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September 1899
(a little over one year since Restoring Hope ended)
Chogan divided up the corn and squash in the wagon as Gary Milton, a member from his tribe, spoke to the mercantile owner.
“You think having him here makes a difference?” Chogan asked Citlali, speaking in their native tongue.
Citlali glanced over at Gary who said something that made the owner laugh. Turning back to the squash, Citlali replied, “He manages a better price because he’s white. They trust their own kind more than us.”
Chogan’s jaw clenched. What did being white have to do with trust? He hated being in Bismarck. He’d wanted to stay closer to their tribe. At least the white people in their immediate area were friendly.
Citlali sighed. “You can’t let your emotions override good judgment. We are doing this for our tribe. Once we are done, we’ll go collect two good stallions. They’ll make good sires for our mares. We’ll have stronger horses.”
“Yes, I know.” And it was those better prices Gary was in the process of obtaining from the mercantile owner that would make the purchase of Harry’s prized horses possible. “Harry’s charging us more because we’re Indian.”
“You don’t know that,” Citlali argued.
“And you think having Gary here means we’ll get an honest price?”
“It’ll make a difference. Even a small one is worth the effort.”
Chogan bit back a reply. Why did Citlali have to remain unaffected by the reality around them?
Gary walked over to the wagon, looking as happy as a man could get. “I got him to raise the price on the crops,” he said in their language. “We will get those steeds without any problems.” Motioning to the store owner, he continued, “He wants the crops in the storehouse out back.”
“We’ll take them there,” Citlali told Gary.
Nodding, Gary returned to the owner.
Chogan picked up a bushel of corn and joined Citlali in carrying the crops to where they were directed, surprised that none of the white men felt it prudent to watch them. It must have been because Gary was with them. Gary was white, and even if he wore a deerskin tunic and moccasins, he was still welcomed because of his skin color. Citlali knew this and used it to their advantage. And that was why Citlali would one day be the chief. He understood how the world worked and utilized this knowledge to the benefit of the tribe.
Once he and Citlali finished the task, Gary collected the money and returned to the wagon that was practically empty. Chogan grudgingly admitted that Gary did a good job of haggling for a higher price. He only wished he or Citlali were able to do this.
Chogan got on his horse and waited for Citlali.
Once Citlali led his steed in front of Chogan and Gary, he said, “We’ll go to Harry’s farm and then home.”
Chogan waited for Citlali to head out before he followed. Gary, who drove the wagon, took up the rear of the small caravan they made. As they trotted down the busy district, Chogan half-heartedly noted his surroundings. Buildings, sidewalks, buggies, people, a familiar woman... He halted for a moment and turned his attention to her. But as quickly as he caught a glimpse of the pretty blond, she slipped into a bank and vanished. Just like that.
He looked at Gary and thought to ask if his sister was supposed to be in Bismarck, but then he decided against it. No. It wasn’t her. It was a figment of his imagination. A ghost from his past...and nothing more.
***
Julia Milton entered the bank, carrying the sewing kit under her arm. She spotted her aunt and her aunt’s brother sitting at the desk where they were setting up a bank account for her and Julia. Julia hesitated to join them since there were no other chairs at the desk where the bank employee talked to them.
“Julia?”
Startled, she turned to the familiar voice. Her eyes grew wide. “Ernest?” Of all people she expected to run into in Bismarck, he was the last one. “I thought you went to Fargo.”
Ernest Freeman closed the distance between them in the middle of the bank and smiled. “I was for several years, but then I got a job here.”
“Here? You mean at this bank?”
He nodded. “I’m the vice president.”
“Oh.” She couldn’t believe it. Shy, awkward Ernest Freeman really made something of himself. She noted his dark brown hair that was neatly combed, the spark in his light blue eyes, the confident smile on his lips, and the way he stood upright in his dark gray suit. Yes. Ernest did, indeed, make something of himself. “You look good.” Then she blushed, wondering if that came out wrong. “I mean, you look professional.”
“Thanks. You look good too. Of course, I always thought you were pretty.”
She was sure her face grew a darker shade of pink from the compliment. Nothing short of awkward could adequately describe this situation. They had once courted, and she’d turned down his proposal when he got the job in Fargo. At the time, she needed to stay with her aunt to help raise her little brother. Now, as she scanned the large bank, which he was the vice president of, she wondered if she should have said yes.
“Did you move here?” Ernest asked.
“Yes. My aunt and I did, actually.” She cleared her throat and motioned to where her aunt sat. “My brother married a Mandan woman and lives at her tribe. My aunt thought it would be nice if we could be nearby. He has a one-year-old girl. I think my aunt likes seeing her great-niece. She’s always had an attachment to babies and children.”
“Gary is old enough to be married?”
“He’s twenty-one.”
Ernest laughed. “I can’t believe it. Time’s sped by, hasn’t it? Last time I saw him, he was a boy. It’s been...what? Ten years? It doesn’t seem like it’s been that long.”
“It is hard to believe.” How much things had changed for Gary. Her brother, seven years younger than her, was no longer a child. Part of her missed that. He used to come to her to take care of his scrapes and bruises, but now he had his own family. While she... She glanced at her aunt. No. She wouldn’t think it. She had a good life.
“You moved here with your aunt?” Ernest asked. “Then I take it you never married?”
“No.” She experienced unease at the admission but pressed forward. “I’ve stayed with Aunt Erin and...” And what? Time passed? The seasons changed? Life continued on while she remained in one place?
“So now you two are moving here,” Ernest said. “Do you have any other family in the area, besides your brother?”
“My other aunt and uncle. Uncle Clarence is my aunt’s brother. He helped us buy a house.”
“Really? Where are you living?”
“7th street.”
“That’s not too far from where I am. I’m down on 3rd. You’re a couple of blocks away from me. It’ll be nice to see more of you.”
She wondered if he said that because it was one of those things people said without really meaning it. “I’m sure we’ll bump into each other from time to time.” Bismarck, after all, wasn’t that big. It was bigger than where she and her aunt came from but apparently not big enough to avoid an old suitor.
Her aunt and uncle finally left the desk, and she breathed a sigh of relief.
“Your aunt hasn’t aged a day,” Ernest commented with a slight chuckle.
“Yes. She grows old gracefully.”
Erin caught sight of Julia, patted her brother on the arm, thanked him, and went over to them. Her eyes grew wide and she let out a cheery, “Why, if my eyes don’t deceive me, it’s Ernest!”
Ernest nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I hear you’ve moved to town.”
“Yes. We’ve only been here for a week. We’re still settling in.” She clasped her hands in front of her waist and asked, “How have you been?”
“Good.”
Julia cleared her throat. “Yes. He’s the vice president.”
Her aunt’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, you don’t say! You’ve done your ma and pa proud, son.”
“Are they still in Fargo?” Julia asked. Last she heard, his parents decided to go with him.
“They remained there for awhile after I left and then bought a house down on 9th street,” he told Julia.
“He lives on 3rd,” Julia quickly filled in for him so Erin wouldn’t have to ask.
“Well, we must have you and your wife over some time,” Erin said. “It’d be nice to catch up on old times.”
Julia tensed, not sure she liked that idea. Running into him was one thing. Having him in her house was another. She wished her aunt wouldn’t take the ‘let’s be neighborly’ thing too far.
Ernest grinned ruefully. “I’d be happy to accept the offer, but I’m afraid it’ll just be me. I’m not married.”
Julia didn’t hide her surprise. Ernest had done a lot of changing from when she last saw him. He’d grown from the lanky schoolboy into a full-grown man with a great job, and no woman had snatched him up? What was wrong with the females in the area? What had been wrong with her?
Nothing. Nothing was wrong with me. I had duties. Responsibilities. I couldn’t leave Aunt Erin to take care of Gary all by herself while I ran off to Fargo.
But Gary wasn’t in the picture this time. She shifted from one foot to the other as she tried to recall why it hadn’t worked out between her and Ernest back then. Was it really because of Gary and her sense of duty to him? The years had passed and that time in her life almost seemed as if it was someone else’s past. She wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders.
Erin shook her head and asked, “You’re pulling my leg, Ernest. Surely, you have a woman. Are you courting?”
Ernest glanced Julia’s way before he returned his attention to her aunt. “Not yet.”
Julia’s throat grew dry. She was reading more into that look than she ought to. After all this time and the way she rejected his proposal, he couldn’t possibly consider her for courting.
“Well, we’d be delighted to have your company,” Erin said, most likely oblivious to Julia’s discomfort. “Give us another week to unpack and come by next Friday at six for supper.”
He smiled. “I’m looking forward to it.”
And so was Erin, if Julia accurately understood the thrilled expression on her face. Leave it to her aunt to be overly enthusiastic about everything. Julia nodded a polite good-bye to Ernest before she followed her aunt out of the bank.
She shouldn’t begrudge her aunt’s cheerful nature, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to see Ernest again. It was one thing to bump into him. That would limit their conversations to a few minutes. But a supper... That would be hours. What woman wanted a man she’d rejected to spend that much time in her house? It was due to be an awkward night, even if he didn’t seem to hold any ill will toward her.
“Wasn’t it nice to see a familiar face?” Erin asked as they strolled down the sidewalk.
“Your brother and his wife live here,” Julia replied.
“True, but they moved here as soon as they married, and that was a good thirty years ago. I hardly recognized him just now. But I remember Ernest. I always liked him.”
A smile tugged at Julia’s lips. “You like everyone.”
She seemed to think about it and finally nodded. “You have a point.”
They paused at the end of the sidewalk to wait for a horse and buggy to pass before they crossed the street. Once they reached the other sidewalk, her aunt put her hand on Julia’s arm.
“I want to send your brother a letter to let him know we’re here,” Erin explained. “Let’s stop by the post office.”
Seeing no reason to object, Julia traveled with her down the block until they reached the building and entered it. When she realized her aunt was writing about them going to the tribe, Julia clutched her arm. “No,” she whispered. “Have him and Woape come here.”
Erin frowned. “Why? It’s easier for us to travel than for them. They have a child to worry about.”
“I know, but...” That was all she needed. Two men from her past to deal with! She couldn’t go back to that tribe, not after the way things ended with Chogan. Didn’t her aunt realize how uncomfortable all of this was for her? First Ernest and now this? Scrambling for a good, solid reason, she said, “Bismarck is not that far, and they know the area better than we do.”
“I’ll ask what he prefers,” Erin relented and turned back to the piece of paper in front of her.
Julia knew that was as much as she could expect from her aunt, so she released her grip and sighed. Even if Gary asked for them to go there, she wouldn’t. The knot twisted in her gut. If she knew Ernest was going to be here, she wouldn’t have moved to Bismarck. She knew Chogan would be close by but figured as long as she never ventured to the Mandan tribe, she’d be fine. The world, it seemed, was way too small, and she had a nagging suspicion that parts of her past were going to return and demand she settle things once and for all.
~~********~~
Chogan picked up a few buffalo bones from the pile at the center of the lodge and took his knife so he could make his first fish hook. Fall was coming. He could feel the chill in the air, and he noticed the scent of autumn. The time for decision was fast approaching, and he was no closer to making it than the day Citlali came to him with the proposal.
He carved into the bone, careful to begin forming the hook. For the moment, things were quiet. Most of his family was outside, busy working and enjoying the sunny day. The hole in the ceiling of the earth lodge allowed enough sunlight to come inside and light the place, but he sat further from it. Across the round dwelling, his grandmother worked on her next earthen pot. Of all the people in his family, he liked his grandmother the most because she understood when he needed time alone to think.
Chogan wasn’t like Citlali. For Citlali, the decision was easy. Whatever was best for the tribe was what needed to be done. There was no question of whether or not he wanted to do it. Maybe last year, Chogan would have found the answer easy as well. But then he met Julia and it changed the way he looked at things.
The knife went too deep into the bone and cracked it. Chogan muttered an admonishment for his carelessness and chucked the bone to the side. He selected another one and began working on it.
It’d been a year since Julia left. He hadn’t seen her or heard from her. Why couldn’t he let the past go? He wasn’t a youth, but he was acting like one. Heartbreak was for boys, not grown men. Maybe he had trouble forgetting her because every time he saw her brother, he saw the same golden hair that she had.
The sound of footsteps along the dirt floor made him look up from the rug where he sat. “Achai? Did you come to gloat?”
His good friend gave a slight grin but shrugged. “Don’t tell me a simple game of chunkey has you hiding in here like a woman.”
Chogan rolled his eyes but refrained from answering. As he leaned to retrieve another bone, his black hair fell over his shoulder. He sat up and threw the bone at his friend. “I don’t run off and hide. I’m making fish hooks. We need them.”
Achai sat across from him and selected a knife so that he could cut into his bone. “You’re hiding.”
“No, I’m not.”
“Maybe not from me, but you’re avoiding Citlali, aren’t you?”
Chogan glanced at his grandmother who seemed oblivious to their conversation. It was only her ability to keep quiet about all matters that allowed Chogan to give his admission. “Citlali knows nothing of love. Your sister was right when she said that love matters more than blood lines.”
“Woape said that because she didn’t want to marry Citlali, and even knowing she didn’t love him, he was still willing to marry her. It dishonored him when she ran away,” Achai softly admitted.
“He wasn’t dishonored. A man who can’t feel can’t be dishonored.”
“Regardless, you’re thirty. You’re still young enough to marry and have children. I think it’s been long enough since your wife died. It’s time to seek another one, and Citlali made a good suggestion.”
Chogan cringed. “I will not marry Sarita. I don’t care what Citlali says.” Citlali might have a prominent place in the tribe, but he wasn’t going to dictate who Chogan married. “Not marrying is better than marrying the wrong woman.”
Achai shook his head, and Chogan couldn’t tell if his friend was frustrated or amused.
“You will have to have more children to make up for those I will not have,” Chogan finally said.
“Is there no woman who appeals to you?”
“No.”
“You’ve changed,” Achai commented, finishing the sharp end of his hook. “You used to think that having children was the most important thing we could do.”
Chogan shrugged and placed his fish hook in the basket next to him. He picked up another bone and worked on it.
Achai stood and placed his hook in the basket. “Citlali wants an answer about Sarita by the end of next month.”
Without looking up at his friend, Chogan said, “Tell him the answer is no.”
“He’ll say to go on a fast and seek guidance on it.”
“I don’t need anyone or anything to tell me what is best for me.”
Achai shrugged and left the lodge.
Chogan formed the hook of the bone, noting his frustrated movements would make him break this one too if he wasn’t careful. He took a deep breath to settle his nerves.
“Citlali means well, but his age works against him.”
Surprised, Chogan looked over at his grandmother who painted the pot in her lap. “He’ll be the next chief.”
“Perhaps” she said. “But he has much growing up to do. When he marries, he’ll learn.”
Chogan’s immediate thought was to remind her that Citlali was perfect and didn’t have anything to learn, but he decided against the joke, though a smile tugged at his lips.
“Our ways will not last forever, Chogan.”
His smile departed at her somber words.
She sighed and turned her gaze to him. “The white man takes our land, and no matter how much we give, he is not happy. Some are friendly; others not. But peace is our way, so we’ve mingled with them and have brought some into our tribe.”
“Like Gary.”
She nodded. “Citlali is fighting a losing battle. Our numbers are too low and the white man’s too great. When I was younger, I was hopeful. Now that I’m older, I can see how things are going.”
“I’m afraid you’re right.”
He stared at the half-completed fish hook in his hand and thought about the smallpox epidemic that struck their tribe a little over sixty years ago. It wiped out so much of their population, and they had yet to recover. Sadly, he was beginning to believe they never would. His grandmother lost her parents during that outbreak. This time when he cut into the hook, he was slow and deliberate. His grandmother was right, and he supposed it was time he started listening to her.
While she retired to her room, he sighed. It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried to have children with his wife, but after two miscarriages and a stillbirth, they gave up. There were some things no one could control, and maybe his grandmother was right: it would take Citlali time to learn that simple lesson. He hoped Citlali would learn it sooner rather than later.
But if Citlali thought Chogan was going to confine himself to another mediocre marriage, he had another thing coming. Yes, he’d loved his first wife well enough, but she didn’t have that fire in her eyes like Julia did. No, he thought as he finished the fish hook. If he couldn’t have Julia, he didn’t want anyone. And since Julia wasn’t here, that meant he’d spend the rest of his life alone.
***
Julia set her brush down and leaned back in the chair in front of her small dresser. It was already Friday, and Ernest would show up in an hour. She wished she had somewhere to disappear to for the next three hours. Turning her blue eyes to the mirror above her dresser, she wondered if her apprehension showed.
Relax, Julia. Just because he’s coming to supper, it doesn’t mean anything more will come of it.
The reminder eased the knots in her stomach...but only a little bit. She tapped her fingers along the warm brush handle before she brought it back to her long hair. She’d already brushed it enough, so she forced herself to put the brush back down and grabbed the pins. She twisted her hair into her usual style, a loose bun at the nape of her neck, and inserted the first pin. She had no reason to dress up. This wasn’t a romantic event.
The door from downstairs opened and shut. “Julia?”
“Upstairs,” Julia called out, noting the excitement in her aunt’s steps. Apparently, the trip to the post office yielded good results.
For a fifty-two-year-old woman, her aunt moved with amazing grace up the steps. Erin’s face was flushed and her smile couldn’t be wider. “Gary sent a response.”
Julia stood up, forgetting the pins in her hand or the bun she was making. She went over to her aunt and looked at the missive in her hands. “What did he say?”
Her aunt chuckled. “See for yourself.”
Julia accepted the paper and read through the brief note. In his familiar sloppy script, he wrote that he was due to come into Bismarck to sell more crops on Wednesday and would stop by to arrange for them to see his family.
“Do you think they’ll want to come here?” Julia asked, wishing her brother had specified that detail.
Erin shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll find out on Wednesday.”
“Do you think he’ll come alone?”
“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”
She groaned. Ever since she could remember, her brother was annoyingly vague on everything.
Erin clucked her tongue. “After all we’ve been through, you’re not going to give Gary a hard time, are you?”
“Of course not.” She handed the letter to her aunt. “I wish he was more specific, that’s all.”
Her aunt gave her a sympathetic smile. “I don’t suppose he’ll ever ramble on with details, though I wish he said what time he’d come by.”
Julia returned to the dresser and pulled her hair back up. “Oh well. That’s scatterbrained Gary for you. He doesn’t think we have anything more important to do than wait for him to show up.” Though she gave the admonition, her voice was laced with humor.
“Even so, it’ll be good to see him again.” Erin folded the letter. “I’m going to check on the roast.”
Julia slipped a couple of pins into her hair. “I set out the pie and salad while you were out.”
By the time she finished putting the broach on her dress, her hands trembled. Irritated, she shook them. Just because Ernest was coming, it didn’t mean she had to be nervous. He’d come for supper, they’d probably sit and talk for a good half hour in the parlor, and then he’d go home. Erin would be satisfied that she caught up on old times and that would be it. Minus the occasional seeing him in town, Julia didn’t have anything to worry about.
She repeated these things to herself as she helped her aunt get ready for their guest, but when the doorbell chimed, the butterflies in her stomach began their crazy fluttering all over again.
It’s just Ernest. It’s just Ernest.
It wasn’t like Chogan was coming. That would have been worse.
“I’ll get it,” Erin called out as she left the kitchen. She took off her apron and draped it over the chair in the corner of the room. “You finish setting the table.”
Julia nodded and resumed her task, glad she’d already placed the china down. Utensils were a safer bet at this stage in the game. She couldn’t break those if she got clumsy. As she placed the last fork by the plate that was designated for him, she took a deep breath.
It’s just Ernest. It’s just Ernest.
Her aunt called out a greeting to Ernest, and Julia knew she had to go join her. Her steps were surprisingly steady as she made her way forward. She entered the entryway in time to see her aunt place his coat and hat in the closet by the door.
“By the feel of it, we’ll have our first snowfall soon,” Erin commented.
“Yes,” Ernest agreed.
Julia waited in silence and watched them. Neither one had noticed her standing in the parlor doorway. She took the brief reprieve to take a deep breath and slowly exhale. Her muscles relaxed, but only slightly.
They turned and saw her at the same time, so she said, “Hello, Ernest. How was your day?”
His smile grew wide. “Very well. And yours?”
“Good. My brother sent a letter. We’ll see him on Wednesday.”
“Let him know he’s welcome to stop by the bank and say hello if he has the time. I’d like to see how he turned out.”
“I doubt you’d recognize him.”
Her aunt chuckled. “That’s the truth of it. He’s changed. But then, so have you.”
They stood there for a moment, each one glancing at the other.
After a good thirty seconds, Erin clapped her hands. “We should eat.”
“Yes,” Julia quickly added. “The roast is done and will get cold if we linger here for too long.” She turned, glad for the reprieve from Ernest’s intense stare.
While her aunt made sure Ernest was comfortable in the dining room, Julia grabbed the salad bowl and brought it out to the table. The next few minutes were filled with the activity of setting the food and drinks out. When they were seated, more pleasantries were exchanged as Ernest complimented their cooking and they replied with the expected ‘thank you’.
Then the topics ranged from what the people back in their old town were up to, how his parents were doing, and how he liked working at the bank. It was mildly entertaining at best, which was why Julia had a hard time focusing on it. Her aunt, more of the talker, rambled in her usual fashion and seemed unaware that, had it not been for her, the entire dinner might have continued on in an uncomfortable silence.
Since Ernest sat across from her aunt and Julia sat between them, she was spared any direct eye contact with him. She still didn’t know what she was supposed to say or how to act. For the most part, she focused on her food and kept her mouth full because as long as she did that, she wasn’t expected to jump into the conversation.
But then the meal was over and they adjourned to the parlor, so she knew the time to participate in the discussion had come. She sat in a chair by the window. Her aunt sat in the other chair, leaving Ernest directly across from Julia on the small couch.
He offered her a smile, so she returned it before she glanced at the dark street where a lone rider on a horse trotted by. “Night’s getting longer,” she stated, aware the observation was unnecessary.
“Soon it’ll be time to celebrate Christmas,” her aunt replied. “I do hope Gary brings Woape and Penelope over for a visit.” She looked at Ernest. “Penelope is their daughter.”
“So Gary lives with the Indians? What tribe did you say he married into?” He directed the question to Julia.
“Mandan.” Julia shifted in her seat.
“Does he enjoy it there?”
She shrugged. “I suppose. He hasn’t left. Once he became an adult, he was running all over the place trying to find out where he fit into this world. It looks like he found it.”
Her aunt let out a contented sigh. “Yes. He’s settled down, and it’s done him a lot of good. A man needs a good woman to make a home with.”
“I won’t argue with that statement,” Ernest said, turning his gaze to Julia.
Heat rose up to Julia’s neck and face. There seemed to be a silent message for her in his eyes, and she didn’t know if it pleased her or not. When he directed his gaze back to her aunt, Julia took a good look at him. From what she could tell, he was very much the same man she knew in Sykeston. His outward appearance seemed to be the only thing that changed. She couldn’t find a single offensive thing about him, and this time she had no brother to care for. Perhaps there was a second chance possible for them. She should at least consider it if he brought it up.
After all, did she want to spend the rest of her life living with her aunt when she could have a husband and children? When she last saw Chogan, she assumed that her course had been set, and she’d settled into a peace about being an old maid. But what if she didn’t have to settle for it? What if childhood dreams could be resurrected?
She considered the future she would share with Ernest. It would be a pleasant one, she was sure. He’d be a kind and considerate husband. She could live very well off his salary. He was established and would provide their children a good home. When Ernest glanced back at her, she lowered her eyes. She knew she was blushing, but she hoped he didn’t notice.
After a good twenty minutes of listening to her aunt explain the time she and Julia had spent at the Mandan tribe, the clocked chimed.
“It sounds like you had quite the adventure,” Ernest told her aunt as he straightened. “I hate to end a wonderful evening, but I must get up early tomorrow for a meeting.”
“I didn’t realize I rambled for so long,” her aunt replied with a chuckle. “Well, you know me. Get me started and I don’t stop.”
“I enjoyed listening to you,” Ernest assured her. “I might live near the Mandans, but I admit my knowledge of them is limited.”
“They are a lovely people, aren’t they, Julia?”
Surprised that she was suddenly the focus of the conversation, Julia cleared her throat and said, “Yes, they are.”
Her aunt stood and went to retrieve Ernest’s hat and coat by the doorway. “I hope you won’t be a stranger.”
He waited for Julia to stand and walked beside her as she approached her aunt. Being near him felt as comfortable as she remembered. It’d always been nice to be around him. So much was the same that she found it hard to believe there had been any passage of time. The only thing different was that they were older.
Ernest slipped his coat and hat on and smiled at them. “I hope to see you again.”
Even as he looked at Erin and Julia, Julia wondered if he directed the statement to her. “I’m sure we’ll cross paths again,” Julia replied.
“I look forward to it.” He tipped his hat and left.
Erin shut the door behind her and gave her a knowing grin. “That boy never stopped loving you.”
Julia didn’t know how many times in one night she could feel her face flush, but she was sure this was a new record. “He was being polite.”
Even as Julia said it, she suspected her aunt was right. But nothing had to be decided tonight. She had time to think through her swirling emotions. Giving the matter no more thought for the night, she joined her aunt in washing the dishes.
~~********~~
For the hundredth time, Chogan wondered if he was making a mistake. He’d opted to go into Bismarck to trade the furs even though he wasn’t needed. This time Citlali wanted guns.
“They’re more efficient than bows and arrows,” Citlali had said before they left the tribe that Wednesday morning.
It was on the tip of Chogan’s tongue to ask why Citlali felt the need to take so much of the white man’s world when he still insisted that Chogan marry Sarita in order to produce more full-blooded Mandans. Either they were going to remain authentic to their heritage or blend fully into the white man’s world. Citlali seemed to think a compromise would be reached, but the more Chogan listened to the younger man, the larger the blur between their world and the white man’s world grew. The gradual progression pointed to the inevitable. The day would come when the last full-blooded Mandan would die, and though that day wasn’t soon, Chogan couldn’t deny the reality of it.
Chogan wrapped the robe of buffalo fur tighter around himself. He didn’t care to enter the store. Instead, he stood outside with his friend and watched Gary and Citlali talk to the owner.
Achai shook his head. “Before we know it, Citlali will want us to wear the white man’s clothes,” he said in their native language.
“If he likes this place so much, why doesn’t he move here?” Chogan muttered.
“If you hate this place so much, why did you insist on coming?”
He shot his friend a stern look. “I’m not amused.”
Achai grinned. “You need to go to her. I’m tired of watching you spend all your days brooding.”
“I haven’t been brooding.”
“No? I can’t remember the last time you smiled, and God forbid you should laugh.”
“I’m not that bad,” Chogan argued, realizing that even as he denied it, the way he crossed his arms and glowered at his friend proved otherwise.
Achai rolled his eyes but didn’t comment.
Citlali and Gary thanked the store owner and rolled the guns and bullets into the hides. Chogan straightened. This was it. Next Gary would see his aunt and sister.
