find a suitable husband, I could not speak like a barmaid, and must present myself in as much of an approving light as I could manage, and he was going to make sure I did that, so my future could be secure and happy.  I wondered if all the work was worth it?  Since I was an heiress, I reasoned, my future was already secure, and perhaps I could choose whoever I pleased, instead of expecting someone to approve of me for a future wife. 
 
    Patrick quickly put that idea to rest, explaining it was the man who asked the woman to become his wife, and he would need the approval of my father.  My father would not let me marry just anyone who came along.  All the money in the world could not get me a suitable husband if I could not be the kind of woman a suitable man would wish to wed.  I wondered what kind of woman that was?  Was she like the religious rules of marriage, modest and happy never to look upon her husband’s nude body, only to be chosen for the sole purpose of bringing forth children and only willing to copulate for that reason alone?  Was she not to enjoy marriage, the same way she was not supposed to enjoy the “act” of bringing fort children?  I thought of how it felt when Wawee’ne touched me, and decided there was more to the “act” than just needing to conceive children. 
 
    When we finally arrived in New York, I had had it up to here with learning how to be a “proper” lady and just wanted to be me.  It got to where I wouldn’t even open my mouth, and would merely nod when Patrick addressed me.  I had read the poem book aloud so often I had almost memorized every poem.  My gun was properly stored in Patrick’s luggage since it was not something a woman should be carrying around, whether she knew how to use it or not.  I could barely breathe for having to wear a corset that endeavored to make me slimmer than I already was.  However, it did push my breasts up so they looked a little more alluring. 
 
    As I stepped down from the train, Patrick gave me his hand and helped me to the platform.  I waited in my yellow lace dress while he went to get someone to bring Fire Cracker and Bandit.  Patrick brought Bandit on a leash, and he was so overjoyed to see me, he started jumping up on me and ripped the lace of my skirt. 
 
    “Bad dog,” Patrick growled, giving Bandit a slap. 
 
    Bandit started barking at him with his hackles raised, standing between me and Patrick. 
 
    “If you can’t teach your mutt better manners, he will have to be contained in the kennels with the bird dogs,” Patrick informed me. 
 
    I gave him a look of surprise.  He had been so tolerant of my dog sitting in my lap during the stagecoach ride, but then I was wearing an inexpensive borrowed dress.  Now I was dressed in expensive clothes that cost a pretty penny.  Bandit was not used to being a proper dog, I thought to myself, and I didn’t like being a proper lady either. 
 
    I was carrying a parasol, which matched my dress, beside wearing a traveling bonnet, and I opened it and twirled it on my shoulder, not because I was worried about the sun getting in my eyes, or on my face, but because it gave me something to do to calm my nerves. 
 
    Patrick offered me his elbow and helped me up into a buggy, driven by one of our family servants, which had been waiting there for us.  Patrick must have sent word ahead to let them know when we were coming.  The driver was hitching Fire Cracker to the back of the buggy, and then he came around and mounted into the driver’s seat.  A separate vehicle was there to load our trunks on, and it followed behind, as we headed out through the city. 
 
    New York was overwhelming and scary to me, but at the same time, it intrigued me.  The magnificent buildings, hotels, and mansion-like houses caught my eyes.  Fancy dressed people on every corner, horses and coaches clogging the streets, the noise of clopping horse hooves against paving, hawkers calling out for people to buy their wears, children begging for money, running alongside buggies and coaches with a cup held out to catch the offerings, all amazed me and filled me with wonder at the diversity of the place. 
 
    Patrick seemed amused by my astonishment at everything I saw.  I kept forgetting about using the proper English he had endeavored to teach me, as I exclaimed excitedly about what met my eyes. 
 
    Bandit sat on the floorboards of the buggy, no longer allowed to ride in my lap.  Fire Cracker tossed his head since he was not used to the hustle and bustle of big city streets since, in all my travels, we had always frequented small towns when we moved from place to place.  He seemed excited to be out and walking on solid ground again, though. 
 
    The buggy turned off the main city streets and headed out away from the city.  As we got closer to the coastline, I could smell the fresh, salty air.  I had never lived near a coast before and I wondered what it was going to be like?  Patrick pointed out other noteworthy mansions and homes we passed along the way, owned by people with old money or new money.  All the money seemed to buy whatever the owners desired, I thought, so what difference did it make where the money came from? 
 
    “I hope you remember everything I taught you,” Patrick said as we turned into a long drive.  “I don’t want anyone thinking I picked up a little beggar on the street and am trying to pass her off as my long, lost sister.  I must warn you about Gavin, though.  He is not actually related to us.  A cousin in name only.  My uncle’s first wife died.  He married a widow who already had a son.  His last name isn’t even McGovern.  It’s Maxwell.  Don’t let him turn your head.  He is suave and a womanizer.  Even though his mother has married into money he doesn’t stand to inherit anything.  He’s looking for a rich wife, and you may become his target.” 
 
    “A pity, because I’m not looking for a husband, and even if I was, I am certain your father, or should I say my father wouldn’t approve, right?” 
 
    I looked sideways at him.  I was beginning to believe that Patrick and my new family were going to take over all my choices, whether it be how I spoke or who I chose to marry.” 
 
    Patrick laughed. 
 
    “You are probably right, but it would be tricky, considering he is supposed to be family, and it would be an insult to my Aunt if her son was turned down by her husband’s brother.  It is probably just safer not to let it get to that point.” 
 
    He gave me a look that demanded obedience, and I realized my life was not my own any longer. 
 
    The house came into view.  I was surprised that it was so ugly.  All the other houses we had passed were grand with turrets, and fancy architecture, elaborate trim, various wings adding splendor, making the houses seem spacious and appealing.  This house stood cold and stark, a square structure, all of stone, balancing on the edge of a cliff overlooking the sea.  No fancy statues or carved window crowning.  No pillar-supported porch with rows of steps leading up to it.  No arched windows, or diamond-shaped window panes. Just three stories of ancient stone, plain, square windows, several chimneys and gabled roof.  The only attempt at decoration were gargoyles staring down from over the entrance door.  It reminded me of something from the Gothic era.  If this was what ‘old money’ bought, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a part of it. 
 
    As the buggy pulled up in front of the house, I could see a row of people gathered to meet us.  It looked like the family and all the servants were anxious to welcome me home.  No one was smiling, except for one woman, I supposed she was my mother.  All eyes, including my mother’s, looked anxious, as though they weren’t quite prepared to believe I had actually been found.  Maybe I wasn’t their lost daughter after all, I thought?  I almost hoped I wasn’t.  However, when I saw my mother’s face, I knew I must be her daughter.  She was an older version of me. 
 
    A footman came up and helped me down from the buggy.  Someone took Bandit, who tried to follow me and started barking frantically when the person dragged him away.   My mother ran forward and threw her arms around me, which distracted me from Bandit‘s plight.  There were tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Welcome home, Helen,” she cried.  
 
    Then she held me from her, examining my face. 
 
    “I can’t believe that Patrick actually found you.,  We thought you dead, or gone forever.” 
 
    I merely smiled.  I did not want to offend her with my Missouri twang, as Patrick had put it.  I wanted her to believe in the dream that I would just naturally become the daughter I would have been had she been able to raise me. 
 
    My father hugged me briefly.  He seemed more reserved.  Patrick’s wife smiled slightly at me when I was introduced to her.  She had honey-brown hair and hazel eyes, stunningly beautiful yet a little reserved.  Her two children stood at attention beside her, the girl looked a little frightened, like maybe she thought I was the wicked aunt come to change things, and the boy fidgeted a bit, as he kept glancing at his father, I assume looking for approval.  Patrick kissed his wife lightly on the cheek but barely glanced at his children.  I was presented to the other members of the family.  Uncle Terrance and Aunt Trudy merely shook my hand.  Then Gavin stepped forward, kissing me on the cheek, the same as Patrick had kissed his wife. 
 
    “I do believe you are a ravishing beauty!” he whispered in my ear as he kissed me, then pressed my gloved hand against his lips before letting me pass on. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said meekly.   
 
    I knew it wasn’t true.  Patrick had already warned me about Gavin’s charm, so I tried to remain indifferent. 
 
    Next, all the hired help was presented to me.  I knew I would never remember all their names, but I smiled at each one as I made my way down the line.  Once introductions were over, the hired help dispersed and went back in the house to resume their duties, while the family surrounded me, and led me into the main hall. 
 
    When I entered, I took in my breath.  While the outer house looked bleak and unattractive, the inside was unattractive in a totally different way.  It was decorated with gold and crystal, velvet wallpaper, elaborate chandeliers, gilded picture frames bordering paintings of past Scottish ancestors.  Statues and large painted vases, some filled with flowers, and other house plants, cluttered the entrance hall.  Beyond the hall was the great room, filled with silk-covered furniture, glass tables, expensive looking figurines, smaller statues, more paintings on the wall, but mostly of still-life or country scenes…probably of Scotland.  There was so much finery, it boggled the senses.  Oriental rugs, painted designs on the ceilings done in gold and red, fringed scarves covering tables, and a grand piano, mirrors hanging, reflecting the view of the interior, making it larger and perhaps grander than it already was, overwhelmed me so much I couldn’t possibly take it all in at first glance.  Every room, every hall, every place I looked was wall to wall expensive decor.  It was an overkill as far as I was concerned.  What did these people need with all that stuff, I wondered?  When one was wealthy did they just start collecting as much finery as their money could buy and fill their houses with it, I asked myself? 
 
    “Grand, isn’t it?” Patrick said as we walked into the great room.  “You would never suspect it, looking at the outside of the house.” 
 
    He was right.  It had been a total surprise, and if he called it Grand, I suppose that was what it was supposed to be.  I just felt smothered by all the so-called grand surroundings. 
 
    “Sit down and we will have some coffee, and then I will have Megan show you to your room.  Megan will be your personal maid,” my mother was telling me.  “Your trunks were taken to your room, and Megan is laying your clothes out and putting them away.  You will have a chance to bathe and rest before dinner.  However, Patrick tells me he was only able to get your wardrobe from inferior shops in Missouri.  Therefore, at the soonest opportunity, we must go into the city and purchase you something more befitting your new station in life.  We must get you some Ball gowns since your welcome home Ball is to be thrown in a few weeks.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  The whole get-acquainted visit was filled with my mother or father informing me of their plans for me, saying how I had missed so many Christmas’ that they would have to make it up to me all in one fell swoop! 
 
    They did not ask me about the life I had been living up until Patrick found me, or how I had been treated.  They were not interested in how I ended up in Wyoming, where Patrick found me.  They did not ask me what I wished to do.  I assumed they already had my future all planned out. 
 
    “At least the tutor woman, who took you, educated you,” my father said.  “Patrick tells us you need a little refining, but your education is flawless. 
 
    Up to this point, I had barely said two words, and I began to realize if I just kept my mouth shut, they wouldn’t require me to speak.  All I wanted to do was go out and check on Fire Cracker and Bandit.  I was sure they were feeling as bewildered as I was at the moment. 
 
    “May I go see my horse and dog?” I asked.  
 
    I tried to say the words properly so I wouldn’t shock anyone.  I had not touched the coffee.  Papa and Mama seldom drank coffee since they could not afford to buy any luxuries beyond our necessities.  I wasn’t sure if I would like it and didn’t want to take the chance of frowning when I tasted it. 
 
    My father smiled.  He almost seemed relieved that I wished to leave their company. 
 
    “I suppose Gavin can take you to the stables,” he said.  “We will send your coffee up to your room where you can relax and drink it later.” 
 
    “I could take her,” Patrick offered. 
 
    His wife gave him a fleeting glance.  He had been away for no telling how long, and upon returning merely gave her a light kiss and now, instead of spending time with her, was more interested in being with his sister, whom he had been traveling with for the last several days.  When the newness of my return wore off, then he may turn his attention to his wife, I assumed.  Had he been my husband, I would have been displeased. 
 
    “Let Helen get acquainted with her cousin.  She has had your company for some time now,” my new father said, frowning at Patrick, and I saw his wife looking more pleased. 
 
    Maybe our father did not disapprove of Gavin after all, I thought.  Maybe it was Patrick who disapproved of him and didn’t want me to have anything to do with him.  I remember how Mama had said my brother doted on me.  I wondered if he was still doting on me, for fear some other mishap may befall me.  It was the first indication of Patrick’s displeasure towards someone other than myself, I thought, as I saw the way Patrick looked at our father.  It dawned on me that perhaps he did not get along with our father well. 
 
    Later, I learned that both our mother and father blamed Patrick for my disappearance.  He was supposed to keep an eye on me, and he hadn’t been diligent enough.  No wonder he had been so anxious for our parent’s forgiveness by returning me to them.  It didn’t look like my father was quick to forgive.  He had insisted Gavin take me to the stables on purpose to slight Patrick somehow, I sensed, as though he trusted Gavin with me more than he trusted Patrick to take good care of me. 
 
    Gavin happily stood up and offered me his arm.  I could tell by his looks he was not related to the family.  My father had dark hair and my mother had red hair like mine.  They both had the strange green eyes that Patrick and I had inherited from them.  Gavin had blond hair and bright blue eyes.  His mother was blond with blue eyes as well, but his stepfather was dark like his brother only he had brown eyes instead of green. 
 
    I thought Gavin very good-looking and was sure he would have no problem finding a wealthy wife if that was what he was truly hoping for.  He had a way of looking at me like I was the only person he was interested in being with, so I knew he could charm any woman with very little effort.  He, unlike my parents, started asking questions, the moment we began walking down the path that led to the stables. 
 
    “This is all such a mystery,” he said, as he put his hand over my hand in the crook of his arm.  “How did Patrick ever manage to find you?” 
 
    I began relating the story to him, and also found myself telling him of my adventures along the Platte River.  His eyes were wide and he seemed to hang on every word I spoke. 
 
    “You are amazing,” he smiled.  “You are not only beautiful, but you are brave.  I can’t imagine you traveling with a wild Indian.  Any other girl would have swooned at the very mention of an Indian, let alone be brave enough to travel with one.” 
 
    “I had little choice,” I murmured. 
 
    “Did he ever discover you were a girl?” Gavin asked. 
 
    I found myself blushing. 
 
    “He found the braid I had cut off and figured it out,” is all I told him. 
 
    “Well, that is totally astounding!  You are going to become the talk of the town, and when they learn about your brush with a heathen Indian, someone will want to write it up in the paper.” 
 
    “I hope not,” I mumbled.  “I don’t want to draw attention to myself.” 
 
    “Nonsense!  It has already been written up that you have been found.  Everyone from far and near is anxious to meet you, and my uncle and aunt are anxious to show you off, along with their estate.  We don’t entertain that often.  There are very few Old money families in the area, and new money families are not approved of by the old money society.  However, in this case, they are making an exception.  Almost everyone is invited, including news reporters!” 
 
    “I don’t understand the difference,” I said.  “It seems if you have money, you would fit in with everyone else who had money.” 
 
    “You would think,” Gavin laughed.  “Old money families are those who had money before coming to America.  New money was gained once the families got here.  They most likely did not have an ounce of ‘blue blood’ in their veins, so having money does not change that.  It is the name, along with the money that counts.” 
 
    “Well, where did the old money families get their money in the first place?” 
 
    “At one point or another, they were probably related to royalty, or a member of the court or accepted by nobility or were bequeathed land by the King as a reward for their service.  They were probably already wealthy for several generations before embarking on a ship to the shores of America.  Before that, it doesn’t matter, I guess,” he laughed. 
 
    “And what about you?” I asked.  “Do you have blue blood?” 
 
    Gavin smiled. 
 
    “I could have.  My mother thinks so.  I don’t think she knows, though.  She certainly did not have any blue blood in her veins.  She stowed away on a ship and met my real father on her voyage to America.  They got married on the ship.  He told her he was a man of means and didn’t care about her background.  Only he died on that ship when some disease broke out on board.  She never learned much about him.  She met my stepfather after I was born.  His wife died in childbirth, and he needed someone to fill that empty place in his heart, he told her.  They never had children of their own, though.  She had inherited my father’s money, so he must have been a man of means like he said, only he was not established in America, so it was only his money she ended up with.  My stepfather, figured she must have come from old money since she had her share of wealth when she got to America.  Once he learned the truth, it was a little too late to do anything about it.  Of course, all her wealth reverted to my stepfather once they married.  I will be lucky to see a penny of it.  Bad investments on his part and the rest of the family money is controlled by your father.” 
 
    It was no wonder that Patrick did not like Gavin, I thought.  He didn’t think Gavin was worthy of being a member of their ‘Old Money’ family and apparently, my uncle was not one to be trusted with the family wealth, and therefore, he must believe Gavin was irresponsible with money as well.  If I married him, my share of the wealth would go to Gavin and maybe Patrick thought that was too much of a risk. 
 
    The more I learned of these people, the less impressed I became.  My stepfather had been a flimflam man, and my real parents were disapproving prigs only concerned with family wealth and acceptable breeding.  I didn’t know which was worse? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Fire Cracker seemed contented enough.  He had a stall, which opened out into a small corral, good grain to eat and fresh water.  It was probably a better life than he ever had when I was with Mama and Papa, never knowing if he would have enough to eat, except when we were on the move and he could eat grass along the trail.   
 
    Bandit, on the other hand, was very unhappy.  They had put him in a kennel, and he was not used to being in a pen.  He had always stayed by my side, whether inside or out.  When he saw me coming he went crazy jumping and squealing, until I let him out. 
 
    “He must love you dearly,” Gavin said, “but you know he will not be allowed in the house.” 
 
    “He will hate being cooped up out here in a small run.  He’s never been away from me since the day he started following our wagon,” I lamented. 
 
    “We have hunting dogs, but no pets.  All animals must serve a purpose, they are either for work or show, but not to pamper and treat like a family member,” Gavin informed me. 
 
    I knelt down and let Bandit lick me in the face, and Gavin laughed. 
 
    “You are so refreshing,” he said, as he knelt down beside me.  Your mother and father will have a fit.  They want everything to be unexciting and proper.” 
 
