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And that's about it for my western adventure. There is not much here left to say. I've lost another child, and I don't know how… or if… I'll manage to get my other two back. That part I haven't worked out yet. We still have a long way to go, with challenges to face before we get there. But as Chance said of himself, I, too, am a pretty resourceful girl.
 
May Dodd, still alive, 12 November 1876
somewhere on the Tongue River
Montana Territory
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PART I

LEAVING
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Tent City, Wyoming Territory

early January 1877

There are certain advantages to being dead... by that, I mean to be presumed dead. One has the luxury of walking through the world like a ghost—invisible, nameless, anonymous, a blank canvas upon which one can create an entirely new persona. Yes, people you may have known while still living may recognize you, or perhaps, and especially if your appearance has changed, they may simply see someone who looks vaguely familiar to them, who reminds them of you. In my case, having been seen in the cave by Brother Anthony, and confirmed dead, I have come to believe that I actually was deceased in that moment, and that my Cheyenne savior, Woman Who Moves Against the Wind, brought me back to life with her combined medical and mystical ministrations. In living with the Indians for any length of time, one comes to believe a great number of previously unbelievable things... 

Several weeks ago... I’ve lost all track of time and dates, and no longer have a calendar to mark them.... my lover Chance and I left the winter village of Little Wolf, with our friends Lady Ann Hall and Martha Atwood, and Martha’s baby, Little Tangle Hair in our charge. It is deep winter, the trees bare of leaves, the temperatures frigid, gusts of snow blowing across the plains. This is not at all the season for traveling, but in our case, we had no real choice in the matter... it was simply time to leave. Fortunately, our Cheyenne families outfitted us against the cold and wind with Hudson Bay trade blankets and heavy buffalo furs in which we wrap ourselves when needed as we ride, as well as fur hats that cover our ears, which items also serve to keep us from freezing at night. During storms, we are forced to lay up in tents that Chance fashioned himself before we left, made of canvas and supported by willow branches. They provide rude shelter for two people, but protect us somewhat from the blowing snow. We try to find places to camp in coulees where we are at least in the lee of the wind. 

Chance rides his Appaloosa gelding, Lightning, I ride my sorrel mare, Lucky, Martha takes turns riding her donkey, Dapple, and one of her two favorite war ponies, a handsome palomino she calls Sunrise. The other she left to her Cheyenne family as a parting gift. Ann rides an unusually tall, leggy chestnut prairie pony she calls, Champion, a horse she chose because his conformation put her in mind of the thoroughbred hunter/jumpers she rode in the fox hunts of her native land. Our plan is to sell our stock in Laramie, which will help to fund the purchase of our train tickets, and the expenses we incur there while waiting for the train, as well as to get us  established upon our arrival in Chicago—the end of our journey remaining the great unknown in our minds, and impossible to plan for. Chance and I both have a little money, what is left of his pay as a wrangler on the Texas cattle drive, and I from my career as a horse trader, although our resources are somewhat depleted. Lady Ann, carries just enough money to get to New York, where her bank in London has wired additional funds in her name that will enable her to sail to Great Britain. She has generously offered her horse to us to sell, along with ours, after we leave her in Medicine Bow, where she will catch the train east, and we will head on to Laramie to conduct our business. 

We are now camped just outside the fledgling village of Tent City, the rough little white man settlement at the foot of the Bighorn mountains, where Wind and I sold some of our horses those many months ago to the stable-master P.J. Bartlett, and where I purchased supplies and my frontier horsewoman’s outfit. It is an aptly named place, although there is a great deal of building going on, an entire new town as yet nameless springing up around and alongside the tents. The weather has let up a bit, and the winter sun shines, offering only a memory of warmth.

I have long since stopped wearing my hair braided in the Indian fashion, and mostly keep it tied up under my wide-brimmed or fur hats. Martha has offered to cut it short after we reach Laramie, in order to change my appearance. Then again, the deprivations endured these past few years, first during my time in the lunatic asylum, then the constant exposure of my previously fair skin to the sun and elements while among the Cheyenne, my own death and rebirth in the winter cave, and all the rigors buffeting our life since; that when I look now in the mirror I also purchased here the last time I came through this country, another older woman, her face leathery and prematurely lined, marked by hardship and heartache, and two seasons of summer and winter, gazes back with a slightly perplexed expression as if she does not recognize me. I believe I have aged at least a decade or more in these last two years, and so has Martha, although, of course, I do not tell her so. 