“I hope you manage a pleasant attitude with Julia,” Achai said. “If you give her the same ominous look you’re giving me, she just might run from you.”
As much as Chogan hated to admit it, his friend was right. Uncrossing his arms, he shook his limbs to force the tension from his muscles.
“That’s better,” Achai said.
Citlali and Gary left the store and went over to Achai and Chogan.
“Now when we hunt buffalo, we’ll do better,” Citlali announced, obviously proud of their new weapons.
Knowing the question wouldn’t please Citlali, Chogan directed his gaze to Gary and asked, “Will you go to your aunt and sister’s now?”
Gary nodded. “I better. If I don’t, they’ll probably track me down at the tribe.” With a grin, he added, “Now that Julia knows how to use a bow and arrow, I don’t want to risk upsetting her.”
Immediately, the memory of the days he and Julia spent hunting rabbits came to Chogan’s mind, and he felt a smile tug at his lips. Those had been, perhaps, the best moments he’d ever shared with another person. As soon as the wave of pleasure washed over him, the reminder of her refusal to marry him came crashing down on him. But she hadn’t rejected him. She made the offer for him to make the move into her world—the white man’s world—so they could be together.
He hadn’t been ready to leave his tribe. Glancing at the men who walked by with their hats, suits and coats, he wondered if he was ready now. Could he ever leave his people, his heritage, even if it meant he could be with her? He thought her world had stifled her. Its restraints had pressed her in on all sides. She had the inner fire that he couldn’t imagine this world accepted from a woman. She had been honored for shooting a Sioux with an arrow when the tribe was attacked, but would she receive such honor here? Or would the men condemn her for her act of bravery?
Chogan returned his attention to Gary. “I will go with you.”
Gary nodded.
Achai leaned forward, whispered, “Remember to smile so you don’t scare her off,” and joined Citlali at the wagon they would take back to the tribe.
Chogan mounted his steed and waited for Gary to lead the way through the busy streets of Bismarck. He scanned the buildings and wondered why these people didn’t feel restricted. They went about their business, seeming to be content with their imprisonment. He didn’t know if he could do it—make the switch to living here. He was used to the open land; there was a sense of freedom in it. Didn’t Julia miss that?
A young boy darted in front of his horse, so Chogan pulled back on the reins and waited until the boy was safely back with his mother on the sidewalk before he directed the steed to continue. As he passed them, he heard the mother whisper something about staying away from the savage. Skin bristling, Chogan’s head snapped in the woman’s direction. Her eyes grew wide before she clutched her child’s hand and scurried off down the sidewalk.
“Ignore it,” Gary said.
“That’s easy for you to say. You’re white,” Chogan bitterly replied.
“I put up with it too. They just call me different names.”
Chogan couldn’t argue with that statement, and there was no doubt Gary’s daughter would have a rough time of it when she grew up if she chose to associate with the white man’s world. They’d label her a half-breed. “Doesn’t it bother you?”
Gary shrugged. “I figure it’s their problem. Not mine.”
If only such thinking came as easily to me, Chogan thought. Why couldn’t the white people be as welcoming as the tribes in the area were? No. He couldn’t live here. The only thing he could do was ask Julia to come with him and hope she’d say yes.
***
Millicent Edwards leaned forward in the parlor chair and giggled into her handkerchief.
Julia gave a polite smile, wondering what it was, exactly, that her cousin found so amusing about a rip in her petticoat.
As if Millicent understood Julia’s confusion, she said, “I know no one can see my petticoats, but I’d die of embarrassment if I left the house in such a morbid condition.”
“Did you know that Indian women don’t wear petticoats?”
Millicent’s eyes grew wide. “I never thought about it, but they do dress differently from us. Oh, they must feel naked.”
Julia set the cup on the table next to her chair. “I don’t think so. They never wore them before. My brother’s wife said her deerskin dress and moccasins were more comfortable.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“Neither would I. I’ve never worn those clothes either.”
Millicent sighed and spread out the skirt of her dress. “Well, I feel much better now that I changed into a good petticoat. I’ll have to mend the other one later.”
“I should get home,” Julia replied, standing up. “Gary is due to stop by sometime today, and knowing how he times things, it’s likely to be right about now.”
“Oh! How delightful. I’ve never met him.”
Julia forced a smile. Millicent loved the word “oh” a little too much. “You’re welcome to join me. I’m sure Aunt Erin would like to have you over again.”
“She is a lovely aunt, is she not?”
“She is.”
Millicent stood and led Julia to the coat tree by the front door. “I wish we had grown up together. We could have been great friends. Oh well. Nothing can be done about that now, can it? But here we are, and there’s no reason why we can’t make up for lost time!”
“You’re right.”
Julia wrapped her shawl around her shoulders and put her bonnet on. She wished she had brought her coat. When she went to Uncle Clarence and Aunt Annabel’s house to drop off a vase, she didn’t expect to get delayed by having tea with their daughter. Now the temperature was dropping in the late afternoon.
“I’ll make it a quick visit,” Millicent said as she slipped on her coat and hat. “I do want to be back when Mother and Father return.”
Julia nodded and waited for Millicent to check her reflection in the oval mirror in the entryway before she opened the door. “You have a good hour.”
Millicent passed her, patted her shoulder and said, “I know, but I do love Aunt Erin’s stories. I hope I don’t lose track of time.”
Julia shut the door behind them and went down the steps. “You make Aunt Erin’s day when you come over. She enjoys anyone who’ll listen to her.”
“Oh, but you listen, don’t you?”
“She tells the same stories over and over. After awhile, my mind wanders,” Julia admitted.
She giggled. “I suppose that’s because you’ve known her for most of your life. There’s not much else you can learn.”
“You’re probably right.”
As they walked down the sidewalk, Julia shivered and wrapped the shawl tighter around her shoulders. Next time she went out, she’d be sure to grab her coat. Apparently, it was going to be an early winter this year.
“Christmas is only a couple of months away, and this year we’ll celebrate it together,” Millicent excitedly stated. “Do you think Aunt Erin or my parents will want to entertain?”
Barely noting the people they passed, Julia shrugged. “That depends on who’s more eager to do all the cooking.”
Secretly, Julia hoped it would be Millicent’s parents. She didn’t realize what a recluse she’d become until she had spent that time looking for her brother and his wife. She glanced around for a view of the open land, but buildings stood all around her. She knew what was out there. Open land that spanned for miles in every direction. It was easy to forget that when she lived in town. She didn’t think she’d miss that time in her life as much as she did, but this was where she belonged. Her home was with her aunt, and they enjoyed peace and quiet. Glancing at Millicent who continued to ramble on about Christmas decorations and cooking a turkey, Julia decided she’d much rather go to Millicent’s home and leave when she was ready instead of having to entertain them in her home until they decided to leave.
Julia wondered if that made her a bad person. Shouldn’t she be eager to entertain guests? And it wasn’t like Millicent and her parents were just guests. They were relatives. She sighed. Maybe her brother was right. Maybe she was too standoffish for anyone to get to know. But she liked her space. She liked the quiet. Aunt Erin often commented on how pleasant it was to wind down at the end of a busy day. Yes, but everyone likes Erin...
They turned the block onto the street where she lived, and she noted the horses in front of her house. She smiled at Millicent. “You wanted to meet Gary? You came at the right time.”
Millicent stopped her talk of Christmas candy and clapped her hands. “Oh, how wonderful! I do so want to meet another cousin.”
It was then that Julia wondered if Millicent wanted to talk to her because she was Julia or because she was a cousin. Shaking the thought away, she focused her attention forward. She wondered why there were two horses. Perhaps Gary came with Woape? The thought sped up her step. She did want to see her sister-in-law and niece again.
“You might get to meet more than your cousin,” Julia said, unable to hide the trace of anticipation in her voice. “I think he brought his wife and daughter out.”
She paused for a moment and then smiled. “That would be lovely too.”
Julia frowned at the hesitation in her cousin’s voice. She knew it wasn’t in line with Millicent’s otherwise joyful nature, but she couldn’t quite grasp what the pause meant or how to interpret it. Finally, she ventured to ask, “Do you really want to come into the house? Perhaps you might like to go back.”
Millicent’s eyes grew wide, even as her cheeks turned a bright shade of red. “Oh, I do. I mean, Gary is your brother.”
“Right,” she slowly said, still unsure of what to make of the younger woman’s slight giggle and quick aversion of the eyes.
Yes, something wasn’t right, but she knew better than to press the issue. With a shrug, she led the way up the steps to the porch. She turned the knob and stepped over the threshold. From her vantage point, she saw her aunt stop talking to the others in the parlor who were obscured from her view. She waved to her aunt before she motioned for Millicent to follow her into the house. Her cousin’s brows furrowed for a second, and then, in the next instant, the curious expression was gone as she obeyed.
Julia took her shawl off and hung it on the coat tree. “Should I take your coat?”
Millicent gripped the top of her coat tightly around her neck. “No. Oh, I mean that I’ll be leaving soon. Very soon. I just want to say a quick hello.”
Julia’s gaze darted to her aunt whose expression seemed to ask what was wrong with Millicent. Julia waited until Millicent wasn’t looking at her before she rolled her eyes and shook her head. Then she turned to take off her bonnet and hung it over her shawl.
Gary peered around the doorway and smiled. “And here I thought you were going to avoid me,” he told Julia.
“If you had stated a time we could expect your arrival, then I would have been here,” she retorted in a playful tone.
“You must be Gary,” Millicent said, stepping forward. Glancing between him and Julia, she added, “You look a lot alike.”
“Yes. He gets his good looks from me,” Julia joked. She gently took her cousin by the arm and led her into the parlor. “You might as well meet everyone.”
She turned, expecting to see Woape and a little girl, but her gaze fell on Chogan and she didn’t have time to fight the smile that crossed her face or the speeding up of her heart. Heat rose to her face, and the year that had passed seemed to melt away. It had seemed like yesterday when he was teaching her to hunt for rabbits, and her elbows still tingled from the way his hands felt on them as he steadied her aim with the bow. She blinked and was immediately back in the parlor.
She hadn’t seen Chogan in his full Mandan dress before. Yes, he’d worn a deerskin tunic and shirt. But it’d been summer then, and they’d been traveling along the prairie. This was how he truly was. He stood taller than she remembered, or maybe it was the headdress full of multicolored feathers that gave her that impression. His black hair was parted so that two sections of his hair hung down each side of his face and the middle part hung to his nose, curling at the end. The rest of his hair was pulled behind him, but since it was under his robe, she couldn’t tell how long it was.
He was smiling at her, and for a moment, it was as if no one else was in the room. It was the same smile he gave her when there was nothing but them and the open land. Erin was always nearby, but she never kept in hearing distance. She seemed to be content to glance their way from time to time. So in a sense, it was just the two of them.
“Gary and Chogan, this is Millicent Edwards.”
Julia turned her attention to her aunt who made the introductions.
“Millicent is my brother’s daughter,” Erin told Chogan.
Chogan nodded at Millicent who inched closer to Julia. It was then that Julia understood Millicent’s unease, and she had to choke back a chuckle. She supposed with Chogan in his full Mandan attire he looked rather imposing, but since she’d known him already, she knew there was nothing to fear.
“It’s alright,” she softly assured Millicent. “He won’t hurt you.”
“Julia speaks truth,” Chogan added with a trace of mirth in his eyes. “When Julia and I meet, she...what is word?”
“Threaten,” Erin filled in.
“Yes, she threaten me with knife,” he said.
“And what a sight that was,” Erin added. “Why, anyone could tell she had no chance against him since he’s much stronger than her.”
Millicent turned her wide eyes in Julia’s direction. “You held a knife to him?”
Julia shrugged. “It was all I had.”
“And she saved my wife by shooting a Sioux,” Gary told Millicent.
Julia noted the proud tone in Gary’s voice and smiled with pleasure. It was the first time she could remember him speaking so well of her. This time when her cheeks warmed it was for an altogether different reason. Her eyes met Gary’s and he smiled, not because he was trying to appease her but because he meant it.
A knock came at the door, and Erin excused herself so she could answer it.
“You shot a Sioux?” Millicent asked Julia.
“Chogan taught me how to shoot a bow and arrow, and I saw no reason to let the lessons go to waste,” Julia replied, feeling a little embarrassed by the group looking at her with admiration.
“I wish I saw it,” Chogan replied.
Gary nodded. “Woape said it was an impressive sight. Julia earned a feather for that.”
“Oh?” Millicent looked from Gary to Chogan and then to Julia. “Oh. Why, your life certainly has been interesting, hasn’t it?”
Julia didn’t see it that way, but she considered from a twenty-year-old’s perspective, she had. Millicent would likely accomplish more by the time she turned twenty-eight.
A familiar voice came from the entryway, so Julia peered around her cousin. Her breath caught in her throat as her gaze darted to Chogan. For the third time in ten minutes, Julia’s face flushed, and this time it wasn’t for a good reason. The timing couldn’t be worse, and she didn’t even feel like seeing Ernest.
She stood there, in a mixture of shock and horror, as Ernest entered the parlor, greeted her in a much-too-friendly tone, and stopped right by her side as if they belonged together. She shot a frantic look in Chogan’s direction and noted the narrowing of his eyes before Ernest spoke up.
“Gary? My goodness you’ve changed. You even got a new look.” He laughed and shook Gary’s hand. “Who’d have ever thought you would live with the Indians?”
“Well, he married a lovely Mandan girl,” Erin said, seeming to be unaware of the tension in the room.
But Julia felt it, and she didn’t know what to do about it.
As Erin made more introductions, Julia tried to blend into the background as much as she could. This wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all. Chogan refused to look in her direction, and Ernest continued to stand too close to her. She shifted away from him but bumped into Millicent. Great. She was sufficiently trapped.
“We better go back,” Chogan told Gary.
“What?” Julia asked.
“You’re right,” Gary agreed. “We’ve already been here longer than we should have been. Citlali will wonder where we are.”
“But-” Julia began, flustered.
No one seemed to hear her over the sudden commotion of good-byes and promises from Gary to arrange a day for Erin and Julia to see Woape and Penelope. Julia wanted to get Chogan’s attention again. If she could get him alone and explain the situation with Ernest, then perhaps he wouldn’t feel the need to run off.
But Gary and Chogan were out the door before she could put more than two words together. She blinked. It all happened so fast. She wasn’t even sure what happened. Things seemed to be going smoothly, and then it was all one big blur. She glanced between a relieved looking Millicent and a smiling Ernest.
Her aunt shut the front door. “That was certainly a nice visit. It’s too bad you missed most of it,” she told Julia. “Gary wanted to stay until you returned. Isn’t that good?”
Julia understood the meaning under the question and nodded to appease her aunt. Yes, it was thoughtful of Gary to linger as long as he did, but if she could have had a moment to speak with Chogan alone or if Ernest hadn’t shown up, then things would’ve gone much better. Chogan assumed that she was letting Ernest call on her. He had to assume it. She would if the roles were reversed and she saw a woman standing close to him.
Her aunt, ever the gracious hostess, invited Millicent and Ernest to stay for awhile, and Julia knew she was in for a long afternoon. Well, she’d have to find a way to straighten things out with Chogan. Right now, there was nothing to do about it. Maybe that was good. She needed time. Time to think over her words and what she’d tell Chogan when she did see him again.
~~********~~
Another round of giggles that could only be interpreted as cackling erupted from the garden close to the river. Chogan shuddered and hurried along the cornstalks that the women in the garden were harvesting. He hoped Sarita wouldn’t see him. He should never have strayed so far from his clan, especially not in this direction. But the stag had drifted off in that direction, and he didn’t want to miss the opportunity to get such a prized animal. With its rich brown coat, it would make good clothes, and with its size, it would provide meat for his lodge and for his in-laws.
Even if his wife was no longer alive, he provided for her lodge when he caught a sizable animal. It wasn’t something he did because he was expected to, but he felt as if they were his second family and just because he moved back to his parents’ lodge after her death, it didn’t erase the bond he’d developed with them.
Lost in his thoughts of the past, he didn’t see Achai until he almost ran into him.
Achai sighed and motioned to the large deer on the travois Chogan pulled behind him. “I see you got lucky.”
“Luck has nothing to do with it when you know what you’re doing.” Even if he wasn’t in the best of moods, Chogan couldn’t miss the opportunity to give his friend a hard time.
Achai rolled his eyes. “It must be all the fasting you do. It brings good luck your way.”
“I don’t fast to sway fortune my way.”
He did it to be left alone. No one ever questioned a man who wished to go away from the village so he could fast, and Chogan found it a good respite from everything. He just wished that he could erase Julia from his mind.
Chogan stepped forward, thinking Achai would go the other way and find his own game, but Achai joined him.
“I thought I should warn you that Citlali’s been asking where you are,” Achai said.
He grimaced but didn’t slow his pace lest Sarita or one of the women in her family see him and call out to him. It seemed to him that Sarita and Citlali had the same goal. “If he wants to see Sarita married, then why doesn’t he marry her?”
“Because his family already made their own arrangements.”
“Too bad Sarita isn’t Onawa’s sister. Then he could marry them both and be done with it.”
“You’re one of the few single men here. You should know that makes you an easy target.”
“Yes. I feel very much like this poor stag.”
Achai grinned. “If the deer makes you uneasy, I’d be happy to take him off your hands.”
“Oh? And what honor would there be in that? A man earns his own way. He doesn’t rely on others to do it for him.”
He shrugged. “I was only trying to help a friend. You could simply run off on another fast while I take the food back. You know Citlali’s going to be lurking near your lodge when you get there.”
“I know better than to make such a deal with you,” Chogan said, and despite his firm tone, a smile hinted on his lips. “You go and get your own game. Make your wife and children proud to have you in their lodge.”
With a whimsical look, Achai lifted his bow and arrow and headed off.
As much as Chogan hated the thought of seeing Citlali, he pressed forward. He silently cursed his luck for having been born in the same clan that Citlali had been born into, for that made Citlali his leader. Maybe he wasn’t the official leader, but the people regarded him in high esteem. One day Citlali would find his way to chief, but for now his influence was limited, though that didn’t spare Chogan the younger man’s harassment.
Chogan caught sight of Citlali and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that Citlali was in a conversation with an elderly man known for rambling. That ought to keep Citlali off his hands for a good while. He let go of the travois and entered the lodge where his mother and grandmother were cutting some squash. Several young girls sat around one of his aunts who was teaching them how to weave beads into a dress.
His mother glanced up with a question in her eyes.
“You might want to call in the others from the garden. I got a strong deer.” He motioned to the entrance.
Chogan’s aunt and the girls dropped their things to follow him and his mother outside. His mother shrieked with delight. “How did you find something this magnificent so close to the village?”
Chogan smiled as his mother and the others hovered around the stag. “Fortune was with me today.”
“The spirits look favorably upon you,” she replied, running her hand along the animal’s body. “This will make fine clothing.”
“That’s what I thought when I saw it.”
“I’ll get the others to help,” his aunt excitedly said as she went to find the other members of their lodge.
“I want to give a portion to Meriwa’s family.”
His mother furrowed her brows. “Why not give it to Sarita as a gift?”
“I always give a portion of my hunt to Meriwa’s lodge.”
“But they don’t expect it.”
His expression darkened. “I don’t want to marry Sarita.”
With a heavy sigh, his mother led him away from the children. “You are still young. I have allowed for time to pass since your wife’s death, but it’s time to think of marrying again. Citlali and—”
“Citlali needs to stay out of my business,” he snapped.
“He didn’t come alone. Hache-Hi came as well.”
So Citlali had sought the assistance of the leader of their clan. Chogan closed his eyes and took a deep breath to calm his anxiety.
“If Sarita does not please you, then there must be another one you could marry,” his mother suggested. “I agree that you should marry, but I believe the choice of which woman you marry should be yours.”
“And if I don’t want to marry anyone in the tribe?”
“It would be preferable to have a Mandan wife. You really don’t want any of them? There are more women than men, so I don’t understand why you can’t find one to your liking.”
“I’ve been married before.”
“So?”
“So I understand that marriage is more than having children. I don’t want to be married to someone else who’ll—” He stopped himself before he said ‘make me miserable’. It wasn’t fair to Meriwa’s memory to say something like that.
“You could have divorced her,” his mother softly admonished. “It would’ve been a simple thing to leave her lodge.”
“With her as sick as she was?”
“Not all the women here are weak. Many are strong and capable.” She paused and tilted her head, studying his face. “Unless...”
“Unless?”
“You harbor feelings for the white woman? Gary’s sister?”
“She’s with a white man,” he bitterly replied. “She has no use for me.” He wished he could erase the memory of that white man’s smug look. Chogan didn’t have to be knocked over the head to interpret the man’s claim on what he considered to be his territory.
“Then pick another woman. One who is available,” his mother pressed. “You may even choose one from another tribe.”
He grimaced. He didn’t want a woman from his tribe, nor did he care for one from the two neighboring tribes. There was only one he wanted, and she was already spoken for. He felt like a fool. He’d dressed up in his best to see her and honestly believed she might come back with him. But she had moved on. She was a part of the white man’s world, and he was a part of the Indian world. A blending between the two wouldn’t work for them. As unfortunate as that was, he had to come to terms with it.
With a sinking feeling in his gut, he scanned the lodges around him. Even a careless glance showed him one of the women he could bring gifts to.
As if on cue, Citlali walked in his direction. “He should be out hunting instead of bothering others,” Chogan grumbled.
His mother shot him an amused look. “He has the best interest of our people at heart. It is why they respect him, even if he is young.”
Probably sensing a not-so-kind reply forming on Chogan’s lips, she promptly turned to the stag where his aunts and one of their husbands had come to take care of it. Chogan knew it was pointless to fight the inevitable. If Citlali had managed to talk his mother and Hache-Hi into the notion that he needed to marry, then any more argument would be a waste of energy.
Citlali opened his mouth to speak, but Chogan decided to beat him to it. “The choice will be mine. I will not marry Sarita. I don’t care if her father has a white buffalo robe and she owns a tribal bundle.”
Citlali nodded. “Then you will marry.”
“You leave me no choice.”
“It is good for the tribe.”
“Maybe, but I sense the day is coming when you will learn that what is good for the tribe is not necessarily good for a man.” Then, to end the discussion, he turned his back on Citlali and helped his family with the deer.
***
Julia took the necklace her sister-in-law had given her and clasped it around her neck. The brown, blue and red glass beads felt cool against her skin, a reminder that she had to take it off when she bathed. She slipped it under her blouse and pulled her hair back into a bun.
She heard the familiar footsteps of her aunt coming up the stairs and called out, “I’m almost ready!”
Erin appeared in the doorway with an uncertain look on her face.
Julia frowned. “What’s wrong? Is the train running late?” Then her gaze fell to the letter Erin held. “Who is that from?”
“I’m sorry, Julia.”
Alarmed at her aunt’s ‘I have bad news’ tone, Julia ran over to her and took the letter. “It’s from Gary. He never writes this soon after seeing us.” In fact, he rarely ever wrote. She clutched the paper to her chest, unable to read it until she was properly warned. “Did something happen to Woape or the child?”
“No. No, it’s nothing like that.”
“Then what?”
“I think you should unpack.”
Julia glanced at the travel bag that she’d been putting her things in before she turned back to her aunt. “But I need to see Chogan...”
She shook her head. “He’s married, sweetheart.”
“Married?” she dumbly asked, suddenly unable to compute exactly what that word meant.
When her aunt motioned to the letter in her grip, she reluctantly relaxed her hands and smoothed out the wrinkled paper so she could read it. Her heart raced with a mixture of dread and horror as she scanned the contents. Gary wrote that he would bring Woape and Penelope by in two weeks since the tribe would be done with the harvest. Then he rambled on about some of the exciting things he was learning, but she skimmed through that section. She flipped the letter over and that’s when she read it.
Chogan’s married.
It was all her brother wrote. There was no other explanation. He just continued on with some of the other things happening in the tribe, but Julia couldn’t make out any of the words through her tears.
“Julia?” Erin whispered.
“I never should have said no when he proposed,” she managed before she collapsed into her aunt’s arms and cried.
Erin hugged her. “I’m so sorry, honey. Come on.” She gently led her to the bed and sat next to her, holding her and running her hand up and down her back. “Chogan didn’t say anything about marrying anyone when he was here. I thought he came here to see you. I don’t know what happened.”
“Ernest happened.” She pulled away from her aunt and searched for the handkerchief she’d recently packed in the bag next to her. “Ernest showed up, and Chogan assumed the worst.”
“You might be right.”
She pulled out the handkerchief and wiped her eyes. “I should have gone after him when he and Gary left. I just didn’t know what to do. It all happened so fast. And I didn’t have to wait a week to get the ticket.”
Her aunt continued to rub her back. “You’re not one to act on impulse.”
“That’s because I let fear hold me back. All of my life I let fear hold me back. It’s why I didn’t marry Chogan when he asked. I didn’t think I could fit in with his tribe. I was too scared to leave everything I knew.” More tears fell and her lower lip quivered. “I was afraid, and now I missed the one chance I had to be with the most wonderful man I’ve ever known. I’ll never find anyone like him again.”
Her body shook as another onslaught of tears overtook her, and all she could do was cry while her aunt continued to hold her.
~~********~~
Julia had a hard time sitting through the meal at the Freeman’s residence. She glanced across the table at her aunt who managed to talk up a storm, and Julia said a silent prayer of thanks for the fact that the woman was longwinded. It was a mistake to come here. Just as it had been a mistake to turn down Chogan’s proposal a year ago. Just as it had been a mistake to let him leave when he saw Ernest standing too close to her. Just as it had been a mistake not to find a way to get to his tribe before he got married to someone else.
It seemed to her that her life had been composed of a series of mistakes, and for the past week, that was all she could think of. Missed opportunities. Times she wanted to do one thing but did another. There had only been one time she didn’t analyze everything through before she did it, and that was when she went on a search for her brother. Looking back and knowing her brother and Woape were alright, she had to admit those days hunting rabbits with Chogan were the best of her life.
And now he’d take another woman hunting for rabbits. Her fork clattered to the plate as she gave up on eating any more of the pot roast in front of her. She had no idea who the woman was, but she hated her. Though she knew she had no claim on Chogan, she couldn’t imagine him with anyone else.
“Julia, are you alright?”
Her aunt’s worried tone broke her out of her thoughts. She looked across the table at Erin. “I’m not hungry.” She glanced at Ernest who sat next to her and his parents who sat at opposite ends of the dining table. “The food is delicious. I probably ate too much at lunch today.”
Ernest’s mother chuckled. “A skinny thing like you needs to eat more. I hope you’ll save room for dessert.”
With a half-hearted smile, Julia nodded and folded her hands over the napkin resting in her lap.
Sure, Mrs. Freeman’s pot roast was savory compared to the rabbit she and her aunt cooked over the campfire over a year ago, but the rabbit had tasted better. She knew it had nothing to do with the meat or Mrs. Freeman’s cooking. It was because Chogan had been there, eating with them and exchanging stories about their pasts.