    I laughed too. 
 
    “I know.  I have been traveling with Patrick for several days, and he has informed me of everything that will be expected of me, and I am so afraid I will displease someone.” 
 
    “To hell with that!  Be yourself!  If they don’t like who you are, what are they going to do?  Throw you away?  They have finally gotten their daughter back and should be happy for that alone.  They can’t expect you to conform to their every whim.” 
 
    “Patrick would get angry at me.  He wants to please our parents so much.  He couldn’t believe his good fortune when he found me.  I can’t possibly disappoint him.” 
 
    “Well, my-my, you are not only refreshing but caring as well.  Don’t let the family change you, Helen.  Patrick’s wife had been refreshing and sweet when he first brought her home as his bride.  Now she is a mere shell of her original self.” 
 
    “He does seem rather demanding, but I thought it was because we had such little time for me to learn all he wanted me to do before we arrived.” 
 
    “You are not here for him to dictate to like he does his wife.  You are merely his sister.  He has no real say over you.  You shouldn’t let him intimidate you.  After all, you managed on your own with a wild Indian.  I’m sure you did not allow him to intimidate you.” 
 
    “He was rather intimidating in the beginning, yet he also seemed to want to please me,” I said, remembering how Wawee’ne had decided not to scalp the Sioux because he knew it would upset me. 
 
    “They will smother your natural impulsiveness, the same way Loretta has been smothered.  Promise you won’t let that happen to you.” 
 
    “I will be perfectly fine,” I said, yet I realized I was already being changed in many subtle ways.  “Patrick has warned me against you,” I told him, deciding to be honest.  “He thinks you wish to charm me and then offer me marriage.” 
 
    Gavin laughed. 
 
    “He thinks that?  He has never really liked me.  I suppose he would hate me being his brother-in-law by marriage, on top of being a cousin by marriage.  I am sure he is merely feeling protective of you.  He has always thought me to be a scoundrel.” 
 
    “Why would he think that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I refuse to conform.  I think he is jealous since he has always had to conform all his life to please his father.  You and I may have a lot in common if you are the non-conforming type.” 
 
    We were both petting Bandit, and his hand bumped against mine, and then he covered my hand with his. 
 
    “We should join forces,” he smiled. 
 
    I could see Patrick was right.  Gavin was very charming and I felt he was pulling me in already, but he seemed to understand me, which was more than I could say for my doting brother, Patrick. 
 
    “I should probably get back to the house,” I mumbled, pulling my hand away. 
 
    “I tell you what,” he said as I stood up.  “I will take your dog for a walk, and later I will bring him up to your room and smuggle him in.  I can take the back stairs.” 
 
    “Won’t we both get in trouble?” I asked, wanting Bandit with me but wondering if I should risk it? 
 
    “You risked traveling across country by yourself, and now fear you may get in trouble for wanting your dog with you?  You are going to have to stand up to them eventually, and if you start right off the bat, they will just excuse it as you being unfamiliar with the rules.  They are not going to start yelling at you as soon as you return to them.  They are looking forward to your welcome home Ball with reporters writing it up in the society page.  They wouldn’t dream of doing anything to upset you and have you in a bad mood when your Ball comes around.  Then maybe they will relent and allow your dog to accompany you to your room.” 
 
    “I suppose you understand them more than I could,” I murmured.  “I don’t even know them.” 
 
    “Patrick is so damn eager to please.  Perhaps they need a daughter who has a mind of her own, to show them not everyone wishes to be stuffy the same as they are.” 
 
    I wondered if Gavin was merely interested in causing trouble and getting a rise out of his aunt and uncle, or was he really interested in my happiness?  I wasn’t sure if I should listen to him or not? 
 
    “I do have to get back so I can get cleaned up and dress for dinner,” I told him. 
 
    “Go on, then.  I’m sure you can find your way back to the house.  I think your dog likes me.” 
 
    “His name is Bandit,” I informed him. 
 
    “Hey, Bandit.  You and I are going to become good friends, aren’t we?” he said as he snapped the leash onto Bandit’s collar. 
 
    I did think that Gavin had some endearing qualities.  Perhaps we would become good friends, I thought.  I just hoped he did not get me into too much trouble. 
 
    When I came in the house, I ran into Patrick. 
 
    “Where’s Gavin?” he asked.  “I thought he was escorting you?” 
 
    “He offered to take Bandit for a walk for me,” I told him. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Didn’t know he liked dogs,” he muttered.  “I suppose he is trying to impress you.  I’ll show you to your room.  You should throw that dress out, now that the lace is ripped,” he told me. 
 
    “It is such a pretty dress.  Couldn’t the lace be mended?” 
 
    “You cannot wear a dress that has obviously been damaged.  Give it to your maid, Megan.  She may enjoy it.  I’m sure she can mend the lace, and wouldn’t mind wearing something that has been repaired.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “I will do that.” 
 
    When I reached my room and walked in, I looked at my surroundings and shook my head.  The room was done in pink, but it was a gaudy pink and gold.  More grand furnishings and expensive clutter.  The bed was surrounded by layers of pink netting that fell from the rods of the four poster bed, which was white with gold trim.  The rugs next to the bed on either side were plush white clouds of softness, placed over a larger area rug of pink and gold gaudy design.  A dressing table was filled to overflowing with little bottles of perfume and no telling what else.  A gold-handled brush and gold comb lay among the menagerie of fancy looking bottles on the dressing table.  A jewelry box sat on the dresser, surrounded by figurines and other paraphernalia.  The curtains at the windows were pink brocade, with sheer drapes looped across the top and hanging down the sides.  There were house plants in the corners, and a huge French Armoire, taking up most of one wall, also white with gold trim and paintings of birds with elaborate curling feathers over the doors.  Ornamental night lamps stood on white night stands that matched the tooling of the bed.  The bed itself was covered with an assortment of different sizes of pink and gold pillows against a spread of white lace.  The foot chest boasted pink silk upholstery over the lid, embroidered with small red roses on green trailing vines, and similar birds which must have escaped the doors of the Armoire to light upon the silk.  It was a horrible room, and I hated it the moment I entered it. 
 
    I let my dress fall to the floor, reminding myself to tell Megan she could have if she wished, and fell upon the bed dressed in my petticoats and fancy under things.  I was too tired to bathe.  I just wanted to fall asleep and forget everything until I woke up again. 
 
    I was having the dream.  There was that same knock on the door, and then I was running to answer it.  Once again the door was flung open but the sun was at the back of whoever stood there. 
 
    Suddenly, I woke up, because I thought I had heard knocking on my bedroom door.  I grabbed a wrapper, which had been tossed across a chair, and pulled it around me.  I put my hand on the knob of the door and turned it slowly, poking my head out to see who was there.  Only, to my surprise, there was no one there.  I started to close the door, but then I heard a noise.  It sounded like murmuring whispers, and my curiosity got the better of me, so I stepped out into the hall to investigate. 
 
    I could see a door that was ajar across the hall, and the voices came from there.  I didn’t know who the room belonged to, but I heard my name being mentioned, so it peaked my interest, and I stepped closer. 
 
    “I was told to help Helen get dressed for dinner,” I heard the woman saying softly. 
 
    I stepped closer to the door and was surprised when I could see through the open crack.  I saw it was Megan talking to someone.  I started to turn, but then I heard Patrick’s voice. 
 
    “I have missed you beyond endurance.  Helen can wait.  Dinner is running late because of all the excitement.  I would have looked for you sooner, but I had to attend to Loretta, who was sulking at my indifference towards her.  I must be telling her every moment how much I love her and missed her while I was away, or she doubts I care at all.  Of course, I care, but she is my wife, not my lover.” 
 
    He gave a low chuckle, and I could see both of them now, Patrick was kissing Megan’s neck, his hands working at the buttons of her bodice.  I should have felt shocked, but it started to answer questions for me.  Now I knew why Patrick treated his wife coolly and didn’t seem eager to be with her.  If he didn’t love her, then why did he marry her, I wondered?  Perhaps it was the proper thing to do, I laughed to myself.  What he was doing now was far from proper, though. He had suggested I give my dress, which wasn’t that damaged to Megan.  Perhaps it was his way of giving her gifts without anyone knowing it.  He had been the one who picked out the yellow lace dress in the first place.  I wondered if he had Megan in mind when he chose it? 
 
    I couldn’t help myself.  I continued to watch, as Patrick began to disrobe Megan, scattering kisses over her breasts, and it reminded me of other kisses I was trying to forget.  I knew how she was feeling, as he lowered her to the floor, pulling her skirt away, and then…I took in my breath.  He had opened his trousers and was starting to lay over her.  I told myself to turn and go back to my room, but I was rooted to the spot as I watched on. 
 
    I remember how Gavin had told me that Patrick always tried to do whatever pleased our father.  I wondered if it would please our father if he knew Patrick was engaging with the maid in such activities? 
 
    I hadn’t heard anyone approaching, so when someone grabbed me around the waist, I almost cried out. It was Gavin and he was looking over my shoulder, watching what I had been watching, holding me close against him to keep me from moving or making any noise. 
 
    “An interesting pass time, you have acquired,” he whispered in my ear.  “I find it rather stimulating, myself,” he half chuckled. 
 
    “I hadn’t meant to…” 
 
    “Hush,” he whispered.  “You are interrupting the show.” 
 
    Now he held me there, making little remarks in my ear as Patrick and Megan lost themselves in their enjoyment, Patrick’s clothes eventually being discarded as well. 
 
    I was acutely aware of Gavin’s hands, placed below my breasts, holding me snugly against him.  
 
    “You are more refreshing than I thought,” Gavin murmured.  “You are actually starting to intrigue me!  Patrick thinks he is hiding his affair from everyone, but I am sure his wife knows, and now you know too.  I didn’t realize something like this would draw you to watch.” 
 
    I tried to turn because I wanted to tell him I had happened upon them unintentionally, but he wouldn’t allow me to move. 
 
    “I am not going to judge you,” he said, “I find it rather daring of you.” 
 
    I felt embarrassed for them, yet somewhat angry about how Patrick had insisted I needed to be so proper in order to find a worthy husband, and he wasn’t even a worthy husband to his own wife.  I felt sorry for her, but apparently, according to Gavin, she knew and it didn’t seem to make any difference.  It was acceptable for a man to have a mistress.  A man could divorce his wife for adultery, but a wife could never accuse her husband of the same thing.  Even if she did divorce him, she would be left with nothing.  He would get the children, and any money she brought to the marriage now belonged to him.  I was vowing never to get married, as I continued to watch. 
 
    I could feel Gavin’s fingers moving idly over my midriff, as we watched Patrick’s hands caressing Megan.  I realized Gavin’s breath quickened a little the same way Patrick’s was, and I knew he was enjoying watching this as he held me captive against him. 
 
    When the performance was over, Gavin continued to hold me there to watch as the two managed to slow their breathing, and then get dressed.  Gavin seemed determined  risk our getting caught watching.  Just as they turned towards the door, Gavin pulled me away and brought me into my own room. 
 
    “Now you are not so innocent about what goes on around here,” he told me, as he gave me a satisfied look. 
 
    He took the sides of my wrapper and pulled it tightly around me, and I realized I had let go of it in my eagerness to return to my room. 
 
      “Sorry if watching may have embarrassed you, only you were there watching before I ever came along,” he winked, as he placed my hands on my wrapper again.  “You won’t be so eager to please Patrick in the future, will you?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  I merely stared at him, as I clutched my wrapper to me, knowing that Gavin had gazed upon me before closing the wrapper.  I realized that Gavin disapproved of Patrick as much as Patrick seemed to disapprove of him. 
 
    “I came to tell you I will bring your dog up after dinner.  I must say, you look lovelier now than you did in your lace dress,” he continued, glancing at it laying on the floor. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here.  Megan may be coming in at any moment,” I told him. 
 
    “She won’t say anything.  It is not her place.  One look at our faces and she will suspect we know about her and Patrick.” 
 
    “Well, you need to leave, just the same,” I insisted. 
 
    He was looking at me in a way that made me nervous. 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I would never force myself on you.  I prefer a woman to be willing before I ever touch her.” 
 
    He gave me a wink and then opened the door and slipped out.  I realized I was shaking.  He had forced me to stay and watch, listening to the murmurs between Patrick and Megan.  He wanted me to witness Patrick’s infidelity and Megan’s enjoyment of it.  Gavin wanted me to be shocked, and perhaps I would have been if it had not been for my own experience.  I had just never expected to see two people…  I remembered asking Wawee’ne about copulation, and how he had tried to explain it to me.  Now I didn’t need it explained any further.  I had seen it first hand.  I could still feel the pressure of Gavin’s fingers against my skin, and the look in his eyes just before he pulled my wrapper closed.  I remembered what Patrick had said about Gavin being a womanizer, but wasn’t Patrick one as well, I reasoned? 
 
    I thought about the marriage rules.  Did Patrick use them with Loretta, and ignore them with Megan?  It made me feel all the more puzzled.  I wished I could erase it from my mind, but it was branded into my brain in such a way that I would never forget it, I thought.  The scene kept playing over in my mind, even as I tried to wipe the memory away. 
 
    I was starting to regret ever coming here.  I was beginning to think Old money didn’t make any difference to one’s character.  It seemed blue blood did not make you special.  It merely gave you permission to do as you please, with no one questioning it.   
 
    Patrick had expected so much of me.  I had wanted him to believe I could actually become the sister he wished me to be.  Now I realized he was not the brother I wished him to be.  I did not see why I should work at being a proper young woman when he did not appreciate his own wife, whom I was sure was trying to be a proper wife the way he insisted she be. 
 
    I tried to put those thoughts aside as I waited for Megan to enter my room.  I would never be able to look her straight in the eye, but it seemed to be the practice of servants not to look any household members in the eye, unless necessary.  That thought relieved me. 
 
    I spied the yellow dress on the floor.  Now I didn’t want Megan to have it.  I picked it up and started ripping the lace to shreds.  If I could not wear it, Megan certainly wouldn’t get to have it either.  I did not want to see her in it when she took Sundays off to go to church, because it would ever remind me of the scene I witnessed, while Gavin held me so close, I could feel his heart beating with excitement against my back. 
 
    When Megan entered the room, I had already freshened up by washing from the basin and water picture in my room.  She noticed my yellow dress on the floor and picked it up.  Then she noticed the ripped lace.  She didn’t ask any questions.  She merely put it in a basket she had with her, to collect dirty clothes after dressing me. 
 
    “I think I’ll wear the green dress,” I told her, as she opened the Armoire to find something for me to wear to dinner. 
 
    The green dress was the very color of my eyes, and out of all the clothes Patrick had chosen for me, I liked it the best.  It was of satin, with darker green lace over the open neckline up to my throat.  The sleeves came to my wrists and were also covered with the darker lace, over the lighter green material. 
 
    The skirt did not have lace on it, so Bandit could not rip it if he happened to jump on me while I was wearing the dress.  There were green slippers to go with it.  Megan threaded a green ribbon through my curls and found teardrop emerald earrings to put in my ears.  My ears had been pierced when I was a baby and, my whole life, I had worn the same earrings that had been in my ears since my mama took me, except for the short time I was posing as a boy.   Now I knew it wasn’t Mama or Papa who got me those earrings I knew they couldn’t afford.  I was surprised my mama allowed me to wear them all those years.  Maybe at one point, she intended to tell me about my real parents. 
 
    I remember how she tried to tell me about my brother just before she died.  Only even then, she seemed afraid to tell me the truth. 
 
    Once I was dressed, I went out to the hall and down to the dining room.  The rest of the family was already there.  Patrick and his wife sat beside each other.  The children would be fed in the nursery, and I remembered how Patrick had said that Papa explained Mama didn’t think my real mother would pay enough attention to me, and I would be raised by a nursemaid.  I wondered if that was what was happening with Patrick’s children? 
 
    There was an extra place set for me beside Patrick.  Gavin and his parents were across the table from us, and my parents were at either end of the table across from each other.  Maids and footmen were serving the first course.  At the time, I didn’t know about first courses or how many courses came after.  All the meals I had ever eaten were just one course and little at that, always leaving me wanting for more.  Now I could eat as much as I pleased and I thought about what Patrick said about me looking nicer if I had a little meat on my bones. 
 
    Gavin kept smiling knowingly at me from across the table, as he glanced from Patrick to Loretta, and then back again.  Megan was an upstairs maid, so she would never be in the same room while the family was dining.  I wondered if Loretta even knew Megan?  Had she been anyone’s personal maid before I came along, I wondered?  Maybe I would ask her, I thought. 
 
    My mother dominated the conversation by explaining every detail of how the welcome home Ball would be organized and presented.  She mentioned all the special guests she was inviting, even though it was an open invitation to any family of wealth.  They would have to present their calling cards at the door, to make sure they were eligible to attend. 
 
    “You must pay special attention to Edmond Macintyre, Helen,” she said, nodding toward me.  “He is not only handsome but from good Scott’s blood.  Every young lady in the surrounding area is vying for his attention.  I am sure he would make an excellent match for you.” 
 
    “I have just arrived and you wish me to find a husband and leave your company?” I asked. 
 
    “Heaven’s no!  You would have to remain engaged for a good year before you ever had to leave our home, and I want to see you well supported, knowing your own inheritance would be in trusting hands.  I just mentioned it to let you know if he ever did ask for your hand in marriage, Douglas and I would totally approve.” 
 
    “I will keep that in mind,” I mumbled, looking over to Patrick and then at Gavin. 
 
    A smile was twitching at the corner of Gavin’s mouth, and I had to put my napkin to my lips to hide my own smile, which I couldn’t control as well as Gavin could. 
 
    When dinner was over  I excused myself to my room, claiming I was tired, while giving a look to Gavin to remind him about bringing Bandit to my room like he promised.  He gave me a reassuring smile and reached out his hand to slightly touch mine as I passed his chair.  I think Patrick noticed, because he frowned at me, while I ignored it.  If he gave me any trouble about my association with Gavin, I would mention Megan to him, and see how he dealt with that, I decided? 
 