So that Martha would not arrive at Laramie dressed as a squaw in native buckskins, moccasins and leggings, which, of course, is all she possesses now, I lent her my own outfit to go into Tent City with Hawk and Ann, giving them money, and telling them where the mercantile is located so that she might be able to purchase clothing similar to mine. Due to our shortage of suitable attire for re-entry into the white world, I have stayed back in our camp to look after little Tangle Hair and the stock, dressed again in my own Indian buckskins and buffalo robe that I intend to take back to Chicago as a kind of memento. I am newly reminded of the wonderful liberty of movement this native attire offers, and I do not look forward to donning once again the style of long dresses we all arrived here wearing, with the corsets into which we were strapped like trussed turkeys... Good God, how shall I ever again be able to adapt myself to those? Oddly, it seems that despite it all, I am already becoming nostalgic and even a bit regretful about leaving this hard country behind. 

Martha has rather large feet for a woman, and in addition to trying to purchase a pair of boys’ trousers, I told her to visit the town cobbler to see if he might not have a pair of used riding boots for sale of the sort the Texas cowboys like Chance wear, styled after those of the Spanish vaqueros. And while she’s at it, I suggested she buy a broad-brimmed hat, such as I now wear. 

I also told Chance to purchase a few new ledger books for me if he can find them, and a supply of pencils. I tore a blank page out of the last one of those I left with the tribe, and have already filled it into the margins so that it is virtually indecipherable, and my last pencil is a one-inch nub. The girls have always teased me about never being able to stop scribbling in my notebooks, and it is true that I feel as though I am missing a limb without the means of recording events on the page, however mundane they may be. In an odd way, not being able to write freely has even prevented me from properly mourning my beloved daughter, Wren, whom I was forced to leave behind with Little Wolf’s family. I cannot speak of my grief to the others, and I will take whatever small solace there is to be had by wallowing in private misery within my journals.  

I was hoping there might be a preacher of some kind in Tent City to perform a wedding ceremony for us, but upon their return, Chance said that the town is full of hastily constructed saloons and a large number of unsavory characters who frequent them, getting drunk and shooting each other in the streets without a sheriff yet appointed to impose some modicum of order. He says it is no place to begin a marriage, and he is surely right. Thus, we must wait until we arrive at Fort Laramie, where we hope to find a Justice of the Peace to perform the ceremony and to provide us with a certificate of marriage. I have long pondered the matter, and clearly I must embark upon this new life that lies before me as the bride of a white man, returning to Chicago, city of my birth, with a new identity altogether. There, I surely risk being recognized by any number of people, and if father should learn of my return, he will almost certainly attempt to send me back to the asylum. However, I am hoping that my status as a married woman will prevent him from being able to do so, and surely my steadfast man, Chance, will protect me. That said, father does have a great deal of influence among the ruling class of the city, while Chance, of course, has none. As it is, I could cause quite a scandal for my family if my story were to get out... but then who will even believe it? No, I realize that it would be received as nothing more than the insane ravings of a madwomen, and give father just cause to have me committed again, with or without Chance’s approval. For this reason, I have made the decision to try to remain anonymous, incognito, to return as an entirely different person... which indeed, I am. As a small first step in my disguise, my marriage certificate will at least bear Chance’s last name, yet, it occurs to me, that I must also assume a new first name, something that Chance and Martha will have to become accustomed to calling me, both privately and in public, although I have not quite yet decided what that name shall be. 

After Martha dismounted upon returning from their trip to Tent City, she proudly showed me the pale blue dress she purchased instead of a riding outfit. “But what it the world did you buy that for, Martha?” I asked. “And you Chance and Ann, why did you let her waste our money on a dress, instead of the practical attire I suggested.”

“May, you told me I was to take her to the store,” he answered. “You didn’t say I was to decide what she bought. What do I know about ladies’ clothes? I waited outside for her and Ann to come out, and she had it in the box. This is the first I’ve seen of it.”

“For my part, dear,” said Lady Ann, “I felt that Martha made a rather good case for purchasing the blue dress. Furthermore, she does not require my services as a babysitter.”