Julia forced her eyes toward her aunt, well aware that Ernest studied her. Her face flushed. She didn’t particularly enjoy being watched, even if she knew his examination stemmed from concern for her well-being. Perhaps she should be glad for the way things turned out. She recalled how frightening it had been to be with the Mandans. The men didn’t cover their bodies like she was used to, and some of their ceremonial practices spooked her because they were much more vocal than the churches she’d grown up in. When it came down to it, she didn’t know if she could ever be comfortable living there.
Why Chogan? Of all the men alive, why did it have to be him? Why didn’t she feel a connection with Ernest? It’d make much more sense to love Ernest. They came from the same background and were used to the same things. The choice seemed to be an obvious one, so shouldn’t she be glad to have a second chance with him?
Julia struggled to remember why she said no when Ernest had asked her to marry him all those years ago. Time had done its part to cloud her memory. She had a fondness for Ernest. That she knew. But something didn’t add up. In the years that passed, she figured it was her duty to Gary that made her say no. Would she have married Ernest if he hadn’t moved to Fargo? She glanced his way again and wondered if she’d marry him this time if he asked.
He looked pleasant enough. He would not make her heart race in anticipation like Chogan did, but then, butterflies in the stomach didn’t ensure a good marriage. No. There had to be more to sharing a life with someone than physical attraction. The man and woman had to be amiable toward one another too, and she had found her encounters with Ernest to be quite amiable. Maybe not exciting, but they’d been sweet. Surely, she could work with sweet.
Maybe it all came down to one simple question: did she want to end up without a husband and children? It wasn’t something she gave serious thought to. In fact, for the most part she developed a sense of peace about being an old maid. And she still might have had it not been for Chogan. Seeing him again brought long forgotten dreams to the surface. Maybe she shouldn’t confine herself to Chogan. If she couldn’t have him, did that mean she had to forfeit having children?
At her age, she didn’t exactly have the luxury of waiting much longer. She’d be twenty-nine in December. The clock was ticking against her.
Mrs. Freeman brought out the peach cobbler for dessert, and Julia forced herself to eat her portion in case the woman admonished her, once again, for being “too skinny”. As she ate, Ernest talked about the bank and how he enjoyed working there. Julia tried to imagine her future with him. She guessed it would be a lot like this.
They’d visit his parents and her aunt. He’d probably discuss his job. She’d be unable to think of much to say, but she often didn’t have much to say regardless of who was at the table. His parents would be nice to her, as they’d always been, and his mother would probably go on a crusade to fatten her up. They’d mostly likely take turns seeing her aunt and his parents, and they’d opt to bring her aunt to his parents for the holidays.
From the future that played out in her mind, it seemed like such an easy thing to agree to. She could be very content with this. All she needed to add were the children she and Ernest would have together. Her heart ached. She remembered holding her niece. She did want to hold her own baby. Looking at Ernest again, she knew this was her only chance of having a baby. She didn’t doubt he’d make a good husband and father. He’d provide well for their children.
When dessert was over, Julia helped his mother and her aunt with clearing the table while the men retired to the parlor to talk. Yes, this would be her life, should she choose to accept it. It would be a routine. Predictable and safe. Familiar. It could work. She could be content.
Her mind cycled through these thoughts, and after awhile, she suspected that she was trying to convince herself that losing Chogan wasn’t the end of the world. There was life after him. She blinked back her tears as she helped dry the dishes. Ernest’s mother washed them, her aunt rinsed them, and she dried them. It was orderly. Predictable. Safe. Familiar. It was fine, and she could handle fine. Couldn’t she?
“You’re awfully quiet,” Mrs. Freeman said, peering around Erin’s head to look at Julia.
“Oh, that’s how Julia is,” her aunt replied. “She was a quiet girl too.”
“Well, it’s nice to have you as a guest,” the woman added.
Julia smiled and said thank you.
After they were done, Mrs. Freeman gathered the tea set that was on a tray and led them out to the parlor where she placed the tray on the table in the middle of the room. “Drink it while it’s hot.” She poured the tea into the cups and handed them out to everyone.
Julia took her cup and sat next to her aunt on the settee. Her aunt shot her a questioning glance but didn’t say anything. Yes, Julia knew she could have sat closer to Ernest. Ernest had a chair next to him, but she had been next to him at the meal and figured that was enough for one night. So his mother sat in the chair, and Ernest and his father, who remained across from each other, continued their discussion. It took Julia a good minute to realize they talked about the bank where Ernest worked.
Julia yawned, and beside her, she felt her aunt’s body shake in a silent chuckle. She had to force her attention off of her aunt so she wouldn’t burst out laughing. Her aunt was just as bored as she was.
“We can’t give out a loan to everyone who applies,” Ernest told his father. “There are some men who simply cannot pay the debt back, so we have to be selective about who we do business with.”
“And that’s good,” his father agreed. “You don’t need undesirables over there.”
“It is important to maintain the right image.”
Julia’s mind began to wander as she sipped the sweet tea, and as it did, scattered accounts from the past came to mind. Most prominent were the times she’d spent hunting rabbits with Chogan.
“You focus too much on me. I make you...nervous?” he asked.
“Of course, you make me nervous. You know what you’re doing, and you’re watching me,” she replied.
“I try to help.”
“Maybe if you didn’t stare, then it would help.”
“I watch your technique.”
“Couldn’t you take a break and look at the rabbits?”
“But I not make them stay still. They move as they will. I can help you.”
She sighed. “It’s just unnerving, that’s all. I do better if I’m not being stared at all the time.”
“But it is nice to look at you.”
At the time, his meaning didn’t sink in, even though she suspected he meant that he found her to be beautiful. Now, looking back, she understood what he was trying to tell her. And then he had held her arms and angled the bow so she could shoot the arrow right. Her skin still tingled from the memory of his touch.
She caught the tear before it slid down her cheek. She stared at the tea in her cup so she could quench the swell of emotion that threatened to come up to the surface. Not here. She could cry all she wanted to at home, but she couldn’t do it here.
Her aunt, ever in tune with her thoughts, patted her arm and said, “The night is late. I believe we must be going.”
Unable to finish the cup, Julia stood with her and nodded.
Ernest also stood. “Let me walk you two home.”
Julia glanced uneasily at her aunt, but she knew that since it was dark out, they would be better off having a man escort them home. Coming here tonight had been a mistake, and now she couldn’t avoid the question he was bound to ask her. She spent the entire evening trying to convince herself that she could agree, but she couldn’t. Her head argued for it; her heart continued to reject it. That was why her thoughts went in circles. Until she made the right decision, she would be stuck.
Ernest took her coat before she could put it on.
She offered a weak smile of thanks and let him slip it on. The knot in her stomach tightened. This wasn’t going to be fun. She saw what was coming and didn’t know how to stop it. She shot her aunt a desperate look, but her aunt wasn’t going to be able to prevent it any more than she could. All her aunt could do was offer a sympathetic smile before Ernest’s father helped her with her coat.
Putting her hat on, Julia said a polite good-bye to Mr. and Mrs. Freeman, knowing very well they wouldn’t think kindly of her once they learned she didn’t want to entertain the affections of their son. As the three left the house, Julia pulled the coat tighter around her neck to ward off the chilly wind.
“It was very nice of your parents to invite us over,” Erin said as they walked down the sidewalk.
“When I told them you two moved to town, they were eager to see you and catch up on old times,” Ernest replied. “In some ways, it’s like time never passed.”
He looked in Julia’s direction, so she quickly averted her gaze. Oh God, this was not going to be easy. She could only pray it would be quick so she could get away and hide in her bedroom for the rest of her life.
“I wonder if it’ll snow,” Ernest commented.
“It certainly feels like it. Where would you say that wind is coming from? The north?” her aunt replied.
“There’s definitely a bitterness to it, so I’d guess you’re right.”
“Then it’s likely we’re in for a snowfall.”
Now Julia remembered why she didn’t want to marry Ernest when they were younger. He bored her. His topics didn’t seem to veer off from his job, the weather, or the people they knew. To someone else, this might be entertaining, but to her, it was monotonous. Safe and familiar had their benefits, but they had drawbacks too.
She couldn’t put up with this for the rest of her life. She could see her future now...
“Hello, honey. I’m home,” Ernest would say.
“Hello, Ernest,” she’d reply, probably holding a child in her arms. “Junior walked today.”
He’d pat Junior on the head, say, “Good boy,” and ask, “What’s for supper?”
“The same thing we had yesterday and the day before that.”
“Sounds great. I can’t wait to tell you about the boring thing that happened today at work.”
She’d nod with a smile plastered on her face. “Oh good. And while you’re at it, we’ll make a guess on what tomorrow’s weather will be like.”
“Rain,” Junior would say.
“Oh, look. His first word,” she’d say.
“Like father, like son,” he’d reply.
Then they’d laugh and continue to have the same discussion they had the night before and the night before that and...
She grimaced. Maybe the future wouldn’t be exactly like that, but it would be similar to it. She couldn’t go through this, no matter how much she wanted children.
Once they reached the house, Ernest asked to speak with Julia privately. Julia stayed on the porch, not wishing to prolong this painful experience, and it would be undoubtedly shortened if they remained out in the cold.
Her aunt said good-night and went into the house.
Julia gathered the courage to go through with this even as the chill in the air made her shiver. That was good though. The cold was distracting enough so she didn’t have to dwell too hard on how she was about to upset him. “What is it?” she asked out of obligation to get the conversation started. After all, the sooner they did this, the sooner it’d be over.
Ernest stuffed his hands into the pockets of his coat. “Have you ever thought about what could have been?”
She took a deep breath and braced herself. “No, Ernest. I don’t.” Might as well just say it. “And I’m sorry.” Lord knew life would be simpler if she could just say yes.
He paused for a moment, and she looked everywhere but at him. She knew he’d be hurt, and she didn’t want to see it.
“Oh,” he finally replied. “I understand. I knew it was unlikely, but I had to try.”
She gave him a tentative look. “You aren’t upset?”
“Disappointed, but no, I’m not upset.”
Overwhelmed with relief, she said, “You’re a nice man, Ernest. Really you are. I wish I wanted the same thing you do.”
“You don’t need to explain. Some things aren’t meant to be. I hope that we can still be friends.”
“Of course, we can.” She smiled, feeling much better about everything. If she’d known it would be this simple, she wouldn’t have prolonged this moment for as long as she had.
“I’ll see you around,” he told her and tipped his hat in her direction.
She waited for him to head off before she went into her house, grateful that he’d been as gracious as he’d been.
~~********~~
Chogan saw Sarita coming in his direction before she realized he had rounded the corner of his lodge. Forcing back the wave of revulsion that coursed through him, he spun around and nearly ran into Woape who was helping her daughter walk through the snow. The girl fell and landed on her behind, giggling as she picked up a lopsided white ball.
Woape laughed and picked her up. “Forgive me, Chogan. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“No. You didn’t startle me.” He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Sarita had spotted him. As much as it pained him to ask for help, he shot Woape a pleading look. “Stay until she leaves?”
“Why don’t you go back to Bismarck and talk to Julia?” Woape quietly asked. “Her aunt wrote that she misses you.”
“And what would that do? I saw her with another man. She is happy with him.”
“That does not sound like how things are when Gary read the letter to me.”
They grew silent when Sarita reached them. Chogan wrapped the buffalo robe tighter around himself.
“Did you hear the chief’s announcement?” Sarita asked, and though she directed the question to both Chogan and Woape, she kept her eyes on Chogan.
Of course he did. Who hadn’t? He sent out all the clan leaders to visit each lodge. “It will be good to learn the origins of our people.”
Sarita let out a high pitch laugh that momentarily made him wince. “Yes, my grandfather said he never thought he’d see the day when the stories would be out in the open. He remembers paying for the Lone Man accounts when he was twenty-four.”
“Times are changing,” Woape replied. “If we don’t pass on the oral traditions of our people, then we’ll lose them.”
Chogan studied Woape’s daughter. The girl had a white father, but she was obviously happy. His gaze drifted to Woape’s glowing face. She was happy as well, and though Gary didn’t speak his personal feelings, Chogan had caught Gary kissing and hugging Woape when they didn’t know someone was nearby. Chogan couldn’t blame Woape for running off to avoid marrying Citlali. If Chogan was her, he would have done the same.
Then he glanced at Sarita who was fiddling with the braid dangling over her shoulder. Granted, Sarita wasn’t as annoying as Citlali, but he could not envision a future with her; nor could he envision a future with any of the other women in his tribe or the neighboring ones. But the time for decision was fast approaching. The chief and Citlali made it clear he had to make his choice in one week.
The happiness Woape and Gary had wasn’t something all married couples experienced. Some stayed together simply out of convenience. Others left and sought another spouse. It was as simple as the man leaving his wife’s family lodge. Of course, that meant he had to also leave the children with her. Perhaps not all men cared to be a father, but Chogan’s plans incorporated teaching his sons to hunt. He didn’t want to give that up so another man could come in and do that for him. Maybe some customs of their people were not the best way to do things. Woape hadn’t thought so, and looking at her, anyone could tell she made the right choice.
Chogan reluctantly turned his attention back to Sarita who stared at him as if she expected him to do or say something, and he wasn’t sure how to proceed.
“Will you be going to the ceremonial lodge tonight to listen to the legend of the Lone Man?” Sarita asked with an expectant look.
There seemed to be only one thing to do in a situation like this, and even though it made him a coward, he opted for it. He needed more than to get away from Sarita, the other available women, and Citlali who refused to leave him alone. He needed to think. He needed quiet. He needed to be alone so he could sort through the implications of what he considered doing.
He considered returning to Bismarck to ask Julia how serious she was about the white man. The man was obviously interested in her. He couldn’t recall Julia’s expression when the white man came. All Chogan remembered was the way the white man staked his claim. From there, it was a blur as he fought for control over his emotions.
If Woape was right, if he misunderstood Julia’s feelings, then he needed to see her, but he knew she would not come with him to his tribe. After the headache some people had given him about getting married, he wasn’t excited about bringing Julia here. He had the nagging suspicion that if he did, Sarita and some others would give her a difficult time. No. If he wanted to be with Julia, he’d have to live in her world with the prejudices he was undoubtedly going to come across.
“Chogan?” Sarita asked again. “Will you be going to the ceremonial lodge?”
“No,” he finally replied, pretending not to notice the disappointed expression on her face. “I will go on a fast. Maybe the spirits will tell me who to marry.”
He didn’t expect to seek guidance from anything, but he said it to appease her and anyone she chose to tell. That should stop Citlali from following him around. By the contented look on her face, he knew it was the right thing to say. For the moment, he had peace.
Sarita smiled, seeming to be pleased. “I am going to return to my lodge to help prepare the evening meal. I love to cook.”
As she said good-bye and left, he closed his eyes, grateful that was over.
Woape waited until Sarita was out of hearing range before she spoke. “Gary and I will go see his family tomorrow. Is there anything you want me to tell Julia?”
He hesitated, unsure of how to best proceed with the question he most wanted to know. “Let me know if she plans to marry the white man.”
She nodded. “Gary and I will stay there for three days and then return. That is well before your week is up.”
“I’ll be done fasting when you return.”
When she walked away, he decided to get his things ready for his fast. It would give him time to be alone to think because if Julia had no plans to marry the white man, then Chogan had to make the commitment to leave his tribe, and that wasn’t an easy thing to do.
***
Julia finished making the bed so her brother and Woape would be comfortable during their visit. Then she turned to make sure the blanket was neatly laid out in the crib her aunt had borrowed from Clarence and Annabel who always thought they’d have more children but never did, so they kept Millicent’s old things in the attic. Julia was sure that when Millicent married, she’d have children and the things would be used once again. For the time being though, it would suit her brother and his family.
When the guest room was done, Julia went to the parlor and looked out the window. More snow had fallen the night before, but the roads were still in good condition. She’d guess that it hadn’t been more than two inches that had fallen in the past week. The sun was setting early behind a group of clouds that suggested there might be a chance of more snow, but for the moment, things were calm. Even the wind that usually swept through the town had taken a reprieve.
Her aunt entered the parlor and set a tray of coffee and cookies down. “Any sign of them yet?”
“No. Not yet.” Julia turned when she heard her aunt chuckling. “What is it?”
“I never thought I’d see the day when you were looking forward to seeing Woape come to the house.”
Julia smiled. “It does seem like a contradiction, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, but a good one.”
Julia had to agree. She returned her gaze to the window and nearly jumped when she saw the three familiar figures coming down the sidewalk. “They’re here!”
Without waiting for her aunt to reply, she rushed to the front door and opened it, ignoring the biting chill in the air. She waited until Gary looked at her before she waved. He nudged Woape who was carrying the sleeping child wrapped snuggly in a blanket. Her brother carried their belongings in a bag that was flung over his shoulder.
“I better put another piece of wood in the fireplace,” her aunt called out.
Getting the message, Julia scooted into the entryway and closed the door almost all the way. She waited until their three guests stepped onto the porch before she opened it all the way.
“Did you have a good trip?” Julia asked quietly so she wouldn’t wake her niece.
“It was fine,” Gary said. He put their things down so he could hug Julia. “How are you?”
“Alright. You must be cold. The parlor is nice and warm.” Julia shut the door and offered to take Penelope so Woape could hang up her robe. “You keep the fur on the inside?”
“It is warmer when the fur is against the skin,” Woape replied.
That made sense. Julia grinned at the child. “My poor niece has been cursed with my brother’s awkward nose.”
“What?” Gary asked in an indignant tone. “My nose isn’t awkward. It’s unique.”
“It’s crooked.”
“It’s perfect,” Woape said, hanging up her robe before she took her child back into her arms. “I see Gary in her when I see her nose.”
“Well, despite nature’s blunder, she’s adorable.” Julia brushed Penelope’s soft cheek.
Her aunt approached them. “I see you’re still giving Gary a hard time.”
“It’s what I do best,” Julia teased.
Erin hugged Gary before she smiled at Penelope. “Oh my, how she’s grown!”
“Yes,” Woape replied sadly. “My baby is no longer a baby. She’s getting to be a big girl.” She looked over at Julia. “Are you to marry a white man?”
Julia blinked, thinking the question was an odd one. “No.”
“Then you are... What’s the word when you consider marriage?”
“Courting?” Gary guessed.
Erin looked as confused as Julia felt. “What are you getting at, Woape?”
“Chogan said you had a white man here when he came,” Woape replied. “He said you and the white man were together.”
“Oh that.” Julia sighed and shrugged. “That was Ernest. He wanted to court me, but I told him no.”
“Then why haven’t you been out to see Chogan?”
“Why would I go see him? He’s married.”
Woape’s frown deepened. “No, he’s not.”
“But Gary said he was!” Julia nearly shouted, her stomach tensing into knots.
“He did,” Erin spoke up. “It was in his last letter. It was one sentence, and then he went right on rambling about something else.”
All eyes turned to Gary.
“I thought he was married,” Gary responded.
“No.” Woape shifted Penelope from one arm to another. “The chief told Chogan he has to marry.” Then she returned her gaze to Julia. “He’s due to make a choice in five days.”
Julia’s heart leapt at the knowledge. “He’s not married? But I thought...” She stared at Gary, unable to determine if she should strangle his neck or thank him for getting things wrong. It gave her a second chance. She could still be with Chogan! “Take me to him,” she ordered Gary.
“What? But I just got here,” he protested.
“You’re taking her,” Erin insisted as she grabbed Julia’s coat and handed it to her. “We were going to head out to the tribe so she could talk to him, but then you wrote that he was married and ruined everything. Now it’s time for you to make things right.”
“But he’s fasting. That means he’ll be away from the tribe and it’s getting dark and...” He stopped arguing and glanced from one determined woman to another.
Julia paused with her hands on the top button of her coat. If need be, she would venture out there herself, but she realized it would be easier to find Chogan if Gary guided the way so she patiently waited for him to continue. Be nice, Julia. You need him. She chanted this to herself so she wouldn’t force him out the front door.
“Alright,” Gary finally said as he opened the front door. “Do you know anyone who has a couple of horses?”
“I sure do.” Erin nodded and gave Julia her hat, scarf and gloves to put on. “My brother Clarence has some. Julia knows where he lives. Hook them up to the buggy. I won’t have Julia exposed to the elements on nothing but a horse.”
“Fine,” he agreed.
Julia finished getting ready and hugged her aunt and then Woape. “It’s so nice my brother is married to a woman who knows what’s going on. Thank you.” She laughed and kissed Woape on the cheek before she slipped out of the house. To Gary, she added, “For once, I’m glad you do a lousy job of keeping your facts straight.”
“I really did think he was married,” Gary replied as he followed her down the porch steps.
“Never mind. Just take me to him.”
He had to run to keep up with her as she led him to their Uncle Clarence’s house.
~~********~~
Julia could hardly sit still as Gary led the geldings to the campfire up ahead. A lone teepee stood in the prairie, a dark contrast to the quarter moon that lit the night sky. The snow wasn’t deep, so they made good progress, and though Julia insisted Gary hurry, he warned that they didn’t need to rush.
“He’s not getting married tonight,” Gary said when she shook his arm again.
“I think I could run faster than this,” she grumbled, knowing he was right but unable to stop fidgeting.
“The snow makes things slippery.”
She groaned. “I wish you hadn’t said Chogan was married. I was ready to come out to see him, you know.”
“Yes, I know. You told me the whole story ten times already.” Though he rolled his eyes, a smile curved his lips. Then his eyes sparkled. “Are you sure you don’t want to turn back? I don’t think you’re excited enough about seeing him.”
“Don’t you dare turn back!” She lightly slapped his arm. “It’s your fault we have to be out here in the middle of the night.” She shivered and buried her nose into the scarf that was wrapped loosely around her neck. “Can’t you go any faster?”
He let out a loud sigh. “I’m sorry. Had I known you would drag me out into the middle of nowhere, I wouldn’t have said anything about Chogan in that letter.”
“Let that be a lesson to you. Next time, make sure you get your facts right.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t forget.”
Thank goodness Gary had been wrong! But she still wished he could go faster. By the time she saw Chogan sitting by the fire, he had noticed them. He stood and wrapped the robe tighter about himself.
“Who is there?” he called out.
“It’s me and Julia,” Gary shouted.
“You go too slow,” she muttered to Gary. “Stop and I’ll get out.”
“But we’re almost there,” Gary protested.
“Gary!” She gave him her best ‘do it now’ look, silently willing him to comply.
With a shrug, he obeyed.
She got out of the buggy and ran toward Chogan. The distance wasn’t far between them, but it seemed to take her forever to reach him. When she stood in front of him, his eyes were wide and his face pale.
“Are you a vision?” he hesitantly asked as he touched her shoulder.
She laughed. “No. I’m real.” Taking a deep breath, she continued, “Chogan, I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you. I wanted to explain, but then Gary wrote that you were married and I thought it was too late.”
“You do not want white man?”
“No. I never did.”
He cupped her face in his hands. “Then you are real? You are here?”
She nodded. “Yes, I’m really here. I’m not a vision.”
A smile widened across his face before he leaned forward and kissed her. “Julia, you marry me?”
“Yes. Oh Chogan, yes!” She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him.
“You are cold.” He gently took her by the arm and led her to the campfire. He glanced over her head and called out, “You come to fire or stay there and freeze?”
Surprised, she turned her attention to Gary who waited in the buggy, not far from them but careful not to be caught staring at them. “It might do him good to stay there for awhile,” she said. “He told me you were married. It’s why I didn’t come to see you sooner.”
Chogan chuckled. “You have much fire in you. I miss it.”
“Missed. Past tense. I’m here now and won’t ever leave you again.”
“I learn to speak like you,” he promised as he sat down and opened his arms to her.
Her face flushed at the thought of being so close to him while they were yet unmarried, but she reasoned he was only going to hold her so she sat on his lap. He brought his arms around her and the buffalo robe sheltered them both. She snuggled against him, noting the softness in his clothing. But it was his solid presence that she most enjoyed. He was strong and built for hunting. Even as her heart raced from their close proximity, she didn’t want to forfeit the pleasure in the moment. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she rested her head on his shoulder and didn’t bother looking up as Gary approached.
“I marry sister. It is good I hold her,” Chogan told him.
Julia laughed, finding it amusing that he felt the need to explain the situation to her brother.
Gary gave a reply in the Mandan tongue, and this was followed by Chogan using the same language to make what sounded like a retort if she guessed the tone of his voice correctly.
She frowned and glanced from one to the other. “It’s rude to say something about me unless I can understand it.”
Gary sat across from them and took off his gloves so he could warm his hands by the fire. “You don’t need to know everything that goes on around you,” he told her.
“If it’s about me, I do,” she replied.
Chogan gave her a slight squeeze. “He tell me to wait until we marry to do more. He said he has gun.”
“You lay a hand on him, and I’ll shoot you with an arrow,” she teased. “You know I can do it too.”
“She quick learner,” Chogan added, pride in his voice.
As if to mock her, Gary spoke to Chogan in the Mandan language and laughed.
Chogan grinned and whispered in her ear, “He tell me I be careful when I sleep.”
“Gary!” Despite herself, she couldn’t pretend to be angry.
Gary muttered something under his breath.
She looked at Chogan to see if he’d translate it for her.
“You do good not to know,” Chogan said. “We speak English, Gary. It not fair to her.”
Gary made a show of rolling his eyes but agreed.
Though she wanted to know what Gary said, she opted to let the matter go.
“I make decision,” Chogan told her. “I spend much time in thought. I want to be with you.”
“I know that,” she softly replied, not wishing for her brother to hear everything they were saying. “We will get married.”
“Yes. I go with you. I live with you.”
His meaning dawned on her, and she straightened so she could look into his eyes. “Chogan, are you sure? What about your tribe?”
“Tribe go on without me. I not belong there anymore. I belong to you.”
She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him. “I belong with you too.”
“I came out here for this?” Gary muttered.
She glanced his way and saw him grimace. “You have no idea what I had to endure while I watched you and Woape when you were first married. It serves you right to have to gag around me as well.”
“That was different.”
“Was it?”
“Sure. Woape’s better looking than Chogan.”
“That’s a matter of opinion.”
Gary shrugged and rubbed his hands. “I’m finally getting some feeling in my fingers. I wish you two had decided to find each other when it was warmer out.” Then he smiled. “It’s nice to see you happy, and it’s about time you got married.”
She smiled in return before she turned back to Chogan. “Do you understand everything we say?”
“Some. You talk fast,” Chogan replied. “But I learn. I get my things and we go Bismarck.”
“Tonight?” she asked.
Gary spoke to Chogan, once again using the Mandan dialect, and this was starting to annoy her. She wanted to know what they were saying.
Gary paused for a moment to tell her, “It’s easier and quicker for me to ask him what he wants to do if I can speak in his language.”
Since the atmosphere was amiable between them, she allowed them to continue talking. After a minute, the two men seemed content. She waited but they remained silent, so she finally asked, “Are you going to explain what’s going on?”
Gary shrugged. “I’ll take Chogan’s horse to the tribe and retrieve his things. Things are not like you’re used to. The women own the lodge. Men just own their horse, hunting tools, clothes and any sacred bundles they’ve purchased or inherited.”