    I sat on my bed, patiently waiting.  Megan came to the room, to help me with my gown, and I was going to tell her to leave, but then decided I would just have to call her back again after Gavin took Bandit back to the kennels, and it would be simpler if I got dressed for bed first, so Megan could end her work for the day, or go about what other duties she may have, once she finished helping me. 
 
    I wrapped the wrapper around me, once she left the room and this time tied a sash around the waist.  Gavin had been with me when I wore it before, and the only difference was I had my nightgown under it instead of my underclothes now.  I didn’t expect him to stay long.  Just long enough to bring Bandit up, and then come back later to get him. 
 
    When I heard the tap on my door, I hurried to answer it, but instead of Gavin standing there, Patrick was at the door. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Certainly,” I responded, standing in the doorway, but not letting him into the room. 
 
    “It’s about your lace dress.  Megan tells me all the lace was ripped to shreds.  I thought it was a single small rip in the lace caused by your dog?” 
 
    “I really didn’t like the dress,” I lied.  “Why should I cast it off to a servant?  If you want Megan to have a nice dress, why not buy her one?  She shouldn’t have to mend something that belonged to me, which you seemed to care so much about when you chose it, and then suggest I throw it out when it gets a small rip that is barely noticeable.” 
 
    “That was the whole point.  It was barely noticeable, and Megan would have loved that dress.  You are capable of getting so many more dresses to replace that one.  Now no one can wear it.  I thought you were kinder than that?” 
 
    “I would have given Megan the dress,” I told him, “only it dawned on me that it wasn’t me giving Megan the dress, but you.  I wasn’t sure that was proper of me or you, so I decided to resolve the problem so no one would be judged for making a choice that would be frowned upon by our parents.” 
 
    I looked directly into his eyes, and then I glanced over at the door across the hall.  He turned his head and saw the door stood ajar, and he took in his breath.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” he smiled, gave a little bow and removed himself from my doorway. 
 
    I watched him as she started down the hall.  Megan came out of the door I had glanced at.  He gave her a warning look. 
 
    “Not now,” he said, under his breath, then looked over his shoulder at me, still watching him.  
 
    Megan glanced at me and she seemed to sense that I knew.  She gave a curtsy and then headed in the opposite direction than Patrick took.  I was still standing there, wondering what Patrick would do, if anything?  Perhaps he didn’t even care that I knew or maybe he wasn’t sure how much I knew?  I saw Gavin coming down the hall with Bandit on a leash.  When Bandit saw me, he started pulling against the leash in his eagerness to reach me. 
 
    I backed into my room, allowing Gavin to bring Bandit with him, and closed the door.  Immediately, I knelt down to hug Bandit and calm his excitement. 
 
    “Thank you so much for bringing him,” I mumbled into Bandit’s fur as I patted and hugged him. 
 
    “It was no trouble at all.  I would gladly do anything that brings on such a charming smile and happiness to your face,” he told me, as he knelt down with me. 
 
    “I can see how much you love your dog.  Whatever man is able to draw that much love from you, he will be a lucky man, indeed.” 
 
    “I am worried about my mother trying to compel me to marry her choice of a husband.  It is not her marrying the man, so I don’t know why she must choose for me.” 
 
    “I suppose it is a mother’s prerogative,” he chuckled, “only I am sure she cannot force you to accept anyone you do not love.  Please say you intend to marry out of love and not duty.” 
 
    “I doubt I will marry at all.  Look at Patrick and Loretta?  They have two charming children, and that is not enough to keep Patrick faithful to her.” 
 
    “I don’t think he loved her in the first place.  She was another one of Aunt Sandra’s choices.  That is why I suggest you marry for the right reasons, not what your parents expect you to do.” 
 
    “I have barely arrived, and my first agenda is not looking for a husband,” I insisted. 
 
    Secretly, I wondered if I would ever meet anyone who could attract me, in the same way, I knew Wawee’ne had?  It was hard to put his memory behind me.  Every night before I fell asleep I would find myself reliving the time we shared together, where he showed me how much he desired me.  The whole time I was watching Patrick and Megan I was carried back to my encounter with Wawee’ne, wishing it were him and me in that room together.  A part of me wanted that all over again.  Only I most likely would never see Wawee’ne again, I thought sadly for the hundredth time. 
 
    “However, you could always take a lover, the way Patrick has managed to do,” Gavin suggested. 
 
    The memory of the way Gavin had idly caressed me with his fingers as we stood watching Patrick and Megan returned, and I wondered if he was suggesting… 
 
    “It is riskier for a woman, considering her husband could divorce her if she was caught,” I said abruptly. 
 
    “Maybe it would be an easy way to get out of an unhappy marriage.” 
 
    “Why get into one in the first place?  It would cause too much heartache later on after children were born and money was controlled by my husband.  I don’t think I would want to risk it.” 
 
    “Which is what I like about you.  You are a woman who makes her own decisions.  I saw Patrick in the hall and had to step out of the way so he didn’t see me with your dog.  He didn’t look very happy.  Have the two of you been arguing?” 
 
    “No,” I told him.  “He was just disapproving of one of my choices, which he couldn’t change after I made it.” 
 
    Gavin laughed. 
 
    “You are too precious for words,” he smiled and leaned over and kissed my cheek. 
 
    “Perhaps you should go,” I said, realizing I was in a compromising position, as I clutched the top of my wrapper to me.   
 
    If anyone saw Gavin leaving my room they would assume he was treating me the same way Patrick had been treating Megan. 
 
    “But I am enjoying your company.  I love being around you, with your independent ways.  I am curious to discover how this all works out in the end.  I can’t wait until your welcome home Ball.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “That is a problem because I don’t even know how to dance,” I admitted. 
 
    “Heavens!  We can’t have that.  I want you to dance as many dances with me to upset Patrick as much as we can,” he smiled.  “Therefore, I will just have to teach you!” 
 
    He took my hand, leading me over to my jewelry box and opened the lid, allowing the music to ring from it. 
 
    “Now hold my hand like this,” he told me, as he placed my hand in his.  “Put your other hand on my shoulder.” 
 
    He lifted the hand that was clutching the top of my wrapper closed, however, the sash held the wrapper closed. 
 
    “I will put my hand on your waist,” he continued, “and whichever way I push or pull you with that hand, will indicate what direction I desire you to go.” 
 
    Soon we were twirling around the floor of my room, my wrapper skirt flaring out as we turned, while Gavin showed me the steps.  Bandit merely watched with a confused look on his face. 
 
    At first, I could not understand the way to step or move, and Gavin would have to stop and instruct me, then start over again.  When I finally managed to perform well enough to suit Gavin, he laughed and kissed me on the cheek again.  
 
    “You are doing wonderful,” he said, as he turned me one more time, but my toe caught on the fluffy carpet beside my bed, and we both went tumbling on top of the bed. 
 
    Gavin was laying on top of me, and I started to struggle to get out from under him. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he murmured, as he looked down into my face. “I told you I would never force myself onto a woman, but I am enjoying my position right now.” 
 
    “I don’t believe this is proper,” I breathed, as he looked down at me with his striking blue eyes, with pleasure. 
 
    “I understand you have not graduated into propriety yet,” he chuckled.  “You are too charming to have that change.” 
 
    “What do you want from me, Gavin?” I asked. 
 
    “Your friendship, of course.  And maybe beyond, in time, but that will be up to you.” 
 
    “You have my friendship,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, and I so much enjoy it.  Promise to dance as many dances as you can with me when your Ball rolls around.” 
 
    “You just want to irritate everyone,” I accused. 
 
    “I told you I was not a conforming kind of person.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that.” 
 
    “So until you promise, I will remain here, happily enjoying the feel of you beneath me.” 
 
    My thoughts went to Patrick and Megan, as Gavin smiled down at me slyly.  But he had promised not to force himself on me, so I tried to relax. 
 
    “Is it a promise?” he asked. 
 
    “You cannot keep me to it, even if I do promise,” I told him, smiling back at him. 
 
    He started to chuckle. 
 
    “It seems we are at a stalemate,” he mumbled. 
 
    He brought his finger down, to trail along my neck.  It was then I realized that my wrapper had fallen open at the top when we had landed on the bed, and my sheer nightgown, which Patrick had chosen for me, was the only thing that stood between him and my body, barely covered my nakedness. 
 
    “You are so beautiful,” Gavin breathed, as his finger continued to trace over my skin. 
 
    “You promised not to force yourself on me,” I reminded him. 
 
    “And I intend to keep that promise,” he told me, yet did not lift his finger from my skin.  
 
    The trail of his finger, barely touched my skin as he traced around the edge of my nightgown, that had thin straps holding the lace over my breasts.  Only his eyes were not focused on his finger.  One strap had fallen from my shoulder, and he lifted it with his finger and put it back in place, causing me to catch my breath for one suspended moment before he replaced it. 
 
    Then I could feel his finger, tracing down from the strap, along the edge of the lace, all the way to where it met the adjoining side of my nightgown.  The trail led back up the other side to the strap on my opposite shoulder.  Soon the trail followed the outer side of my nightgown, down to my armpit, brushing against the side of my breast, causing me to tremble in both fright and sensation. 
 
    “You should stop doing this,” I said in a shaking voice. 
 
    “Because you like it or dislike it?” he asked. 
 
    “Because it isn’t right.  I don’t know you.  I shouldn’t even trust you.  You shouldn’t be in my room like this.” 
 
    “You invited me in.  Had you forgotten?” 
 
    “Because you were bringing Bandit,” I insisted. 
 
    “Yes.  And I shall bring him every night if you wish.” 
 
    “Only there is a price to pay, right?” I asked in a shaking voice. 
 
    “You misjudge me, Helen.  I ask no price.” 
 
    “Then why won’t you remove yourself from me?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I think you are enjoying this as much as I am.  If not, I will refrain.” 
 
    “I am not going to become your lover, like Megan is with Patrick,” I said firmly. 
 
    “I never asked you to,” he whispered in my ear, and then he kissed my ear, as his breath against it distracted me. 
 
    “Then I must insist you leave me,” I said so quietly I wasn’t sure he had heard me. 
 
    “I will,” he promised but did not make a move to remove himself from me. 
 
    I waited, as I felt his lips wander over my neck and down between my breasts.  Then he was lifting himself from my body, looking down on me as I lie sprawled across the bed.  I started to pull my wrapper shut, but he reached out and stopped me. 
 
    “I think it is a little late for that,” he smiled.  “I have already seen you and touched you.  
 
    He took my shoulders and lifted me to my feet, pulling me against him, and then placed his mouth over mine, taking one passionate kiss.  Then he released me. 
 
    “I’ll be back for the dog later tonight,” he told me and went to the door. 
 
    I stood there in shock.  The way he had assured me he was coming back, alarmed me.  I didn’t know what to think?  Patrick was right.  Gavin wanted me to respond to him, possibly to get me to marry him.  Only why did he make me promise to marry out of love, not duty if it was his intentions to try and seduce me?  I wondered if he was hoping to make me fall in love with him first? 
 
    I patted the bed, and let Bandit jump up beside me.  I put my arms around his neck and snuggled against him.  I wanted everything to go back to how it was before I ever came here, only that life was probably worse than the one I had landed in.  I wasn’t sure what I should do?  I felt the world closing in around me.  Between my lost parents, my doting brother, and my non-cousin, I was being manipulated into something I wasn’t sure I was prepared for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    I woke to a tap on my door.  At first, I thought it was Gavin come to get Bandit, but then I noticed the sun shining against the curtains at the window.  Gavin must have gotten Bandit after I had fallen asleep, I decided. 
 
    I didn’t have an opportunity to grant entrance because the door opened and Megan stepped in with a tray of food in her hands.  At that very moment, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and I saw Bandit leaping forward as he started barking at Megan.  Gavin had not come to remove him from my room after all. 
 
    A moment later he had landed against Megan, knocking her to the floor and causing everything on the tray to go flying.  Megan started screaming, and I was calling Bandit off when the door flew open and I looked up to see Patrick, Gavin, and my father all standing in the doorway.  I was holding Bandit in my arms, to keep him from threatening them as well, as I saw the anger in Patrick’s eyes.  My father merely looked stunned, and Gavin had a broad smile on his face.  I knew at that moment, he had left Bandit in my room on purpose.  It was as though he wanted me to get in trouble with Patrick. 
 
    I glared at him, as he came into the room, taking the leash from his pocket. 
 
    “I’ll take care of the dog,” he said, snapping the leash onto Bandit’s collar and coaxing him out of the room. 
 
    “What is going on here?” my father demanded. 
 
    “I’ll manage it, father.  I don’t think Megan knows the rules about not allowing dogs in the house.” 
 
    “Clean up the mess, Megan,” my father ordered as he turned from the room and continued down the hall. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” I could hear my mother saying in the distance. 
 
    Patrick quietly closed the door and stepped into the room. 
 
    “Go down and get some towels to clean this mess up with,” he told Megan, and she scurried from the room and I saw Patrick locking the door. 
 
    Patrick walked over to the bed, where I sat shivering with the blankets held up in front of me.  In one swift movement, he yanked me from the bed and started shaking me. 
 
    “Whatever got into your head to bring your dog to your room?” he demanded. 
 
    “He is used to being with me,” I growled back.  “I was lonely and I knew he was lonely too, so I asked Gavin to bring him.” 
 
    “So Gavin is behind this, is he?” 
 
    He stopped and looked over my shivering body, visible through the sheer material of my nightgown. 
 
    “I suppose you and Gavin are getting along marvelously,” he almost sneered. 
 
    “I have only met him.  What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that I know the kind of upbringing you have had.  I am sure you wouldn’t have a problem with offering yourself in exchange for favors.” 
 
    “Are you insinuating…” 
 
    “I don’t have to insinuate anything.  I was trying to make you into a lady you probably could never become, and the first thing you do is humiliate me by bringing your brute into the house, and getting Megan into trouble for making a mess and screaming at the top of her lungs, which may cause her dismissal.  What kind of gratitude do you call that, after I bring you home to your family?” 
 
    “I didn’t intend it to happen.  Gavin was supposed to come to get Bandit before morning.  He must have forgotten.” 
 
    “So now you are allowing Gavin to come into your room at night the first chance you have?” 
 
    “It is not what you think,” I defended.  “And you have a lot of room to talk considering your relationship with Megan,” I spat, starting to dislike his hypocrisy. 
 
    “Megan is a servant!  You are a lady!” 
 
    “And I presumed you were a gentleman, but I see I was mistaken,” I responded. “Being a servant doesn’t make Megan any less your victim!  You are betraying your wife!” 
 
    When I said the words, Patrick’s green eyes darkened, and a moment later he was sitting on the bed, flinging me over his lap, and letting his hand come down resoundingly against my bottom.  At first, I was silent, but after the first few resounding slaps, I couldn’t hold my tears back as the pain penetrated my being.  I started to get frightened because I didn’t think he was going to stop. 
 
    Suddenly he stood, dumping me onto the floor.  He lifted me and threw me on the bed.  I was shocked thinking he was going to force himself on me, but instead, he merely pinned me against the mattress with his hand against my throat. 
 
    “I will tell our parents you are ill and do not wish to leave your room.  You will remain here, and Megan will bring you food, but other than that, the door will remain locked so you can’t escape.  You will remain here until I decide to allow you to leave.  I will come personally to give you lessons on what is expected of you from this moment on.  As for that mutt, I will have one of the grooms shoot it at the first possible opportunity!” 
 
    “No!  I screamed, and reached my fingers up, scratching his face. 
 
    I felt his hand come down across my face so hard I was stunned, and a moment later, I seemed to lose consciousness. 
 
    I woke to someone shaking me.  My first reaction was to pull away and start slapping out at whoever was there.  Whoever it was, grabbed my wrists to stop me, and then I saw it was Gavin, hovering over me.  I wondered how he got in if Patrick had locked the door? 
 
    “It’s all right,” he murmured. 
 
    “No!  It is not all right!” I bellowed.  “It is your fault!  You were supposed to come get Bandit.  You left him here on purpose!” 
 
    “I didn’t know he was going to try and attack the maid!  I just wanted to ruffle Patrick’s feathers.  What did he do to you?” 
 
    He touched my cheek which still stung from the slap Patrick had planted there.  I wondered if he treated his wife in the same manner when she misbehaved?  All I wanted to do was escape this house and go back to what was familiar to me. 
 
    Gavan stroked his hand down along my side and turned me over.  Apparently, he could see the marks on my bottom through the sheer material of my nightgown. 
 
    “He beat you, didn’t he?” Gavin accused.  “I’ll kill him!” 
 
    “Don’t kill him.  Just help me to escape,” I begged.  “He is going to have my dog shot if he hasn’t done it already.” 
 
    “He is just threatening you.  He would have to explain the dog’s death to your father, and if you complained, he would be in more trouble than he wants to make you believe you are in.  I’ll make sure your dog is safe.” 
 
    “He locked me in.  How did you get in here?” I asked suddenly. 
 
    “I took the skeleton key from the housekeeper’s ring.”   
 
    “I’ll lock the door when I leave, so Patrick won’t know.  Just don’t try to run away, Helen.  You don’t have any place to go.” 
 
    “I can’t stay here!” I insisted. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Patrick.  I’ll tell him I will expose him if he doesn’t apologize to you and promise never to touch you again.  I’ll tell him that if he does I will help you escape, and his parents will blame him for chasing you away.” 
 
    “Why did he do it?” I asked him  “I didn’t intend any of that to happen.” 
 
    “Patrick has always had a bad temper ever since you disappeared.  His father beat him when you were stolen away.  The doctors were surprised he lived through it.  My uncle said it was his fault for not watching over you.  My aunt said it was his fault that he needed a tutor to teach him because he wasn’t applying himself enough.  I think he is just taking it all out on you, even though I know he loved you very much when you were little.  I loved you too!” 
 
    Gavin rose from the bed.  
 
    “Lay still,” he said.  “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    A few moments later he returned with a jar of something in his hands.  I was still lying on my stomach and he pushed his hand under my nightgown and started smoothing an ointment over my bottom.  It felt soothing and he was being so gentle I was grateful for his administrations.  When he was finished, he pulled the sheet up over my body.   
 
