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Chapter One
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At nineteen, Abigail Lyn Clancy was considered an old maid to most of the people she knew. The average marriage age was sixteen to eighteen amongst her peers. Abbie wasn’t homely but was more on the plain side, and being raised by men in a fort didn’t allow for much training in the social graces. 

While living at Fort Branson, she had kept her hair in braids or hanging down most of the time, as it was just easier to care for that way. Moving to Fort Lincoln was definitely not her idea, and little did she realize that soon the world she had known and lived in would change so drastically. Suddenly her father threw her into a life where her grandmother and Aunt Libby were put in charge of overseeing her life.

She quickly learned that her hair must be tied up and not in braids like a savage or hanging down like a brazen saloon woman, and wearing soldier's britches were no longer acceptable clothing for a young lady. Abbie tried, but her dark curls, just like her mother’s, had a mind of their own as they tended to stray from the tight bun that she was now supposed to wear every day. She assumed that is why her mother’s hair was always down. She couldn’t even remember it in a bun, but it was not something she could tell her grandmother or her Aunt.

“It should always be up in a bun behind your head,” her Aunt would say. 

Neither of these women had any idea of what it was like living in a wilderness Fort with forty men, all of whom had no idea how to fix a woman’s hair.  They constantly complained of how her father had so badly neglected her training.

On the other hand, Abbie hated all the fuss they made about how she should look. A quick brush of her hair, britches, and a shirt were all she needed to survive in a fort. Fancy dresses with all the do-dads just didn’t make sense to her. 

Her father, Major Matthew Clancy, was a Calvary Officer stationed at Fort Branson, Missouri, in Indian Territory. Her father had been sent to arrange, gather, and settle the Indians all into one place on a local government reservation.  His assignment was to last for several years, so he asked the woman he loved if she would marry him.  Much to her family’s dismay, Mary Lu said yes and left with her new husband for Fort Branson. It wasn’t too long after arriving that she presented her husband with the news that they were expecting a baby. 

Mary Lu’s relatives were appalled that Matthew took his wife to what they considered heathen country. Many arguments ensued, especially after her family received the news that Mary Lu would be having a baby. Her family insisted that she should return home. The Fort was no place for a woman and a baby, but Mary Lu promptly told her family that she would be staying with her husband, no matter where he was stationed. 

Indian uprisings were common, and Matthew feared that if an attack on the fort came while he was gone, Mary Lu and Abbie might be taken as hostages, or worse. Many of the settlers in that area came home to find their women gone or scalped. He suggested that maybe she and Abbie should return to her family's safety, but Mary Lu resisted and told him no.  She and Abbie were going to remain with him, and he finally relented but not without safety precautions put into place. 

Matthew took significant measures to ensure that Mary Lu and Abbie would remain safe while he was out on any mission.  The Sargent stationed under him was a huge man, and he never did well on horseback duty, so he was assigned to stay at the fort. Matthew trusted the Sargent, so he always put him in charge of his family’s safety.

Abbie was about four years old when her father left on a mission that took far longer than was expected. While he was gone, Fort Branson came under attack by a renegade tribe of Apaches. Although the Sargent insisted, Mary Lu was not about to be shoved into hiding, and she argued that she could fight and shoot better than most of the men in the fort.  Even though the Sargent had ordered Mary Lu and Abigail to hide in the root cellar, Mary Lu was stubborn and would not stay hidden. “I am fully capable of fighting,” Mary Lu barked off at the Sargent.” I will not hide away while the men I have grown to love are out here fighting and dying.”

She tucked Abbie in the darkest corner with a blanket and her stuffed toy horse and told her she was not to come out of the cellar under any circumstances. 

When Major Clancy returned, he found that most of his men had been slaughtered and scalped. He found the Sargent barely alive with his body firmly planted against the door leading to the Major’s quarters as if he were protecting his own family. Inside he found Mary Lu holding a rifle firmly in her hand. Several arrows had pierced her body as she lay on the floor in front of the rocking chair. 

He knew that she had fought to the very end. One Apache was lying on the floor next to her, still holding a  tomahawk in his hand, while the other one was slumped halfway in the broken window. 