“A sacred bundle?”
“It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t have one. The one that belonged to his first wife went back to her family when she died.”
“Oh.”
“I’ll collect the hunting tools and bring them out with his horse. He doesn’t feel like going back to the tribe. Apparently, some people there are giving him some grief, and he’d rather not see them.”
“Grief?” She looked at Chogan. “What is wrong?”
Chogan ran his hand up and down her back. “Some want me to marry. I not want women they choose.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck and sighed. “I’m glad you didn’t marry someone else.” She gave him another kiss, not caring if Gary was watching or not. He’d have to deal with it, just like she had to deal with him and Woape.
They didn’t remain by the fire for much longer. Once they were sufficiently warmed up, Chogan and Gary took down the teepee. By the time they were done, it was well into the night, but Julia was too excited about the turn of events to worry about how late it was. She spent her time watching Chogan and thinking of their future. If there had been any doubts about not being with Ernest, this put all of those to rest.
When they were done, Gary went over to her and said, “I will return the teepee to his lodge and let you ride back to Bismarck with him. Then you two can start your lives together.”
“Thank you, Gary.” She hugged her brother.
“It’s the least I can do for causing so much confusion.”
She laughed. “I’ll tell Woape and Aunt Erin you’ll be coming soon.”
Gary nodded before he attached the travois to the horse and helped Chogan set the disassembled teepee onto it. As he secured it, Chogan threw snow onto the fire. Once it was out, Chogan went over to her, and they went to the buggy.
“I marry you now,” he said.
“In the morning,” she replied. “We can’t wake the preacher in the middle of the night.”
“When sun rises?”
“Yes.”
He smiled. “Good.” Taking her hand, he led her to the buggy.
***
By the time Julia and Chogan arrived at her aunt’s, dawn was on the horizon.
“We marry now.” Chogan pointed to the sky.
“Soon. It’s still early. People are asleep.”
“People sleep too long.”
She chuckled. “We can get warm and eat first. Then we’ll get married.”
He sighed but complied and entered her house.
Though she knew she should be tired, she didn’t want to sleep. Part of her was afraid this had all been a dream, and if she woke up, she’d find herself alone. So much had happened and every bit of it had been wonderful.
She took off her coat and hat and hung the items in the closet. “I’ll take that.” She motioned to his robe.
He shrugged the robe off and handed it to her.
“This feels nice,” she whispered, not wishing to wake the others in the house.
“You feel better,” he teased.
While she hung the robe up, he wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her neck. She shivered in delight. “Chogan,” she softly protested despite her giggles. “You must wait.”
“I wait in buggy.”
His breath tickled her ear, and she giggled harder. Then he turned her around and gave her a lingering kiss that sent a tingle straight down to her toes. He pulled her against him and kissed her again, but this one seemed more passionate and less playful.
Breathless, she reluctantly pushed him away and laughed. “We have to stop.”
“Not want stop.”
She shook her head. “You didn’t kiss me once in all the time we hunted for rabbits.”
“We not get married then. We marry now. People awake.”
She groaned. “You’re terrible.” Even as she said it, she pulled him closer and rested her head against his chest.
He wrapped her in his arms and kissed the top of her head. “It good with you. I glad you come.”
“I’m glad you aren’t married yet.”
The sound of footsteps coming down the steps and a familiar yawn alerted Julia that her aunt was awake.
“Come.” Julia took Chogan’s hand and led him to the parlor. When her aunt entered the room, she unnecessarily said, “Look who it is.” As excited as she was, she struggled to keep her voice low so that they wouldn’t wake Woape or Penelope.
A big grin crossed her aunt’s face as she hugged Chogan. “It’s true then? You haven’t married yet?
“No. Julia and I marry today. Now?” Chogan glanced at Julia.
“After breakfast,” Julia promised, noting his disappointment. “It won’t be long.”
Her aunt glanced at her in amusement. “He’s waited a long time for you, Julia. It’s about time you came around.”
“I know.” Julia didn’t mind the teasing. She turned to Chogan. “Please sit and warm yourself by the fire.” She motioned to the fireplace. “We’ll get you something to eat and then go to the preacher.”
“We’ll make something quick,” her aunt assured him.
As he nodded and sat down, Julia led her aunt to the kitchen. “He can stay here, right?”
“You will not be going with him to his tribe?”
“He said he wants to live in Bismarck. Isn’t that wonderful of him? I thought I was going to leave so I could be with him, but he said he wants to be here. I can’t think of any men who’d give up everything to be with their wives, can you?”
“Sure, I can. Gary.”
“Oh, right. There is him. But he’s always been odd.” Julia touched her aunt’s arm. “So, can he stay here with us?”
Her aunt laughed. “Where else would he stay? Now, let’s get breakfast started. He’s eager to get married to you, so get those hash browns fried up on the skillet and I’ll see to the bacon and biscuits.”
She obeyed and retrieved the skillet from the hook on the wall. Placing it on the stove, she grabbed a few potatoes and started slicing into the first one. “I feel like I’m dreaming. It’s too good to be true, isn’t it?”
“You’re not dreaming. Woape told me he’s been pining for you ever since you left. Members of his tribe insisted he find a wife, and they wanted him to marry another Mandan. They were ready to force his hand on the matter. You got out there just in time. That’s a good sign, Julia. It’s God’s doing, I tell you.”
“Can you imagine if Gary and Woape came out here a week later?” She shivered at the thought.
“The timing was perfect.” She patted her niece’s arm. “While you take Chogan to the preacher and make it official, I’ll see what I can do about getting your room ready. A couple needs a bigger bed than the one you got, and he’ll need space for his things. You should get him some clothes. I’ll give you the money once we’re done with breakfast.”
“I’m the luckiest woman in the world. Chogan truly is a wonderful man.”
Her aunt gave her a knowing smile. “That he is, and I’m happy you finally found a man you can get excited about. You wouldn’t have been happy with Ernest.”
Julia knew her aunt was right. Ernest had been kind, but he wasn’t Chogan. “Maybe Ernest will find someone better suited for him.”
“I hope so. Now, let’s get breakfast going.” Erin motioned to the potato Julia stopped slicing into. “Chogan might be patient, but patience has its limits. I saw the way he was looking at you, and he’s eager to be your husband.”
Blushing, Julia returned to the task at hand.
~~********~~
Chogan assumed that as soon as they left the man Julia and her aunt called the preacher, they would return to the house where he and Julia could be alone, but when Erin and Woape took Penelope back to the house and Julia didn’t follow, he realized he was wrong.
“You will need clothes,” Julia told him when he asked her why they stayed outside the preacher’s house.
White man’s clothes. He knew this was what he agreed to when he came here to live with her. He had to shed off his past and embrace the new. And she was right. The white man would not let him work here unless he dressed like other white men. He glanced at his clothes and then back at her. He couldn’t imagine his life without her; he loved her more than he loved his first wife. But his first marriage had been an agreement between families. This second marriage was a choice.
He took her hand. “We get clothes.”
“Oh. We probably shouldn’t hold hands.”
He frowned. She hadn’t rejected his touch before. “Why not?”
She looked at him and, seeming to understand the injured tone in his voice, she smiled. “I’m sorry. It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that I don’t think it’s allowed.”
“People in tribe do.”
“But we are here.”
She was right, and he shouldn’t have been surprised, and yet, he was. Many things would be different. “I learn.” He pulled the robe around himself and waited for her instruction.
She appeared uncertain, as if a silent battle waged in her mind.
“It is good. I learn quick,” he assured her.
“No. It’s not that. It’s...” She shrugged, peered up at him and whispered, “I do want to hold your hand.”
Her meaning dawned on him. So she wasn’t afraid he couldn’t adjust to this new life. That made him feel better. “I understand. We hold hands when alone. In house.”
“Yes.” Looking relieved, she motioned down the sidewalk. “Uncle Clarence gets his clothes fitted at Anthony’s store. We will get your clothes there.”
He nodded and followed her, all too aware of the stares people sent their way. Turning his gaze to Julia, he wondered if she noticed it too, but she didn’t seem to. Perhaps she did but ignored it? Or maybe he was keenly aware of it because he was the one who was out of place. That made him more sensitive to the things going on around him. He took a deep breath and steeled his resolve. He was a hunter, well trained and strong. A few stares wouldn’t hurt him.
They reached the store she mentioned, and she smiled at him. “I have to wait for you to open the door.”
He obeyed, not thinking to ask why until they were already inside the store and being greeted by a middle-aged man.
“Good morning,” the man greeted. “How can I help you today?”
“My husband needs some clothes,” Julia said.
The man nodded. “Then you came to the right place.” He laughed and looked at Chogan. “Do you speak English?”
Chogan was surprised. Not only did the man seem sincere in his kindness but he also asked Chogan the question in the Mandan tongue. “You speak Mandan,” Chogan said in his native tongue.
“My grandmother was Mandan. You wouldn’t know it to look at me. No one gets any whiter than me.” He held up his pale hands and chuckled. “My sister has darker skin though. I always thought it was fascinating that we looked different since we came from the same family. But it is what it is. God has a purpose for everything.”
Realizing that Julia was staring at them, Chogan turned to her. “He speak Mandan. Nice man.”
Julia’s smile widened. “That’s wonderful.” To the man, she added, “I don’t speak it at all.”
“I grew up learning English and Mandan,” the man replied. “My grandmother and mother insisted on it.”
“He has Mandan grandmother,” Chogan added.
“My grandmother hasn’t been to the tribe in forty years,” the man said.
Julia furrowed her eyebrows. “Why not? Bismarck is not that far.”
“She lives a good distance out with my mother and father.”
Chogan sensed there was more to it than that but respected the man’s need for privacy. Some things were best kept within the family. But the man and his family intrigued him. He was the product of a union between a Mandan woman and a white man, and he had his own store. It probably helped that he was white. “Where is your sister?” Chogan asked in Mandan.
“She’s married to a farmer. They don’t live too far from our parents.”
“Is her husband white?”
The man’s gaze grew thoughtful. “He is a half-breed, like her.”
“Are there lots of half-breeds?”
“Very few in town but further out, there are more. It’s easier to be away from a lot of people.”
Chogan understood the man’s meaning and couldn’t help but agree. He glanced at Julia and wondered if their children might find others who’d be like them to find companionship with. The future was still a ways off for such thoughts but he already knew the world would treat them differently. He wondered if Julia realized this. There was hope though. People like Anthony who owned this store and grew up in this situation would be willing to welcome the children he and Julia would have.
“I need job,” Chogan told him, this time speaking in English. “A good employer.”
“What did you do at the tribe?” the man asked.
“Hunt. I good hunter.”
The man scratched his head. “Well... A butcher could always use fresh meat.”
Chogan nodded. It made sense.
“I know where the butcher is,” Julia spoke up. “I can take you there.”
“You should make sure you get a haircut first,” Anthony warned Chogan. “I’ll get you fitted up with some clothes. You’re taller than most of my customers, but I have a couple who require longer pants so I have a pair in stock.”
Chogan wondered if he could hunt in his clothes and change into the white man’s clothes when he brought his game to the butcher. But that was assuming he’d get the job.
The process of getting new clothes was painless, though the jeans the man gave him felt restrictive. He didn’t care much for it and vowed he’d make it a habit of wearing his deerskin pants when at home. The boots were also hard, not soft like the moccasins he was accustomed to. The cotton button up shirt was better. At least that wasn’t so confining.
Anthony handed him a leather belt. “This will be mostly for looks. You don’t need it to hold the pants up.”
With a nod, he looped it through the pant holes.
“And a bandana to complete the look,” the man added, handing him a red bandana with a dark blue square design on it. “It goes around your neck.”
Chogan thought the red contrasted sharply against the blue clothes but figured Anthony knew what he was doing so he obeyed and slipped it around his neck.
The man chuckled. “I’m sorry. I should have shown you how to tie it.” Reaching up, the man made a loose knot and then motioned to the mirror. “What do you think?”
Chogan turned to the mirror and took in the changes in his appearance. Had it not been for his long hair and dark skin, he wouldn’t have known it was him. He took a deep breath. It would take time to get used to this new life and the clothes that came with it. His gaze fell to Julia who was looking at his reflection in the mirror. He smiled, his unease lessening.
She returned his smile and walked over to him. “Thank you,” she whispered.
Had they been alone, he would have kissed her. But they weren’t alone, so he turned to his old clothes and picked them up. “We go cut hair.”
She went over to the owner and paid him for the clothes. “We will need a suit for church.”
“That’ll be on me,” he told her. “You two got a lot of good and bad times coming, but I can tell when a couple is in love. Consider it my wedding gift.”
“Oh, well that’s awfully nice of you.”
“It’s nothing. At one time my grandparents were starting a life together. I see you and imagine what they must have looked like.” He turned to Chogan. “I’ll have a suit made for you within a week.”
“Thank you,” Chogan replied.
“I’ll be in touch,” the owner said.
With a wave, Julia left and Chogan followed.
***
Julia slowly woke from her slumber. For a moment, she thought it had all been a dream—a very realistic one at that. But then she felt the arm around her waist and the body snuggled against her back and realized it had been real after all.
Her exhaustion had caught up with her once she and Chogan consummated the marriage, and despite her excitement, she had fallen asleep. The day had been a full one with getting the new clothes, taking Chogan to the barber, returning home to get her room set up to accommodate two people instead of one, and trying to catch up on everything that had happened with her brother and Woape since she’d last seen them.
When it was time to go to bed, a mixture of excitement and apprehension about the physical aspect of her marriage prevented her from relaxing right away. But Chogan had taken his time with her and been gentle.
She closed her eyes, thinking that she might go back to sleep. The room was still dark, so she knew it was in the middle of the night. She rolled over so that she was facing her husband and smiled. He slept, his breathing even and deep. She couldn’t make out much of his face in the dim light, but he looked peaceful.
Her body still tingled in the places where he had touched and kissed her. She hadn’t been so aware of her body before, and now that she was and knew the pleasures it was capable of producing, she longed to experience more of it.
“Chogan?” she whispered, running her hand over his strong bicep and up to his neck.
She noted the absence of his long hair with a heavy sigh. She missed the rich black hair that had fallen down his back. Maybe he could grow his hair back and be fine. If she had seen other Indians who worked in Bismarck, then she’d know if his haircut had been a good idea or not. Perhaps they had been too eager to get him to fit in.
“Chogan?”
He stirred from sleep and opened his eyes. Then he smiled. “It nice to see you.”
She chuckled and wiggled closer to him. “It’s nice to see you too.”
She didn’t wait for him to reply. Instead, she kissed him. His lips were soft and warm, and she experienced a thrilling sensation similar to a feather running up and down her spine as his tongue brushed hers. Everything was new and exciting; she wanted to enjoy every minute of it.
Chogan traced the curve of her hip and cupped her bottom. She brought her leg up and around his waist. When he rolled onto his back so she could straddle him, she gasped in surprise. They hadn’t done this before. She liked the idea of being on top.
She leaned forward and kissed him again, noting that his hands settled on her hips. His fingers kneaded her skin which further stimulated her senses. She became aware of everything happening between them. His male hardness pressing against the sensitive regions of her body. The strength in his chest as she ran her hands along his muscles. His smell and taste. She was quickly becoming familiar with these things associated with him, things that would undoubtedly one day be so common to her that it’d seem as if they were also a part of her.
The tension building between her legs was growing stronger, the ache demanding she move. She straightened and shifted so that he could enter her. Her body clenched around him in satisfaction. Unlike last time, there was no sting or need for her to adjust to him. This time he slid in with little effort. She felt complete with him so intimately connected to her, reminding her that this act was a bonding of their hearts, spirits and bodies.
He encouraged her to move with his hands. She gave a low moan and obeyed. Her gaze fell down to his face, and through the sliver of moonlight that filtered through the curtains, she saw him watching her. He smiled and she returned his smile, almost too shy to vocalize how good their lovemaking made her feel. But the desire compelling her forward lowered her inhibitions and she found herself softly moaning as she rocked in rhythm with his hands.
She took her time, not in any hurry to finish, even if daylight would come much too soon and she knew she’d be tired tomorrow with what little rest she’d gotten over the past couple of days. At the moment, such things as exhaustion didn’t matter. It was her and Chogan. The rest of the world seemed to melt away. This was how it was when they hunted for rabbits in the field, and she wished it could always be this way.
When he reached forward with one hand so he could stroke her sensitive nub, she held her breath. He hadn’t done that before, and truth be told, she wasn’t aware that she had a place on her body capable of such intense pleasure. And, even more surprising, the intensity grew greater as he continued his circular motions.
She bit her lower lip so she wouldn’t get too loud and closed her eyes. In her excitement, she stilled but he kept the movements going until she reached the peak of the experience and uttered a low cry. He slowed, letting her take the time she needed to come down from the heights he’d brought her to.
When her head cleared, she was able to focus on him again. Leaning forward, she kissed him with more assertiveness than before. He rolled her so that he was the one on top of her, staying inside her the whole time. She held onto him as he went deeper into her. She marveled at the sheer power of his thrusting and wondered if it should hurt her but didn’t. When she groaned, it wasn’t from pain. The entire process was most pleasant, and she found she even enjoyed the more insistent way he claimed her. He was both passionate and powerful to her; two things that thrilled her. She felt him stiffen and shudder as he released his seed into her.
After a brief moment, he collapsed on top of her. She clung to him, burying her face in the side of his neck. She inhaled the scent of him. She recalled it from when he stood close to her when she hunted for rabbits. How she missed his nearness in the time they’d been apart. Never again. From now on, they were together. One unit. Complete. Whole.
He shifted off of her and rolled to his side so that he could cuddle with her. His long body wrapped protectively around hers, and she felt more loved and cared for than she had ever felt in her entire life.
“You and me,” he whispered. “It is good.”
She smiled and snuggled against him. “Yes. It is good.” And, her exhaustion returning, she promptly fell back to sleep.
~~********~~
Chogan realized it would take time before he felt comfortable in his new clothes, but for the time being, it took a lot of shifting when he was sitting to find a position that didn’t make his legs feel as if his blood flow was being constricted. How did the white men wear these things? How did white women wear their mass of restrictive clothing?
He saw all the layers of clothes Julia wore under her dress. She mentioned the words chemise and petticoat, but other than that, the mass of unfamiliar words turned into one big blur. The whole business of making sure every inch from the neck to the ankle was covered was unnecessary. It was a wonder the white women could manage any work with the weight of their clothing suffocating them. But Julia and her aunt didn’t seem to notice how uncomfortable their clothes had to be. Chogan reasoned that they were used to it, so they were probably comfortable. He decided he’d ask Julia about it later when they were alone.
For the moment, he and Julia sat across from Gary and Woape at the dining room table. Woape held Penelope in her lap and fed her small bites of her breakfast. Erin sat at the head of the table and looked as happy as a person could possibly get.
“I love having the whole family together,” she gushed at one point after sipping her coffee. “I longed for a day such as this ever since Julia and Gary were little. I remember thinking that one day they would marry and have children of their own.” She picked up the cloth napkin from her lap and dabbed her eyes. “It’s a beautiful sight.”
Julia put her fork down and touched her aunt’s arm.
The smile Julia and her aunt exchanged indicated a private message of understanding between them, and it was then that Chogan realized how close the two were. Such love and respect was rare, even among his people who tried to pass on the importance of taking care of their elders. This was reason enough for him to live here.
Across from him, Gary made eye contact with him and said in the Mandan tongue, “Women are sentimental, especially those two. You may want to carry a handkerchief at all times.”
Woape shook her head. “It is not fair to speak another language when they can’t understand what you’re saying.”
Gary glanced at her. “You’re speaking Mandan right now.”
“Only to suggest you not speak it,” she replied. “I don’t know if it’s good you caught onto the language as fast as you did.”
Gary picked up another piece of toast and spread jam on it. “Of course, it’s good. I had to be sure no one was making fun of me.”
Chogan grinned. “Achai’s always had a tendency to joke.”
“And a fine one it was,” Gary said. “If you’re going to hand someone something that disgusting to eat, you should tell them the proper name for it.”
“Rattlesnake is not disgusting if you season it right.”
Gary shuddered. “It’s the idea of eating something that can kill a man if it bites him that’s disgusting.”
“You’re too weak. You need to toughen up. You white men will make boots out of snakeskin but will throw out the rest.”
Gary shot Chogan a pointed look. “Because they’re disgusting to eat.”
“You’re wasteful. You need to find a use for everything you hunt.”
Gary laughed. “I don’t care if it’s wasteful or not. I’m not going to eat a snake.”
Despite the shake of his head, Chogan’s lips turned up into a smile. A glance in Julia’s direction showed him that she and her aunt were watching him and Gary. “He no eat snake.”
Julia gagged. “For once, I agree with my brother. That’s disgusting.”
Gary looked amused. “I told you so. You’re not going to try to feed her snake are you?” he asked in Mandan.
“She has a hunter’s spirit in her,” Chogan replied, also reverting to Mandan. “She is tougher than you.”
“Tougher than me?” Gary asked, as if he’d been insulted.
Woape wiped her daughter’s mouth. “Speak English,” she said in English.
Gary put his arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry.” He picked up a piece of bacon and put it in Penelope’s mouth. “She will never eat snake. I don’t care what anyone in the tribe thinks.”
Erin let out a loud sigh. “I don’t want to know what all that was about.”
“I agree,” Julia replied. “We don’t need to know everything.”
“I tell him you tougher than him,” Chogan whispered in her ear. “You look better too.”
She laughed, and Gary narrowed his eyes at them.
Chogan chuckled. “I teach you Mandan? You learn to understand?”
Julia nodded. “Alright. It’ll take me awhile though. I don’t think I can learn it as fast as Gary did.”
“I be with you. You do fine,” he assured her.
She reached under the table and placed her hand on his thigh.
He took a good look at her and saw that she continued to eat a forkful of eggs. She didn’t even glance in his direction. This time when he smiled, it was for a different reason. He knew she had fire in her, a great passion, but it didn’t occur to him that she had a playfully mischievous side to her. He took her hand in his and squeezed it. He noted a slight grin on her face before she talked to her aunt about what they would make for lunch.
After breakfast was over, Chogan waited until Woape was alone so he could talk to her. She had just changed Penelope and was coming down the steps, leaving Gary, Julia and their aunt in the parlor to talk.
“Julia told me what you did for me,” Chogan softly told Woape who held Penelope’s hand. “Thank you.”
“I know you wouldn’t have been happy with Sarita or anyone else Citlali would have you marry,” she replied. “And I know how you and Julia felt about each other. I’ve been granted the blessing of loving my spouse. I cannot wish anyone anything less than the same.”
“I’m glad Gary makes you happy. It would not have been the same with Citlali.”
“No,” she softly acknowledged. “I’m sure he would have been kind, but he’d never love me.”
“There is a difference. You made the right choice.”
Penelope tugged on her mother’s arm.
Woape chuckled. “I’m coming. Children are impatient. They cannot sit still for longer than a minute.”
Satisfied that he had the chance to thank her, he followed her to the parlor.
***
The collar around Chogan’s neck felt unbearably tight, and the tie didn’t help matters. But he was determined to press through. He straightened his coat and glanced at Julia. “Butcher?” he motioned to the building where she stopped.
“Yes. His name is Jed Wilson.” She smiled up at him. “You’re much better than the other men who hunt game.”
“I marry you so I hear good things,” he slowly joked.
She laughed. The nippy air made her cheeks rosy, though he’d like to think it was his words that made her blush. However, there was no denying that the sparkle in her eyes was due to the fact that they were together.
“I go.” He opened the door and waited for her, now understanding the customs of her people in regards to who opened the door and why. “You come?”
“No. I need to pick up a few things from the general store. Do you know where that is?”
His gaze scanned the businesses lining the street. “Down there. I go there before.”
“I won’t be long. Good luck.”
He waited for her to stroll away before he directed his attention to the task at hand. Upon entering the place, he took off his hat, finding the thing a sore substitute for his headdress. He shook off the longing for the familiar and stepped up to the counter and waited.
An overweight middle-aged man with thinning brown hair sauntered in from the back of the store. He paused when he saw Chogan. “May I help you?”
Chogan straightened to his full height and noticed the slight wince on the man’s face. He wondered if the man was intimidated or upset but held off on questioning him. “I come for job. Anthony Perkins say you need hunter. I hunt.”
Jed’s eyebrows furrowed as he inched a little closer to the counter while maintaining a good distance from it—and Chogan. “Anthony sent you, huh?”
“He recommend.”
“Hmm...” He rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “So he will represent you?”
Chogan blinked. “Represent?”
“He will deal with me on your behalf?”
“No. I come here.”
“But when you hunt, he’ll bring in the animal?”
Chogan didn’t understand the logic in that. “Anthony make clothes. He not hunt. I hunt. I bring animal here.”
“Oh.” The man winced again.
Chogan was beginning to understand the problem, and he chided himself on thinking just because he had short hair and dressed like a white man, it should make any difference. “I represent me.”
“Yes. I gathered as much.” The man glanced up at him and swallowed. “I’m sorry, but I think Anthony has me confused with someone else. You see...I...” He shuffled from one foot to another. “That is to say, I have enough meat. Yes. I have meat already. If I had more, the meat would rot. I have fresh meat at all times.”
Chogan knew Jed Wilson was lying. He might not have understood all of the man’s jumbled words since he spoke too fast, but he got the gist of it. Venturing for a different avenue, he asked, “Where can I work?”
Jed rubbed his jaw again. “Didn’t Anthony Perkins tell you where else someone might need a worker?”
He shook his head.
Jed sighed. “I’m not sure who would hire...” He glanced uneasily at him. “That is to say that Bismarck has plenty of workers.”
Chogan waited, wondering if the butcher would tell him anything useful or continue to stall. He knew he made Jed nervous, but he didn’t appreciate being turned down from a job he was perfectly capable of doing—one he even excelled at—just because of his skin color. He bet he could hunt better than any of the white men that Jed had bringing meat to him and that the quality of game would be superior as well.
Jed shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know who’s hiring.”
He’d get nothing out of the butcher, and he knew when to pick his battles. This was not the time for forcing the issue or trying to prove he could do the job as well as any white man. He stiffly nodded, muttered a “thank you” that felt like bile in his throat, and calmly left the shop. He stood still for a moment with eyes closed and focused on relaxing the tension in his muscles. Not everyone was like Jed Wilson. He couldn’t assume that every employer in this town would react to him the same way.
He longed to wrap his buffalo robe tighter around himself as he’d done in the past when he reined in his self-control. It was a habit he’d developed over the years, a way he’d mentally and physically closed himself off from external sources of aggravation. But now he wore no robe. He wore a white man’s winter coat, and all he could do was cross his arms.
He promised Julia he’d wait for her, so he remained outside the store, probably creating an even greater worry for Jed Wilson. Jed stayed by the counter and kept darting frantic glances out his window where Chogan stood. Finally, Chogan had enough of the man’s unfounded fears and moved to the next building along the street. Just what exactly did Jed Wilson think Chogan was going to do? It was not the Mandan way to seek vengeance. They desired peace. How could white men live so close to the tribe and not understand this? The Mandans had made enough concessions to prove themselves, hadn’t they?