    “I’ll come to check on you tonight after everyone is asleep.” 
 
    I nodded.  Perhaps Gavin was the only friend I had here, even if he was to blame for what had happened, I told myself. 
 
    I fell asleep again.  If Megan had brought me any food while I was asleep, I didn’t notice any trays left behind.  I wasn’t hungry anyway, I told myself.  It hurt too much to move, and my head was aching.  I remained on my stomach and went back to sleep again.  When I woke next, it was to Gavin coming through the door.   
 
    “Patrick is fit to be tied.  Loretta insisted the maid be let go.  I think it was her way to get revenge on Patrick.  If he insisted they keep the maid, it would indicate a deeper interest in the girl.” 
 
    “That is why no one has come to my room all day,” I mumbled.  “Megan was supposed to bring me something to eat.” 
 
    “Patrick said he would do it,” Gavin said.  “I think he is trying to punish you still.” 
 
    “I wasn’t hungry anyway,” I told him.  
 
    I was still lying on my stomach, because it hurt too much to lie on my back.  Gavin pulled my nightgown up and started working the ointment into my skin again.  I liked the feel of his hand because it was distracting me from all my worries. 
 
    Patrick, the one who claimed I should put on weight, was now withholding food from me as a punishment because his wife insisted Megan needed to go.  Apparently, no one knew I was not getting fed and if Gavin said anything, Patrick would know Gavin had been to see me, then I wouldn’t have him here with me either. 
 
    “How is Bandit?” I asked. 
 
    “I took him out of the kennels and put him somewhere else, so no one would use him to try and punish you more.” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone you know Patrick is not bringing me food,” I said.  “They will know you have talked to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are probably right.  I’ll bring you some food the next time I come,” he promised. 
 
    “I am glad I have you as my friend,” I said, reaching up to touch his cheek. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Helen.  I will make sure nothing happens to you.” 
 
    “Did you talk to Patrick yet?” I asked. 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to.  He left, right after they sent Megan away.  I think he is securing her a place to stay.” 
 
    “That is why I haven’t seen him, and he hasn’t brought me food.  He probably forgot about someone needing to feed me.” 
 
    “No.  That might be why he hasn’t come up here today, but I heard him say he would arrange for someone to feed you since he was going to be out.  I doubt he bothered to do it.” 
 
    “How long do you think he will be gone?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but if he doesn’t come back, I will bring you food.  In a couple of days, you will be feeling better and will be able to be up and around.  Patrick will have returned and will let you out of the room.” 
 
    “Why is it up to him? “ I asked.  “Doesn’t my mother or father have a say about this?” 
 
    “Patrick says because it was his fault that you were taken in the first place, he wants to be fully responsible for you to show his parents he is capable of looking out for your welfare.  I can’t say anything or all hell will break lose.  The servants won’t say anything because it is not their place.  They are under the assumption you are not feeling well and Patrick has everything under control.” 
 
    “I’m afraid, Gavin.  I thought Patrick would never stop spanking me!  Bring me some clothes to put on, Gavin!  I refuse to stay here any longer!” 
 
    “No!  You are not in any condition to ride your horse, and that is your only means out of here without anyone knowing.  You are safe enough right now.  Patrick isn’t even here!  Later, when it is safer, and no one will suspect it, I will help you escape if you still want to leave.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can deal with all of this, Gavin,” I whimpered. 
 
    Gavin turned me to him and put his arms around me. 
 
    “I will keep you safe, Helen.  Do you want me to remain with you tonight?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I pulled away. 
 
    “If Patrick comes home and discovers you are here, then he will prevent you from coming in the future somehow.” 
 
    “You are probably right, only I don’t want you to do anything stupid.  Promise me you will remain in your room, and not try to climb out the window, or something.” 
 
    “If you promise to help me escape later,” I insisted. 
 
      “For right now, you need to get better.” 
 
    I noticed he hadn’t promised, but he had offered it earlier, so I felt I could trust him.  He turned me and started putting more ointment on me.  His gentle hand felt reassuring to me.  I wanted the feel of his hand working the soreness out of my skin. 
 
    I fell asleep to the feel of Gavin’s hand caressing my bottom.  I started to dream about Wawee’ne touching me in his gentle way.  I fell into the dream willingly, confusing the feel of Gavin’s hands with the feel of Wawee’ne in my dream. 
 
    “I love the way you are touching me,” I whispered to Wawee’ne, thinking I was actually with him. 
 
    “I love touching you this way,” he responded in a low voice.  
 
    I kept remembering how wonderful Wawee’ne had made me feel in the past.  I wanted that feeling all over again, and in my dream, he seemed to want to give it to me.  I was transported in my dream back to the banks of the Platte River.  I thought I had never left.  Every touch was drawing me into pleasure.  I forgot about how much it had hurt when Patrick was hitting me.  The touch I was feeling now engulfed me in wanting to block all of that out.  All I wanted to feel was that touch.  That wonderful, gentle touch of a man making my worries melt away and causing me to focus on something else. 
 
    It seemed as though I could feel Wawee’ne’s lips, soft upon my body.  I liked the way his lips touched me, so tender and seeking, drawing away the hurt and the pain, allowing something else to take its place.  I welcomed that feeling.  It was something I had experienced before and wanted to experience it again.  I heard myself whimpering at the touch, wanting more of it, begging for more of it.  I was immersed deeper into my dream until it was all consuming and that was the only thing I wanted to focus on, Wawee’ne being there with me, showering his love on me, causing my soul to rise in an effort to capture that memory even more vividly. 
 
    The vividness overtook my senses. Those soft lips quenched my longings until I was caught between dream and reality, the reality trying to break through as my dreaming-self welcomed it, yearned for it, prayed for my dream to become the reality.  On some level, I believed it had, as my breath caught, and my heart pounded, and all those old feelings raced through me for the second time in my life.  That coveted feeling waking that inner part of me that relished the dream and the memory, which would be held in my heart forever. 
 
    The dream seemed never-ending as it repeated itself, while I strived to relive that glory again.  I willed it to repeat itself, so I could remain in the safety of it even longer.  I felt as though I was actually trembling inside.  It seemed too real to me, maybe because I wanted it to be real, so I accepted it as real when my soul soared and flew to a higher level of awareness.  I could hear Wawee’ne murmuring against my skin, his mouth caressing me with more intent, chasing away my fears, coaxing my thoughts to be focused on him.  I swam through sparkles of hoped and love, astounded at the magnitude of what it could bring if I could only return to that day beside the river.  I heard myself crying out for him and Wawee’ne promising always to be there for me.  I knew he would be there for me even though he was hundreds of miles away.  
 
    When I woke, later that night, Gavin was no longer in my room.  I went back to sleep.  I wanted to have the dream again. 
 
    I was woken up abruptly when someone lit the lamp on my bedside table.  I thought it was Gavin bringing me some food.  I turned to look and met Patrick’s eyes.  He didn’t look apologetic.  He looked a little irritated. 
 
    “Megan was sent away,” he said flatly.  “It’s your fault she is gone.  I told you she would be sent away.  Now, in order to see her, I will have to make excuses to go into town.” 
 
    He gave me a scowling look. 
 
    “Get out of bed,” he demanded.  “I assume you have been there all day.” 
 
    “You never sent me any food to eat,” I complained. 
 
    “Megan wasn’t here to bring it to you, so I wanted you to discover the result of your selfish act of bringing your dog in the house.  As a matter of fact, she will not be replaced.  You will have to take care of yourself from now on.  You managed to do it before I brought you here, so I am sure you can manage.” 
 
    “I would rather take care of myself, but what good is it to get dressed?  You have locked me in my room,” I complained. 
 
    “I can’t trust you.  No telling what you will do next.  My parents want to find you a suitable husband.  Once that is accomplished, I will wash my hands of you.  Until your welcome home Ball, you will remain in this room.  If you don’t wish to get dressed, that will be up to you.   
 
    “When you were born, I knew things would change, but I didn’t know how much they would change because of you.  Now I wish I had never found you, but I thought it would change the way father treated me, once I brought you back.  Therefore, I want to make sure you will be prepared when your Ball comes, so you will not discourage any young men our parents will approve of, and not disappoint them.  Once you have accepted a marriage proposal, you will be his problem to deal with, not mine.  Then maybe things will get back to normal again.   
 
    “Only the truth is, they have never been normal ever since that crazy school teacher took you away.  In the beginning, I was sort of glad she took you because then I didn’t have to compete with you for our parent’s attention.  However, once you disappeared all their attention was focused on finding you and any attention they gave me, was to scold me for being a terrible brother.” 
 
    I thought maybe Gavin was wrong.  Patrick had never loved me, not even as a baby.  His doting on me was most likely born of responsibility our parents made him feel.  Patrick grabbed my hand and pulled me up out of the bed. 
 
    “I told you to get out of bed,” he growled. 
 
    I was holding the sheet about me, but he pulled it from my grasp. 
 
    “I need to look at you and see where we can make improvements,” he stated, walking around me and exploring my body with his eyes, through my thin garment. 
 
    “You are a pitiful sight.  I told you, you were too skinny!” 
 
    “Starving me is not going to make it better,” I pointed out. 
 
    He merely chuckled, as he ran his finger over my ribcage through the sheer material. 
 
    “I can feel every rib in your body,” he said. 
 
    Then he ran his hand over the other side of my ribcage. 
 
    “And those breasts!  They barely exist!  I don’t see how you can claim you are a woman.  You made a better boy when I first laid eyes on you.”  
 
    He put his hands against my breast and flattened them. 
 
    “Yes, maybe we should just pass you off as my little brother, and say we made a mistake in the gender when you were born,” he laughed.  “I don’t know what man would ever want to touch you while the lights were on?  Do you actually have anything between your legs that is worth it? Are you actually still a virgin?” he asked.  “Maybe I should check.” 
 
    “It is none of your business if I am a virgin or not,” I hissed, trying to move away from him. 
 
    “Of course it is my business.  We can not pawn off someone who has lost her virginity to an unsuspecting suitor.  We would never hear the end of it, and your husband may divorce you on the spot!” 
 
    “I can assure you, I am a virgin,” I muttered between gritted teeth. 
 
    “Can you?  You expect me to take your word for it?  Maybe I should bring in a doctor to make sure unless you wish me to do it.” 
 
    “I don’t’ know how you would discover it, even if you tried,” I said in a shaking voice. 
 
    “If I have to employ a doctor, everyone will know your virginity is in question.” 
 
    “What if I am not a virgin?” I asked, hoping that it would discourage my family in trying to find me a husband. 
 
    “I don’t think you would want that to be the outcome, but it would complicate matters.” 
 
    “What do I have to do if I was tested?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Nothing.  All you would have to do is relax and let the doctor examine you.  Should I set up an appointment?” 
 
    “How does he conclude I am a virgin or not?” I wanted to know. 
 
    “He has to discover how tight you feel.  There are two kinds of tests, you know.  One is called the one finger test and the other is called the two finger test.”  
 
    “You mean he will have to…to…” 
 
    “How else do you think it could be done?” 
 
    “I refuse to allow it.  You will just have to take my word for it,” I cried. 
 
    “Very well, but if you prove to be a problem, I will give you the examination myself!  What that means, is I need complete cooperation from this point on.  I will be instructing you in whatever I deem necessary to turn you into the woman who would not only attract her future husband but please my parents when they believe the perfect match has offered for you.  I will inform, whoever offers for you, that you are a virgin.  However, if I receive any trouble from you, I will take it upon myself to hold you down in order to prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt.  Now it’s time to get to work!  First we will work on your posture.”  
 
    He handed me a book and placed it on my head. 
 
    “I want to watch you walk across the room, balancing that book until I am satisfied with your performance.” 
 
    “Can’t this wait until morning?” I asked. 
 
    “Why?  You have been sleeping all day.  No time like the present to get started.” 
 
    I started walking across the room, but he would do little things to distract me, and I would end up dropping the book. 
 
    “Straighten your shoulders,” he insisted, and came forward, pulling against my shoulders and patting my stomach.  Holding me in that position, until he was satisfied with it, and then told me to start walking again. 
 
    I felt weak because I had not had anything to eat except for a biscuit I had found in the corner of the room that Megan had missed.  I was wondering why Gavin had never come with more food, but he probably knew Patrick was back and didn’t dare come. 
 
    After about a half hour of parading back and forth in front of Patrick with the book on my head, he stopped me. 
 
    “Do you know how to dance?” he asked. 
 
    “A little,” I told him.   
 
    I didn’t want to tell him Gavin had tried to teach me. 
 
    “Let me see,” he said. 
 
    He too went and wound up the music box in my jewelry case and let it start playing.  He took my hand in his, placing his hand on my waist, and started to guide me around the floor.  Each time he turned me, he pulled me closer to him, clasping my back as he held me firmly against him. 
 
    “If you weren’t my sister,” he mumbled, “I would have no problem taking your virginity myself!” 
 
    “Perhaps the lessons should end,” I suggested. 
 
    “It is a shame Megan is not here to tend to me in a situation like this,” he whispered.  “You know it is your doing I don’t have her services any longer.” 
 
    “I am sure you will find someone else to entertain yourself with.  Or maybe you should try your wife if you are in need of a feminine touch.” 
 
    Patrick laughed.  “She would be as eager to appease me as you would,” he said.  “The difference is I could probably persuade you easier than her.” 
 
    “I think not!” I said stepping back.  “I won’t continue to be your puppet if you insist on abusing my sensibilities.  I have stood for all I am going to stand for, so get out of my room!” 
 
    “Very well.  I don’t wish to upset you beyond repair.  The better you do with your lessons, the sooner you will have me out of your life for good.” 
 
    “I would like that immensely!” 
 
    “I’ll bring you something to eat, and afterwards, you can take a bath.  However, I will be right outside the door since I don’t trust you.  I am going to keep you in my sight as long as it is necessary.  When I can’t keep my eye on you, you will be locked safely in your room.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Now, Patrick made sure I had all the food I desired.  There was little to do in my room except to read and practice all the things Patrick was trying to teach me.  Because I was so bored, I ate everything Patrick brought me and asked for more.  Each day, I would look at myself in the mirror to see if I was putting on any weight.  I noticed my breasts were starting to fill out, and I felt Patrick would be pleased. 
 
    At night, Gavin would come to my room, and we would sneak down to the stables where I would play with Bandit, whom I could tell was starting to get anxious.  Gavin said he growled at everyone who came near him, except for himself.  I knew Bandit did not like being cooped up in the kennel all the time. 
 
    “There is a full moon tonight. Let’s take a moonlight ride on the beach,” I suggested, while we were down at the stable.  “I am sure Fire Cracker misses me as much as Bandit does, and then we could let Bandit run along with us.” 
 
    “A fabulist idea!  I wish I had thought of it,” Gavin laughed. 
 
    I had a simple dress on, the one I had been given by the lady in South Pass so I didn’t have to worry about spoiling my expensive outfits and making Patrick angry.  Gavin brought the horses out and I saddled Fire Cracker with the military saddle, while Gavin saddled his own horse.  I could tell Bandit was getting excited as he ran in circles and wagged his tail.  Even Fire Cracker seemed excited, tossing his head and anxious to be on his way. 
 
    Gavin helped me up, even though I could have done it on my own.  Then he was swinging up on his own black stud and we were heading down the trail that led to the beach. 
 
    The moon shimmered against the water, as the waves crashed, throwing up white foam.  Once we approached the damp sand, I let Fire Cracker have his head, and both horses bolted forward, with Bandit keeping up behind.  As each wave crashed and receded, we rode closer to the water and were soon running in the surf, with the salt water splashing up in our faces.  I laughed with the sheer joy and freedom I was feeling at the time. 
 
    When the horses were spent, we began to walk slowly back in the direction of McGovern Court.  My dress was soaked in salt water, and Gavin looked sopping as well. 
 
    “Maybe we should wait until our clothes dry a bit, before returning,’ Gavin suggested.  “We cannot track water in the house or we will be found out.  If your wet, sandy clothes are discovered, Patrick will know you managed to escape.” 
 
    “You are probably right,” I said, as I dismounted, and began leading Fire Cracker behind me.  “There’s enough of a breeze, it shouldn’t take too long,” I projected. 
 
    “I have been enjoying the time I have spent with you every night, secreting you away to visit your dog,” Gavin said, reaching out to grab my hand. 
 
    “Yes, it has been fun, and risky if Patrick ever found out.” 
 
    “There is not much he can do to you.  I don’t know why you worry so much.” 
 
    “He has threatened things that would be undesirable, if I don’t cooperate fully,” I told him. 
 
    “And what kind of undesirable threats has he devised?” 
 
    “A virginity test, for one, performed by him!” 
 
    “I cannot believe he would stoop so low!” 
 
    “He frightens me, Gavin.  He said if I wasn’t his sister he wouldn’t mind taking my virginity himself.  He may decide to do it, just to make me unfit for any acceptable marriage.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t!  Your parents would disown him if he tried a stunt like that.” 
 
    “How could I prove it?  He would blame it on me, saying I had dabbled with men all my life.” 
 
    “If he does that, I will step up and marry you,” Gavin offered, stopping me and causing me to face him. 
 
    “Oh, he would hate that even more!  Then I would be here to taunt him for the rest of his life if I became your wife.  I would defiantly go out of my way to make him miserable, if that ever happened,” I promised Gavin. 
 
    It dawned on me that might have been the reason Patrick didn’t want me getting involved with Gavin.  He had already told me how happy he would be when I finally got married and left. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you enjoy being married to me, regardless?” 
 
    “I don’t wish to be married to anyone, Gavin.  I am going to stay for the Ball, but during the confusion, when people are leaving, you are going to help me escape, like you promised me you would do.” 
 
    “Did I promise you that?” 
 
    “You certainly did!  You cannot back out now!” 
 
    “Only I don’t want you to escape, Helen!  I want you to remain.  I think I am falling in love with you.  Say you will marry me instead.” 
 