“It is not Chance or Ann’s fault, May,” Martha said. “As Ann suggests, I’m a big girl now, remember? You see, I decided that as long as we’re returning to civilization on the train, a dress will be more practical for me than riding clothes.”

“So I suppose you didn’t buy boots, either?” I asked.  

“We’re returning to civilization, May,” she repeated, “in case you have forgotten. Why do I need cowboy boots in Chicago?” 

“Because we are not yet in Chicago, Martha,” I answered, “in case you haven’t noticed. Nor have we yet returned to civilization.”

From beneath the copious dress she carried in her arms, Martha now withdrew a pair of high buttoned shoes of the sort we used to tease her about, and which gained her the name the Cheyenne called her, roughly translated as Falls Down Woman. Indeed, I see that she has purchased, as well, the requisite corset in which to strap herself. Why do women, I now wonder, submit themselves to this bondage? 

“And so, I will simply wear my Indian clothes and moccasins,” she continued, “until just before we arrive at Fort Laramie. Then I shall put my dress on, and enter the town as a proper white woman, giving up the Indian life once and for all. Do you realize, May, that you and I are soon to come full circle, returning to exactly where we started out? Please, don’t be mad at me. Once we get settled in Chicago, and I find a job, I’ll pay you back every penny. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to try my new dress on for you, so you’ll see how much it becomes me.”

“Alright Martha,” I relented, recognizing that what she says actually does make perfect sense. “But you don’t need to pay me back, we’ll call it a gift. And you’re right, it’s fine that you bought a dress. When we get to the fort, I suppose I’ll have to buy one for the trip myself. 

“And for your wedding, dear,” she pointed out. “Don’t forget that. And, Chance,” she said, turning to him, “if I may suggest, you must buy a nicely tailored suit for that event.”

“Ain’t never had one ’a them before, Martha.” 

“Well, perhaps it’s time that you did. As we are headed to the big city, you must start thinking about presenting yourself as a gentleman.”

A shadow crossed Chance’s face in that moment, and I could tell he was disturbed by this notion. “I know how to dress like a workin’ cowboy or a Comanche warrior,” he said, “but I sure don’t know much about being a gentleman.” 

“Of course, you do, darling,” I said. “You may not know how men dress in the city, but you know how to be a gentleman, because your mother taught you to be one.” I wondered from Chance’s reaction if he was already having second thoughts about marrying me, and moving to Chicago, he who has never before been outside this vast open plains country... has never been in a city before. I realize that I should offer him once again a graceful means of exit from his commitment, for I, too, have grave concerns about taking him there. I know he will not be happy, and perhaps I am simply being selfish, taking advantage of his goodness because I need him as a husband to further my own needs. 

“Go ahead, Martha,” I said, “put your dress on and let us see how you look.”

When Martha came back out of the tent, Chance barked an involuntary burst of laughter, for Martha’s dress includes an enormous bustle in the rear, something which Chance has clearly never before seen. “That’s a real pretty dress, Martha,” he said, “But what are you hidin’ in that caboose you’re trailin’ behind it? A whole family of stowaways?” 

Martha’s face reddened. “It is not a caboose,” she objected, “and I am not hiding anything in it. It is called a bustle, and is very much the fashion in New York and in London, as Lady Hall can vouch. I was lucky to find such a stylish dress here in the middle of nowhere. Evidently, they keep a few in stock for the wives of officers stationed at Fort Fetterman.” 

“She is quite right,” Lady Hall said, “it is currently the fashion, although I must say that I, myself, could never tolerate being encased in such a torture device. Of course, my dear Helen and I caused a scandal in London that resulted in us being blackballed from society when we arrived at a formal ball wearing men’s double-breasted dress coats and trousers. We felt that we looked rather dashing, and didn’t give a damn about being ostracized. Indeed, we found it quite amusing, especially as it did not prevent our society sporting companions from attending the weekend fox hunts and driven pheasant shoots that we hosted on my estate.

“Don’t know a thing about New York or London,” Chance mused, “but I’m just wonderin’ why the gals there want their bums to look so big?” 

I stifled my urge to laugh at Chance’s remarks. I do love this man, and often I can’t tell whether he’s kidding slyly, or is really as ingenuous as he seems, or perhaps some combination of the two. “Don’t pay any attention to him, Martha. Your dress is lovely. It is indeed a fitting transition from your buckskins, and will serve as a kind of metaphor for our trip back. However, I can’t help but wonder if dressing again like so called civilized women, will really be enough to take the savage out of us. And I must offer you this one piece of sartorial advice.”