Chogan took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He imagined himself by a campfire on one of his fasts where he’d often sat to close his eyes and take deep breaths to gain a sense of peace. Except, this time when he imagined the soothing campfire in his mind, Julia was beside him and he unwittingly recalled the scent of cooking rabbit on the fire. His anger cooled, and the tension in his body eased.
He opened his eyes and saw Julia heading his way. He greeted her with a smile, and when her eyes met his, she smiled in return.
“Did it go well? Did Jed hire you?” she asked as soon as she reached him.
“No. He not need me.”
She frowned. “But that Bernard who works for him can’t stay off the moonshine to save his life, and Lester isn’t much of a shot. Maybe I should tell Jed how good you are.”
She started toward the butcher shop, but he wrapped his hand around her elbow and stopped her. “No. I not work there.” The determined expression on her face warmed his heart. She cared for him enough to be angry on his behalf. The last of his anger subsided. “I work other place.”
Her eyebrows furrowed in a way that he thought looked absolutely charming on her. “Well...” She glanced at the shop and tapped her foot on the sidewalk for a good three seconds. Then with a sigh, she said, “Alright. Jed Wilson isn’t that great of a person anyway. What kind of man wants to have those kinds of workers? They’d probably all just take advantage of you since you work hard and they don’t.”
“I keep looking.”
“Do you want to go back to Anthony’s store and see if he knows anyone else who’s hiring?”
“Yes. This time I get more places to go.”
“That’s a good idea. Bismarck is growing, and that means more jobs. Something’s bound to come up. I’m sure you can do better than Jed Wilson.”
Whether or not she was right was left to be seen, but she believed it and that made all the difference.
~~********~~
Within the week, Chogan dropped off the last Bismarck Tribune newspaper at a house before he headed back for East Front Avenue where people were arriving to work for the day. He turned the collar of his coat up and braced himself for the biting chill. The route was simple, but the two hours outside delivering the papers in the dark made his body go numb by the time he was done.
He pulled his wagon into the side entrance and sat by the potbelly stove so he could get some feeling back into his fingers and toes. He’d been doing the same routine for two days now and had a good feel for it. It wasn’t as good as hunting, but it did get him out into the fresh air and the pay was decent, from what Julia had said when he told her what his wages would be. Anthony assured him that the man in charge of circulation was a fair and honest person who would treat him right. So far Chogan had no complaints.
Noah came into the large room and sat beside him. “How are you handling your route?”
Chogan glanced at the bearded thin man and shrugged. “It is job.”
Noah laughed. “That it is. It probably doesn’t bother you to be out in the cold. I mean, your kind lives in teepees.”
Chogan hid his apprehension at the joking tone in the younger man’s voice. He estimated that Noah was eighteen or so, but he should have known more about the Indians he lived near. “Mandan use teepee on buffalo hunt or to seek a vision,” he slowly explained, careful to weigh each word so he could better form sentences in English. “We live in lodges made of the earth.”
“Oh, really? I thought all you people lived in teepees.”
“No.”
“Hmm...” Noah shrugged and laughed. “Learn something new every day, right?”
Unsure of how to respond, Chogan simply nodded and turned his attention to the potbelly stove. So far, his tasks remained simple. Deliver papers on his route, bring food to the other staff, and run miscellaneous errands. It wasn’t a place Chogan wanted to stay at forever, but he figured as he gained knowledge, he might go on to advance. He had no desire to be a journalist, but running the printing press might be something he could enjoy. For now, he’d bide his time and do his best. One did not become an expert hunter right away. It took time.
Their supervisor came up to them, so they looked up.
“Noah, take the mail down to the post office. Chogan, get some coffee,” the lean, middle-aged man said. “Time to get the day started.”
Chogan stood to his feet, reluctant to leave the warmth of the building but determined to prove Larry Bleier didn’t make a mistake when he hired him. He had no idea how difficult it would be to find employment when Anthony Perkins took him around town. Chogan suspected that if Anthony hadn’t been with him, Larry wouldn’t have agreed to give him a chance.
Chogan didn’t like or dislike Larry. The man wasn’t condescending in his instructions, but there was that note of authority in his voice that left no room for argument. In some ways, Chogan respected that about his supervisor. Perhaps the man was fair. If that was the case, then he might not judge too much on skin color.
Noah rubbed his hands together as he got to his feet. “Another day begins.” He smiled and whistled as he headed for the mail room.
Chogan went about his task and then headed out for breakfast items the other employees wanted. Even if the setup was different, it did occur to him that he was out gathering food as he’d done at the tribe. Only, instead of going out into the great expanse of the prairie, he made a trip to the bakery.
Once he came out of the bakery with a box of donuts, he headed down the street back to the Tribune when he recognized Ernest who laughed at something his male companion said. The only reason Chogan knew it was Ernest was because he’d seen him with Julia that day in her house, not too long ago. Julia hadn’t told him much about Ernest, except that Ernest had once proposed to her but she hadn’t loved him enough to say yes.
When their paths crossed, Ernest paused from the conversation he was having with the other man and asked, “Have I seen you before?”
Chogan was surprised he recognized him at all without his traditional clothing and long hair. “We meet. Briefly.”
Ernest studied him, as if trying to place exactly where and when this took place, and Chogan wasn’t eager to remind him so he kept quiet. Finally, Ernest shrugged and said, “All you people look alike to me, though if I’d seen you dressed as you are now, I would’ve remembered. You’re somewhat out of place, aren’t you?”
“No more out of place than any other Indian,” he replied, resisting the urge to look down at Ernest who was three inches shorter than him. He didn’t care much for the smirk on Ernest’s face. It reminded him too much of that day when he staked his claim with Julia. Reminding himself that he won her in the end, Chogan relented on his annoyance. “I return to work.”
“And where would that be?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Mild curiosity.” Ernest glanced at his friend and smiled a message that only his friend would understand before he turned back to Chogan. “A pleasantry. That’s all.”
“Oh. Then I ask where you work.”
The friend laughed. “Quick-witted. I like it.”
Ernest gave a slight scowl but hid it with another smile. “Fine. I’m the vice president of a bank. Now, what do you do?”
“I deliver papers,” Chogan replied.
“Ahh, I see.” He nodded to the box of donuts. “I also see your job extends beyond delivering newspapers.”
By the way Ernest said it, Chogan knew the man was putting him down.
Ernest’s friend leaned close to Ernest and softly said, “To be fair, who else would hire him?”
Had Chogan not been able to read his lips, he wouldn’t have known what the man said, and he suspected no ill will from Ernest’s companion, so he turned his attention back to Ernest who looked amused.
“Well then,” Ernest began and motioned to the box, “I’m sure you’ll do a fine job. You should probably hurry along. You shouldn’t let a good donut go to waste.” He tipped his hat in a way that indicted a mock politeness and continued on down the sidewalk with his friend.
Chogan gritted his teeth and went down the other way on the sidewalk. Whatever was Julia thinking when she let Ernest court her? The poor woman probably had no other prospects in the small town she’d been in. Even then, she had the good sense to say no when he asked her to go to Fargo with him.
Deciding it didn’t matter since the past was the past, Chogan turned back to his task and delivered the donuts. After that, he did some light cleaning and retrieving items that others needed. It reminded him of when he was a youth who was on his first buffalo hunt. He’d been a scout, searching for buffalo roaming the fields. He’d also brought water or anything else the more experienced hunters needed. He worked his way up to being the leader of one of the hunts, but it’d taken years and perseverance.
Patience. Hard work. No matter what the task or his heritage, he was sure the same things would work in Bismarck. He would not stay at the bottom forever. One day, a young new worker would be bringing him coffee and donuts. He’d prove he could do just as well as, if not better, than the white men who worked at the Bismarck Tribune.
***
Julia poured tea into Millicent’s cup and sat across from her. “It’s nice of you to stop by.” She added a little more sugar to her own cup of tea and stirred it. Letting the spoon linger in the cup, she glanced at her cousin. “Has anything new happened?”
Millicent took a sip and settled her cup back on the saucer in her hand. “Not for me, though I dare say you’ve had quite the adventure...of sorts. You’re married?”
Julia blushed. “A little over a week now.”
“Why didn’t you come over and tell me? Or why wasn’t there a church wedding? Such a thing would have been most delightful to attend. I do so love church weddings. The gowns, the suits, the flowers, the music... They’re all so pretty.”
“To be honest, I didn’t want to wait.” With a shrug, she stirred her tea again. “Besides, I don’t care for large gatherings.”
“Oh, not all weddings have to be large. Some are small. In fact, a private affair can be most quaint.”
“Then I suppose you could consider my wedding a quaint one.”
Millicent sighed. “It must have been beautiful. I do so wish I’d been there to see it. And a good match too. Why, Ernest will make a fine husband.”
“Ernest?” Julia frowned and gave her cousin a good look. “I didn’t marry Ernest.”
Her eyes grew wide. “Didn’t you? He was here that day when I came to see Aunt Erin.”
“Yes. That was quite awhile ago.”
“I thought he’d been courting you. You did mention him when we last talked if I recall.”
Julia finally set her spoon on the tray which was on the table between them so she could sip her sweet tea. It was still a little hot but not to the point where it’d burn her tongue. She took in Millicent’s curious expression before she explained, “Yes. I did mention him. He and I knew each other from when we lived in Sykeston. Then he left for Fargo, and I didn’t see him again until Aunt Erin and I moved here.”
“Yes. I remember you saying that. But why didn’t you marry him? It was obvious that he entertained feelings of a romantic nature toward you.”
“I don’t know. He’s nice enough. I’d always been fond of him to a point.” She picked up the spoon and stirred the tea again, realizing her nervous habit for what it was. What was it, exactly, that made her uneasy around Millicent? Was it the woman’s proper mannerisms? She doubted she met up to Millicent’s standards of propriety, whatever those standards were. Clearing her throat, Julia shrugged. “I didn’t want to marry Ernest. I didn’t love him.”
“Oh,” Millicent replied, using the word Julia was starting to hate since Millicent said it as much as she did. “I see your point, of course. Love is certainly a most notable benefit if you are to marry, but what of his credentials? He’s most prominent, is he not?”
“I don’t care about things like that.”
She could tell by Millicent’s startled expression that it wasn’t the answer Millicent expected to hear. But so what? The truth was she didn’t. Ernest could have all the prominence in the world, and he’d never make her heart leap for joy the way Chogan did. She couldn’t imagine responding to Ernest with the same passion in bed that she responded to Chogan with. Now that she understood the personal matters between a husband and wife, she couldn’t imagine that being with Ernest would be fulfilling. If he couldn’t stir her passion with a kiss, then he couldn’t do it in bed. All Chogan had to do was look at her and she felt sparks ignite.
Millicent hesitantly smiled and took another sip of her tea.
Julia followed suit, wishing the tea was cooler so she could gulp it down. The sooner they were done with the tea, the sooner this visit would be at an end. She mentally chided herself for wishing her cousin would leave. What was wrong with her? Maybe if her aunt was there, then it wouldn’t be so awkward. Julia was never good at entertaining guests, especially ones with which she felt inferior to. Julia couldn’t be sure, but she suspected that Millicent saw herself as more of a lady, more refined. And Millicent would be right. The only thing that bonded them together was the fact that they were related. Otherwise, they had nothing in common.
Millicent set her cup back on the saucer, and though she was delicate about it, the sound echoed through the room. “So, may I ask who the lucky man is?”
Julia put her cup on the table. “Sure. His name is Chogan.”
Her cousin frowned as her eyebrows furrowed. “Chogan? You mean the Injun that was here when I saw Ernest?”
“No. I mean the Mandan Indian. He came here with my brother who happens to live with the Mandan tribe and has a Mandan wife and a daughter by her.”
Millicent’s eyes widened. “I certainly meant no disrespect.”
“I’m aware of the term Injun and what it represents. I’m surprised a woman as refined as you would stoop to such language.”
“Stoop?” Millicent pressed a hand to her heart. “Oh, I did not intend harm. That is what they are called.”
“Perhaps if you had said the word more pleasantly, I would have understood you better.”
“Oh dear. I do not know what I did that was wrong, but apparently, I have displeased you.”
Julia watched as Millicent placed her saucer and cup on the table and adjusted the broach at her neck. She tried to determine the level of Millicent’s sincerity.
Her cousin glanced at her, the caution evident in her eyes. “So you married the Indian. His name is Chogan?”
“Yes,” she slowly said, still judging the woman’s actions. “He’s a good man, much better than Ernest.”
“Really? How so?”
Millicent’s expression was one of curiosity, not condemnation or disgust, so Julia proceeded with the conversation. “Well, he’s more interesting to talk to, for one. He taught me to use a bow and arrow.”
“I do recall you mentioning the bow and arrow before.”
“I don’t think Ernest would ever do something like that.”
“To be fair, he works at the bank. He has no need to play with a bow and arrow.”
“It wasn’t playing,” Julia replied, aware the warning tone had found its way back into her voice. “He taught me to hunt rabbits. If I ever get stuck somewhere, I can catch my own food. Then I can rely on myself to do things instead of having to depend on others to do them for me. It’s not a bad idea, Millicent. I could teach you if you wish.”
Millicent laughed. “Why ever would I need to hunt rabbits? I have my parents to provide for me. When I marry, then my husband shall do that for me.”
“What if that never happens? Up until a week ago, I thought I would never marry. There are no guarantees. However, should you marry, you might find yourself in a situation where you have to rely on yourself.”
“Oh, I live here in town. I won’t venture off into the great unknown.”
“I’m just saying that sometimes things happen that you can’t anticipate. It never hurts to be prepared.”
“Maybe. But now is not a good time. We have the winter quickly approaching.”
“So? If we bundle up, I could still go out and teach you. Your parents have the horse and buggy, and you don’t have to go far to find something to hunt. There’s plenty of land around us.”
“Oh.” Millicent’s smile faltered. “I don’t know. I realize that a few women have done activities suited for men, but I’m not comfortable pursuing those things.”
“I understand.” Before her journey across the state over a year ago, Julia had felt the same way. She couldn’t fault her cousin for being apprehensive about hunting. Trying to decide the best way to settle matters so there wouldn’t be the lingering tension between them, she said, “I hope you will welcome Chogan into the family. He’s my husband, and I want us all to get along. Alright?”
Millicent nodded. “Yes. It was a shock, that’s all. I honestly believed you would marry Ernest.”
Feeling better about things, Julia relaxed and picked up her cup. “Thank you.” She’d hoped to avoid an argument. “What will you do for the rest of the day?”
“Oh, I planned to do a little sewing before I helped Mother with the evening meal. Afterwards, my mother and I will retire to the parlor while Father plays the piano. Mother and I are working on a quilt for Aunt Erin. It’s her Christmas gift, but you must not tell her.”
“I won’t,” Julia promised with a chuckle. “Aunt Erin will love it. She gets a chill even though there is a box stove right by her bed. She gets cold easily.”
“Oh, good. Then we chose well. We must decide on something appropriate for you and your husband.”
“I should start on Christmas gifts. I haven’t given that day much thought. Usually, I start on Christmas gifts after Thanksgiving. Is there anything you and your parents need?”
“I can’t think of anything. Whatever you give us will be fine.”
Considering how little Julia knew her cousin’s family, this wasn’t an easy task. Perhaps Aunt Erin would have some ideas.
“Thank you for a lovely time,” Millicent said as she stood. “I must be on my way.”
Julia joined her and walked her to the door where she retrieved her cousin’s coat and hat. “Thank you for coming by.”
“Next time, I hope Aunt Erin will be here too. I must visit her or she’ll think I’m ignoring her.”
“It’s not your fault she went to the general store.”
Millicent smiled and gave her a big hug. “Congratulations, Julia.”
As Julia opened the front door and watched her leave, she decided that Millicent might be someone she could enjoy future visits with after all.
~~********~~
It was the day before Thanksgiving when Chogan took Julia outside the town limits of Bismarck where they hoped to catch a wild turkey. Julia could barely contain her excitement on the ride out of town, and her continual shifting on the seat of the buggy seemed to amuse him.
“You will let me try to get it, won’t you?” she asked for the third time since they left Bismarck.
He laughed and shook his head. “I said you will catch it.” He squeezed her shoulders affectionately. “I do not lie.”
She’d been looking forward to hunting for their Thanksgiving meal ever since he suggested it, and she couldn’t have asked for a nicer day. It was cloudy but there was no threat of snow. The breeze was light so the cold air wasn’t as bitter as it could be. In her excitement, she hardly noticed the snow that made a thin blanket over the ground.
He stopped the small buggy and applied the brake. Turning to her, he grinned at her enthusiasm and stopped her before she could jump out. “You need to be warm,” he slowly said as he tucked the scarf securely around her neck. “Do not get sick.”
“You worry too much,” she playfully admonished him while he made sure the hood of her coat wasn’t loose. “I don’t get sick easily.”
“We keep it that way.”
She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised that he fussed over her like he did, especially considering his first wife’s bouts of frequent illnesses and untimely death. “I love you, you know.”
He smiled. “Then it is good I love you too.” He kissed her before he handed her the bow and arrows. “We do not sit still for long. We move and keep warm.”
With a cheer, she stepped down from the buggy before he could assist her. She took off her gloves and stuffed them into her pocket. She scanned the area he’d picked and saw a couple of turkeys that were spread a good distance apart from each other. Biting her lower lip, she tried to determine which one to shoot. All they needed was one.
She glanced at her husband when he reached her. “Should I practice aiming the bow at something else first?”
“No need. I will help. Which turkey do you want?”
“That one is pretty.”
Looking amused, he replied, “We will eat it, not look at it.”
“I want the feathers. Those feathers aren’t a dull brown.”
“That is the male. Females have brown feathers.”
She furrowed her eyebrows. “All of them?”
He nodded.
“I don’t understand why the males look better than the females. Male peacocks are prettier too.”
“Males need to attract females. It is better to hunt males. Females have the babies.”
“I don’t think you’d be so eager to think that if humans were hunted.”
“It is a fact when hunting. You want to make sure the animals don’t die out.”
She sighed. “It makes sense, but it seems like a bad thing to be a male if you’re an animal.”
“You want male anyway. The feathers are pretty.”
“Yes. I do.” She hoped to make him a headdress from the feathers, and she wanted the best feathers for that.
“Do not worry. There are more turkeys.”
Nodding, she lifted the bow and arrow.
“You need help.”
She looked at him. “I think I got it.”
“No. You do not.”
“What do you mean, I don’t. The one I want is right there, and I know I can shoot it from this distance.”
With a smile, he softly answered, “You get upset. But I mean this.”
He stood behind her and closed the distance between them so that their bodies touched. Even through the layers of clothes, she became acutely aware of him. Her face grew warm when he brought his lips to her ear.
“You have to bring your arms up,” he whispered.
A shiver raced up her spine. “You can’t do that.”
“What?” She noted the amusement in his voice.
“I’m trying to focus.”
“Then look at the turkey.” He put his hands on her head and gently turned it so that she was facing her prey. “There. Now lift your arms.”
He guided her movements with a grace she envied. He was very much in tune with the nature of the hunt and made the process seem easier than she knew it was. It was a shame Jed Wilson didn’t hire him.
“You shoot when? Tomorrow?”
Chogan’s joke broke her out of her thoughts. She pulled the arrow through the bow and aimed it at the turkey. He settled his hands on her hips and kissed the skin right beneath her ear.
“Good luck,” he whispered.
Another thrill raced through her and she shot him a scolding look. “You’re distracting me on purpose.”
“I am teaching you.”
“Nonsense. I know how to shoot a rabbit. I even shot that horrible man. What makes you think I need help with a turkey?”
“You will learn to hunt in spite of distractions.” A sly smile crossed his face and he chuckled.
She rolled her eyes but grinned. “Right. Every hunter has to deal with someone groping them while they try to get food.”
“I not grope.”
“I do not grope,” she corrected and giggled. “And you are groping, Chogan. Your hands are everywhere.”
He sighed but removed his hands from her breasts and placed them back on her hips. “I enjoy touching you.”
“You are not a man. You’re an octopus,” she muttered as she lifted the bow and arrow again.
“That is impossible. Octopus do not live on prairie.”
“Is octopus octopi when it’s plural?” she suddenly wondered.
He laughed. “Who cares?”
“Fungus is fungi when it’s plural. I remember the teacher having a big to-do about Gary not getting that right in the school house.”
Her comment only made him laugh harder.
“I don’t see what’s so funny about fungi. Now, hush. I need to focus.”
He immediately quieted.
She shook her head and concentrated on the turkey that was hobbling away from them. She gasped. If she wasn’t careful, it’d go out of her range, and she’d miss her shot. As it was, the other turkey had walked off. This one was her big chance. But when she pulled back on the bow, she could feel Chogan’s body vibrate as he tried to hold in his laughter. She couldn’t hold back her giggles anymore and burst out laughing with him.
The turkey, of course, hustled away from them.
She threw her hands up in the air, still holding the bow and arrow, and turned to face Chogan. “Now I lost him!”
“You are upset?”
She couldn’t tell if he was teasing her or not. His eyes were wide in innocence, but she thought she detected a sly smile on his lips.
“We will get the next one,” he said, leaning down to kiss her. “I promise.”
“I will get the next one,” she corrected. “I really want to get this one.”
“I know.” He rubbed her back and nudged her to the buggy. “You will get us a turkey. A good one.”
She relaxed. “I don’t want you to help me. I want to do it myself.”
“I will not help.”
“And you can’t distract me either. You can touch me all you want after I get him but not before.”
“You are nice to touch.”
“Chogan,” she warned and stopped just three feet shy of the buggy. “I mean it. This is important to me.”
“I know.” He chuckled and motioned for her to get into the buggy. “I will be good.”
A bit hesitant, she got into the buggy and waited for him to sit next to her. After he urged the horses forward, she snuggled up to him and rested her head on his shoulder.
“I cannot touch you but you touch me?”
“I’m not hunting right now.”
“Oh. In that case...” He pulled her closer to him and led the buggy to another area where several turkeys waddled through the prairie. “You want one of those?”
She sat up straight and tightened her hold on the bow and arrow. “There’s a good one. Right there.” She used the arrow to point to the pretty male one.
As soon as he stopped the horses, she jumped down and made her way over to her target. She tried to keep her steps quiet and was relieved when Chogan kept his distance. When she reached her destination, she held the bow and arrow up. She released the arrow and it hit the turkey.
Jumping in excitement, she pointed to the fallen turkey and shouted out, “I got him! I did it!”
She caught the amusement in his eyes as he walked past her and went to the animal. She went along with him.
“I did it on the first try,” she unnecessarily added. “It was an amazing experience! Not as amazing as when I got Hothlepoya, but it was just the second most amazing experience I’ve ever had.”
He knelt down and checked the turkey. With pride in his voice, he said, “You will be expert hunter.” He lifted it. “We will eat good tomorrow.”
“I can’t wait until Aunt Erin sees this. It’s a beautiful bird.”
Julia brushed some of the feathers, noting the array of red, purple, green, copper, bronze, and gold colors that seemed to show through depending on how the light hit them. She imagined how they’d appear in a headdress. Chogan would look wonderful with it on his head. He turned to carry the turkey back to the buggy, and she couldn’t help but plea with him to be careful so that he didn’t crush any of the feathers.
“And can you position him on those papers so that he doesn’t bleed all over his body?” she asked as he settled the game onto the pile of papers they’d placed in the buggy.
“Yes. I do that.”
“Just wait until Gary sees what I got. Has he ever caught a bird this big?”
“He does not hunt.”
Her eyes grew wide. “He doesn’t?”
Chogan’s smile widened. “If you two get stuck out here, you will fend for him.”
“Well, he can use a gun, so I’m sure he’d manage fine.”
“Guns are easy. Real hunters use bow and arrow.”
“You’re right. Guns are easy. My brother’s a wimp,” she joked. “Let’s get home so I can show off what I caught!”
***
Julia watched in amusement as Gary’s jaw dropped at the sight of the large cooked turkey that Aunt Erin placed on the dining table.
“You caught that by yourself?” Gary asked his sister.
“She did,” Chogan replied with an unmistakably proud smile on his face. “She is a great hunter.”
Julia blushed. “I had a good teacher.”
Aunt Erin laughed. “Pick your jaw off the floor, son,” she told Gary. “You underestimated your sister’s abilities.”
Woape put a squirming Penelope into the highchair and grinned. “You have the spirit of a Mandan in you.”
Chogan nudged Julia in the arm and gave her a knowing look. “You see? I tell you that too.”
The doorbell chimed.
Aunt Erin clapped her hands. “That must be my brother and his family. I’ll go get it.”
“I’ll finish setting the table,” Julia said.
“Need any help?” Woape asked.
“No. You have your hands full as it is with a one year old that refuses to sit still.”
“I’ll help,” Gary offered.
Surprised, Julia agreed and led her brother into the kitchen. “It’s nice to have you and Woape over,” she said as she picked up the large bowl of stuffing and the smaller bowl of cranberry sauce.
“It’s nice coming here.” Gary turned to the tray where the coffee pot and cups were neatly arranged but didn’t pick them up. “I wanted to say something that’s probably long overdue.”
“Oh?” The bowls suddenly felt heavy and she wondered if she should put them back down. Her brother looked unusually serious, and she wasn’t sure if this was going to be good or not. She thought they’d worked through their differences. Maybe she’d been wrong.
“Woape just found out she’s expecting another child.”
“That’s wonderful, Gary,” she replied, thrilled for the two of them.
“Yes, but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”
She frowned. “Is something wrong?”
“No. But when Woape told me, it occurred to me that Penelope will have a brother or sister, and I want them to be friends. Then I thought about us and how we seemed to have one problem right after another. I didn’t realize how much you did for me while I was growing up, and looking back, I can see you gave up a lot. At the time I thought you were trying to take our ma’s place. But you weren’t. You were being a big sister, fussing over me and loving me the way I hope Penelope will fuss over and love her little brother or sister.” He cleared his throat and shifted from one foot to another. “Anyway, I wanted to thank you for all you’ve done for me. I didn’t appreciate it then, but I do now. I love you, Julia.”
Tears came to her eyes, and he took the bowls from her so she could wipe her eyes with her apron.
“It’s been a long time in coming for me to tell you that, hasn’t it?”
More tears fell and she struggled to find her composure. How long had she hoped her brother might one day look at her and tell her he loved her? And now that he had, she couldn’t stop crying.
He put the bowls on the table and wrapped his arms around her. “You know, I thought this was going to be good news.”
She laughed and hugged him back. “It is good news, Gary. The best, really. I love you too, Gary. I never once stopped.”
“I know. We might have argued, but underneath it all, you always did.” He pulled away from her and grabbed a clean cloth. Once he pumped water so it was wet, he wrung it out and handed it to her. “I don’t want that tall husband of yours coming in and finding you crying. He might take it the wrong way and run me off.”