    “I can’t, Gavin.  I don’t want to be a member of this family!  Look how Patrick turned out.  Look at his wife and children.  No one in this family seems happy, not even you, Gavin!” 
 
    “If you stayed it would make me happy,” he insisted. 
 
    “Patrick said you would try to convince me to marry you.  He must know you well.” 
 
    “That is unfair!  It is not like I was making some diabolical plan to persuade you to marry me.  The request truly comes from the heart.” 
 
    “The same way Patrick’s request did when he asked Loretta to marry him?  It is all in the game of finding the proper wife, or husband, and you know it!” 
 
    “You cannot compare me to Patrick.  He and I are nothing alike!” 
 
    “I don’t know either of you.  It is just that Patrick’s dark side has come out to make me doubt any member of this family.  I don’t know if you have a dark side or not, yet.” 
 
    “I would think you would trust me by now, Helen,” he muttered. 
 
    “You have been a good friend, Gavin, but I am not attracted to this kind of life.  I don’t care about my inheritance.  I just want to escape the trap of someone else controlling my life.  I have only known you for a few weeks.  How can you expect me to decide something like that?  I spent more time with Wawee‘ne, than I have with you.  Had he not been a wild Indian I wouldn’t have minded becoming his wife.  He wanted me to become his wife.” 
 
    “You want to marry an Indian while turning everyone else down?” 
 
    Gavin looked shocked. 
 
    “No.  The fact that he is an Indian is why I can’t marry him either, but I became very fond of him while we were together.  It is hard to forget him.  If I won’t marry a man I think I love, I would never marry a man I barely know!” 
 
    “You have to marry someday, Helen.  A woman needs a man to care for her and love her.  If there is no one else at the Ball that suits your fancy, will you consider me?” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t plan to stay after the Ball.  Besides I don’t need anyone to care for me or love me,” I insisted, but deep down inside, I wanted the love part.  I wanted someone who knew how to love me like Wawee’ne had. 
 
    “There must be some way I can persuade you,” Gavin said, placing his arms around me. 
 
    “You are a very nice person, and you have shown your loyalty to me.” 
 
    “You forgot to mention how I attended to the pain Patrick inflicted on you.  You trusted me enough to allow me to touch you and sooth you.  I would always be there to pamper you, Helen.” 
 
    Gavin pulled me closer in his arms.  His head lowered, and his lips met mine.  I remembered the one kiss he had given me, that first night he had come into my room.  Up until now, he had not attempted to kiss me again.  I knew there were many times he looked like he wanted to.  I was torn between not wanting to alienate Gavin, and trying to convince him I could never marry him.  I didn’t want him to start to get angry at me, the way Patrick did when I did not go along with his plans, so I allowed Gavin to kiss me.  Once he realized I was not going to refuse his kiss, the kiss deepened, and he was pulling me down in the sand with him, expanding the kiss. 
 
    “Gavin…” 
 
    I wanted to tell him kissing him did not mean I was going to consider marrying him.  However, he was too caught up in having me complying with his wishes.  He wouldn’t release me.  I didn’t want to fight against him.  I just wanted him to come to his senses. 
 
    “Gavin, please…” I gasped, trying to pull away. 
 
    His mouth went back to smothering mine, so I could not speak, and my breath started to speed in my realization that I was getting myself into something I may not be able to get out of.  I heard Gavin’s breath quicken too, but for entirely different reasons. 
 
    “Remember the night we watched Patrick and Megan?” he whispered in my ear, as he released my mouth.  “I so much wanted that to be us.  I still want it to be us.” 
 
    “It can never be us,” I insisted. 
 
    In answer, he pulled me closer. 
 
    “It could be,” he claimed, as he started pushing his hand up under my skirt. 
 
    “Gavin!  Don’t do this!  You said you would never force yourself on me!” 
 
    Bandit started barking, and Gavin seemed oblivious to my words.” 
 
    “You must stop this at once,” I cried, pushing against Gavin’s chest.  
 
    I had no other choice.  I ordered Bandit to attack and he did, grabbing Gavin’s wrist and wresting him off of me. 
 
    “You rotten little mutt!” Gavin bellowed.  “I have been protecting you!  It is because of me you have not been shot!” 
 
    I staggered to my feet, and as Gavin stepped towards me, Fire Cracker lunged forward and stood between the two of us. 
 
    “I trusted you, Gavin!” I screamed.  “How could you try to betray me like this?” 
 
    “I need you, Helen!  Why can’t you just agree to marry me?” 
 
    “Never!” I cried, as I leaped up on Fire Cracker’s back without even using the stirrup.  Fire Cracker caught my own distress.  He began galloping at top speed, only there was no place to go but along the shore, and where would that lead?  While I desperately wanted to escape this demented family, I didn’t know my way around New York.  I had no money, no supplies, no way to survive.  I had planned to collect things, once I was permitted to leave my room, so I could prepare for a journey back to familiar territory.  Now I didn’t know what to do?  I couldn’t trust Gavin or Patrick.  I felt abandoned by both. 
 
    Gavin caught up with me, jumping from his horse and pulling me to the ground beside him. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said as I started to struggle, and Bandit’s hackles rose.  “I’m sorry for what I tried to do.  It was a despicable thing for me to even contemplate.  I just couldn’t control my feelings for you.   
 
    “When you said you didn’t plan to marry me or anyone, and then talked about loving that Indian, I was devastated.  I didn’t want to let you slip away from me that way.  I told you once that you should marry for love, not duty.  I still mean it.  If you actually love that Indian, like you say, you should find him and marry him.  I misread your caring for me as a friend as the beginning of love I thought would grow.” 
 
    “You have spoiled everything, Gavin!” I hissed between clenched teeth.  “Now I can never trust you!” 
 
    “I realize that.  I realize I have ruined any chance for you to actually fall in love with me.  Like Patrick, I guess I felt I could take anything I wanted.  But you are like me, Helen.  You are a non-conformist.  You would never conform to conviction by marrying me, even if I was the one who took your virginity.   You are the type of a person that would marry a wild Indian before giving into someone you can’t love.” 
 
    Only he was wrong.  I had left Wawee’ne behind regardless of my feelings for him.  I had found all sorts of reasons for not marrying him, the same way I was doing with Gavin now.  Maybe I wasn’t the kind of person who could ever be a submitting wife or let a man love me.  I had been confused about who I really was all my life.  I felt even more confused now.  I would not make any man a good wife, I told myself.  I turned my attention to Gavin again. 
 
    “I realize now, even if that happened, Patrick would keep us apart out of spite.  He is determined to have everything go as planned.  Don’t try to run away, Helen.  Wait until after the Ball. It will take time before offers of marriage reach you or your parents.  You don’t have to escape on the night of the Ball.  Once the Ball has been thrown, Patrick will have to let you out of your room, so young men can call on you.  His excuse now is that you are ill, and need to be rested completely before the Ball.  Afterward, he will have no excuse to keep you locked up.  Then we can make plans.  Then I will help you in any way you ask.” 
 
    “How can I trust you are telling me the truth?” I asked. 
 
    “You can’t, but I am begging you to,” he said.  “You can’t just run off when you have no place to go.  Come back to the house with me.  Pretend like nothing has happened.  Do whatever Patrick asks of you, so he won’t attempt a virginity test.  I will stop coming at night, so we won’t have the risk of Patrick finding out and being displeased.  It can work, Helen, if you will only give me a second chance to prove my loyalty to you.” 
 
    “I suppose I have no other choice,” I said at last.  
 
    I remembered how I had gone with Wawee’ne because I had no other choice.  I thought about the path God was supposed to be leading me on, and I didn’t think the path I was stuck on now was supposed to be on God’s map.  If I didn’t trust Gavin, there was no glimmer of hope for me.  Even false hope was better than nothing, I decided. 
 
    “All right.  I will trust you, Gavin.  Only it is a very fragile trust.  You must promise never to touch me again.” 
 
    “Does this mean you will not dance with me at your Ball?” 
 
    “Maybe one dance,” I murmured.  “Only as soon as the Ball is over, and I am released from my room, you have to make good on your promise and help me escape McGovern Court.” 
 
    “I promise,” he said, standing up and pulling me to my feet. 
 
    Gavin helped me up on my horse, and we rode slowly back to the house. 
 
    “Your dog and horse are very protective,” Gavin mumbled as we made our way back. 
 
    “I hope Bandit didn’t do too much damage to your wrist, but there was nothing else I could think of to do to bring you to your senses.  You may have gained Bandit’s trust too, only he will always remain loyal to me.” 
 
    “I deserved it.  I’m sorry if I upset you, Helen.  I merely wanted to love you.  I was getting impatient, for fear you would find someone at the Ball or run to that Indian you claim you were attracted to, and decide to marry him after all.” 
 
    “Like I said.  I don’t plan to get married.  Not to old money or new money.  That kind of society I can do without.  And as for Wawee‘ne, he has probably already forgotten all about me.  I turned him down, just like I am turning you down.  He probably hates me for it.” 
 
    “No one could hate you, Helen.  Only, what about your inheritance?  Once you turn twenty-one, it will revert to you.” 
 
    “They will probably disown me, once I leave.  I doubt there will be an inheritance.” 
 
    “You won’t know that until the time comes.  Write me a letter when you turn twenty-one, and I will inform you of  their decision.” 
 
    “We are here,” I said, as we approached the stable.  “I think my dress is dry enough, and the sand has fallen off of it.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up to your room, so I can lock you in,” he offered. 
 
    Only when we reached my bedroom door, Patrick was standing there, waiting for us.  The look in his eyes frightened me. 
 
    “Having a little midnight affair?” he asked with a sardonic smile.  “I told you about Gavin, Helen.  He cannot be trusted.  What have the two of you been up to?” 
 
    “I wanted to ride my horse!  You have cooped me up in my room, and I needed some fresh air!  We rode in the surf, and I didn’t want to track water in the house, so I waited until my dress dried before returning.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me you have done anything stupid,” Patrick said, eyeing Gavin with distrust in his expression, and I thought how close Gavin had come to doing something stupid. 
 
    “Actually, I tried to convince Helen to marry me,” Gavin admitted.  “She refused my offer, which should make you happy, cousin.  Don’t punish her on my account!” 
 
    “How did you manage to release her from her room?” 
 
    “Silly, man.  You know very well a skeleton key will open any door in the house.  You can’t possibly believe you are the only one with a key to Helen’s door!” 
 
    “Only you knew better than to disobey me,” Patrick reminded me, turning to give me a scathing glare. 
 
    “If you are threatening her with a virginity test, I will go straight to your parents, and not only will I describe how you have been mistreating your sister, threatening her with all sorts of improper punishments, but Helen and I will describe in detail, our witness of you activities with Megan.  I am sure your wife suspected it, but when she hears that everyone knows about it, she will insist on moving to the summer cottage and taking the children with her, so she will not have to look at your distasteful face!  I must admit, though, that Helen and I were rather entertained by the display.  She got an unexpected education, thanks to you.”  
 
    The anger on Patrick’s face frightened me more now than before.  He looked as though he wanted to pounce on Gavin and strangle him with his bare hands!  Then he turned his look on me. 
 
    “You little twit!  What kind of dishonest stories have you been spreading about me?” 
 
    “I witnessed the result of your treatment of Helen, Patrick.  You might as well give up the act, and start being civil to your sister!” Gavin bellowed. 
 
    Patrick turned to me, knifing me with his displeasured eyes.  “There is only a few days before the Ball, so I will let this pass.  Soon you will be someone else’s problem.  I should never have taken you out of your element and believed you could be made into something of value in the first place.  You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear,” he grumbled. 
 
    He turned from my door, and Gavin unlocked it for me. 
 
    “We should have confronted him from the very beginning,” Gavin insisted.  “At least now, I believe your prison sentence is over.” 
 
    “I only hope Patrick does not try to think up some sort of revenge because of this,” I mumbled. 
 
    “He would be biting off his nose to spite his face if he did,” Gavin chuckled.  “I do love you, Helen.  I want you to remember that, no matter what happens.  I will always remain your friend, and if you ever need anything…” 
 
    “I am sure I can count on you,” I told him, forgiving him, in spite of my anger at him earlier. 
 
    After all, I justified, he was only driven by the love he felt for me, in the same way Wawee’ne was driven by the love he had for me.  The only difference was, I didn’t try to stop Wawee’ne.  I knew then, Wawee’ne was the only man I ever wanted touching me, only I had waited too long to admit it to myself. 
 
    Yes, Gavin was very charming.  I must have been falling for his charm from the beginning, in spite of Patrick’s warning.  Only I had been so desperate to have one person in the household I could trust.  The problem was, his charm was what blinded me.  Was he still trying to blind me with it?  I just hoped Gavin was now being honest with me, and this nightmare would soon be over. 
 
    The next few days was filled with preparations for the Ball.  Patrick informed me he was taking me into town to get me more fashionable clothes, and a couple of ball gowns.  He said once I found a husband, I would need a trousseau to bring with me after I was married, but we could shop for that later.  It would entail several alluring nightgowns, along with dresses to wear on my honeymoon.  Also, there would be special household supplies, like linens, towels, and blankets that suited my fancy to bring to my new home.  Since I did not plan to accept any marriage proposals, I doubted that a trousseau would be needed. 
 
    “Your figure has quite improved over the last few weeks,” Patrick told me as he helped me up in the buggy.  
 
    He hadn’t asked for a driver since he wanted to drive himself.  On the way, we stopped at a little house, in a part of town where the less fortunate lived, from the looks of the buildings there.  Patrick got down and knocked on the door.  I was a little surprised when I saw Megan answer the door.  He was probably stopping by to see how she was fairing, now that she was no longer at McGovern Court. 
 
    He spoke to her for a few minutes and then she turned from the door and, seconds later, reappeared, wearing a shawl.  Patrick led her to the buggy and helped her up, having her sit between me and himself. 
 
    “Megan can help you with choosing clothes,” Patrick told me. 
 
    I knew he was using this as an excuse to have Megan with him, without anyone suspecting it was anything more than a maid helping choose clothing for a lady.  I noticed how he put one hand on her waist and idly moved it against her side, as we rode the rest of the way into the city. 
 
    My interest in buying clothes was nonexistent.  I was happy to let Megan do all the choosing.  Both she and Patrick seemed anxious to have the shopping done with, and so was I.  When we were finished, Patrick took us to a small café where we ordered a meal.  I knew he wanted to prolong his visit with Megan, and now I knew why he had not engaged one of the drivers to take us into town. 
 
    Once the meal was over, we returned to Megan’s little house.  I thought he would drop her off there, but he stepped down with her and indicated I come with them, and bring the packages in, so none of the underhanded neighbors would steal them from the buggy.  I shrugged as I grabbed the boxes and parcels, following the two into the house. 
 
    The house was small.  A single room that served as kitchen, living room, and bedroom. 
 
    “Sit in the chair,” Patrick said, pointing to a single, tattered chair next to the bed.  “It is a shame that you must be here to intrude on our private time together, but I can’t have you sitting out in the buggy in this kind of neighborhood, and it is so seldom I am able to be with Megan, now that she no longer is under our roof.  Since Gavin so boldly pointed out your entertainment at viewing Megan and myself, I do not believe your sensibilities will be shattered too deeply if you witness it again.” 
 
    My eyes widened. 
 
    “You don’t expect me to sit here while you and Megan…” 
 
    “You didn’t seem to have any reserve when watching unnoticed,” he accused.  “Why start fussing now?  So hypocritical of you!” 
 
    “It is indecent!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “And what you and Gavin were doing, when watching us, wasn’t?  Buck up, Helen.  You can close your eyes if you must, but be prepared to remain for as long as we wish to be together.” 
 
    With that, he turned from me and began removing his clothes.  Once they fell to the floor, he walked boldly up to me, standing before me as though he wanted me to judge his masculine endowment.  He merely laughed when I looked disgusted at his act of being so bold to bring himself inches away from my eyes.  Megan giggled, coming over to drag him to the bed. 
 
    “Don’t forget about me,” she pouted.  “Your sister is a prude, and doesn’t deserve to lay her eyes upon your jewels.” 
 
    “She’ll get a good eye-full soon enough,” he promised, as he went to her and started repeating the scene I had watched before Gavin found me and joined me in the hall.  He wanted to embarrass me, to punish me for being the reason Megan was sent away or maybe because he wished he had never brought me back in the first place.   
 
    He constantly turned to see if I was watching, his green eyes meeting mine, daring me to look away and act timid.  I knew if I did, he would chide me about it all the way home, calling me a hypocrite for having watched before, yet refusing to watch now.  However, if I watched, boldly on, he would also have something to say about my brazen, wicked, disposition.  Either way, he would enjoy berating me. 
 
    Therefore, my gaze remained steady.  I was as intrigued now as I had been when I happened upon them before, only this was so much more personal.   He was daringly demanding I watch, appearing excited, knowing I was in the room.  The chair was right against the bed and my view was not hampered by the narrow opening of a door.  I could tell Patrick enjoyed performing in front of me, making sure I was privy to every aspect of his talents.  He moved decisively to afford an unhampered view, as he smiled smugly at me, catching my eyes when I least expected it.  There was a crudeness about Patrick that was set free when he was not in the presence of his family.  I realized it was his way of rebelling against the proper way his parents expected him to behave.   
 
    He had done the same thing with me, impressing upon me the proper way of doing everything to his approval.  Only now, it was like he was inviting me to become a part of his rebellion.  He knew I would never say anything.  If I did, it would be only to Gavin. 
 
    To add to the uncomfortable situation, Patrick made a point of expressing his pleasure verbally, telling Megan how much he enjoyed it when she did certain things.  She responded in like manner when he pleased her.  There was no exchange they did not try to engage in, as Patrick worked to expand my education beyond what I wished to learn.  In fact, he constantly labored at trying to shock me with his exploits.  I wanted it to be over with, yet I knew that Patrick was prolonging it on purpose, taking pleasure in watching me squirm.  Eventually, Megan began crying out in rapture, and Patrick was working harder to bring her pleasure to a peak, so I knew the show would be over soon.   
 