“Oh? And what would that be dear?”

“Your scalp belt is not a suitable accessory to that dress.”

“I shall be leaving my scalping knife behind... although I may keep the belt... it would be a terrific conversation piece in the city.”

“I’d hang on to the knife a while longer, Martha,” said Chance. “You ladies saw them ratty lookin’ characters in Tent City who was followin’ us everywhere we went, didn’t you? I been wantin’ to tell you May... them fellas did not have good intentions in mind. It’s been eatin’ at me ever since we got back here. I got a real bad feelin’ that we need to pay attention to. I think we best break camp now, and move on a piece. Those boys were cruisin’ the town lookin’ for an easy mark, and they picked us. We need to put a little distance between them, just in case they’re trailin’ us, like my Comanche blood is tellin’ me they are. While we been sittin’ here talkin’, I can almost smell ’em. Now I don’t believe they’d follow us too far away from the bars, and I’d wager that as soon as the sun goes down, they’ll turn back if they haven’t come upon us yet. It’s gonna get cold again tonight, and them lazy bastards are gonna wanta spend the night in the cathouse.

“I believe that Chance’s intuitions are quite correct,” said Ann. “Those were some extremely unsavory characters, and it was impossible not to notice that they were stalking us. Clearly, they felt that a lone man in the company of two women would be an easy mark, and I fully agree that it would be best for us to move on.”

Far be it for us to question Chance’s instincts, Comanche or otherwise, and so as he loaded the pack horse, Martha changed back into her Indian garb, while Ann and I got our affairs together, and I saddled Lucky. We mounted and rode out. But we had tarried too long, and weren’t thirty minutes away from the camp before we heard horses coming up fast behind us.

“What do we do, Chance?” I asked. “Do we make a run for it?”

“No, it’s too late for that. We stand our ground. If it’s them boys like I think it is, and we run now, that’ll just give ’em the opportunity to shoot us in the back. This way we face ’em. You get yourselves ready, May, Martha, and Ann, you gals know what to do.” And so we did. On my previous visit to Tent City, the proprietor of the mercantile sold me two used 1873 Winchester carbines and a new Remington Model 1875 Single Action Army revolver. I wore the Remington in its holster on my hip and had given my two short-barreled Winchesters to Ann and Martha, who both carried them in scabbards along their horses’ flanks. As we reined our mounts to face the oncoming riders, Chance, Martha and Ann drew their rifles and laid them across the pommels of their saddles, while I unholstered my revolver.  

It was a gang of five, and they reined up in front of us, clearly assessing the fact that we were all armed with guns drawn. On a sixth horse tethered behind one of them, in the shade of the limbs of a cottonwood tree, sat what appeared to be a young Indian boy, dressed in ragged hides and moccasins, head downcast.

“Well, now, this sure ain’t a neighborly way to greet friends,” said the man who appeared to be their leader. “You folks can put them guns away. We come in peace.” 

“We ain’t yer friends,” said Chance in a hard voice. “What do you want?”

“Well now... we seen you and the little ladies in town,” he said touching the brim of his hat, and nodding toward Martha and Ann, as if quite the gentlemen. “Seein’ as how, you was all alone with two gals... three I see now,” looking at me and touching his hat brim again, “we thought maybe we could be of service to ya. This country is crawlin’ with bandits and savages, and since we’re headin’ your way anyhow, we figured why not throw in with you folks? Never hurts to have a little extra firepower on your side.”

“As you can plainly see,” Chance said, “we got all the firepower we need. You boys turn around now and head back the way you came.”

“Well, now... just hold on a minute, pardner,” said the man, smiling and holding up a conciliatory hand in our direction. “We sure don’t want no trouble with ya. Put them guns down, and let’s talk this over.”

“Who is that child you’ve got back there?” I asked. 

“You mean that little injun’ fella, ma’am? Well, see, while we was followin’ you, we come upon him on the trail, convinced him to ride with us.”

“Convinced him or made him ride with you? Why is his horse tied to yours?”

“Well, hell, ma’am, you know how it is, bunch of fellas travelin’ alone like us, we can always use help around the camp. So we gonna give him a job.”