At that, she laughed again and pressed the cool cloth to her face. “Chogan’s incredibly sweet. He wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
“You don’t see him the way men do. He’s tall and strong. Just the kind of thing that makes lesser men shake in their boots.”
“You jest. Men don’t fear him.”
At that, he chuckled. “Not all but most. And I happen to be one of them.” He paused and gave her a good look. “Did you really threaten him with a knife when you thought I was dead?”
“Sure. I thought he was the one who killed you.”
“There you go. Playing big sister. Facing formidable opponents to save your little brother.”
She noted his amusement, so she didn’t mind the teasing. “If people bother you, then they have to deal with me. I can shoot really well with a bow and arrow now, so it’s not an idle threat.”
“It’s good to know I have you on my side. Between you and Chogan, no one stands a chance.”
Grinning, she set the washcloth down and retrieved the two bowls. “No truer words were ever spoken. So you better get to work or I’ll send in Chogan to intimidate you.” She giggled, still unable to see how Chogan could scare anyone but taking her brother’s word for it.
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied and turned to the bowls of mashed potatoes and yams. “There’s enough food here to feed an army.”
“Aunt Erin wanted to be sure no one went hungry.”
“Of course. Remember how she used to insist we have another helping of dessert to fatten us up?”
“I think she gave up after she realized we were never going to be as plump as she wanted. These dinners make her happy, you know. More than cooking, she loves to watch people eating.”
“I purposely didn’t eat breakfast at the tribe this morning so I could have the extra slice of pumpkin pie.”
“It’ll make her Thanksgiving complete.”
“Woape will have to roll me home.”
“You aren’t staying the night?”
He picked up the bowls and headed for the door. “Yes, but I’m going to eat so much I’ll still be comatose tomorrow.”
“Wow. Then you’re really going to make our aunt happy.”
“That’s the plan.” He pushed the swinging door open and motioned for her to go first. As she passed him, he said, “Happy Thanksgiving, Julia.”
“Happy Thanksgiving, Gary.” Smiling, she walked out to the dining room.
~~********~~
Chogan went to the Tribune after delivering his newspapers and noticed the decorated tree in the corner of the room. Right after Thanksgiving, Julia and her aunt made a big fuss over getting a tree so they could put it in the parlor and pretty it up. The whole process amused him. It seemed frivolous, but it made them happy, and apparently, even the men joined in this tradition.
Thinking no more of it, he went to the potbelly stove, took off his gloves, and warmed his hands.
Noah soon joined him and asked, “Have a good Thanksgiving?”
“Yes. Did you?”
“I ate myself into oblivion.”
Chogan hadn’t heard the word oblivion before, so he watched Noah’s face to detect whether this was a good or bad thing. When Noah laughed, Chogan smiled, assured that eating oneself into oblivion was a good thing after all.
Their supervisor came by and Chogan got ready to head on out to get the donuts like usual, but the supervisor said, “Chogan, Mike over there will show you how to run the printing press. Noah, I want you to do the donut run today.”
“But sir...?” Noah began and ran up to the supervisor before he could head to his office. He glanced at Chogan and gulped. When he looked back at their boss, he asked, “Can I speak to you alone?”
Chogan frowned. He didn’t like it when people spoke out of his hearing, and there was no doubt whatever Noah had to say, it was in direct relation to him, and that meant he had the right to know what it was.
“Not now, Noah,” the supervisor replied. “I have to meet with the editor. Whatever you have to say can wait until after lunch.” He waved Chogan forward. “Mike’s expecting you.”
Nodding, Chogan obeyed and went down the hallway that led to the printing room. To say he was surprised that their supervisor picked him instead of Noah was an understatement. Chogan worked hard and faithfully did the tasks given him, but he never expected to be chosen over a white man. He assumed he might work his way up slowly but only after Noah promoted before him.
What was even more surprising to Chogan was that Mike offered him one of the donuts upon Noah’s return. Noah gave Chogan a slight scowl when Mike handed Chogan the food and asked Noah to bring them all some coffee. Chogan decided he would not drink the coffee Noah brought for him. He’d seen Noah in the past and knew the man had a spark of vindictiveness in him.
Shortly after Chogan started working there, Noah was sent to sweep the printing press floor. He was nursing a hangover and did a half-hearted job. When the supervisor returned and told Noah to do it over, Noah ‘misplaced’ their supervisor’s mail. Without Noah knowing about it, Chogan put the mail back where it belonged.
It was then that Chogan knew the type of man he was dealing with. In many ways, his pettiness reminded him of Sarita. No amount of ‘she has full Mandan blood’ argument would ever make up for her lack of qualities that truly mattered in a woman. The irony wasn’t lost on Chogan. He’d went to Bismarck and found that the same types of people kept popping up. When his shift was over, he could go home and get away from Noah.
So when Noah handed him a cup of coffee, Chogan thanked him and set it down. Later on, he tossed the coffee out. But Noah was easily forgotten as Mike showed him how the printing press worked, how to put ink into it, and how to lay out the printed articles and ads to make a page in the paper. Chogan found it fascinating, even if it had nothing to do with going out into the fresh air and hunting like he was raised to do. This was different work, and he’d adapt to this just as he’d adapted to other aspects of his new life.
At the end of his shift, he found his coat and hat. He inspected them to make sure nothing was out of place or torn. They looked fine.
Noah retrieved his own hat and coat from the spot next to Chogan’s things and asked, “How was it?”
Chogan remained still for a moment. “How was what?”
“Learning the ropes. How’d it go?”
Chogan was suspicious of the man’s friendly disposition. “Fine. It is work.” He watched as Noah put his things on. “I did not expect it.”
“I saw how shocked you were.” Noah shrugged. “Maybe they decided to teach us what to do in case one of them gets sick and they need us to assist.”
“Maybe,” he answered uncertainly.
“See you tomorrow.”
Once Noah was out of sight, Chogan slipped his coat on and went home, sensing that what had been a pleasant place to work at was about to change.
***
A week before Christmas, Julia picked up the paper and showed it to Millicent. “Chogan was in charge of printing this! Didn’t he do a wonderful job?”
Millicent stopped by the newsstand as Julia paid for two papers. “Don’t you have one delivered to your door?”
“Yes, but this is a special edition.”
“How so? It’s not Sunday.”
Julia smiled. “No, but it’s Chogan’s first paper.”
Millicent laughed and tightened the hood on her coat as the snow softly fell around them. “Oh for heaven’s sakes. From the way you’re acting, one would think he wrote the whole thing himself.”
“If it weren’t for him, this paper wouldn’t be out today. He’s the one who got everything printed out.”
“I’m surprised you don’t buy all the copies.”
Julia glanced at the man standing behind the newspaper stand and decided to buy another three copies.
“I was jesting, Julia!” Millicent said, her eyes wide.
The man took her money and thanked her before she collected five of the neatly folded papers and closed the strings of her purse. She slid the papers under her coat so they wouldn’t get wet and folded her arms over her chest to keep them from slipping. Then she turned to her cousin and headed down the sidewalk with her.
“Gary and Woape will want a copy. Then there’s your aunt and uncle and you—”
‘“We already get the paper,” Millicent teased.
“True. But that one was thrown carelessly on your doorstep. These copies are well-preserved.”
“Oh, you are a hopeless cause, my dear cousin.”
“I won’t do this with tomorrow’s edition. If I did, then I’d be hopeless. But this is the first paper he’s printed, and that makes it special.”
“I suppose a woman has a right to be proud of her husband.”
“Well, he’s worked hard. He’s much better than Noah Hawk. I heard about how lazy he is, doing as little as possible to get paid. If his uncle wasn’t one of the editors, I doubt he’d have gotten hired at all.”
Millicent stopped in front of the bank and approached the entrance.
“Do you need to go in there?” Julia asked, feeling uneasy. She’d only run into Ernest on four occasions since she married Chogan, and fortunately, those had been during times when they’d merely been passing by. But if she had to go in there, she’d risk having to converse with him.
“I must withdraw a small sum of money so I can purchase supplies for finishing a quilt. Time is quickly running out.”
Julia sighed. She couldn’t fault her cousin’s reasoning. “I’ll wait out here then, if that’s alright with you?”
Millicent shrugged. “Oh, I would not insist you go in. I suppose things are apt to be uncomfortable, what with Ernest and all.”
Grateful she understood, Julia nodded.
“I will be out shortly.”
Once she went into the bank, Julia stood by the entrance and wondered what she might do with her time. The bench was covered in snow, so she had no desire to sit. Deciding it was best to get out of the patrons’ way, she edged further away from the door and leaned against the building where she had adequate protection from the snow.
She shifted from one foot to the other to keep warm, and when the wind blew directly in her face, she turned around. As soon as she did, she realized that Ernest was walking across the street. He hadn’t seen her yet, but when she got ready to turn around again, his gaze met hers and she knew it was pointless to pretend she didn’t see him. For a moment, she thought he might ignore her and go right into the bank. When he strode in her direction, her hopes plummeted. So much for that idea!
What could he possibly want? Surely, he didn’t think fondly of her after she turned him down twice.
Ernest tipped his hat and stopped in front of her. “Good morning, Julia.”
“Uh, hi Ernest,” she replied, wishing she’d gone in the bank. At least then, she’d be with Millicent and Millicent would help break the tension. “Are you having a good Christmas?”
“It’s fine. Not as good as yours, I hear. I ought to congratulate you on your marriage.”
Her face flushed despite the chill. “Yes.” What exactly was she supposed to say? She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. “Um...I didn’t have an actual wedding. It was a very small affair with the preacher.” She glanced at the door and wondered just how long Millicent’s business would take in there.
“Can I ask why?”
Surprised, she looked at him. “Why what?”
“Why did you pick someone like him?”
Frowning, she asked, “Someone like who?”
“You know. A redskin. I don’t get it. I’ve tried to figure it out, but I can’t think of what he has that I don’t. He has no viable skills, and your life won’t be as comfortable as it could have been had you married me.”
She gasped at the insult. “How dare you call him a redskin! Why, I’ll have you know that he printed today’s edition of the Tribune!”
“Did he?” He appeared mildly amused. “Good for him. He knows how to line up paper and run it through a machine.”
Without thinking, she slapped him, and the papers she’d been carefully holding to her chest slipped to the ground.
Ernest didn’t rub the red mark on his cheek. In fact, for a good five seconds, he exhibited no discernable reaction at all, and that unnerved her. Finally, he shrugged, took a step back, and pointed to the ground. “You should pick up those papers before they get too wet. I wouldn’t want you to miss out on the only accomplishment your husband will ever have.”
Just as she stepped forward to slap him again, she slipped and fell to her knees.
“I’d help you up, but I don’t dare risk getting slapped again.”
“I’m glad I didn’t marry you, Ernest. You’re small and petty and rude. You can take your money and fancy job and shove it.”
“Why Julia, that kind of language is unbecoming for a lady. Being with a savage has certainly brought out your baser instincts.”
Outraged, she struggled to her feet, but before she could march toward him, he’d already slipped into the bank.
Julia’s entire body shook with rage as she watched Ernest scurry into the bank like the rat he was. She couldn’t believe she ever let him court her. All along she’d had that underlying sense of unease about him, and now she knew exactly why. The man was spiteful and thought much more of himself than he ought. She gritted her teeth and collected the damp folded newspapers off the ground. These were useless. She’d have to buy more copies.
She bit back the hot sting of tears that filled her eyes. Who cared what Ernest thought? Chogan worked long and hard to get to this position. He started out delivering papers and running errands. In a matter of months, he was already learning the ropes of working a printing press. Who knew how far he could go in a year or more? So it didn’t matter what Ernest thought.
He’s upset because I married Chogan instead of him. It’s jealousy talking and nothing more.
She looked down at the papers and noted how nicely the columns were laid out. Chogan was meticulous with his work, and he took pride in everything he did. As well he should. He knows the value of patience and hard work. She brushed the tears from her eyes so Millicent wouldn’t know how much Ernest’s words bothered her. But what did Ernest know? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. And she was right to reject his proposal. She was smart. She showed good judgment. Why, she bet if Chogan and Ernest were in the same room, Ernest would run off like a scared rabbit.
She chuckled. Oh what a sight that’d be! And she could show Ernest just how savage she could be because she’d aim an arrow at his pompous behind. They could very well run the rat right out of town if they wanted.
Her daydream only lasted for a minute when Millicent stepped out of the bank. Millicent took one look at the newspapers and sighed. “Oh dear. What happened?”
The reminder of Ernest’s harsh words brought back some of the anger she wanted to suppress now that her cousin was right beside her. “I dropped them by accident.” No need to give the whole sordid story to Millicent. The poor girl wasn’t involved in any of this.
“I’m sorry.” She sorted through some coins in her purse. “I took out enough for more copies. Let me buy them this time.”
Julia took a good look at her cousin. “You don’t think it’s wrong for me to be excited about something as small as the way the newspaper was printed, do you?”
“Of course not.” Millicent laughed and shook her head. “What gave you that silly notion?”
“I just wondered, that’s all.”
“Your husband has accomplished a lot more than I ever could. He grew up in a tribe, knowing nothing of our ways and knowing so little of our language. I remember how he talked when I first saw him and I heard the improvement at Thanksgiving. Why, he’s come a long way. Considering that he didn’t know anyone at the Tribune when he started and is ahead of Noah who started a month before him, it proves how far he’s come. In some ways, I envy you.”
“Envy me?”
“You have a man who was willing to leave everything he’d ever known to be with you. Oh, if only a man might love me like that!” She clapped her hands and sighed. “You have done remarkably well in the affairs of the heart.”
Julia thought over her cousin’s words and realized she was right. “He did give up everything for me, didn’t he?”
“You are a most blessed woman.”
“I am. And I’m very proud of him and what he’s accomplished!”
“Which is your right.”
“You’re right, Millicent. It is my right. It’s good for a wife to applaud all of her husband’s accomplishments, even if others think they’re small.”
Millicent smiled and directed Julia down the sidewalk. “There’s no use in trying to convince me. I’m in full agreement with you.”
Feeling much better, she said, “Millicent, I must admit that you are turning out to be a most wonderful friend.”
“Weren’t we friends to begin with?”
“I suppose. We are cousins, after all. But…” She tried to find the right words to adequately convey what she meant.
Millicent patted Julia on the arm and said, “You don’t have to say it. I know.”
This time when Julia’s eyes filled with tears, it was from gratitude.
~~********~~
As soon as Julia came home, she found her aunt sitting in the parlor, knitting a scarf. She wasted no time in hanging up her coat and setting her boots by the doorway.
Erin glanced up from her red and blue yarn. “Did you get the papers?”
“I did.” Julia set a new stack of newspapers on the table by her aunt.
“You got that determined look in your eye. Might as well come out and say it.”
Julia sat next to her on the couch and said, “I want to switch banks.”
Erin chuckled. “Have you forgotten that you’re a married woman now? You don’t need me to make that happen.”
“But what about your funds? Will you keep your money at the bank where Ernest works? He called Chogan a redskin!”
“Ernest did what?”
“He was awful. I can’t believe I ever had anything to do with him. I know he’s upset because I married Chogan instead of him, but he had no right to suggest that Chogan was stupid.”
“Ernest did that?” Her aunt appeared shocked. “I’ve never known Ernest to be impolite.”
“That’s because he never showed his true colors before today. I really don’t want to have anything to do with him, especially not with the money Chogan’s bringing into the household. If Chogan isn’t good enough for him, then Chogan’s money isn’t good enough for his bank.”
“Alright, alright.” Erin rubbed her back. “You’ve obviously had a trying day. I will withdraw my money.”
“Good.”
“Julia, you are aware that things are going to be more difficult for Chogan because he’s Indian, aren’t you?”
“What do you mean?”
She gave her a sympathetic smile. “You are unaware of things as they unfold around you, but I suppose love has that affect on a woman. My dear, most people have certain perceptions about Indians—what they are and what they aren’t. They look at Chogan and assume he’s not as smart as white people.”
“That’s ridiculous!”
“Ridiculous or not, it’s how things are.” She reached out and squeezed Julia’s hand. “What Ernest said today is probably what most people think. I hear talk. I’m sure Chogan’s aware of how things are.”
“If he’s aware of it, then why does he put up with it?”
Erin gave her a kind smile. “Suffice it to say, he loves you.”
“But they don’t think he’s stupid at the Tribune. Why would they let him run the printing press if they didn’t think he was smart?”
“I didn’t say all people assumed the worst about Indians. I said most people. It looks like Anthony knew what he was doing when he took Chogan to the Tribune.”
Julia put her face in her hands and thought over anything anyone might have said within her hearing that gave credence to what her aunt was saying. The only thing she recalled was her conversation with Millicent, but Millicent turned out to be very supportive. Other than that one time and Ernest’s words today, she couldn’t think of a time when she heard someone make a cutting remark about her husband. Was it possible that they did say it and she didn’t notice? Or maybe they made sure she was out of sight before they spoke?
The sound of the front door opening caught Julia’s attention, and she looked up in time to see Chogan entering the house. He stomped his boots on the rug before taking them off. She watched him carefully, trying to determine if what the others said about him affected him or not. From all outward appearances, he seemed like he usually did, but that didn’t mean anything. People could hide their feelings.
Erin patted her hand and placed her knitting supplies into her basket. “I’ll take this upstairs.”
Julia stood so she could walk over to him. She waited for him to hang his coat and hat before she hugged him. He felt wonderfully solid, strong and secure. How she loved him. He wrapped his arms around her, and she settled her head on his chest and closed her eyes. Sometimes, when it was just the two of them, the rest of the world melted away. She wished it could always be this way.
It wasn’t until Erin closed her bedroom door that Chogan spoke. “Is something wrong?”
She let out a heavy sigh. “I’m not sure. Are people being mean to you because you’re Indian?”
“Mean?”
“Is there anyone who isn’t treating you fairly?”
He didn’t answer, and that worried her.
She stepped back so she could look at him. “Chogan?”
“We should talk,” he finally said and took her by the arm so they could sit in the parlor.
This didn’t sound good, and she already felt the thread of resistance pulling her back. Had it been anyone else, she would have bolted for the steps, but she couldn’t run from someone she cared about so much. She sat beside him.
Taking her hands in his, he asked, “What happened today?”
She frowned. “I’d rather not talk about it. I asked you a question. Why don’t you answer it?”
“I need to know what made you ask the question. Then I can explain things as they are.”
“Oh, alright. I ran into Ernest, and he wanted to know why I married you instead of him. He was horrible, calling you a redskin and suggesting that you won’t do anything better than print newspapers.” Even the reminder of the encounter brought heat to her cheeks. “Then I came home, and Aunt Erin said that Ernest’s views aren’t much different from what most people think. I don’t recall hearing anyone saying crude things about you. Have you noticed anything?”
“Your aunt is right,” he softly admitted. “I didn’t tell you because I wanted to be with you. I didn’t want you to feel guilty. It was my choice to be here. I know what white people think of me. But I have you, and that is what matters.”
“How do they treat you at the paper?”
“They are good to me.”
“Really?” She shot him a worried look. “You aren’t just saying that to make me feel better?”
He smiled. “No. I tell you the truth.”
She relaxed. “That’s good. But when does it happen?”
“On the street when I pass someone by who does not like having an Indian in town. I got used to the looks and comments.”
“What comments?”
“Things like I need to be watched—”
“Watched? Why do you need to be watched?”
“People fear I will steal something.”
Her hands tightened around his. “That’s ridiculous. You wouldn’t steal something!”
“Julia, calm down.”
She struggled to relax her hold on him. “They think you’d steal something because you’re Indian?”
“People have ideas about Indians. We cannot make them think something else. They must get there on their own. We live as peaceably as we can and hope for the best.”
“Doesn’t it bother you?”
He hesitated for a minute, and her eyebrows furrowed. “I got used to it,” he finally said. “It did bother me at first. But I like being with you. You have made it good.”
“Is it getting any better?”
“I do not notice it as much. Maybe. Or maybe I don’t notice it. I know they treat me good at work.”
She sighed, unsure of whether that made her feel better or not. She hated knowing he had to put up with it at all. It wasn’t fair, and short of going up to everyone and telling them that what they assumed about him was wrong, there wasn’t anything she could do. Besides, he was right. She could tell everyone what he was really like, but if they had their minds made up, she’d be wasting her breath. She recalled how her aunt tried to convince her that Woape was a good wife for her brother, but until she came to that conclusion herself, no amount of late night talks with her aunt did any good.
“Maybe being here is a mistake,” she softly said. “I had no idea it would be this way.”
“Would you rather have married the white man?”
“No! Of course not! That’s not what I meant. It just hurts to know that someone you love has to put up with this sort of thing, that’s all. Maybe I should have gone to live with you, at your tribe. Gary is there. He hasn’t said he faces the stigma you do.”
“I have a good job. This is a good choice.” He placed an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close to him.
She rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. “Why does the world have to get in the way? I’d be happy if it was just you and me.”
He kissed the top of her head. “We live with others, be it tribe or town. I have no complaints. I am happy. You can be happy too.”
“I don’t know.”
“I do not regret marrying you. I love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you. I was not happy back in the tribe without you.”
“I love you too,” she whispered.
“I know. And that is enough.”
Was it? As much as she wanted to believe it, she wondered. But maybe, just for today, it was true. And maybe, just for today, it was enough.
***
Shortly after New Year’s Day, Chogan delivered his papers and reported to the Tribune. He promptly sat in front of the potbelly stove which was as much a part of his routine as his newfound need to drink coffee to help him wake up in the mornings. The progression of picking up the white man’s habits came gradually and, for the most part, went unnoticed. He no longer felt uncomfortable in their clothes, and he didn’t mind wearing a hat whenever he left the house. He even found a certain degree of enjoyment at work.
One thing, however, failed to find any resolution in his new life, and that something was Noah. And this particular day was no exception.
Noah entered the room and stood by the stove, intentionally leaving a wide gap between them. He had ceased to make an effort at small talk when it became clear to both of them that Mike had no intention of teaching Noah how to work the printing press.
This was fine with Chogan. He didn’t care much for a youth who found too much pleasure in drinking alcohol late through the night and coming to work on a hangover—often late and having dropped the papers at the wrong residence as he rushed through his work. Such behavior would not have been tolerated in the tribe, and the best Noah could ever hope for was to bring water to the hunters when they searched for buffalo. But even then, he’d most likely slack off on the job.
A good minute passed before their supervisor walked over to them. “Good. You’re here early.”
Since his gaze was focused on Chogan, there was no question on who he meant, so Chogan directed his full attention to him. “Yes, sir?”
“Mike had a family emergency and we need an extra hand in the printing room. For the next three days, you’ll be at the printing press. I’ll find a temp to take over your route.” Their supervisor turned to Noah. “Get danishes instead of donuts this morning.” He turned back to Chogan. “Go on over to the printing room.”
Chogan watched, partly shocked and partly overjoyed, as their supervisor retreated back to his office. He’d assisted many times at the press, but this was a move up.
Noah didn’t say anything as he buttoned his coat, but he stepped forward and shot Chogan a scathing look.
Chogan frowned and straightened, deciding to meet the silent challenge in Noah’s eyes.
Noah’s eyes widened and he scurried out of Chogan’s way.
There. Maybe that would stop Noah from harassing him. Chogan waited until Noah left the building before he went to the printing room. He didn’t dare turn his back on Noah. He doubted Noah would confront him, but one never knew what someone like Noah would do.
Relaxing after what could have been a nasty confrontation, Chogan proceeded to the room, deciding he wouldn’t eat or drink anything Noah brought back.
***
Julia let out a melancholy sigh as she finished making the sandwiches.
Erin glanced up from the coffee she was pouring into the cups. “You might as well spill it. I can tell something’s bothering you, and whatever it is, you need to get it off your chest.”
She shrugged as she placed the sandwiches on their respective plates. “It’s nothing.”
“Nothing? You’ve been moping for the past week. Did someone say something bad about Chogan again?”
“No.”
“Then what is it?”
Julia’s cheeks grew warm as she debated whether or not to talk to her aunt. She never kept anything from Erin before, and though this wasn’t a pressing issue, it did bother her. Setting three plates on the table, she said, “Everything is so easy for Gary.”
“Oh no. Please don’t tell me you’re upset with him again.”
“I’m not upset. I just can’t help but notice that things magically fall into his lap. Why, as soon as he got married, Woape was with child, and now she’s expecting again. One would swear all he has to do is glance in her direction and she gets pregnant.”
Her aunt laughed. “Oh, be serious, Julia.”
A smile tugged at her lips. “Fine. It’s not as simple as that, but he didn’t even have to try that long. Just like he didn’t have to wait for years to get married. Woape practically fell into his lap. He happened to be traveling and there she was.”
“You could have married sooner too.”
“Ernest wasn’t the right one. He doesn’t count. The point is, Woape was the right one for Gary.”
“I know what you mean.” Erin placed the coffee pot in the center of the table next to the cup of sugar. “You can’t compare yourself to Gary. Things happen for him as they are meant to, and things will happen for you as they are meant to. I know you’ve wanted to be a mother ever since you were a girl, but Julia, you haven’t been married for long.”
“I know. It’s just hard to wait, that’s all.”
“When was the last time you had your flow?”
“Last week, so I’m not expecting.” Julia took a deep breath and returned to the bowl of potato salad so she could take it to the table. “These things might have their timing, but I’ve never been a patient person.”
“Well, maybe this will teach you how to wait.”
Julia grimaced. As if waiting for Chogan to enter her life hadn’t been long enough!
Her aunt chuckled and patted her arm. “I know. Easier said than done. And unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do about that.”
The front door opened so Julia quickly finished putting out the utensils and laying them by the plates. Then she took off her apron and ran to the entryway where she gave Chogan a hug and kiss to welcome him home.
He smiled. “My day keeps getting better and better.”
“Really? Did something good happen at work?” she asked as she took his coat and went to the closet to hang it up.
“I have to go back after lunch,” he said. “Don’t hang it up.”
“You’re going back to work? Why?”
“Mike had to take a couple of days off work, and—”
Then he reverted to his native tongue, so she had no idea what he was saying. It wasn’t that she wasn’t learning to speak Mandan, but there was no way she could make out anything over the rush of words he threw at her. Seeing that he was excited, she laughed and shook her head. “You have to speak English. You know I’m struggling to learn your language.”
He paused and grinned. Then he purposely said something in his native tongue.
Her eyebrows furrowed and she smoothed the coat that was draped over her arm. “I’m going to assume you just paid me a compliment.”
Chuckling, he removed his hat and set it on the small table in the entryway. “I did.”
Before she had time to blink, he reached out, grabbed her around the waist, and pulled her close to him. She shrieked with delight as he sprinkled kisses on her neck.
“I’ll show you in bed tonight,” he whispered. “Then you will know what I said.”
She giggled and playfully shoved him away. “Save that for the bedroom.”
“I said we would be in bed,” he replied, his eyes wide. “I’m being good.”
Blushing, she motioned to the coat. “So why am I not hanging this up? What happened to Mike?”