    However, I had not anticipated the ending, where Patrick pulled away, looking directly at me as he displayed his potent virility where I could witness it fully.  It was in that split second, when he saw my face and heard me gasp, that he got total revenge for me and Gavin having threatened to describe his tryst with Megan and exposing him to his family.  I started to pull my skirt away from where the evidence of his masculinity was intent on landing, only I was not fast enough. 
 
    “Curiosity killed the cat,” he said, gruffly, and then started laughing.  “That should teach you not to go spying where your nose doesn’t belong!” 
 
    I took my hanky from my pocket and started swiping at my skirt. 
 
    “Don’t!” Patrick growled.  “I want you to hold this in your memory like a medal of honor, little virgin that you are!  You shall wear this dress to dinner tonight, displaying the stains of your curiosity!” 
 
    I started ranting at him, but Patrick told me to stop blubbering.  He said if I refused, he would come up to my room and repeat the procedure, forcing me to participate in his lewdness.” 
 
    My first instinct was to bolt from the house, jump in the buggy and leave Patrick and Megan stranded.  Only I knew that Patrick could hire a hack, and I would be punished in some other diabolical manner once he returned home.  I was not prepared to escape McGovern Court yet, so I sat stiffly, and watched as he instructed Megan to wash him and then clean up what aftermath was on the sheets.  As he got dressed, he kept turning and grinning at me, glancing down at my skirt with a satisfied smirk on his face.  My hatred of Patrick grew ten fold.  I didn’t know if I would be able to be in his presence without doing something drastic, such as killing him?   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Although, as we rode home, my skirt dried and the evidence was not as noticeable, I knew what clung to the material.  I was mortified and humiliated.  I couldn’t stop crying as the buggy got closer to our destination.  Patrick pulled the buggy to the side of the road and turned to me, impatiently. 
 
    “I thought you were braver than that?” he grunted, glaring at me.  “Whatever happened to that spunky young woman who disguised herself as a boy and crossed to Wyoming to find a father who wasn’t even her real father?  You wanted to pretend like you were a boy, and now you know what being one is all about.  You should thank me for the education so you won’t be so squeamish on your wedding night!” 
 
    I wanted to yell at him that I never planned to have a wedding night, since the prospects of being with someone like Patrick, sickened me, and Wawee’ne was already lost to me.  Only if I said it out loud, Patrick would punish me all the more.  He wanted to force me to marry while making me feel revolted by what I had to look forward to.  He wanted to make me be like Loretta, who shunned his advances, so my husband would look for a mistress the same as he had.  I began to realize why Loretta shunned Patrick’s advances.  No telling what Patrick requested of her in the privacy of their bedroom? 
 
    No wonder the marriage rules forbade the husband or wife to look at each other, and do everything in the dark, I thought to myself.  Perhaps a proper woman should not be exposed to the knowledge of what I had witnessed. I wished I was still that innocent girl Mama had given those rules to in an effort to prepare me for marriage, so long ago.  It certainly was not enough preparation, I frowned inside.  What Gavin and I had witnessed between Patrick and Megan was a quick exchange of frustrated need, only lasting around ten minutes.  It was the mingling of two bodies, and then it was over with.  What Patrick had forced me to witness was a depravity of the act of love, and he wanted me to feel disgusted by it. 
 
    “Stop your crying at once!” he demanded, which just made me cry all the more.  “If you don’t stop this instant, I will make you wish you had never started!” he threatened. 
 
    The look in his eyes stilled me.  He almost looked like a madman, as he glared at me.  Maybe he was a madman.  Everything he had done since I met him seemed to point to it.  I wondered if madness ran in the family, and I would become mad as well?  He reached out his hands and grabbed my shoulders, shaking me, to try and get me to stop crying.  His fingers bit into my skin, and now I was crying in pain.  
 
    “Shut up!” he bellowed, landing his hand across my face. 
 
    I pulled back and jumped down from the buggy. 
 
    “I prefer to walk the rest the way,” I screamed up at him. 
 
    “I won’t have it!” he roared, as he jumped down and grabbed my arm, trying to drag me to the buggy. 
 
    As we approached the buggy, I was grabbing onto it, trying to keep him from putting me back in.  I found my hand wrapping around the whip in its holder.  I pulled it free and lashed out with it across Patrick’s face.  Patrick felt the sting, reaching his hand to his cheek and seeing the blood on his gray kid gloves.  His eyes became enraged, as he jerked the whip from my hand. 
 
    At that point, I turned and ran, knowing I could not out run him, but hoping he would just give up trying to chase me down.  Of course, I knew he wouldn’t.  He was determined to catch me and punish me for my own rebellion over his demented ways.  I looked over my shoulder to see him gaining, and leaped over a low rock wall.  As I went over the wall, my skirt caught on it and caused me to trip forward.  I could see Patrick approaching the wall, as I tried to scramble to get up, but my skirt was caught fast.  I was going to have to face whatever Patrick had in store for me. 
 
    Then, to my relief, I saw Patrick catch his foot on a rock which had fallen from the wall at one point and rolled to the ground.  He lost his balance and started falling forward, the same as I had.  This was my chance to escape, I told myself as I yanked at my skirt.  Just as I did so, Patrick fell toward the wall and then landed with a sickening thud, his head hitting the wall.  Blood started gushing from his forehead, and I was frozen in place. 
 
    “Patrick?” I said, softly at first.  “Are you all right?” I asked a little louder, only he was not moving. 
 
    I had managed to disentangle my skirt, and got to my feet, coming to where Patrick lie. 
 
    “Patrick!” I cried when I saw his eyes staring, blankly at me.  Those same cat green eyes that had been taunting me earlier, but now they held no expression. 
 
    I realized he wasn’t breathing.  I scrambled to his side, and put my finger to the vein in his neck, but felt nothing.  The blood was covering the rock wall, dripping off onto the grass, and I knelt there shaking in horror and confusion.  I had hated Patrick.  I had vowed to kill him myself, but I hadn’t expected this to happen.  I thought of God and wondered if He had answered an unasked prayer?  If that was the case, why had God allowed Patrick to misuse me in the first place?  I would never understand God, I realized.   
 
    It was really Patrick’s own fault, I kept telling myself.  He was a despicable person and wanted me to suffer at his hand.  That brother who was supposed to dote on me when I was little had become a monster in disguise.  Now my tears started afresh, not because of a sense of loss, but out of fear and confusion.   
 
    I don’t know how long I sat there, trying to decide what to do?  How was I going to explain it?  Should I try to drag Patrick back to the buggy or leave him and rush home?  I knew I could never get his lifeless body in the buggy, and besides, I did not want to touch him!  
 
    I ran to the buggy and picked up the whip that was on the ground.  Then I climbed up inside.  It was not that far to the house.  I would find Gavin and ask him what I should do?  I cracked the whip over the horse’s back and the buggy lurched forward, both hooves and wheels spitting up pebbles behind us. 
 
    What was going to happen, I asked myself?  It was a sure thing we couldn’t’ have a Ball now, only how were we going to inform people not to come, since it was scheduled to be given the next night?  Maybe my parents would just turn it into a funeral instead, I reasoned. 
 
    When the buggy reached the drive, I slowed my pace.  The footman looked at me questioningly, when he saw I was driving.  
 
    “Go fetch Gavin,” I told him.  “I need his help.  Patrick has been hurt.” 
 
    “Should I inform your parents?” he asked. 
 
    “No.  We will return as soon as we discover his condition,” I said, as though I did not know Patrick was dead. 
 
    He nodded and ran to get Gavin.  When Gavin saw the look on my face, he knew it was serious.  He didn’t say anything, though.  He merely jumped up into the buggy and turned it around, heading back down the road I had come on. 
 
    Once we got out of earshot of the house, Gavin turned to me.  He could see me shaking, and noticed the red mark on my face. 
 
    “What did he do this time?” Gavin asked, gritting his teeth in preparation of my answer. 
 
    Only I don’t think he was prepared for what I was about to tell him.  As we traveled back to the place where Patrick fell, I hurriedly gave him an account of what happened at Megan’s house. 
 
    Gavin’s brows drew together in anger, but he didn’t seem very surprised. 
 
    “How can he treat you that way?”   
 
    His eyes could not resist looking down at my skirt and viewing the evidence. 
 
    “Where is he?  Did you run away from him, and that is why you have returned on your own?” 
 
    “It is worse than that, Gavin.  I did run away from him, after I had hit him with the whip, only he chased me.  There has been an accident.” 
 
    “What sort of accident?” 
 
    The fear in Gavin’s face started to match mine, as I pointed to the wall where Patrick’s body was sprawled, and Gavin stopped the horses. 
 
    “He tripped and fell!  I was just trying to get away.” 
 
    “Stay in the buggy,” Gavin instructed and jumped down. 
 
    I watched him inspect Patrick’s body, feeling for a pulse, the same as I had.  Then he came back to the buggy, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “We don’t dare move the body.  We have to allow the authorities to inspect the scene first, to conclude that Patrick actually fell, and you did not smash his head in.” 
 
    “I would never…!” 
 
    “I know, but they don’t.  I hate to ask this of you, but you need to remain here, while I go into the city and report the accident.  If anyone stops, you can tell them that is what I am doing.” 
 
    I did not want to remain there, looking at Patrick’s staring eyes.  Staring the way he had stared at me while he forced me to watch him perform.  Only now he looked blankly into nothingness.  
 
    Gavin gave me a quick hug. 
 
    “Will you be all right, staying here alone?  If not I could take you back to the house and send someone out to remain with Patrick.” 
 
    “I will be fine,” I said in a quivering voice.  It is best if I am here when the constable comes to ask questions so I can answer them where my parents can’t watch on, or try to blame me for my brother’s death.” 
 
    “I will try and hurry,” he promised, and then I heard the hooves of the horse clattering down the road, as dust rose in the buggy’s wake. 
 
    I sat on the other side of Patrick, where his staring eyes could not touch me, and leaned against the wall, hugging my knees to my chest.  I couldn’t stop shaking.  What would my parents do, once they learned the news?  This couldn’t’ be happening, I kept telling myself.  It must all be a bad dream.  Everything that just happened at Megan’s house must be a bad dream.  I wanted to strike it all from my brain, but I knew I couldn’t.  It would be seared in my memory forever, causing nightmares to haunt me in the future. 
 
    I should have followed my first instincts and fled from Megan’s place before Patrick could catch me.  Then, even though I would have faced the consequences of Patrick’s wrath later, this would have never happened.  
 
    Mama always said there was no use crying over spilled milk, only this was worse than spilled milk!  Patrick was supposed to be the next in line to run the estate.  Gavin was merely adopted.  He didn’t carry the McGovern name.  It would have to fall to Patrick’s son, I thought, a son who would never be raised to adulthood by his father.  Only maybe that was a good thing, I tried to tell myself.  At least Ian would never discover the kind of person his father actually was.  For all I knew, he would treat Ian the same way his own father treated him and beat him in a temper.  Maybe he already had.  If not, Ian could hold him in his memory as the father he wanted to remember.  Loretta would inherit Patrick’s money, which would be passed on to Ian when he became twenty-one. 
 
    I wondered if Loretta would be happy Patrick had died, or would she miss him in spite of the person he had revealed to me, that he was?  Maybe she didn’t know the real Patrick?  I found it hard to believe, though.  It did not take him long to show his true colors to me.  He most likely showed them to his wife long ago.  Unless…unless I was the one who drove Patrick to his madness.  Gavin had said ever since I disappeared Patrick had developed a bad temper.  Maybe all of this was my fault, and like Patrick, I wished he had never found me and brought me to this place.  
 
    It seemed forever before Gavin showed up with the constable and another man, I learned was a doctor.  He would have to write up the death certificate and list the cause of death.  I sketchily explained to Constable Collins what had happened.  I said that Patrick and I got into an argument, and I demanded he let me walk home, only he refused.  I told him about me grabbing the whip and hitting Patrick, which made him angry and he started chasing me.  Then he tripped and hit his head.  It was true, only I just hoped no one asked me what we were arguing about.  If they did, I would have to make something up.   
 
    Gavin was the only one who knew what actually transpired between Patrick and me.  He knew the build up that brought me to this position, because of Patrick.  He would never tell anyone what was behind the reason I was running from Patrick.  He loved me.  He wanted me to marry him.  He was my only friend!  
 
    The constable and doctor put Patrick in their wagon to take him to the funeral home to be prepared for burial.  Now Gavin and I would have to return to McGovern Court and inform my parents of what had happened. 
 
    “I can’t face them,” I cried on Gavin’s shoulder.  “Will you explain it to them?” 
 
    Gavin put one arm around me and held me tightly against his shoulder. 
 
    “This has changed everything, Helen.  You know there will not be a Ball, and your parents will find a suitable husband for you on their own.  They will be in mourning for a year, so there won’t be any Ball or wedding until after that period.  However, that will not stop them from finding a suitable mate for you to get engaged to for that amount of time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Gavin.  You said you would help me get away.” 
 
    “Patrick is dead.  There is no reason for you to have to escape now, Helen.  Your parents would be devastated if you ran off, and they had no children left at home.  How could you be so cruel?” 
 
    Gavin was right.  I couldn’t just walk out now that Patrick was dead.  I had barely returned.  I had spent the whole time here mostly in my room, hardly getting acquainted with my parents.  I had no place to go, and no money to get me there.  It was stupid of me to follow through with my earlier plan. 
 
    “So this is what I propose,” Gavin said, quietly, as the horse clopped slowly back toward the house.  “We will tell your parents that you and I wish to be engaged.  It will relieve them of having to find a husband for you.  It will give you a whole year to decide whether you wish to remain here or not.  Since you will be in mourning for a year, there will be no pressure for you to choose a date for the wedding.  It is the perfect solution to your dilemma.”  
 
    “And then what?” I asked.  “What happens after the year is up?” 
 
    “A year is a long time, Helen.  Anything could happen in that period of time.  You could actually end up falling in love with me.” 
 
    I appreciated what Gavin was willing to do for me.  I wondered if I would end up falling in love with him?  After all, he was charming and had been there for me when I needed him.  However, like he said, a year was a long time, and right now I didn’t want to think about it.  I just wanted all of this to go away. 
 
    “It is a solution,” I agreed.  “You are brave to offer it, considering how you feel about me, and knowing I don’t love you the way you love me.  I don’t want to hurt you, Gavin, so don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    “At least I can pretend for a year that you love me, and it would be a good idea to act as though you do in front of the family.” 
 
    “I am too tired to think right now,” I said, wanting to put the thought aside.  “It would be best that we do not tell my parents until after the funeral.  They would have too much on their minds, and it may upset them.” 
 
    “You are probably right,” he agreed. 
 
    “Actually, we won’t have to tell them at all, unless they start to look for a husband for me.  Then we can tell them we hadn’t mentioned our plans because we were going to wait until the time of mourning was over.”   
 
    I was starting to feel better about the idea, because I may not have to lie at all unless my parents started suggesting I find a husband.  Gavin shrugged.  I could tell he liked the other idea better, but he said nothing. 
 
    “You talk to my parents.  I want to go take a bath and get out of this horrid dress!” 
 
    The dress I wore had been my favorite.  The green taffeta.  It had been Patrick’s favorite too, I thought sadly, and yet he showed no reluctance in contaminating it with his essence. 
 
    Gavin escorted me upstairs, when we came in the house, and then went to find my parents.  I soaked in the tub until my fingers looked like prunes and then slowly pulled myself out, and wrapped my wrapper around my body.  I went to my room and looked at the green dress in a pile on the floor reliving the moment when it became stained.  I threw it in the fireplace and lit a match.  I stood there watching it burn slowly, the material causing the flame to change colors as it ate into the dress.  Flames surrounded the stain, eating closer until it had devoured the last traces of my nightmare.  It was a terrible way to remember my brother and my last moments together.  I knew I would never forget them, though. 
 
    I heard the door open and Gavin was standing there.  I could see by the pain in his eyes how my parents took the news.  They only knew the son who fulfilled their dreams, regardless of how they punished him for my disappearance.  He had taken the bold step to invest in a gold mine and made a fortune on it.  He had brought their grandchildren into the world.  He had found their long lost daughter and brought her home, teaching her how to be a proper lady they would be proud of.  Did I want them to be proud of me?  I didn’t know. 
 
    Gavin noticed the ashes in the fireplace and knew I had burned the dress. 
 
    “Forget about it,” he murmured, pulling me into his arms.  “This is all behind you, now.  It is a shame you did not have fonder memories of your brother to look back on, but maybe it is for the best.  Patrick had been getting worse in his outrageous activities.   
 
    “He used to secret prostitutes home with him, and bring them to a room right next to Loretta’s so she could hear them together.  He actually made her come in and watch, the same way he did to you.  The reason I know, is he mentioned it once when he was drunk.  He told me that his wife was frigid in bed and he wanted to give her a demonstration on how to enjoy his advances.  Only she was enraged, when he forced her to watch, and refused him in her bed again, after that.  That was why he would use the room next to his wife’s room, to flaunt what she had turned down.   
 
    “When Megan came to work here, as Loretta’s personal maid, he stopped bringing the prostitutes.  Instead, he turned Megan into one, and flaunted it under Loretta’s nose.  For all I know, he was still forcing her to watch when he was in an especially wicked mood.  That was one reason she asked that Megan be your maid instead of hers, but after the incident in your room, it was a good excuse for Loretta to get rid of Megan altogether.   
 
    “Patrick knew Loretta knew about him and Megan, considering he forced her watch, at times.  He was more concerned I would tell his parents how he was treating you, and his wife.  He feared his father as much as you feared him.  After my uncle almost beat Patrick to death, Patrick never crossed him again.  I only told him about us watching, so he would know you were aware of his depravity and go easy on you, for fear you would tell your parents.  Apparently that didn’t seem to phase him.  I didn’t want you to know the full extent of Patrick’s activity and the way he treated Loretta.  When I found you watching them, I was surprised you stood your ground, instead of swooning on the spot.” 
 
    “It just seems so awful!  Patrick was so good-looking and had money.  Why would he try to destroy everyone’s life around him?” 
 