“No, I don’t know how it is. You’re going to give him a job, or you’re going make him your slave?”

“Oh, damn, maybe a little bit of both, ma’am, but ya know that ain’t really none ’a  your business, is it? He’s just a little savage... and he’s our little savage, we caught him and we can do whatever we please with him. Hell, it gets real lonely out here, five fellas travelin’ all by ourselves without the comfort of the fairer sex. Ya know... I may just give the boy the job of suckin’ our cocks around the campfire tonight. He’s got a real purty mouth on him, don’t he?  Mighty purty, ain’t it?” The others snickered approvingly at their leader’s clever remarks.

“Filthy vulgarian,” muttered Lady Ann under her breath.

Now the boy finally raised his head, and looked directly at me. He spoke one word: “Mesoke.” A chill ran from the top of my head to my toes, gooseflesh rippling down my arms. It was my Horse Boy. I answered him in Cheyenne: “Moéhéno’ha, get down off that horse right now.” In the same instant, I raised my revolver and I shot his captor through the heart. At exactly the same time, Chance, having already anticipated my intentions, simultaneously shot two of the others out of their saddles, Martha shot the fourth, and Ann the fifth. At the sound of gunfire and with the dead men falling off their backs, the now riderless horses whinnied and wheeled in panic and confusion, trampling the corpses under their hooves. Horse Boy, on the ground now, and true his vocation, managed to calm them and collect their reins. As he did so, I slipped off Lucky and went to him, clutched him almost violently to my breast, and began to bawl uncontrollably. Falling apart after these last violent moments, unable even to speak, I held tight to Horse Boy, my body shuddering against his slight frame. It was some time before I finally managed to sputter: “What are you doing here, Moéhéno?” as I call him for short.

“I follow you, Mesoke,” he said. 

“You follow me? Why?”

“I follow you,” he repeated.

“Since we left your village?”

“Yes.”

“Why haven’t you made yourself known?”

“I knew you would send me back.”

I pushed him away then, and held him at arm’s length. “As I would have.” 

“Now you cannot send me back,” he said. “It is too far, and cold, and the way is filled with blue coats and bad white men like these. I go with you now.”

“No, I cannot take you!”

“Yes. I go with you,” he insisted. 

“I will have to leave you in the care of the agent at the Red Cloud agency,” I said. “Surely, some of your people are already there.” 

“I do not go to the reservation. I go with you, Mesoke. 

“I am telling you, Moéhéno, you cannot come with me.”

“Yes, Mesoke,” he answered in a calm tone of certainty. “I go with you. You are my mother.”

On the trail again, Wyoming Territory

Late January, 1877

Moéhéno offered to take the scalps of the men we had each killed, as trophies of war, but of course he did not extend the offer to Chance for the boy knew that those two were his coups and it was his decision whether or not to take their scalps. Horse Boy considered Chance to be as much Indian as any man in his own tribe, and he admired him greatly for his skills as a horseman, tracker and warrior. 

“I do my own scalping,” Martha said in Cheyenne to the boy. And damned if she didn’t dismount to count coup on the man she had killed, with a frighteningly sure hand, in one swift, slicing motion relieving him of his scalp. She held it up for all to see, and gave out her triumphant warrior cry. 

“Oh, dear, that is rather unattractive behavior, Martha,” said Ann in mild reproach, “for a girl who just bought a lovely blue dress and wishes to return to civilization.”

“Didn’t I tell ya not to get rid of your scalping knife just yet, Martha?” said Chance.

“I shall hang this scalp on my belt alongside those I took off Jules Seminole, and the Crow warrior I killed in battle,” she said. “A third is so much more impressive than only two, don’t you agree? As you suggest, Ann, having just purchased my new dress, I permit myself this one last act of savagery, which seems to me a definitive way of closing the door on such... uncivilized behavior... I am hereby retiring from my profession as a woman warrior... but the lout did deserve it.” 

“Indeed, as did they all, dear,” said Ann.

I believe that of all our girls, and those in Molly’s group as well, Martha’s horrifying experience as Seminole’s captive, has more profoundly changed her than have any of us been during our time among the Indians. She was in many ways the weakest and the least well-prepared to endure the torture she suffered at his hands, and yet we underestimated her, for she has displayed an indomitable courage and strength of character in recovering from that terrible ordeal. Without doubt, she bears wounds that will never fully heal, and a deep reservoir of rage, that conceals those things of which she has never spoken, and perhaps never will.