“He can’t come to work until later this week. I will do his job.”
She gasped. “Oh, Chogan? Really?”
He nodded. “I will not deliver papers for awhile. So I will go to work later and come home later.”
“You’ll be in charge of the printing press and everything?”
“I will do everything Mike does.”
“That’s great!”
“It is good news,” he admitted and followed her to the parlor where she placed his coat on the back of a chair. “I will be paid more for it too.”
“I’m glad you work at the Tribune. They’re good to you there.”
“They are. Anthony was nice to put in a good word for me.”
“He was. I suppose we should visit him and his family again sometime. They’re nice people.”
“Yes, they are.”
Erin came out of the kitchen and called out, “You’re not going to get much eating done standing around in the parlor.”
“Oh, we better start on lunch so you can get back to work.” Julia took his hand and led him to the kitchen. When they passed her aunt who waited for them by the door, Julia told her, “Chogan has to get back to work. He’s in charge of the printing press for the next couple of days.”
“Why, that’s wonderful,” Erin told Chogan. “And you haven’t even been working there that long. It looks like they know a hard worker when they see one.” She patted Julia on the shoulder. “Everything works out when the time is right.”
Understanding her aunt’s hidden meaning, Julia nodded. Maybe, with any luck, the next good news in the household would be the announcement that a baby was on the way.
~~********~~
At the end of the week, Chogan was on his way to the Tribune when he happened to see Ernest and Noah talking by the bank. His first thought was to cross the street so he didn’t have to pass by either man, but then he reminded himself that he had no reason to go out of his way to avoid them. But as he neared, he realized that his steps slowed in hesitation.
They laughed and Ernest pointed in the direction down the street, leaving their backs turned to Chogan at the moment. Chogan shouldn’t have been surprised the two knew each other. Bismarck wasn’t that big, after all, but it wasn’t exactly the ideal setup. Ernest had his gripes about Chogan because of Julia, and for the past few days, Noah made no secret as to how he felt about him. Even though Noah never said anything directly to Chogan, Noah glared at him often, especially whenever he passed by Chogan as he was working the printing press.
Chogan couldn’t recall a time when anyone annoyed him as much as those two. Even Citlali at his worst wasn’t as bad.
Ernest and Noah turned around just as Chogan was six feet away from them. They immediately stopped talking and stared at him.
Up to now, Chogan had ignored such stares, usually given by people he didn’t know, and at this point, he even learned to not think about it. But did he want to put up with this kind of thing from those particular two men?
The answer was simple: no, he didn’t.
He looked in their direction and stilled his steps.
Ernest made it a point to look him up and down with a look of mild amusement on his face. “Don’t you have somewhere you need to be?”
“I could ask you the same thing,” Chogan said, refusing to be intimidated by him.
“You’d do well to remember who you’re talking to,” Ernest replied.
“You could learn some respect,” Noah added, which made Ernest smirk at Chogan.
“You earn respect by how you treat others,” Chogan said.
Ernest narrowed his eyes at him. “Isn’t that a case of the pot calling the kettle black?”
It took Chogan a moment to understand what Ernest meant. “Julia is a free woman. She made her choice.”
“As bad as it was.”
He shrugged. “She isn’t complaining.”
“The poor thing lost her wits while she went searching for her brother,” Ernest said. “I can’t fault her. She is just a woman.”
His frown deepened and he walked toward Ernest who immediately backed up. “I don’t care what your job is. You will not talk about Julia like that.”
“I said it’s not her fault. You’re the one who filled her head with ideas.”
“In my culture, the man does not begrudge a woman when she chooses a husband.”
“We’re not in your culture, are we?” Noah retorted.
“Don’t mind him,” Ernest told Noah. “Savages probably share their women like they share their teepees.”
“We live in earth lodges,” Chogan corrected him.
“But some of you do take more than one wife, do you not?” Ernest pointedly asked.
Chogan couldn’t argue that, for it had been something his people had done. “I will only have one wife.”
“Good for you.” Ernest clapped his hands. “It looks like civilization has done you some good.”
“The definition of civilization depends on how one views it,” Chogan replied. “Where I come from, a man who cannot graciously let the woman make her choice is a boy who throws a tantrum.”
Ernest’s face grew red and he scowled. “You better watch yourself. You start talking like that to the wrong person and you’re likely to face some unpleasant consequences for it.”
“Your civilization has made things unpleasant since you came to our land. You steal and lie.”
“We do no such thing!”
“We had land. We shared land with you. It wasn’t enough. You wanted more. You make treaties and break them. We trust you. You betray us.”
“And the only good redskin is a dead one,” Ernest spat.
Chogan took another step forward and glared at him.
His face went white as he backed up against the wall of the bank.
It took all of Chogan’s strength to hold himself back. He couldn’t slam Ernest up against the wall, no matter how much he wanted to. The only thing that stopped him was knowing word would get back to Julia, and Chogan didn’t want her to be disappointed in him.
After a tense moment, Ernest adjusted his tie and cleared his throat. “Why don’t you do us all a favor and go back to your tribe?”
“Yeah. Stop stealing jobs from those of us who belong here,” Noah said.
“The same goes for our women. Stick with your own kind because you’re not welcome here,” Ernest said.
“And you aren’t welcome on our land,” Chogan growled at both of them.
Ernest edged toward the entrance of the bank, and once he was safely out of Chogan’s reach, he said, “It’s not yours anymore. In case you haven’t heard, this is the United States of America.”
Chogan clenched his hands, more upset by the way Ernest chuckled than by his words. Don’t punch him. That’s exactly what he wants. Chogan remained still while Ernest went into the building and Noah scampered off. The few people who had stopped to watch suddenly lost interest and continued going to wherever it was they intended to go to before they felt the need to stick their noses in where it didn’t belong.
As one couple passed, the man told the woman in a low voice, “I want you to stay clear of that man. He looks dangerous.”
“I know English and I hear well,” Chogan snapped.
The man jerked, obviously not realizing his voice had carried through the space between them. He promptly took the woman’s arm and quickly led her away from them.
Another man looked hesitant but quickly passed him by.
Chogan knew what they were thinking. He knew what they were all thinking, and even though they’d heard Ernest and Noah, they didn’t fault them. They faulted Chogan. He saw the accusation in their eyes and knew all he’d done over the past few months to establish a good reputation in this town was for nothing. When they looked at him, they saw the color of his skin. They didn’t really see him. And chances were, they never would.
***
“Mr. Wilcox, Ernest Freeman is here to see you.”
Mr. Wilcox glanced up at the young man and nodded. “Bring him in.”
The young man gave Ernest permission to enter the editor in chief’s office at the Bismarck Tribune.
Ernest obeyed and shook Mr. Wilcox’s hand. “Thank you for taking the time to see me on short notice.”
“Oh, I always have time for you, Ernest. Sit and tell me what’s on your mind.”
Ernest sat in the chair and leaned back. He thought over the speech he’d rehearsed, knowing he had to word things just right if he hoped to achieve the desired result. “I’m concerned about a certain employee on your staff. You see, while I was on my way back from lunch today, that Indian you hired threatened me.”
Mr. Wilcox’s eyebrows furrowed. “Chogan? The Mandan who delivers papers?”
“And occasionally runs the printing press, from what I hear.”
“That’s right. You said he threatened you?”
“He did.” Ernest shifted in the chair and crossed his legs. “I ran into Noah Beaterman and stopped to discuss this paper. It was passing conversation, mind you. However, Chogan bumped into us. We apologized, but he said we got in his way on purpose. He was ready to shove me up against the wall when Noah intervened. Now, far be it from me to dictate who you keep on the Tribune staff, but there were witnesses to the event and quite frankly, several people are frightened of what might happen should they have a run-in with the Indian.”
Mr. Wilcox shook his head as he picked up his cigar to light it. “That doesn’t sound like Chogan.”
“How well do you know him?”
“I don’t. It’s just that I’ve heard nothing but good things from those who supervise him.”
Ernest gritted his teeth but forced a smile. “I’m sure that he is on his best behavior at work.” He picked up an imaginary piece of lint from his trousers before he shot Mr. Wilcox a meaningful look. “I do not feel comfortable supporting a business that allows its employees to threaten the good people of Bismarck. I think my bank has had a good relationship with the Tribune up to now. I’d hate to see that come to naught.”
Mr. Wilcox blanched.
Ernest relaxed. Good. He was getting the message. Ernest waited for a moment before he added, “I should get back to work. I hope you have a good day.” He stood up and tipped his hat. On his way to the door, he turned around and asked, “Wasn’t it your grandfather who was scalped by an Indian?”
He looked at Ernest and took a deep breath. “Yes. It was a Sioux.”
“Sioux, Mandan, Hidatsa. Is there really any difference?”
Mr. Wilcox swallowed. Then he broke eye contact and stared at the paper in front of him.
“I think not,” Ernest replied and stepped out of the office.
***
Mr. Wilcox waited until the next morning before Chogan came into work to call Mike and Larry into his office. The two men sat across from him and patiently waited for him to speak.
Mr. Wilcox released a heavy sigh. This wasn’t going to be easy, no matter how he worded it. After he cleared his throat, he asked, “Has the Indian done anything…wrong…at work?”
Mike glanced at Larry who shrugged. Directing his attention back to Mr. Wilcox, he said, “No.”
“Can’t think of a single thing he’s done that’s been out of line,” Larry added with a frown.
“Nothing?” Mr. Wilcox asked. “Nothing at all? He hasn’t been late or failed to follow instructions or been belligerent?”
“No. He’s done none of those things,” Larry said. “He’s a hard worker. That’s why I put him in charge of the printing press while Mike was gone.”
“And how did that go?” Mr. Wilcox hoped to find something—anything—that he could use.
“Good. He did a fine job.” Larry shook his head. “What is this about?”
Mr. Wilcox tapped the arm of his chair. “Ernest Freeman stopped by yesterday and claimed that Chogan attacked him.”
Larry laughed. “That’s absurd. Chogan’s not the type.”
“Are you sure?” Mr. Wilcox asked, hating this. He suspected that Ernest wasn’t telling him the truth, and without any rational reason, how was he supposed to fire the Indian?
“Sir, Chogan is one of the best workers we’ve ever had. He shows up early, never complains, cleans up after himself, and even does things before we have to ask. I can’t imagine that he would threaten anyone.”
“Me neither,” Mike added. “He hasn’t even raised his voice.”
“Is it possible,” Larry began, “that Ernest might have misunderstood the situation?”
Or lied to serve a personal agenda? Mr. Wilcox had no idea what that agenda might be, but one thing was clear, Ernest fully intended to make life difficult for him if he didn’t find a reason to fire Chogan. One didn’t upset Ernest without serious repercussions. Mr. Wilcox rubbed his forehead. He only had one card left, and whether he liked it or not, he had to play it. “I think it’s time to hire someone new to take Chogan’s place.”
“Why? Because Ernest claimed Chogan attacked him?” Larry snapped.
“Ernest said Noah was there. Maybe it really did happen. Noah can give us some insight.”
“Noah’s not exactly the most trustworthy source.”
Mr. Wilcox banged his fist on the desk. “I don’t care! My hands are tied, and if we want to keep our jobs, then I suggest you find someone to take Chogan’s place.”
“Ernest is just one man,” Larry argued. “He—”
“Carries a lot more weight in this town than you give him credit for!” Mr. Wilcox took a deep breath so he’d stop yelling. “Look, I don’t like this anymore than you do, alright? But our backs are up against the wall.”
“We’ll tell people that Ernest is lying,” Mike said.
“And who’s going to believe the word of an Indian over that of a white man?” As soon as Larry and Mike winced, Mr. Wilcox knew the discussion was over. People were too quick to judge, and Ernest had too much influence. “Slip Chogan some money to help him through until he can find employment elsewhere.” That, at least, would ease his conscience. Mr. Wilcox’s hands shook as he wrote out a check. “Cash this. Don’t tell anyone what the money is for. It’ll be between us.”
“This is wrong, sir,” Larry said.
“Just do it!” Mr. Wilcox thrust the check in the man’s direction. “Do it before I have to fire you too.”
“I will not.” Larry stood. “Fire me if you must, but I won’t condemn an innocent man.”
A tense moment of silence passed before Mike held out his hand. “I’ll take care of it.”
Larry grunted and stormed out of the office.
Relieved that he didn’t have to be the one who did it, Mr. Wilcox handed Mike the check. “Do it quickly.”
Mike eased out of the chair and stared at the check. “Sir, you’re not really going to fire Larry, are you?”
Mr. Wilcox shook his head. How could he fire Larry for doing something he should have had the guts to do when Ernest was standing right in front of him?
Mike quietly left the office, and Mr. Wilcox fought the urge to bang his fist on the desk. God help him. He wished he had the same courage Larry did. But he didn’t. He reached for the flask he kept in his desk drawer and took a big swallow of whiskey. His hands were still shaking as he twisted the cap back on the flask and set it back in the drawer. By the end of the day, the whole thing would be taken care of, and the sooner it was over, the better.
~~********~~
Chogan stared at the money in Mike’s hand and resisted the urge to rip it up. He made eye contact and said, “You fire me because of Ernest.”
“He says you attacked him,” Mike softly replied.
“You believe him?”
“No. That’s why we’re giving you enough money to help you get by until you find another job.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Chogan stiffly replied. He turned his gaze to the printing press. “I do good work. I got paper done on time.” He realized he was reverting back to his earlier speaking of the English language, but it was all he could do to not speak Mandan in his sudden burst of anger. Now that his shock was wearing off, the blood was rushing to his face and his body was ready for a fight. “Ernest not work here. He not own paper.”
“He found witnesses,” Mike said, breaking eye contact.
“Witnesses? What witnesses?” Chogan nearly yelled.
“N-Noah, for one.” He cleared his throat and motioned to Noah who passed by the doorway.
At the mention of his name, Noah glanced at them and scurried off down the hall.
“He lie all time,” Chogan said. “His word mean nothing.” He told himself to calm down so he could speak better, but he couldn’t get a good enough grip on his emotions to do it. “Ernest want marry Julia. Julia say no. She marry me. Ernest mad.”
Mike let out a long sigh and looked at Chogan. “I checked on some other witnesses, and there was a man who was walking with his wife at the time this happened. He said you made it a point to threaten them as well.”
Chogan struggled to remember what man and woman Mike meant, and after a few seconds, he recalled the man who told the woman that Chogan looked dangerous. “All I say is I know English language and hear good. I not threaten.”
“He claims you looked like you were ready to strike his wife.”
Chogan’s heart pounded harder in his chest. “I not strike. I talk.”
“The man is the governor’s brother-in-law. The governor is friends with Ernest.” Mike held the money out. “I’m sorry, Chogan. I believe you. Larry and Mr. Wilcox believe you. But…well…things being as they are…” He shrugged and gave Chogan a pleading look. “Maybe if people weren’t afraid of your kind—”
“My kind?” Chogan yelled, his fists clenched. “I be human. Like you. Skin darker. Mean nothing.” And then he spoke in Mandan just because he couldn’t suppress the urge to any longer. “I want to live in peace here. I did everything I could to obey your rules, your way of life. And all for what? What has any of this come to? It comes down to the color of my skin and my heritage? I’m just as human as you!” Then he slapped the money out of Mike’s hand. “You can give the devil his money back because I’ll have no part of it!”
Chogan barely registered the regret and sorrow in Mike’s eyes as he spun on his heel and rushed to grab his coat. He threw it on in haste and missed one of his buttons as he struggled to button it. Then he snatched his hat and stormed toward the exit.
Out of the corner of his eye, he caught someone huddling in the corner of the room. It was Noah. Scowling, Chogan marched over to him. Noah’s eyes grew wide and he made a move to dart off, but Chogan grabbed his arm and pinned him up against the wall.
Forcing his mind to clear enough to speak English, Chogan hissed, “You tell Ernest if he come near me, I make him sorry.”
He let go of a trembling and pale Noah and left the building.
***
Two hours passed and Chogan’s anger finally cooled enough so he wouldn’t barge into the bank and demand that Ernest face him like a man and admit he lied. The injustice shouldn’t have surprised him. When he agreed to come here to marry Julia, he knew the odds were against him, but he never once imagined he’d lose his job because the men would side with a white man who held a personal grudge.
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Even though the breeze chilled him, he didn’t want to go home. He didn’t want to face Julia and tell her what happened. He’d rather spend the rest of his life sitting on the bench and staring at the open land in the distance. He used to go out there when he needed peace and quiet. But he couldn’t do that anymore. Now he had to go home and face his wife who assumed others would come around to seeing the same man she did whenever she looked at him.
And on top of that, he had to tell her that he needed to look for another job. Judging from the rough time he had before, he wasn’t optimistic that anyone would jump at the chance to hire him. As it was, it took Anthony’s friendship with Larry to get him into the Tribune. Chogan didn’t doubt for a minute that Anthony would sympathize with his plight, but Anthony hadn’t had any luck in talking anyone else into giving Chogan the opportunity to prove himself. And with Ernest and the governor’s brother-in-law going around spreading their lies, things only looked worse.
Chogan closed his eyes again. What was he supposed to do to make money? Perhaps he’d been hasty in rejecting the money Mike offered, but his pride wouldn’t let him take it. It was a payoff to ease guilt.
And how does pride help put food on the table? Chogan groaned and opened his eyes. It didn’t. He knew it would take awhile to find work, unless he accepted one of the jobs none of the white men wanted. He grimaced. He’d once led the buffalo hunt, and now he’d been regulated to the low level of someone who fetched water. It was a disgrace.
He wasn’t sure what he was going to do. Time. He needed time to think. He couldn’t act in haste. Yes. That’s what he’d do. Take time to make a plan. He didn’t need to do anything today.
Reluctant to leave the bench, he stood. He couldn’t avoid going home forever. His steps were slow as he made his way back into the heart of town, intentionally avoiding the block where Ernest worked in case he saw Ernest again. If he did, his anger would only flare up again, and he didn’t want to see Julia when he was so angry he couldn’t speak English.
He paused as he rounded the block where he lived. The sun was still out. Surely, she’d suspect the truth when he came home early. He was supposed to work at the printing press today.
He stared at his home for a good, long moment before he glanced over his shoulder. He could go talk to Anthony and figure out a plan for future employment. At least then he could return home with some good news. He sighed. No. He’d bothered Anthony enough in the past. This was his problem, and he’d find a way to resolve it. One way or another, he’d figure things out. But not today. Today he had to step back from everything so he wouldn’t act in haste and make the wrong choice.
And so he proceeded forward. He slowly opened the front door. The house was quiet. Maybe Julia and her aunt were out. He removed his boots and set them on the rug by the door before he shut it.
“Chogan, is that you?” came Julia’s voice from the parlor.
He winced. He should have been more careful when he shut the door. Clearing his throat, he got ready to answer her when she came out of the parlor with a sweater she was knitting in her hands.
She looked at him in surprise. “What are you doing home so early?”
He opened his mouth to speak, to tell her the whole sordid story, but no sound came out.
She frowned and went over to him. “Your face is red. Are you feeling well?”
Tomorrow. He’d tell her tomorrow. For now, he needed to be alone. “No. I don’t feel well.” He lowered his gaze from hers and worked on unbuttoning his coat.
She set her knitting on the small table by the door and helped him take off his coat. “Why don’t you go to bed and rest? Aunt Erin and Millicent went shopping. Millicent just received permission to let Conrad court her. She was so excited. I almost went along, but now I’m glad I didn’t.” She took his coat and hung it up in the closet. “Go on upstairs. I’ll be there to check on you.”
He was ready to protest, but then he realized he wanted her to check on him, so he nodded and trudged up the steps. Once in the bedroom, he drew the curtains, put some coal in the box stove so the room would soon warm, removed his shirt and pants, and slipped under the blankets. It wasn’t until his head hit the pillow that he realized how tired he was. He was tired of trying to fit into the white man’s world. It was obvious that he didn’t belong. They would never accept him as long as he was an Indian, and that was something he couldn’t change. The world, it seemed, was a cold and uncaring place.
He heard Julia coming up the steps so he turned his gaze to the doorway. She carried a tray with two bowls on it and set the tray on the dresser. She dipped a clean cloth into one of the bowls and rung the water out. Then she went over to him and touched his forehead.
“You don’t feel hot,” she said, her eyebrows furrowed as she touched his cheeks. “You feel cold. How long were you outside? Do you feel ill?”
He studied her face, noting the loving concern in her eyes. Reaching up, he brushed her cheek. “I love you, Julia.”
She set the damp washcloth on the nightstand and held his hand. “Chogan, you’re scaring me. You’re not going to die, are you? Did the doctor tell you something I need to know?”
“No,” he softly replied. “I’m not sick.”
Her grip on his hand relaxed and she breathed an audible sigh of relief.
He smiled and squeezed her hand. “You love me.”
She grinned and shook her head. “What a silly thing to say. You already knew that.”
“It’s nice to be reminded. You give me a place to call home, a place to belong. It’s nice to be welcome somewhere.”
“You’re a part of me, Chogan. I can’t imagine my life without you.”
“You’re a part of me too,” he whispered.
“What’s going on, Chogan? What happened today?”
The urge to lie and tell her it was a slight chill that made him come home early from work was great, but as he looked into her caring eyes, he knew he had to tell her. He pulled her closer to him so that he could give her a light kiss.
“This must be bad,” she said, her voice low.
“They fired me.”
She blinked. “Who?”
“My superiors at the Tribune.”
Her spine stiffened and her expression grew dark. “Why? Didn’t they just tell you that you were one of the best employees they’d ever had over there?”
He sighed. “That doesn’t matter.”
“Of course, it matters!” She sat up straight and tried to stand, but he held onto her hands so she couldn’t. “Let me go. I need to go down there and find out why they did this.”
“I already know why.”
She stopped struggling against him and asked, “Why?”
“Ernest told them to.”
She gasped and tried to stand again.
“Julia, it won’t do any good. He’s white.”
“So?” she yelled, her face flushed with anger. “He can’t go into the Tribune and demand they fire you!”
“Yes, he can. And he did.”
“Because of me? Because I didn’t want to marry him and live out a miserable existence by his side?” She tried to pull her hands out of his, but he held on. She grunted in aggravation. “Why won’t you let me go?”
“Because you’ll do something stupid.”
“Stupid? All I want to do is go down there and demand that they give you your job back…after I slap Ernest.”
“No. It won’t do any good, and it could make things worse for you.”
“It has to do some good. I’ll explain that Ernest wanted to marry me, but I married you instead. Surely, once they know the facts, they’ll hire you back.”
“No, they won’t.”
“And why not?”
“Because you’re a woman and you married an Indian.”
Her eyes grew wide and she shook her head. “What does that matter?”
“A lot, Julia. A lot. It’s your word against Ernest’s, and Ernest has people who will lie to support his side of the story.”
“But…” She paused, and he could tell how fast her mind worked through every possible reason why her plan might work. After a few seconds, she said, “But Ernest is lying. Truth will win out.”
“Not today.”
“What are you saying? That Ernest is going to get away with this?”
“For now, I think so.”
“What about justice? People can’t go on lying and keep getting away with it.”
“For a time, they might. Justice is not always immediate. I have no doubt that the day of reckoning will come for him, but it is not in our ability to make it happen. It will be someone else who balances the scales.”
“But…but…” Her body relaxed and she stopped trying to stand up. “It’s not right.”
“You tell me God will handle things in His time. Do you not trust Him to do that now?”
She leaned forward and lowered her head so that her forehead touched his. “It’s hard.”
“I know,” he admitted. “It is. But we have each other. We’ll get through this. The important thing is we stay together.”
“I had no idea it would be like this when you came here to be with me.”
“You’re worth it, Julia.” He released her hands so that he could cup her face in his hands. He wiped a few tears from her cheeks and smiled at her. “You make me forget all of it. When I’m with you, the rest of the world doesn’t exist.”
Julia let out a soft sigh of resignation. “Alright. I won’t go tell those dim-witted men exactly what I think of them.”
He chuckled. “You would do that too. That’s my Julia. Full of fire.”
She laughed quietly, and the lingering tension in his body eased. There was something about her that could heal all wounds, no matter how painful. Still holding her face in his hands, he gently brought her face closer to his so he could kiss her. She responded to him and deepened the kiss. The scent of lye soap and the brush of her fingers as she stroked his neck brought an all-too-familiar stirring in his loins.
She ended the kiss and whispered, “We are alone, and I have nothing to do.”
A wicked smile crossed his face. “How bored you must be.”
“If you’re here, I might as well use that to my advantage, don’t you think?”
“You won’t get any complaints from me.”
With a knowing gleam in her eye, she stood and took the washcloth back to the tray. She glanced at him. “I forgot I brought you soup. You should eat it.”
“I’m not hungry. I’ll eat it later.”
“But it’ll be cold later.” Though she protested, he noted the amusement in her voice.
“I’m cold now. I need you to warm me up.” This wasn’t true, of course, since watching her shut the door with the intent of making love to him was enough to make his blood boil with anticipation. He drew back the blankets and patted the mattress. “Come.”
She gave him a slight smile and unbuttoned her shirt.
He removed his underwear and patiently waited as she undressed. His erection strengthened as she took her time in slipping out of her chemise and petticoats. So much clothing for a woman to wear, and yet he didn’t mind the many layers since it only teased him and made him anticipate seeing her bare flesh all the more.
When she stood before him, heat flushed through his entire body. No matter how many times they came together as man and wife, he never got over the initial thrill of seeing her naked or of feeling her warm skin press up against his as she slipped under the blankets and snuggled up to him.
“I didn’t realize how cool it is in this room,” she said.
He wrapped her in his arms and nuzzled her neck. “I’ll keep you warm.”
She giggled. “Your breath tickles.”
He graced her sensitive skin with light kisses while he moved his hand over one of her breasts and brushed her taut nipple with his thumb. She moaned, signaling that it wasn’t the cold that caused her to shiver.
“Oh, Chogan,” she murmured as she ran her fingers through his hair which now reached his shoulders. “I always feel complete when we’re together.”
His response was to kiss her fully on the lips. She parted her lips and his tongue brushed hers. She brought one of her legs up and wrapped it around his waist. Then she shifted so that the area between her legs cushioned his erection. He groaned and cupped her breast, giving it a light squeeze. He loved the way she yielded to him in bed. It was so much like her. Gentle. Soft. Comforting. Giving. It made him love her all the more.
She moved her hips, rubbing his erection and sending tingles of pleasure coursing through him. He placed one arm around her waist, pulled her closer, and lowered his hand so that he could cup her butt and encourage her movements.
She followed his lead, moaning softly as her arousal increased. Intrigued, he continued to lead her along, aware that she was mounting toward her peak. He rolled onto his back so that she could straddle him with more ease.
Breathless, she straightened, granting him a generous view of her breasts. She bit her lower lip on a low groan and proceeded to rub against him, her movements growing more anxious as she came closer to her release. His erection grew thicker and he gripped her hips, aware of his own increasing need.