    “Because he didn’t feel worthy.  His father told him he wasn’t worthy to be his son after you were taken.  If he wasn’t worthy to be his father’s son, why should he be concerned with anyone else in the family?  Even his bringing you back did not seem to heal the rift caused by your disappearance in the first place.  It was as thought your parents still wanted to cling to past blame and hold it over Patrick’s head.  They lost experiencing your childhood, and nothing could replace that loss. 
 
    “By striking out at you, he was probably trying to  punish you for the beating he received from his father.  Who knows what went on in his twisted way of looking at everything?   
 
    “He threatened to take your virginity, even though you are his sister.  There is a chance he would have acted on that threat if the right situation prodded him on.  He may have been considering doing it when he was chasing you.  He had already told you he would make you participate in what could be considered incest, if you did not cooperate with his demands.” 
 
    The thought saddened me, and I started crying.  Gavin held me closer, and I felt his arms reaching around me, beneath my wrapper, his warm hands caressing my bare back.  I didn’t pull away because I needed comfort.  I would never marry Gavin, but he knew how to comfort me, and I was willing to allow him that. 
 
    Gavin lifted me up and placed me on the bed, lying down beside me and kicking off his boots.  Then he held me close, the front of my naked body, where the wrapper had fallen away, crushed against his silk shirt.  His hands caressing my back beneath my wrapper, stroking over my hips and back up again, began to soothe me.  I knew this was what he wanted.  He had been my strength.  I owed him something, I thought, as I allowed his hands to roam over my body. 
 
    He was gentle and caring as he soothed me while I lay against him.  His hands knew how to make me relax, the way he had done when he had rubbed the ointment into my sore bottom.  If I focused on how comforting his hands felt, I wouldn’t think of Patrick, and how he had grabbed my arms and slapped my face.  I closed my eyes, burying my head in Gavin’s shoulder until he had relaxed me to the point where I ended up falling asleep.  
 
    I was falling into that dream again, the one where Wawee’ne was making love to me.  The one reward of letting Gavin caress me, and melt away my fears was it brought on that dream.  The last time I had the dream, he had been caressing me then too.  I willed the dream to return in the same intensity it had before.  I was rewarded, as I let myself get lost in Wawee’ne’s loving hands, or were they Gavin’s hands?  I wasn’t quite sure. 
 
    Suddenly, I was having the wrong dream!  There was the knocking on the door, and someone was opening it.  There stood the person with the sun behind their back, and still, I could not see their face.  I jerked awake.  Gavin had thrown the covers over me as he went to discover who was knocking at my bedroom door. 
 
    “She’s resting right now,” I heard him saying.  “It has been a shock, as you must know.  She was there and saw Patrick die.  She blames herself.  I don’t think she is up to answering questions.  I have been trying to calm her.” 
 
    The door closed, and Gavin returned to the bed, sitting down and looking at me. 
 
    “Your parents want to hear what happened.  You will have to decide what to tell them.” 
 
    I struggled in my head, wondering if I should tell them the truth about how I believed their treatment of Patrick had driven him to depravity, or just say it was a horrible accident?  I didn’t know my parents.  Maybe it wasn’t their fault at all.   Patrick had made his own choices in life, regardless of who raised him.  I had done the same.   
 
    I remember how Mama had said God directs us and leads our paths.  Had God directed her down the path to steal me from my real parents?  Did God want Patrick to suffer because of what Mama had done?  Maybe God was just testing us to see what choices we would make when we were faced with overwhelming challenges?  What kind of choices was I going to make now?   
 
    Patrick’s life and my life had been hundreds of miles apart in more ways than one?  Would he have still turned out the same way, regardless of whether I had been taken or not?  Because I didn’t know, I decided it was not my place to blame my parents for the choices Patrick had made.  I would just tell them the same thing I had told the constable. 
 
     I felt sorry for Loretta, but she would be free of Patrick’s taunting behavior.  She could start fresh.  Maybe she would find a man who actually loved her, and was sensitive to her timid approach to intimacies with her husband.  As for my future, I wasn’t sure which path I would end up following yet?  I decided to just wait and find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Life strangely went on after Patrick’s death.  Gavin drove me out to Megan’s house to tell her the news.  It meant she would have to look for work again since Patrick would not be paying for her accommodations any longer.  I think she believed I killed Patrick because I had been so angry at him that day, but she did not voice her opinion.  After all, she was a mere servant.  I was a McGovern! 
 
    I brought her the outfits that Patrick had bought me that day he had taken me into the city.  I could not bare to look at them, and I knew she could sell them and use the money to help support herself until she found work.  Patrick had spent a small fortune on them.  She looked at me kindly when I gave her the packages.  She didn’t know whether to feel gratitude or anger.  I felt her sorrow.  I actually believed she loved Patrick. 
 
    Somehow the Ball was canceled.  They must have sent someone out to inform those who had received invitations and put up a notice in the newspaper on the morning of the Ball, to inform others of the change of plans.  All the decorations and trappings that had been purchased for the Ball were stored away for some future Ball, I assumed. 
 
    After the funeral, everyone in the household continued to dress in black attire or wear a black band on their arm, and black streamers were hung over the door. We would be wearing black for several months.  I knew my mother would probably wear black for the full year of mourning.  Loretta also wore black, and I wondered how long she would wear her widow-weeds?  
 
    My niece and nephew were sullen and quiet.  They stayed mostly in the schoolroom as it was, so I seldom saw them since they also ate separately from the adults. 
 
    My mother told me how grateful she was that she at least had me back, and her heart would not be completely empty at the death of her son.  She informed me that I would be expected to marry, once the year was up so my future would be established.  If Loretta took on a new husband, she would be expected to live with her husband, but it was understood she would leave her son to be raised at McGovern Court, since he was the last of the McGovern line, in America anyway, and would inherit McGovern Court once my father died.  I thought ‘better him than me.’  I hated McGovern Court.  Gavin’s parents went to stay at the summer house.  Gavin would have gone with them, but he chose to remain there with me. 
 
    However, at last, I was free to roam about the grounds and spend my time as I pleased.  I took endless rides on Fire Cracker along the shore.  Sometimes Gavin came with me, but there were many times I wished to be alone with only Fire Cracker and Bandit, remembering when we had been a team when I traveled to follow the Platte River.  They still insisted Bandit remained in the kennel, so I liked to take him out as often as possible. 
 
    The memories of Wawee’ne were starting to fade.  Wyoming seemed so far away, and he had probably completely forgotten that boy-woman he had made love to and promised to play his love flute to.  I wondered if he still kept my braid next to his heart? 
 
    I wondered what I would do at the end of the year when my parents expected me to get married?  Would I have to settle for Gavin, or would someone else come along?  I wasn’t sure I could give my heart to anyone. 
 
    When the house became too oppressive, Gavin would take me to the city to eat, or do shopping.  I had been given a bank account with a monthly allowance in it.  I never spent much money, though.  I wasn’t used to having money.  I liked it when I could leave that dreary house, but the city was not my favorite place.  It was too congested, and I had been brought up in small towns and the countryside.  Other times Gavin and I would play chess or cards.  Sometimes my parents and Loretta joined us when we played cards.  It seemed like life was just something to live from day to day. 
 
    Loretta agreed to teach me to play the grand piano.  I had so much free time on my hands it gave me long hours of practice, where I got lost in the music.  Gavin would often sit and listen to me play and always overlooked my many mistakes.  I could tell, when he looked at me, that his feelings for me had not changed.  However, since my parents were not pressing for me to find a husband right away, we did not have to pretend we were engaged.  I think that disappointed Gavin, though. 
 
    We were sitting at a table in a high-class dining room in a well-established New York hotel when a young man came to our table. 
 
    “Gavin, my man,” the man greeted.  “How interesting to run into you!” 
 
    The man glanced at me, and then Gavin.  I was rather impressed with his good looks and suddenly I was glad there was another person who wished to join us. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to introduce me?” he asked, smiling at me, and then looking back at Gavin. 
 
    “Yes, of course.  This is my cousin Helen,” 
 
    The man took my hand and kissed my fingers, bowing over my hand. 
 
    “Not the Helen that disappeared as a baby!” 
 
    “The very one,” Gavin laughed, but I noticed the smile did not touch his eyes.  I didn’t think he liked the young man. 
 
    “Helen, this is Nigel Thornton.  A friend from school.  We attended the same boarding school when we were younger.  Where have you been, Nigel?  I heard you were traveling around the world.” 
 
    “You heard right, and I have just returned,” he informed us.  “That is why I am so surprised to find you here on my first week back in the city.” 
 
    “Must have been some adventure,” Gavin said as though it bored him. 
 
    I was rather perturbed that Gavin was acting a little rude. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to invite me to join you?  It has been years since we were together last.” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. 
 
    “You can’t possibly be upset about the last time we were together, can you?” he said pulling out a chair and sitting down. 
 
    The waiter noticed it and brought him a menu, and Gavin frowned. 
 
    Nigel turned to me and winked.   
 
    “Gavin and I both had our eye on the same girl and we had a bet as to who would capture her heart first.  It turned out he lost the bet, but had he known what a little imp she turned out to be, he would have thanked me for taking her off of his hands.” 
 
    I looked at Gavin.  All of the many conversations we had shared, and he never mentioned Nigel or some girl they were fighting over. 
 
    “Whatever happened to her?  I thought you were smitten and intended to marry her,” Gavin said. 
 
    “I had intended to until I discovered she was already married!  However, we did have some glorious times together before I learned the sad news.  Her husband challenged me to a duel, but I decided to take a voyage, the very night it was to be held,” he gave a laugh.  “No use getting killed over someone who had pulled the wool over my eyes.  Besides, I had to mend my broken heart!” 
 
    “So that was the reason for your sudden interest in the other side of the globe,” Gavin smiled. 
 
    “And now I am back, and discover your missing cousin has materialized.  I suppose Patrick was shocked when she showed up.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, Patrick found her on the other side of the states, only he had an accident a month back, and ended up dying.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.  Now I understand why Helen is in black.” 
 
    “Yes, so if you had any ideas of trying to sweep her off her feet, she is in mourning, and it would be quite inappropriate. 
 
    “Perhaps she needs consoling,” Nigel suggested. 
 
    “Any consoling that Helen needs, I can furnish,” Gavin said flatly. 
 
    “Oh!  I see.  You have your eye on her yourself, considering she is not your blood cousin.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” I broke in.  “Gavin and I are merely close friends.”  
 
    I did not want Gavin scaring away any potential friends because he wanted to monopolize my time.  As it was, because we were in mourning, we had little entertainment.  Conversing with someone new was appealing to me, and I wanted to hear about what was on the other side of the globe. 
 
    “So you’re not kissing cousins?” Nigel winked. 
 
    “No,” I said, trying to forget about the night on the beach when Gavin had pulled me down and was intent on doing more than merely kissing me. 
 
    I noticed Gavin sitting back in his chair, with a resigned frown on his face. 
 
    “I suppose we can’t get rid of you, so you might as well make yourself comfortable,” Gavin frowned. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Nigel smiled. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Gavin returned. 
 
    “Now, now.  That is no way to treat an old friend.  Gad!  When I think of all the things we used to do together as chums.” 
 
    “It was more like competition between the two of us, as I recall,” Gavin muttered. 
 
    “Healthy competition.  I heard it through the grapevine you had gotten engaged, while I was traveling the world.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine who told you that.  Whoever it was, had been mistaken.” 
 
    “Strange.  It happened to be her sister.  Apparently, she was nursing a broken heart as well, because she had her sights on you, and her sister won out.  Whatever became of that marriage pledge?” 
 
    “It went nowhere, real fast, which is why I don’t even count it as a pledge.  Turned out she thought I had money, considering my family was rolling in it.  What a woman won’t do to snag a wealthy husband until she discovers he isn’t so wealthy after all.” 
 
    “I heard it was the other way around.  According to her sister, they had plenty of money, only her family came from new money, the same as me.  Are you sure you were not the one looking for a wealthy wife?” 
 
    “It wasn’t her money that attracted me to her, only she thought it was.  I think my dear cousin Patrick must have interfered.  The family never liked the new money crowd, and Patrick, especially, held a grudge against me.  I still haven’t figured out why.” 
 
    He gave a look at me, probably remembering how Patrick had warned me about him to discourage me from getting involved with him, and now I was wondering what that grudge was all about?  I was sure Gavin knew, only was not telling. 
 
    I stared back at Gavin.  That was another story he neglected to tell me.  He could have easily told me about it when I told him what Patrick had said about him.  I wondered how much more I did not know about my cousin by marriage?  I wanted to get to know Nigel better, just so I could ask him more about the person who was bent on getting me to fall in love with him before the year was out. 
 
    “Well enough about you and me.  I want to hear how you found your lost cousin?” Nigel insisted.  “I am sure the story is interesting.  What happened to her in the first place?” 
 
    “Patrick’s tutor took her, just as we suspected.  Then when Patrick was traveling out in Wyoming, he managed to find her and brought her back.  We were planning a welcome home Ball for her, only Patrick died, and we had to cancel it.” 
 
    “I am sure there is more to it than that,” Nigel stated.  “I would like to hear it from your lips,” Nigel insisted, as he turned to me, piercing me with his astounding blue eyes.  They contrasted so drastically with his dark hair, I couldn’t help but admire them.  They were even a deeper blue than Gavin’s eyes. 
 
    I spent the rest of the meal telling my story to Nigel.  Because Gavin had been so evasive about his past, I decided to go into a lot more detail with Nigel, telling him incidents about my experience I had not thought to share with Gavin.  Maybe Gavin had not thought to share his experiences with me either, which proved to me we had less in common than he pretended at. 
 
    I thought it would bore Gavin to hear it all over again, but he leaned against the table with interest, just as Nigel did. 
 
    “My word, Gavin!  Your cousin is astounding.  I would never tire of listening to her adventures.” 
 
    “I am sure you have had your own share of adventures,” I said.  “You should come to our house for lunch sometime.  Since you are an old friend of Gavin’s I am sure my parents won’t think of it as entertainment, but just sharing one’s company and getting reacquainted.” 
 
    “I would love that,” Nigel said, grinning at Gavin with satisfaction.  
 
    I wanted to grin with satisfaction too, only I knew Gavin did not like the fact I had invited him.  Gavin was starting to be too possessive, where I was concerned, I thought.  He needed to be put down a few pegs.  Knowing of the past competition the two shared, I was going to enjoy showing my own independence.  I thought about the things Patrick had told me about Gavin, and I was wondering if they were true?  I just needed a second opinion.  There seemed to be so many family stories that were hidden in the woodwork that no one spoke of.  It must have to do with being part of old money, I thought amusedly to myself.  Maybe there were a lot more skeletons in the closet that Gavin had never mentioned, and Patrick wasn’t the only one who had them? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After lunch, Nigel reluctantly bid farewell, promising to come see us as soon as he got his affairs in order, from his overseas travels.  Gavin frowned. 
 
    “I wish you hadn’t invited him,” Gavin grumbled, as we stepped up in the buggy, heading for home. 
 
    “Why ever not?  He is your old friend, and we seldom get any visitors since we are in mourning.  I am about to go crazy, stuck at McGovern Court with nothing much changing except for what we have for dinner each night.” 
 
    “Your parent’s don’t really like him.  He’s from new money, you know.  We have been more competitors than actual friends.” 
 
    “I am really surprised you don’t have more friends.  You have lived here all your life, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I do have friends, but they are people I visit with at the clubs or at social affairs.  Since you have been here, we have been in mourning, and before that, I was attending to helping you.  Now I have kind of gotten used to it just being the two of us.  We don’t need a third wheel.” 
 
    “Then tell him to bring a friend with him, so there will be four of us and we can play cards or something,” I suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps I will mention it if he makes a habit of dropping by, or you make a habit of inviting him.” 
 
    “He seems like a very nice person.  I am anxious to hear about his travels.” 
 
    “Just be careful.  You know your parents will never allow you to marry into new money.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Considering I have no plans of marrying anyone unless I am held at gunpoint, I don’t think it would be a concern.  You worry too much, Gavin.  You need to stop trying to second-guess me.” 
 
    “I was hoping you had changed your mind about not wanting a husband, Helen.  You know my aunt and uncle will hound you about marriage until you find a match.  It is all about carrying on the blue-blood,” he laughed. 
 
    “And you know that they will never approve of me marrying you.  Patrick assured me of it when I first came here.” 
 
    “That was Patrick’s opinion.  I think both of our parents would be happy to keep the money in the family where they can keep a close eye on it.” 
 
    “It is all about money and blood.  I am getting tired of hearing it!” 
 
    Three days later, I was sitting at the piano, practicing my scales. Gavin was attending to something that Loretta asked him to do, so he had taken her into the city.  I was rather surprised because Gavin and Loretta seldom interacted, except when we invited her to join us in cards.  But recently, she had been less reserved, and I think she was starting to get over Patrick, and possibly the control he had over her that kept her so quiet all the time.  I thought I would have ended up that way if Patrick had still been here, regulating my every move. 
 
    I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up to see Nigel standing there. 
 
    “You are talented in more ways than I can count,” he smiled, as he sat down on the bench beside me. 
 
    “Do you ever try duets?” 
 
    “I can barely play,” I informed him. 
 
    “You are too modest.  Pick one of your favorite pieces, that you believe you can execute,” he suggested. 
 
    I took out some music I had been practicing and felt I could get through with a minimum of mistakes and started to play it.  Soon, Nigel was playing along with me adding depth to the music, as his hands intermingled with mine while we played.  I was having so much fun, I started laughing as the piece came to an end. 
 
    “I love your laugh,” Nigel said.  “I think we make a good music team, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “It was rather entertaining.  It is so drab around here most of the time.  I feel like the house is suffocating me!” 
 
    “Then let’s go for a walk or something,” Nigel suggested. 
 
    “Did you come on a horse or in a buggy?” I asked. 
 
    “On horseback.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Then we should go on a ride along the shore.  I usually take my dog for a run about this time of day, and Fire Cracker, my horse, enjoys a good gallop on the beach.” 
 