Lady Ann and I politely declined Moéhéno’s offer of a scalp. We went through the men’s pockets and meagre belongings. They carried very little money, and nothing else of much value other than their guns. They had likely spent or lost most of whatever they might once have had on poker games, whiskey, and whores in Tent City. As Chance and Ann recognized, they had clearly chosen us as prey, as a means of replenishing their diminished fortunes. 

We took all the tack off the outlaws’ horses, leaving it on the ground, and we let their mounts go free... they would find their way back to Tent City, and P.J. Bartlett and his sons would likely collect them. So it is that we took nothing from these filthy scoundrels, but left it for whoever else might pass by. We did not wish to be burdened by dead men’s possessions or their horses that might somehow tie us to their deaths. We did not bury their bodies, but left them as food for the carrion—the wolves, the coyotes, the vultures, and when those had finished, the worms and ants in the spring. All this we went about silently, dispassionately, until we remounted and rode out with an additional traveler in our midst, my little Horse Boy. 

“Looks like we got one more train ticket to Chicago to purchase,” Chance remarked. 

“No, I am taking him to the agency when we get near to it,” I answered. “There is no way that I can return to Chicago with an Indian boy in my charge.” At which Chance simply chuckled in his good-natured, knowing way. 

“But, May,” said Martha, “I shall be returning with my half-Indian boy.” 

“That is because he is your son, Martha.” 

At which Martha, Ann, and Chance all laughed, as if sharing a private joke at my expense.  

Thus we left the foothills of the Big Horns behind, headed south toward Medicine Bow, entering again the arid, snowy, windswept plains, a cold, lonely landscape that put Martha and me in mind of our passage through this country when first we arrived here. We remembered the fear and trepidation we had all felt at this as yet unknown adventure. We retraced our trail with the same dispirited feeling, knowing now more than we could possibly have imagined, the absence of the friends who were with us then weighing heavy in our hearts. Of our own group, only she and I, and Phemie had survived, and in this, too, we felt a terrible sense of loss... and failure. What had it all been for? Of what benefit had our presence been to the Cheyenne, and to what end did our friends die? These are unanswerable questions that have left us feeling utterly hollowed out, as if we are shells of our former selves. 

In that spirit we ride for some days in near silence through this bleak winter country. Martha and I do not need to speak our dark thoughts in order to share them. Nor does Ann, who came here originally to find her lover, Helen Elisabeth Flight, lost, as well. She is leaving here for a second time, this time alone and without her maidservant, Hannah... her own heart heavy. Chance, a perceptive fellow, largely leaves the three of us alone. At night, in our small tent, he holds me in his arms as I weep silently, my face buried in the crook of his shoulder. I do not need to express my feelings to him. Horse Boy sleeps in a bedroll beside the tethered horses near our tent, wrapped in his own buffalo hide, guarding our mounts as is his custom. Having lived his entire life communally at close quarters with others, he is used to making himself unobtrusive, a non-presence. I make silent love to Chance at night, seeking sanctuary against his warm, lean, body, breathing the rich scent of his skin, feeling the warmth and comfort of his manhood inside me, and my own final release.  

One morning as Chance and I rode side by side, Martha and Ann behind us, and Horse trailing our pack horse, bringing up the rear, Chance spoke for the first time of our encounter with the men from Tent City. “You moved fast against that fella who was trailin’ us, back there,” he said to me. “You know, there’s always a moment in a tight situation like that when someone’s gotta decide which way it’s gonna go. Now that hombre coulda turned his boys around like I told him to, and I believe maybe he was thinking about doing just that. But then you asked him about the boy and that shifted the game.”

“What game?” I asked. “Are you blaming me?” 

“Course I ain’t blamin’ you. You did good... you did right. I’m just sayin’ how it mighta gone a different way.”

“But it didn’t, did it?” I said. “I’ve thought about it a lot, too. I realize that I never for a minute considered just telling him to let the boy go. I mean, I could have pointed my gun at him, cocked it and demanded he do that. And maybe I would have done so, were it not for the vulgarity he uttered, and Horse Boy speaking my name.”

“Yep, the moment that came out of his mouth, I knew you were gonna pull the trigger. That son of a bitch was just beggin’ to get shot. That’s how it works in those situations, May. You did good. And me and Martha and Ann were right behind you.”