Matthew started looking around, for there was no sign of Abbie. He started calling out her name. Was Abbie alive, or had she been taken? He ordered his men to search the fort. If any Apache were still alive, he would make them pay for this. Keeping peace with the Apache tribes was no longer his primary concern. Abbie heard footsteps, and even though her mother told her not to move from where she was hiding, she wanted out of the darkness. She pushed against the cellar door, but it was too heavy for her to lift. Hearing the noise, her father shoved the rocking chair off of the rug and lifted the door up, his gun ready to shoot if it was another Apache. Abbie climbed up, and he pulled her into his arms. Never had he been happier at this moment to hold his daughter in his arms.

They buried the dead, and the Major put his whole body and soul into finding this tribe and bringing them to justice.  The Calvary liked having him where he was, and he was determined to finish the job they had set him out to do. He knew that Mary Lu would not have wanted him to give up and go home.  So, for thirteen years, he continued on his quest. Matthew worked with Indian leaders and fought for peace treaties until he received new orders from the Calvary. 

Much to his dismay, the Calvary decided it was time for Major Clancy to return to Washington D.C.  They wanted younger men to take over the job he had been doing. In return, he was offered a new, safer job as commander of Fort Lincoln.

His new position involved training men who were heading out to a new Indian Territory in Northern California. Major Clancy prepared them for battle against renegade tribes like the Apaches who killed his wife. His main job was to teach officers how to make peace with the Indians. He warned them that even if it looked as if peace were attainable, one could never tell what they were thinking.

In his lectures to the men, he often told the story of his fellow soldiers at Fort Branson and how they all fought bravely. He did not want to send them out with the illusion that life would be similar to what it was like at Fort Lincoln. It would be much different out in the wilderness without the backup of other soldiers.  He had to warn them that death and bloodshed were always a possibility.

When they returned to Washington, Mary Lu’s family fought with Major Clancy regarding Abigail. They were appalled to find that she was living as if she were one of his soldiers.  She was almost nineteen and unmarried and considered an old maid in their minds. He suddenly realized that Abbie had stopped being his little girl and had become a woman. He taught her everything he thought that she should know. She knew how to survive out in the wilderness. He taught her to fight and protect herself, but in all of his training, he had no clue on teaching her how to be a woman.

Abbie fought to stay at Fort Lincoln with her father against the wishes of her mother’s family.  Just like Fort Branson, she was constantly surrounded by soldiers. Being raised by men with little female contact, Abbie was not what you would call feminine, and Abbie didn’t learn the sophisticated ways of society women in that environment. 

The only woman contact she had growing up was Yellow Flower, the wife of the Fort’s Indian Scout. 

The soldiers at Fort Lincoln were used to the fragile, delicate women in Washington. Abbie, however, did not fit into that mold; she was more like one of the guys. They would laugh and joke with her, but thinking of her as a wife, well, she was not top on their list of eligible women.  Abbie knew how to skin animals and cook them over a campfire. She knew how to plant and store food for long winters, patch up wounded men, and care for and tend to the horses. 

Her father made sure that she was trained to hunt, shoot, and track her enemies, and she was better at it than most of the men in her father’s troop. Those things, however, were not very womanly traits, and most of the soldiers never wanted to go up against Abbie, especially when trying to show off their marksmanship.

Chatowni, the Indian scout, and Yellow Flower lived at Fort Branson. While Major Clancy taught Abbie at an early age to shoot and hunt, Abbie learned her cooking, storing of food, and tracking skills from Yellow Flower and Chatowni. Yellow Flower took it upon herself as the only other woman at the fort to teach Abbie what it took to be a good Indian wife.

Although learning the basic skills that Yellow Flower had taught her were challenging, Abbie’s biggest challenge came later when her mother’s family insisted she move in with her grandmother.  She now had a white woman teaching her to sew and do needlepoint. 

These were the things her grandmother said she needed to learn to be a good wife and mother. Mending socks and frying chicken over a wood stove or baking biscuits in an oven was just not a high priority to Abbie, nor was finding a husband, especially after living in a fort with forty men. 

Abbie’s dark brown hair loved to curl around her face, and she was constantly brushing it out of her large dark brown eyes. In her opinion, from the few times that she looked into a mirror, her eyes seemed to be her most attractive feature.  Her skin was tan and leathery from working out in the hot sun all day, unlike the pasty white skin of the girls in Washington D.C. who hid from the sun under their fancy umbrellas. 