    “That sounds exhilarating.  I was wondering why you were dressed in your riding habit.  I thought maybe you had just returned from a ride. I think I would enjoy going on a ride with you.” 
 
    He took my hand and helped me up from the bench, and we walked outside.  While he retrieved his horse from the post out front, I went and saddled Fire Cracker.  I had intended on going riding once I finished playing the piano as it was, and now I would have company. 
 
    I released Bandit from his run, and climbed up on Fire Cracker’s back, leading the way down to the shore.  At first, we rode slowly, talking and getting better acquainted as we walked the horses. 
 
    “I am so happy Patrick managed to find you,” Nigel told me.  “And doubly happy that I happened to run into you and Gavin, the other day.  By the way, where is Gavin?” 
 
    “He is out doing errands with Loretta,” I informed him. 
 
    Nigel raised his eyebrows.  “He must be torn,” Nigel stated. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked, not sure what he was insinuating. 
 
    “Oh, I suppose you don’t know.  It is rather ancient news that he has swept under the rug for a long time now.  I was under the impression he had his eye on you, but you seem rather aloof towards him, other than being his friend, as you mentioned.  Only now that Patrick is no longer around…” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I wanted to know. 
 
    “I am sure Gavin would not want me to speak of it.  I only found out by accident, when I overheard him and Patrick arguing.  He claims he doesn’t know why Patrick held a grudge against him, trying to pretend nothing ever happened.  I don’t think he even knows I am aware of the incident.” 
 
    “What incident?” I probed, as I pulled my horse to a stop and faced him. 
 
    “You know, Patrick used to travel on business, buying interests in things like gold mines and whatnot.  He and Loretta were newly-weds and she was being a little cool to all his demands.  Both of their parents pushed them into the marriage.  I don’t think either of them loved the other, but both were obedient children and went along with their parent’s wishes.  It is common knowledge that in Europe arranged marriages happen all the time, and your parents had not gotten over the old way of doing things. 
 
    “Anyway, Patrick had suffered enough with Loretta’s whining and decided to remove himself for a time to give them both space to breathe.  While he was away, Gavin took over comforting Loretta.  They became lovers behind Patrick’s back.  It is a possibility that Loretta’s son is actually fathered by Gavin.  You may have noticed he is fair-headed with blue eyes.  Patrick has red hair and Loretta has brown hair.  Not that she couldn’t have a blond offspring, but Patrick started counting the months it took her to deliver, and could only come to one conclusion, that the child did not belong to him.   
 
    “It is the reason he started taking her maid to his bed.  After Ian was born, Patrick sent Loretta to the summer house along with the nurse-maid, because he couldn’t stand looking at his wife’s or her son’s face.  Of course, I don’t believe your parents know anything about it.  Gavin believes only he and Patrick were aware of it.  There was no way anyone was going to allow a scandal to be circulated, so the secret was kept, in spite of the fact that both Patrick and Gavin knew who fathered the child. 
 
    “Gavin would go and spend time with Loretta at the summer house, and this time, when Loretta discovered she was expecting, Patrick was about ready to kill the two of them.  Gavin isn’t even a McGovern and his son is going to inherit McGovern Court.  It must be maddening for him, having to keep the secret.  Because if your parents ever discovered the truth, you will be the one who inherits it all.  He could marry Loretta, and live on what she has inherited from her husband’s death, only they will be expected to live elsewhere, and his son would remain here to become the next in line to carry the not so blue-blood on.” 
 
    Nigel began to laugh. 
 
    “It is rather funny when you think of it.  I am the only one, other than Gavin, Loretta, and now you, who knows of the betrayal.  Patrick took the truth of it to his grave.  If I choose to report it to your parents, you will be the heiress to carry on the blue-blood and wealth.  If Gavin was married to you, he would be sure to get it all.  However, I have a strange feeling that Gavin and Loretta are in love, and that would make everything very precarious, don’t you think?  No matter what choice Gavin makes, it would create a stir in his own life, not to mention both your’s and Loretta’s.” 
 
    “That is why Patrick warned me about Gavin,” I murmured.  “He told me Gavin was a womanizer, and not to fall for his charm.  He was not a very nice brother, but this does answer a lot of questions I had about his actions towards me and Gavin.” 
 
    I began to wonder if Gavin had been telling me the truth about Patrick bringing prostitutes to McGovern Court?  It seemed rather risky to do so when he could have frequented them at the brothels.  It made more sense that he started taking Megan to his bed, not because his wife was frigid, but to punish her for her own infidelity.  It could be why he forced her to watch him and Megan if that part of Gavin’s story was true.  If he knew Ian was actually Gavin’s son, the inheritance would end up in my hands, and the last thing he would want was for Gavin to marry me!   
 
    Perhaps his forcing me to watch him and Megan was an effort to make me refuse to have intimacies with whatever man I ended up marrying, so my life would be as unhappy as his own.  He wanted to traumatize me, and possibly take my virginity so I wouldn’t be fit to marry anyone.   
 
    No wonder he acted cool towards his children and his wife.  No wonder he wanted me to be forced to marry into an acceptable family, the same way he had been.  Maybe he planned on revealing the truth, once I was married.  Then maybe he would rebel altogether, divorce Loretta for adultery and take Megan as his wife, just to spite everyone!  He already had his share of the inheritance, and the money he made on the gold mine.  He could wash his hands forever of the hated father who blamed him for my abduction. 
 
    I was feeling so stunned, I wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have told you,” Nigel said, suddenly.  “I can see it has upset you!” 
 
    “No, no.  It just has allowed me to understand so many incidents that did not make sense before.  In fact, I want to thank you.  You are right about Gavin having an eye for me.  He has been hoping I would agree to marry him, by the time our mourning period is over.  I don’t think he had expected Patrick to die, and would have to choose between me and Loretta.  I can see how all of this would be very complicated if the truth were revealed.” 
 
    “The question is, do you wish for the truth to be revealed?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “To tell you the truth, I don’t wish to be a part of this family.  It seems like everyone in it has some ulterior motive.  My father was extremely cruel to Patrick because I was taken, and in turn, Patrick was cruel to me.  Now I discover Gavin is almost as bad, and I don’t want to satisfy my parent’s wish that I marry into some old blood wealthy family.  I would just leave, if it weren’t for the fact that without the allowance I am allotted, I would not have a penny to my name.” 
 
    “That is a shame,” Nigel said, looking into my eyes with his striking blue orbs.  “You wouldn’t consider marrying into a new money wealthy family, would you?” 
 
    I began to laugh. 
 
    “I have only loved one person, but he is someone my parents would never approve of.  I don’t know if I can learn to love anyone else, old or new money, though they may be.” 
 
    “You should think about it.  I am finding I am becoming quite attracted to you.” 
 
    “I know nothing about you, and according to the story you told Gavin, you are the kind of man who thinks nothing of being with a married woman, the same as Gavin.” 
 
    “The difference is, I did not know she was married at the time.  Had I known, I would have looked elsewhere for a woman to love.  I have sobered during my time traveling, and maybe grown up a little.” 
 
    He gave me a charming smile. 
 
    “I think I have learned my lesson about looking before I leap.” 
 
    “Perhaps we may become friends, but after all the things I have been learning, I don’t think I can trust any man.  The poor ones want to take advantage of rich women, and the rich ones seem to marry out of duty or to expand the family’s wealth.   
 
    “Gavin told me once to marry out of love, not duty.  He probably told me that because of what happened to Patrick when he married Loretta when he didn’t love her.  Maybe on some level, he was falling in love with me, but now Patrick is dead, he needs to ask his own heart if he is doing the right thing trying to persuade me to marry him.  If he was truly in love with Loretta, and her children belong to him, he should own up to it, despite the consequences of who inherits what.  He owes it to her and his own children.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nigel said.  “I will give you time, considering you have almost a year before you could make a firm decision anyway.” 
 
    “All I need is another person asking me to marry him, I grumbled.  “I am too confused as it is!”. 
 
    Then we turned the horses and started galloping along the shore.  I needed to feel the wind on my face so it could help me think.  I was getting to a point I didn’t know who to trust any longer.  My whole life had been one lie after another, and I wasn’t sure where I could turn to find peace of mind? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    I sat at the window, looking out to the ocean below.  The one thing I liked about the house was the view of the sea crashing against the shore.  If I ever left, that would be the only thing I would miss.  I had never grown close to my parents.  Before, their attention was focused on finding me, when Patrick needed their attention.  Now they were mourning for Patrick when I needed their attention.  The role was reversed.  I don’t think my parents would ever be truly happy.  They didn’t know how to show their love to Patrick, and I had been away for so long, I was like a stranger to them, and they didn’t know how to show their love to me either. 
 
    All these separate paths God was supposed to be leading people on.  How could God keep track of them all?  Maybe we just chose our own path and was merely judged by God according to our choices?  I still had not figured it out yet. 
 
    Gavin approached me and sat down beside me in the great room.  At first, he didn’t say much and just watched the view below with me. 
 
    “I heard Nigel was here today,” he said at last.  “The groom told me the two of you went riding on the beach.” 
 
    “Did you enjoy your trip to the city with Loretta?” I asked in return.  “She couldn’t have loved Patrick if what you tell me is true.” 
 
    Gavin merely shrugged.  I could tell something was on his mind, but I wasn’t sure what it was. 
 
    “You told me once to marry out of love, and not duty,” I murmured.  “Perhaps you should take your own advice.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” Gavin replied. 
 
    “I know you really don’t love me, Gavin.  You have always loved Loretta, so how can you try to make me believe you wish to marry me?” 
 
    Gavin merely stared at me, trying to figure out why I was saying that? 
 
    “What makes you think I love Loretta?” he asked, at last. 
 
    “You can’t tell me you don’t love the mother of your own children,” I responded. 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” he demanded. 
 
    “It’s true, isn’t it?  They are not Patrick’s children.  You knew you couldn’t have Loretta, so I guess I was the next best thing, wasn’t I?  It’s just that you didn’t expect Patrick to die.  Now you have to weigh your options.  If you don’t tell my parents the truth and marry Loretta when the year of mourning is up, you won’t be able to raise your son.  You will have to leave him here to believe Patrick was his father.  You know you can’t marry me because I know the truth about you and Loretta.  So if you love her, why don’t you just own up to it, and let the truth be known?” 
 
    Gavin stood with his mouth open, trying to decide what he should say.  I was not sure he wanted to admit it yet, but I could tell he had changed when he returned from his trip with Loretta. 
 
    “Don’t do it for money, Gavin.  Do it for love.  Let your children know who their real father is.  Patrick never paid any attention to them.  Are you going to let them remain fatherless out of wanting money?  If I could, I would give you my inheritance.  I certainly don’t want it.  I don’t know how much longer I can remain here and keep my sanity. 
 
    “Nigel and I were talking about maybe taking a cruise together.  It would be nice to see the other side of the globe.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you are planning to marry Nigel!” he bellowed.  “You just met him!  Has he been the one putting all this nonsense in your head?” 
 
    “You know it is not nonsense, but marrying Nigel may be my best choice.  My parents will disown me for marrying into new money, and Nigel has plenty of money to support me.  It could work out better than anyone knows.” 
 
    “Only you don’t love Nigel, do you?” 
 
    I shrugged.  He was right.  But I wouldn’t be marrying him out of the sense of duty.  I would be marrying him to escape.  It was probably a stupid reason as well, but I didn’t know what else to do?  I certainly did not want to remain in that monstrosity of a house, with all the awareness of what had been going on there while I was thinking my parents were just a flimflam man and a school teacher.  I liked Nigel well enough, and he was very good looking.  He seemed impressed with me, and wanted me to think about it.  I had been giving it a lot of thought after he left. 
 
    “Tell my parents so they will know the truth,” I continued.  “They lost their son and they will soon be losing their daughter again.  Maybe they will give in and allow you to inherit since there is no one else to leave the money to.  After all, Loretta suffered with their son, the same way Patrick suffered with them.  They owe her and your children something!  Also, she does have Patrick’s money.  You wouldn’t be destitute.” 
 
    Gavin hung his head, and then looked into my eyes. 
 
    “I always thought you were a smart and brave person.  I could never be as brave as you have been thus far.  I suppose I should take your advice.  When we were out today, all those old feelings I had been trying to escape, started coming back.  I thought I would just have to put Loretta out of my mind since Patrick would never divorce her.  He wanted her to suffer, the same way he was suffering.  He wanted everyone around him to suffer, because of the way he was treated growing up.  Now he is dead, I suppose we should stop the suffering as best we can. 
 
    “We saw Megan when we were in the city today.  She knows Loretta’s children do not belong to Patrick.  She told us that she was carrying Patrick’s baby.  I was contemplating whether I should tell your parents or not?” 
 
    “What?  That is wonderful!  If she has a boy, the name will carry on, even if the blood has been diluted a little,” I laughed.  “Tell them, Gavin.  Tell them everything and get it off your chest.  I will come with you for moral support if you wish.” 
 
    “It can’t get any worse,” Gavin murmured.  I suppose we should have Loretta be there too.” 
 
    An hour later, we were all gathered in in the great room together, while Gavin began explaining everything to my parents.  They were shocked and angry and threatened to oust both of them along with their children.  Then Gavin told them about Megan having a piece of Patrick within her.  I begged them to take her under their wing so his child could be raised where it rightfully belonged.  It was difficult for them to relent, but I could see the pain in my mothers face, knowing how she and my father had failed to love Patrick the way they should have loved him.  Now they had a second chance, I told them, to make it all right. 
 
    As I was speaking, there was a knock on the door.  I rose to answer it, even though I knew the butler would do it.  I had been transported into my dream.  I started to remember this was my dream, and now I would discover who was at the door. 
 
    Just as in my dream, the door was opened before I could get to it.  Someone stood in the doorway, with the sun to their back.  I could not see their face, but I saw the shocked look on the butler’s face when he opened the door. 
 
    “There is a wild Indian standing at the door,” he told my parents. 
 
    “Wawee’ne?” I cried, and he stepped forward, dressed in his Shoshoni attire. 
 
    “Gedi Puniku!” he breathed.  “I have found you at last!” 
 
    A moment later he had gathered me up into his arms. 
 
    “I could not live with just a portion of your soul next to my heart.  I had to have all your soul, so I came out searching for you.” 
 
    “How did you know where to look?” I gasped. 
 
    “I go back to gold fields and find man you call Papa.  He told me where to look.” 
 
    “The one good thing my Papa ever did for me,” I cried, as tears started to flow.  “I have missed you so much.  I didn’t think you would even think about me!” 
 
    “Your face fills my thoughts always and forever.” 
 
    He reached out and touched my hair. 
 
    “I see you getting rest of soul back,” he smiled. 
 
    Everyone stood astonished, except for Gavin, who knew who Wawee’ne was.  He stood there with his arm around Loretta’s waist. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got your wish,” he said.  “If I were you, I wouldn’t turn him down the next time he asks you to become his wife.” 
 
    Wawee’ne glanced at Gavin, and then back at me. 
 
    “You no refuse me now,” he said.  “God leads my path to you.  I brought love flute to persuade you,” he smiled, taking it from his pouch. 
 
    To everyone’s astonishment, Wasee’ne began playing the flute.  I had never heard anything quite as beautiful as the melody he played on his flute.  Or it could be the love I was hearing that poured out of his breath as he played the notes.  It floated on the air, and I could see everyone else was spellbound, the same as I was, but the music was going straight through my heart to my very soul.  It had taken a long time, but maybe Wawee’ne was right.  God had thrown us together somehow, and God wasn’t going to let me get away without feeling what it was like to have someone love me the way Wawee’ne seemed to love me. 
 
    When he finished playing, I threw my arms around his neck. 
 
    “I’m your’s,” I sighed.  “All of my soul and all of my heart belongs to you now.” 
 
    Wawee’ne hugged me to him, as though he was never going to let me go.  When he finally did, I turned to my parents who still looked astonished and at a loss for words. 
 
    “This is the man I am going to marry,” I told them.  “You can disown me if you wish, but I love Wawee’ne and I belong with him.  I will be returning to the Shoshoni village with him when I leave here.” 
 
    My mother stood stiffly, trying to decide how to react. 
 
    “You never were our daughter, once someone else raised you.  I shouldn’t be surprised this is your choice.  But I am happy you were brought back, so we knew what happened to you and could put our mind at ease.  If this is the man you wish to marry, I will not object.  You would do it without our consent.  Only I can see the love in your eyes that you have for this man.  It is the same love I see in Gavin’s eyes for Loretta.  I believe that Megan loved Patrick the same way.  I often saw her looking at him with that same light in her eyes.  I will send Gavin to bring her here, where she will have the best of care. 
 
    “I know we should remain in mourning, but I can’t let you leave until I can attend your wedding.  I can’t imagine what people are going to say when they discover who your husband is, but at this point, I really don’t give a care.  For once we are going to defy tradition and protocol, and do something that will cause a stir in society! 
 
    “You and Gavin could have a double wedding, and set everything straight, the way it should have been a long time ago.” 
 
    “I suppose it is up to Gavin,” I murmured. 
 
    “Think I’ll ask Nigel to be my best man since he is the one who made us have to face the truth,” Gavin smiled.  “He’s going to be disappointed that you are not going to take that cruise with him, though.” 
 
    “The only person I wish to be with is Wawee’ne.  I should have gone with him from the start.” 
 
    “Only we wouldn’t have had the opportunity to meet you,” Gavin insisted.  “In spite of all the complications, you brought something that I don’t think anyone else could have brought to us, Helen.” 
 
    “Call me Gedi Puniku.  I was never Haley or Helen.  I was someone else altogether,” I said. 
 
    I have been told there is no such thing as fate.  According to my mama, fate is just another word for the workings of God. “God directs us and leads our paths,” she would always tell me.  Now I realized the woman who raised me was right.  I would have to make it up to God somehow, I told myself, as Wawee’ne enfolded me in his arms and gave me a loving kiss, I just didn’t know how I was going to do it yet. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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