“You weren’t behind me, Chance, you were right with me, you pulled the trigger exactly when I did. Twice.”

“I know ya too well, darlin’,” he said. “We got the drop on ’em, together didn’t we?”

“And Martha and Ann were just a split second behind us.”

“We rid the world of some real vermin. If they’d turned around and rode off like I told ‘em too, we’d a been lookin’ over our shoulders the whole way to Medicine Bow, and not sleepin’ at night, neither. Those fellas weren’t gonna be done with us, until we was done with them. An’ you’re the one who did it, May. I just wanted to tell you that. You did good, my girl. I was real proud a you.”

“I have Woman Who Moves Against the Wind and the Strongheart girls to thank for my warrior training, for teaching me how to shoot, to aim instinctively, so that it became second nature, and you, of course, my darling, who taught me not to hesitate.”

“I don’t expect you’ll be needin’ that skill in Chicago,” Chance said.

“Maybe not, but one never knows, and I’m still glad to have it.”

Medicine Bow Station

February, 1877

After another three weeks on the trail, making slow progress as a result of weather, and the need to hunt game for our sustenance, which can take several days depending upon our success, we have finally reached Medicine Bow Station. It’s not much of a town, only one hotel with a restaurant to service train travelers, and two or three saloons, set in an uninteresting landscape, it’s chief attraction being that the Union Pacific railroad passes through here. Ann has secured her train ticket and departs tomorrow. It is bitter cold tonight. We are staying in the hotel, but Moéhéno says he going to sleep in the stable with the horses. As he and Chance are putting them up there, with Martha and Ann leading theirs behind them, I go into the hotel to arrange for our rooms. On the front door is conspicuously posted a No Indians sign. The proprietor is behind the  desk, and when I approach the counter, he tells me that he saw us ride in, and that due to hotel policy, the boy cannot stay in the hotel or eat in the restaurant. 

“But he is my son, sir,” I explain, “can’t you make an exemption, especially on a night  that promises to be as cold as this one?” 

All this succeeds in doing is to elicit a look of disgust on the fellow’s face. “Your son?” he asks. 

“Yes, that’s right, sir,” I say, nodding, “Not that it’s really any of your business, but I’ve been living among the Indians and I married a great Cheyenne chief with whom I had a child,” which, of course was mostly true. Now Martha and Ann, who have collected their effects, enter the lobby, the former dressed, of course, in her buckskins, leggings and buffalo fur, and carrying Little Tangle Hair on her chest in his baby board. The ladies sidle up on either side of me at the counter, and the man’s look of disgust bleeds into one of outright hostility.

“You, too, madam, have been breeding with savages?” he asks, looking at her infant, and her outfit. 

“Yes, sir, indeed I have,” she answers, “not that it’s is any of your concern.”

“As your friend has just said,” says he, “but, in fact, madams, it is very much my concern and my business. “I am the proprietor of this hotel, and we do not allow Indians on the property, which is quite clearly stated on the sign on our front door.”

“Look at me closely, sir,” Martha says, “and you will see that I am not of Indian blood... although I may be a bit of a savage at heart... nor are we violating any of your hotel rules.”

“Your baby is an Indian,” he says. “And you are dressed like one. That is sufficient violation.”

“My baby is half-Indian, sir, that much is correct. But your sign does not say, no Indian attire allowed.”

Now Chance, comes in through the door, approaching the desk, sensing that something is clearly wrong “What’s the trouble here, mister?” he asks.

“In looking at the register,” says the proprietor, “I’ve just realized that we are fully booked for tonight.” 

“How is that, mister,” Chance asks calmly, “when the stableman tells me we’re the only folks here so far this afternoon?”

“In the gentleman’s estimation of our group,” explains Lady Ann, “he believes that we are Indians, at the very least part Indian, and if not that, that we fraternize with and dress like Indians... which apparently is against hotel regulations as he makes them.” 