It wasn’t until Abbie’s father was assigned to Washington that things began to change.  Major Clancy realized that Abbie was no longer a small child that needed to be watched over, yet watching over his blossoming teenage daughter was something he felt was needed now more than ever.  As he observed the young soldiers lustfully looking at his daughter, he realized that his little girl had somehow turned into a woman, and he couldn’t stop it from happening. It was like releasing her to the wolves unprepared.

As much as he hated the thought of her not being with him, he decided it was time to introduce her to her mother’s family. He felt guilty that he had deprived her of knowing her mother’s family. He had no family except the men in his unit. Abbie deserved to know her mother’s family.  She needed to be taught what only a mother could teach a teenage daughter and who would be better than the woman who raised his beautiful wife, Abbie’s mother. 

Abbie’s grandmother was appalled at Abbie’s lifestyle and reprimanded the Major at his frivolous and careless raising of her granddaughter.

“Mary Lu would be upset at the fact that her child’s womanly skills are so lacking. You have trained this poor child to be a soldier, not what is needed to be a good wife and mother,” she said to the Major. “ I can only hope we have enough time to teach her the things that she needs to know.” 

“She is just fine, Margaret; she knows how to do everything a woman needs to know how to do,” he retorted back at his mother-in-law.  “She is not lacking in all those things. Yellow Flower taught her to cook and how to deal with womanly issues,” he replied, a bit perturbed that she thought him as totally unfit.

“Well, we will see about that,” she angrily replied. “Taught by a savage Indian woman,” she exclaimed, shaking her head.

“I have been assigned a mission that is going to take me to California, into wild Indian Territory. I am going to leave my daughter with you,” he proceeded to say as she turned and was walking away. 

“I will break the news to her if you don’t mind,” he promptly said. 

Margaret sighed, “she will stay with me, and I will teach her what I can while you are gone.”

He nodded, turned, and walked out the door. The news did not go over well with Abbie, but her father insisted that this time she could not go with him and that she would be staying with her grandmother until he returned. Abbie wasn’t given any choice in the matter. It was a tearful goodbye, and the first time she would be somewhere without him being just a short distance away. 

Abbie learned a few things like sewing needlepoint and different cooking skills that involved a wood-burning stove and a pan of hot grease.

Abbie’s problem was that she knew how to be a good Indian wife but being trained to be a white man’s wife seemed completely different.

Abbie’s grandmother was quite elderly, so it was not much of a surprise when she passed away one night in her sleep.  Her mother’s sister Libby immediately came in and took over everything. She was very pushy and promptly decided that Abbie must move in with her and  Charles. She could not stay in her grandmother’s house alone, and she most certainly could not go back to living in a Fort filled with soldiers.  The Swanson’s lived in Maryland, just outside of Washington D.C., and Abbie would just move in with them, at least until her father returned. 

Libby Swanson sat Abbie down and explained that some significant changes and adjustments had to be made. Her Aunt was appalled to learn that most of Abbie’s nurturing had been done by what she considered a savage Indian.  Abbie overheard her speaking to one of her society friends, telling them just how crude and vulgar she was and how she may never be able to change her enough to get any decent man interested in taking her on as a wife. 

“It’s a shame what that man has done to my sister’s daughter. I am not sure that even I can repair the damage he has done to her. Finding a husband at this late date in her life will be extremely difficult. Who is going to want an old maid? She is almost nineteen, can you believe that? Can you imagine the life she has had living alone with all those men? This whole thing is just atrocious. Can you believe he left all of her training to an Indian squaw? Can you even imagine something like that? My brother-in-law allowed my sister Mary Lu’s daughter to be raised by utter savages. It is just appalling.” 

Aunt Libby’s words angered Abbie, and she wanted to shout out that Yellow Flower and her husband were not savages, but she had to bite her tongue. Before he left, her father had given her explicit instructions that she had to be on her best behavior. Not all Indian’s were bad; why didn’t her Aunt understand that? Chatowni and his wife Yellow Flower lived with them in Fort Branson. They did not live like savages, and they were given quarters to live in, just like the ones she and her father had.  She had learned much from Yellow Flower, and to call them savages without ever meeting them was not fair. 