Quick as a cat, Chance leans over the counter, reaches out to take hold of the man’s jacket lapel and drags him up to his face. “Ya know, mister,” he says, “all that may be true, but you’re a lyin’ sack ’a buffalo dung. I got one-quarter Comanche blood myself.... we been travelin’ for a long time, we’re tired, we’re hungry, and we’re real peaceable folks. You got plenty ’a empty rooms and we’ll take two of ’em, one for my wife and me, and the other for the ladies. I’ll pay ya right now and you’ll give me those room keys, and we’ll spend our money in your restaurant tonight for dinner.” He tightens his grip on the proprietor’s lapel and pulls him even closer. “Do not make me go full Injun, on ya,” he whispers in a low voice that even scares me, “cause it ain’t a pretty sight... now before this gets real ugly, do ya understand what I’m sayin’, mister?” 

At this the proprietor can only manage a nod, and a weak: “Yes, sir, I do.” Chance lets go of him, and the man straightens his jacket and necktie, smooths his shirt, and, to his credit, reassumes his professional demeanor as a hotelier. “Welcome to the Medicine Bow Hotel and Restaurant,” he says with a broad smile. He turns to the board behind him, where the room keys hang, and unhooks two keys. “Due to our low occupancy this evening, I am going to put you in our finest suite with connecting rooms, at no extra charge. And your other son is also welcome. As you point out, madam, it will be cold tonight. As to the prohibition as expressed on our sign, that was designed for adult hangs-around-the-town Indians, specifically those who get drunk, and frequently cause trouble... and certainly, in your case, I was enforcing the rules rather overzealously. Please accept my sincerest apologies.” 

We are all so stunned by the proprietor’s sudden transformation from utter disapproval of us to gracious host, that we hardly know how to respond... “Yes, sir,” I finally say, “and it is also possible that my husband reacted a bit overzealously, as well... but as he suggested we’ve been traveling for a long time, we’re very tired and hungry for a good meal... and we were so looking forward to staying in your hotel, and eating dinner in your restaurant... that he may just have snapped out of sheer frustration. We accept with gratitude your apologies, and offer our own in return.”

At this, the proprietor issues a very gentlemanly bow toward me. “Very well madam,”  says he, “let us simply put the matter behind us, shall we? I can see that you are people of high quality, who have known some hardship, and I do hope that you have a restful stay in our hotel.”

All of that said, the experience reminded me of the scorn we white women faced when we first came out here, and the officers’ wives at the fort expressed such disgust at our mission. It made me realize even more keenly, that the proprietor’s initial reaction to us is what we could expect in Chicago or anywhere else we went with Moéhéno in the white world, and there would surely be no apologies offered. As we made our way to our rooms, I whispered to Chance: “Well done, cowboy.”

The livery stable is the first white man building that Moéhéno has ever been in. Chance says the boy was frightened at first by the squareness of it when they brought the horses inside, the straight walls and the roof overhead, he having lived his entire life in round, cone shaped teepees. As much as we tried to convince him, he insisted upon sleeping next to his charges wrapped in his buffalo robe on a bed of hay. He prefers the company of horses to that of people. I was worried for him due to the exceptional cold and carried an extra blanket down to him from our hotel room. They are a much hardier race of man than are we, one of the first lessons we learned about these people during our time with them; from childhood on taught not to complain. Although Moéhéno was used to sleeping outside with the horses, I think he was happy to have the extra blanket, though he would never have thought to ask for one. It was not as cold inside the stable as I expected, for the heat off the animals bodies warmed it, and his mattress of hay offered insulation. I ordered a steak and potatoes in the restaurant and took those to him as well. There were other people now having dinner, locals I assumed, and I knew his presence would not be welcome, and there was no point in causing more disturbance. Like most Indians, the boy does not care for the taste of beef, but he was hungry and ate with enthusiasm. In any case, he needs to become accustomed to white man food. 

The next morning we ate breakfast in the hotel restaurant, and I must say it seemed a grand luxury after the spartan culinary existence we lead on the trail. I took eggs, toast and sausage to Horse Boy, and though barely warm by the time I got to the stables, he did not complain. Eggs are occasionally foraged by the Cheyenne from the nests of prairie chickens, or other species of ground nesting birds, but they are not by any means a staple of their diet, and more often than not, are eaten raw from the shell as they are found. I think, perhaps, that Moéhéno might adapt to our diet more quickly than I thought. 

After breakfast, we accompanied Lady Ann to the station, and stood with her on the platform, before she boarded the train. 

“Now I want you to make sure that my dear Champion goes to a good home with a humane owner,” she said. “He is a splendid animal and has served me well in my time here.”
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