Abbie needed to be on her best behavior. Her father could be gone for a very long time, and these people, her mother’s family, were willing to take her in. She had no other place to go. 

It was challenging for her even to consider them her family, as mean and spiteful as they seemed to be. Her father had been ordered to report to  Fort Hampton. It was in the northern part of California, and he would be dealing once again with renegade Indians. 

It made Abbie very uneasy. She wanted to be with him, not here; after all, she had witnessed firsthand what could happen when things go wrong. She would much rather face renegade Indians than her Aunt Libby.  

Her father was a longtime friend of Chief Matsumo, and the Chief had agreed to go with him to try and make peace among the tribes, but there were never any guarantees, even with another tribe leader by his side. She worried about what would happen if her father did not return.
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Living with her Aunt, Uncle, and cousin was not easy, and Abbie seemed to be biting her tongue all the time. Kristina was seventeen and beautiful, and men were continuously traipsing in and out of her Aunt and Uncle’s house to visit her. Abbie found it annoying as these men made fools of themselves mooning over Kristina.  She was also angry that her Aunt kept referring to her as an old maid while Kristina was only one year younger.

Men would show up for dinner, eat until they were full, and then reluctantly leave as Kristina shoved them out the door. Kristina had a diary under her bed where she wrote horrible things about most of the men in the town. Kristina described them as bumbling buffoons who had no clue what a woman wanted.  Michael had a tic just above his eye that she said made her sick to watch. Daniel was a horrible lover, no good in bed at all. Abbie’s mouth almost dropped to the floor when Kristina told her about her flings with several men in town. 

“Does Aunt Libby know that you have been with these men?” she asked.

Kristina laughed. “My mother doesn’t pay attention to any of that stuff. What she wants is for me to pick some man who has a ton of money and can set our family up for life. You know, Abbie, the truth is if you sleep with them, then you have some leverage later down the line. I can use it against them. I can cry and say how they took advantage of a poor innocent young girl. It will get you many rewards if you play it right.” 

Abbie just stared at her. How could anyone ever believe that Kristina Swanson was a poor innocent young girl? It was just not possible.

“That is terrible, Kristina. How could you possibly go around sleeping with men, only to blackmail them later? That’s disgusting. I could never do that.” 

“You think there is someone out there that is going to fall in love with you forever? You are a dreamer, Abigail, and a foolish one at that.” 

“Isn’t there anyone that you like? I mean, isn’t there someone that you would want to spend your life with?” 

Kristina laughed, “living in the wilderness has made you naive, Abbie. I will help you out, though, because you are my cousin. I will set you up with one of the wealthy men in town, and soon you will see just how easy it is to maneuver what you want out of them.”

“I am not getting into bed with anyone unless I am in love with him. I couldn’t do that.” 

Kristina just laughed. “Well, get prepared because my mother has plans for you, just wait and see, before you know it, she will have you married off. There will be a big Christmas Party on Saturday. My mother has invited just about everyone. 

There will be bankers, lawyers, soldiers; everyone in our town will be crammed into our house. You will see what I mean about her having plans to use us to get what she wants.”

The day of the Christmas Party came quicker than Abbie expected, and she had nothing to wear to this function. 

Abbie always wore pants and shirts just like the soldier and owned only a couple of plain dresses that her grandmother had purchased when first arriving in Washington. She just wanted to lock herself into her room and not have to deal with this event of her Aunts. 

“There is nothing to worry about, Abbie, just watch what I do and follow suit. You will be just fine,” Kristina told her.

“I don’t have a dress, and what do I do? I don’t hang around men enough to initiate the small talk you say I need to do. All I have ever talked to men about are horses and guns. ” 

“Oh brother, you are just a mess. Come with me now.” Kristina grabbed Abbie’s hand and dragged her into her room. She pulled out several party dresses from her closet. Let’s try this one first. “

The first dress she chose was very revealing in the front, and Abbie felt naked in it. 

“I can’t wear this,” she thought as she tried hard to keep her breasts from falling out of it. 

Kristina pulled out a bright blue dress and told
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