Suddenly she grew still and cried out. He smiled and watched as she slowly returned to Earth from her heightened state of bliss. And then, when she opened her eyes and smiled in return, he rolled her onto her back and entered her, holding her tightly to him and taking his time in making love to her.
He buried his face into the nape of her neck. She held onto him and whispered his name. His thrusting grew more insistent as he neared the peak, and when he finally found his release, he moaned as his seed filled her. She stroked his back and kissed his cheek. For a moment, all he could do was remain still inside of her, wishing it could last but knowing it wouldn’t.
The rest of the world ceased to exist, and he never felt a moment of greater peace. As soon as he could focus, he slid out of her and brought her into the circle of his arms where she rested her head on his chest and sighed with contentment. He kissed the top of her head and closed his eyes. He was glad she stayed with him, even though it was nearing the time for supper. For a little longer, at least, it would continue to be just the two of them. And nothing else would matter.
~~********~~
Larry forced aside all visible clues to his anger as he walked into the bank. He waited in line until he could speak with the teller. Once it was his turn at the counter, he said, “I have a matter to discuss with your vice president.”
“Mr. Freeman is in a meeting right now,” the teller replied.
“This is important.”
The teller chuckled though he looked uncertain. “Sir, I can’t barge into a meeting and demand he speak with you.”
“Then tell me where he’s at. I’ll go in there myself.”
“But…I can’t.” The teller adjusted his tie and gave him a pleading look. “No one disturbs the vice president or the president when they’re in a meeting. Can’t you wait until he’s done? He’ll be out in ten minutes.”
Larry gritted his teeth. He didn’t feel like waiting, but for the sake of the poor teller who was perspiring from worry, Larry said, “I’ll wait for ten minutes. But after that, I’m going to talk to him, and I’ll go through this entire building searching for him if I have to.”
The teller nodded, so Larry stepped away from the counter so the teller could help the next person in line. He stood to the side of the room and studied the building until he found Ernest’s office. So that was where the rat hid out when he wasn’t going through the city causing trouble.
He checked the clock over the front doors and let out a heavy sigh. Five more minutes. Crossing his arms, he paced the perimeter of the lobby, too frustrated to stand still. A few people shot him questioning looks, but he ignored them. One man recognized him and said hello. He returned the greeting but continued to pace. There was only one person he wanted to speak to, and another glance at the clock notified him that in two minutes, he was going to get his wish.
To his satisfaction, he spotted Ernest leaving a room from behind the loan officer’s desk. Good. Larry didn’t wait for an invitation. He marched over to Ernest who was talking to two men.
“Mr. Freeman, I must speak with you at once,” Larry blurted out, not caring that he interrupted the men’s conversation.
Ernest turned his head in Larry’s direction. “Excuse me?”
“I think you heard me the first time.”
Ernest laughed and motioned to the two men. “I’m a little busy at the moment. If you wait over there in the lobby, I’ll be happy to talk with you when I’m done.”
Larry frowned. “I don’t care. You’re responsible for an innocent man losing his job. I will not sit idly by while this injustice continues.”
He glanced up at the ceiling and sighed before he offered the two men a polite smile. “Apparently, there’s a minor issue that demands my immediate attention. We’ll continue this conversation at my house tomorrow night.”
Larry grabbed Ernest by the arm and directed him to his office.
“Unhand me,” Ernest snapped and pulled his arm away. “I will not be treated like a wayward child.”
“A wayward child is exactly the way you’ve been acting,” he hissed in a voice low enough so others wouldn’t hear them.
“I will not be subjected to this.”
“Too late, Mr. Freeman. You should have thought of that before you insisted Mr. Wilcox get rid of Chogan.”
Ernest’s jaw clenched, but he nodded toward his office. “Fine. Come with me.”
He followed him to the room and waited for Ernest to shut the door before he spoke. “Why did you insist that Mr. Wilcox fire Chogan?”
“That is a matter between me and Mr. Wilcox.”
“It can’t be because he’s an Indian. That might be why no one else will challenge you, but something happened to make you single him out. What was it? What did he do to make you hate him?”
Ernest narrowed his eyes at him. “I don’t owe you an explanation.”
“Hmm…” Larry crossed his arms. “Just as I thought. It’s personal.”
“What do you want with me?”
“You know what I want. Tell Mr. Wilcox to hire Chogan.”
“Sorry, but I can’t do that.”
“Of course, you can.”
“No.” Ernest went to his desk and sat down. “I can’t.”
“You mean you won’t.”
He shrugged. “It depends on how you look at it, I suppose.”
Larry clenched his fists and approached the desk. “Now you listen to me, you lying rat. Mr. Wilcox and others in this town might be afraid of you, but I’m not. I’m going to get to the bottom of this, and when I do, you won’t be so smug.”
Ernest chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “You have no idea what kind of connections I have.”
“And you’d be surprised by mine.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning there is more than one way to skin a cat. You may think you’re the big man in town, but there’s always someone bigger coming right around the corner.”
“Are you implying that you’re that someone?” Ernest asked, not looking in the least bit disturbed by the warning.
“No. I don’t kid myself on how influential I am,” Larry replied. “If I was, Chogan would still have his job. But I will find a chink in your armor.”
“Is this the part where I’m supposed to be shaking in my boots?”
Larry thought for sure his teeth would break because of the way he kept grinding them. “You are pathetic. You made Wilcox get rid of a hard working and honest employee, and all for what? To settle a personal grudge? That employee, by the way, has a wife and her aunt to support.”
Ernest rolled his eyes. “That aunt did very well when her husband died. The man wasn’t exactly a pauper.”
After studying Ernest for any signs of remorse and finding not even a flicker of it on his face, Larry decided further conversation would be a waste of time. Ernest wasn’t the least bit sorry for what he’d done, nor was it likely he ever would be. Men like Ernest who thought they were above reproach didn’t have the capacity to care about anyone else.
“You mark my word,” Larry began in a low voice, “your day of reckoning will come, and I hope I’m there when it does.”
Ernest yawned. “Is that all or must I persist in listening to more of this drivel?”
With a low growl, Larry stormed out of the office. It wasn’t over. Sooner or later, he’d have the last laugh.
***
By the end of the week, Chogan knew he didn’t have a choice. He had to work. It was more than about making money; it was a matter of being able to hold his head high. But he never imagined he’d have to resort to removing trash and horse droppings off the streets.
“You’ll also sweep the sidewalks,” the man with graying hair said. “It’s not a glamorous job, mind you, but it’s a necessary one.”
Chogan examined the broom, dustpan, gloves, and bag. For a moment, he recalled the summer when he’d been selected to lead the buffalo hunt. He’d killed a buffalo that year and earned a feather. His position in the tribe wasn’t that of a chief, but he’d been respected. And now he was worse off than a scout retrieving water for the hunters.
With a heavy sigh, he accepted the job, knowing he had no other option if he wanted to work in Bismarck. Anthony helped him look for a job, but no one wanted to hire him. Anthony understood just as well as he did why they wouldn’t hire him, and it wasn’t only because of Ernest.
It was better to do the job no one wanted to do than to sit idly by and have others provide his food. So he took the items he needed to do his task and decided he’d give this job the same care and attention he’d given his other jobs.
***
Julia glanced at her aunt when the doorbell chimed. “Are you expecting anyone?”
Her aunt looked up from her book. “No.”
Erin got ready to stand up, but Julia stopped her. “I’ll get it.” She left the parlor and peered through the window by the door. She smiled. “It’s Millicent,” she called out as she opened the front door. She laughed. “Why, you’re certainly cheerful today.”
Millicent blushed as she stepped into the house. “Conrad asked to court me!”
“He did?” Erin asked from the parlor.
“She’ll want all the details,” Julia said and shut the door.
“Oh, I don’t mind telling her everything.” Millicent quickly removed her hat and coat and hung them up. “It still seems like a most splendid dream.” She grabbed Julia’s arm and asked, “That must sound silly, I know, but I fear if I wake up it’ll be a day like any other. I’d be sorely disappointed if it was a dream.”
Julia laughed. “I felt that way when I married Chogan. It was too good to be true.”
“Exactly. So you do understand.”
She nodded and directed her to the parlor. “I’ll bring out the coffee and cookies. Don’t you dare start in on your news until I return.”
“I’m sure we can find other things to discuss to fill the time,” Erin assured Julia, her eyes twinkling as she moved over on the couch to make room for Millicent.
Julia rushed through the task of getting the coffee pot, cups and plate of cookies on the tray so she could be sure they didn’t start the conversation without her. When she returned, she was happy to see Erin was describing the book she was reading to Millicent. Julia poured the coffee and handed the women their cups before she sat across from them.
“I’ll lend it to you when I’m done,” Erin promised. “I think you’ll like it.”
“It certainly sounds good.” Millicent took a sip of coffee. “I do so enjoy books featuring adventures in far off places. I don’t have a desire to travel, mind you. I’m quite content with where I’m at, but I love to imagine venturing off.”
“You surprise me,” Julia commented, stirring a spoonful of sugar into her cup. “I didn’t think you had such an adventurous spirit.”
Millicent chuckled. “Keep in mind, I said I take joy in reading about it, not living it. I much prefer my safe world. I could never be as brave as you.”
“Brave?” Julia asked.
“Oh, you went across North Dakota in unfamiliar territory.”
“Yes. But I had Aunt Erin and Chogan with me.”
Erin shook her head. “Don’t be so modest. You were ready to rush right off by yourself to find Gary. You didn’t give any thought to your safety.”
It was true, so Julia didn’t deny it. “The important thing is Gary was alive. Enough about all that. Millicent, tell us about Conrad. How did he ask if he could court you?”
Millicent blushed as her smile widened. “He came by to discuss politics with my father. You know how my father loves such talk.”
“Do I ever!” Erin shook her head in amusement. “He’s been that way ever since he was a child. It’s a wonder he never pursued a political office.”
“He says he’d rather be the spectator.” She giggled. “The way he talks, you’d think he was discussing a circus, though he does take it seriously from time to time.”
“And what of Conrad?” Julia asked. “How does he view it?”
Millicent turned her attention to Julia. “Oh, quite seriously. But that’s to be expected since his brother is the state senator, don’t you think?”
“It might not matter so much how Conrad handles it as long as his brother takes it seriously. It is his brother’s job after all.” Julia raised her cup to her lips.
“It sounds like your father gets along well with Conrad then,” Erin said.
“Oh, I should say so. They have the occasional squabble, but one can tell it’s in good fun,” Millicent replied.
Erin finished her cup of coffee and set it on the table. “So Conrad talked to your father. Then what?”
“Well, he asked my father for permission to court me!”
Julia took a good drink from her coffee and inwardly chuckled at the way Millicent bounced on the couch. “I assume your father called you into the parlor so Conrad could ask?”
“He did,” Millicent said. “He found me helping Mother clean the bedding and told me Conrad wished to speak with me. Oh, I was so nervous. Even now, my hands tremble at the memory.”
Erin shot Julia an amused look.
Julia secretly agreed that Millicent had a tendency to be dramatic, but it was how Millicent was, and they found it an endearing quality.
“I went to the parlor, hardly able to stand the suspense,” Millicent continued. “He gave me a most charming smile and held my hands. He asked how I was doing, and I said fine. Then he said he must speak his heart right away, so I encouraged him to do so. That’s when he stated his intentions. I had to stop myself from appearing too eager, but inside my heart was bursting with joy. Of course, I said yes, and we made plans to meet his parents. I hardly slept a wink all night. I should be tired today, but I’m wide awake.”
“The coffee won’t help,” Julia teased.
“Oh, you’re right,” Millicent said. “But I don’t care. A love realized is to be cherished, and if I miss a few winks for it, then I gladly do so.”
“We’re happy for you,” Erin replied. “Conrad comes from a good family. You couldn’t do much better.”
“I agree,” Julia added. “He’ll make you happy, and I agree with what you said about love. Enjoy every moment of it.”
“Oh, I will!” Millicent put her cup back on the saucer she held. “I want a love like you and Chogan have.”
“Yes, Julia and Chogan share something few people do,” Erin commented, winking at Julia. “I have a feeling that Conrad will be as good for you.”
“Julia, that reminds me,” Millicent began, a concerned look on her face. “I heard Chogan lost his job, but no one is sure why. If you do not wish to discuss this matter, I will not press you.”
Julia sighed. “It’s all because of Ernest.”
“Ernest? Ernest Freeman? The one who wanted to court you?” Millicent asked.
“Yes. Guess why he found a reason to tell Mr. Wilcox to fire him?”
“Surely, you jest.”
Erin shook her head. “I’m afraid not, Millicent. Ernest claims that Chogan attacked him and insisted Chogan must not be allowed to represent the Tribune anymore.”
“Chogan didn’t attack him,” Julia added, her anger threatening to come to the surface. “But Mr. Wilcox doesn’t care. He fired Chogan anyway.”
“And people believe such hearsay?” Millicent asked.
“Apparently, Ernest carries quite a bit of weight in this town,” Erin replied.
“A little too much,” Julia muttered.
“What will Chogan do now?” Millicent asked, turning her concerned gaze to Julia. “Will you stay here or go to his tribe?”
Julia blinked in surprise. “I didn’t think of going to his tribe.” She didn’t know why the option hadn’t occurred to her before.
“He’s looking for another job,” Erin told Millicent.
“Oh, then I’m sure he’ll find one soon,” Millicent replied. “I heard he was a most admirable worker. It’s unfortunate this had to happen. He was happy at the Tribune, was he not?”
“He was,” Erin said. “But some things weren’t meant to be.”
“That is quite a shame,” Millicent softly replied. “The world is not always a fair place. I am not so naive as to believe this, but I like to think that justice prevails in the end.”
“Chogan would not agree with you on that,” Julia said.
“Perhaps I have a smidge of naivety in me.” Millicent shrugged and offered an apologetic smile.
“It’s a good quality to have,” Erin said, patting her arm. “There’s no harm in having hope, and things do look hopeful for you.” She chuckled. “Julia and I are excited for you!”
Taking her mind off of Chogan, Julia smiled at her cousin. “Yes, we are. So when will you see him again?”
Julia and Erin listened as Millicent told them the plans she and Conrad already made, and for the moment, Julia was able to put Ernest and the Tribune far from her mind.
~~********~~
Chogan dumped the horse manure into the trash can and caught sight of Ernest on the other side of the street. Ernest glanced his way, smirked, and dropped a piece of paper into the street. Chogan gritted his teeth and stomped in Ernest’s direction, ignoring the horse and rider that was coming his way.
Ernest chuckled despite the flicker of uncertainty that crossed his face. “Finally, a job you deserve. I’m sure Julia’s thrilled she married you now.”
Chogan reached him and stood close—almost a foot taller than his nemesis.
Ernest took a step back but continued to make an appearance of bravado. “You think Julia will like knowing the man she married is savage enough to attack an unarmed man?”
“You leave her out of it,” Chogan growled.
“You better be careful. People are watching.”
Chogan glanced at the crowd that developed around them. He gritted his teeth. Did people have nothing better to do in this town than to stick their noses into other people’s business?
“Good day to you, Barney!” Ernest called out to an overweight, balding man.
“Afternoon, Ernest. Is that Injun giving you trouble?” Barney asked, inspecting Chogan up and down.
“I don’t know,” Ernest said and turned his gaze to Chogan. “Do you mean me harm?”
Chogan gripped the broom and dustpan so tightly that he wondered if they’d break. “I do job,” he snapped, cursing himself for not speaking the full sentence correctly. The words were there in his mind, but his tongue stumbled on them.
Ernest made a show of looking up and down the street. “And a fine one too. No one cleans up the waste like you do, wouldn’t you agree?” he asked the group of men and women who huddled nearby.
They laughed and whispered to each other.
Chogan felt the heat rise to his face before the broom handle snapped in his hand.
Ernest raised an eyebrow. “You might want to tame the savage within,” he muttered so no one would overhear. In a louder voice, he said, “Oops. I see you missed a piece of paper right there.” He motioned to the paper he’d thrown into the street and smiled at Chogan. “I wouldn’t want you to lose this job. A man like you… Let’s face it. What other chances are you going to get?”
“I told you those redskins are lazy,” a woman told her friend, as if Chogan wasn’t in hearing distance!
“We must be patient with him,” Ernest called out to her. “He grew up in a dirt home.”
The two women pressed their hands to their necks and blanched.
“I’m sure in time, he’ll do better.” Ernest patted him on the back. “All in good time.” Though his voice remained pleasant and his smile wide, an underlying malevolence reflected in his eyes. “I best be off to work at the bank. Real work, you know.” He passed by the group and greeted the people by name before he continued on to the bank, not once bothering to look back at Chogan.
Chogan’s pulse raced with the need to slam his fist right into Ernest’s smug face, but he knew he couldn’t do it. Not with everyone watching. It would disgrace Julia, and as it was, he couldn’t bring himself to tell her the job he found. For the past week, he tried to, but the words wouldn’t come out. It was enough that he lived with the shame. Going from what he’d been to what he was now, from brave hunter to picking up litter and horse droppings… He could imagine her shame. It was one thing to work at a paper, but this was a depth he never thought he’d have to sink to.
“Injun!” someone yelled.
Chogan blinked and forced his gaze off of Ernest’s retreating figure.
Barney pointed to the piece of paper in the street. “This garbage needs removal.”
“And where do you want me to put you? You won’t fit in a trash can,” Chogan muttered.
“What did you say?” Barney snapped.
“Nothing,” he lied and picked up the paper.
“I don’t like that tongue on you, Injun.”
Chogan shrugged. “Then don’t talk to me.”
“Why I never!” a woman exclaimed and hurried off, practically dragging her friend by the arm in the process.
“Watch yourself,” another man said. “We only welcome civilized men here.”
The rest of the group nodded and left together, as if they were heading off to the same place.
Chogan took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He slowly exhaled to release the tension in his body. Without meaning to, he recalled the time when he sat upon his horse. He wore breechcloth that day instead of the tight pants and buttoned shirt he wore now. His hair had been braided and hung down his back. The wind ruffled the two eagle feathers attached to his head. There was no hat. No short hair. No need to conform to the white man’s world in a vain attempt to prove himself.
The summer heat bore down on him as he scanned the open land for the best buffalo among the herd. The other hunters waited for his cue to make their move. He got his bow and arrow ready. The others followed suit. Then, in one swift motion, he gave the signal and pressed his heels into the flanks of the mount. The horse burst forth into a full gallop as Chogan led the way to the buffalo that’d been grazing. When the buffalo realized what was happening, the herd headed off. The race was on.
Never had Chogan felt more alive than in the thrill of the hunt. And now…
He opened his eyes. The cold air stung his skin, the clothes covered him from the neck on down, and instead of holding a bow and arrow, he held a broken broom and dustpan. It was a far cry from what he’d once been. People once looked upon him with respect. Now they had utter contempt for him. He understood most of it was due to Ernest, but had the white people not assumed the worst already, he wouldn’t have had to pick the lowest job the town offered. Nor would he have just had to endure the condescending stares and remarks the busybodies felt the need to add to Ernest’s taunting.
With a heavy sigh, he turned back to his work, not sure what else he could do.
***
Julia was on her way to the grocer when she saw Ernest heading in her direction. She hurried to the store and thought she could make it into the building before he spotted her. But she was wrong.
He called out to her and quickened his pace.
She glared at him but didn’t stop heading for the store. If she let him make her turn on her heel and go back home, she’d always be running from him. Then he’d have power over her and know it. He lived in town, and like it or not, she was bound to run into him at some point. That, however, didn’t mean she had to talk to him.
She reached the door at the same time he did, and before she could open it, he blocked her. “Get out of my way,” she snapped, her heart racing with a mixture of anger and anxiety.
“Julia, give me a chance to apologize,” he said. “Granted, I acknowledge you’re right to be upset—”
“You’re right I’m upset!”
“And I’m sorry.”
“Sorry?”
“What I did was wrong.”
She narrowed her eyes, unwilling to believe him. “If you’re so sorry, then tell Mr. Wilcox he can hire Chogan again.”
“I did.”
She slapped him, making sure there was enough force in it to adequately wipe the false sincere look off his face. “I’m not stupid. Don’t you think I know a lie when I hear it? Don’t you think I hear people talking about my husband? Did you not once think of the damage you were causing because you let your wounded pride get in the way of doing the right thing?”
She stopped shrieking at him so she could catch her breath. He made her so mad she couldn’t think straight. All she could do was act.
Ernest waited for a moment and softly said, “I don’t blame you for not believing me. I behaved abhorrently.”
“And you still are. Get out of my way so I can shop.”
“I think after what we meant to each other, I deserve the chance to make amends. I was wrong. I let my pride get in my way. I should have gracefully accepted your marriage. I went to Josh Wilcox about hiring Chogan again. I explained everything, but Larry Bleier insisted that Chogan should find employment elsewhere.”
She shook her head. “Don’t make me slap you again.”
He held his hands up and sighed. “I can’t make you believe me. I understand that. I felt terrible for what happened, so I offered to help Chogan find employment somewhere respectable. I tried to right my wrong. I’m sure Chogan mentioned it to you?”
She slapped him again. “I warned you not to make me slap you again. Stop lying to me!”
This time he brought his hand to his red cheek. “I take it Chogan didn’t tell you then?”
“Must you persist in this? Next time I’ll whack you with my purse!”
With a shrug, he said, “I’ve done all I could. I guess Chogan is right. Picking up horse waste and litter off the streets will work well. It’s hard to watch someone not seek a higher purpose in life, but if it makes him happy…”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He furrowed his eyebrows. “But certainly he told you about his new job.”
She hesitated to respond for Chogan had told her he found a job, but whenever she inquired about it, he found a way to change the topic so she forgot about it until later when he wasn’t there to ask.
“Julia,” Ernest softly replied, “you deserve so much better.”
She slapped him. “You did this to him!” She swung back her hand to slap him again, but he caught her wrist. “If you hadn’t interfered with his job at the Tribune, he wouldn’t be cleaning the streets. How do you sleep at night?”
He caught her other hand as she made another attempt to strike him. “What has he done to bewitch you? You’ve lost all sense of reason!”
“You have no idea how much he attained at his tribe. You think being a vice president is impressive? His position in the tribe was better than that. He’s more of a man than you’ll ever be!”
His expression darkened. “You would dare compare me to a savage?”
“Ma’am, is he bothering you?” The deputy set his hands on his hips. “Sir, get away from the lady.”
Ernest released her hands and stepped away from her. “I meant no harm.”
The deputy motioned to the street. “Maybe you should get on to whatever business you have to do.”
Ernest glanced at her and straightened his coat. Then he took another look at the deputy before he strolled down the street.
Realizing her body still trembled with rage, she took a deep breath to calm down. She couldn’t recall a time when she’d been more upset. How could Ernest justify his actions? She didn’t understand it. But she’d had enough. She had enough of him and this town.
“Will you be alright, ma’am?” the deputy asked.
She smiled her appreciation and tucked a stray strand of hair back into the bun at the nape of her neck. “Yes. Thank you.”
“If he gives you any more problems, don’t hesitate to ask for help.”
“Alright.” She took another deep breath. Finally, her pulse was returning to normal. “I need to find my husband.”
The deputy nodded and headed down the street in the direction Ernest had gone.
She turned in the opposite direction and looked for any signs of litter on the streets to give her an idea of where Chogan might be. He must be so humiliated. This wasn’t anything like she thought their lives would be like in Bismarck when they got married. Chogan didn’t deserve the way people were treating him.
She had to turn down two streets and pass three blocks before she found him. He was picking up an old newspaper that someone left on a bench. She couldn’t help but recall how proud he’d been to be in charge of printing the paper, and now here he was, picking it up so he could throw it out because someone else was too lazy to put it in the trash can not far from the bench.
“Stop it!” She ignored the people who turned to look at her and marched over to Chogan who still held the paper in his hand. When she reached him, she snatched it from him and threw it back on the bench. “No. I won’t have you doing this.” Then, realizing the people hadn’t budged from their spots, she yelled, “Don’t you have anything better to do than to watch other people?”
“Julia, calm down,” Chogan said.
“Calm down? All of these people don’t care what happened to you, and you want me to calm down?” She glared at them until they finally stopped watching them and headed off to whatever it was they had to do. “Why can’t they mind their own business?”
He set the broom and dustpan down so he could remove his gloves. “Most of them don’t know what happened. You can’t blame them.”
“But none of them would hire you. Not unless you agreed to clean up the streets?”
“Someone has to clean streets. If it’s not me, it’ll be someone else.”
“Don’t try to excuse them, Chogan.” Tears filled her eyes as she scanned the street, realizing that he did a better job than whoever did it before. “You always do your best, no matter what they give you. You’re too good for this.”
He collected her in his arms, and she clung to him, not knowing what else to do but cry. “It’ll be alright.”
“You’re right it will because we’re getting out of Bismarck. I can’t go on living here. We’ll go to your tribe where they know how to respect you.”
He tightened his hold on her and whispered, “Are you sure?”
“I’ve been thinking about it, and after all of this, I’m sure.”
He kissed the top of her head. “I’d like to go back. I miss hunting.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?”
“Because your life is here.”
“No. My life is with you. It doesn’t matter where we live. I just don’t want to see you treated like this.”
“Thank you.”
As she stayed cocooned in his arms, she thought it was something they should have decided on when he got fired from the Tribune. But the decision was made now, and she was glad to get away from Ernest and those who mindlessly believed him.
“I will return the supplies to my employer,” Chogan said as he released her. “Then we will go home.”
“I need to stop by the grocer first. I promised Aunt Erin I’d pick up some sugar, milk and eggs.”
He picked up his things and turned to her and smiled. “We will do that first.”
She wiped the rest of the tears from her face and returned his smile. Finally, things were going to be better. They could put this whole miserable experience behind them and start over.
~~********~~
Julia’s smile faltered as she watched her aunt who added water to the soup she was making. “Won’t you be coming with us?” she softly asked, her voice barely audible above the boiling broth.
Her aunt set the empty bowl by the sink, looked her way, and gently replied, “I just bought this house. I can’t sell it right now, especially in the middle of winter.”
She sank into one of the chairs, her shoulders slumped. “But I can’t stay here.”
“And I don’t expect you to.” Erin pulled up a chair and sat close to her. Taking Julia’s hands in hers, she continued, “I knew that when Chogan got fired it was a matter of time before you two made this decision.”
“Then why didn’t you say something?”
“Because there are some things you two have to realize on your own.”
Julia swallowed the lump in her throat. “Did you know what job they gave Chogan?”
“No, but I figured it wasn’t good when he kept avoiding the topic. I realize that Ernest caused a lot of trouble, and I believe the day of reckoning will come for him but who knows how long that will be? Until that day comes, people will mindlessly believe what Ernest said.”
“Chogan never attacked him!”
“Of course, he didn’t.”
“I don’t understand why Ernest’s opinion matters to so many people in this horrible place.”
Her aunt sighed. “Most people don’t take time to examine the facts. Maybe someday people won’t be so quick to judge an Indian, but for now, you and Chogan will never be completely happy here. I think going to his tribe is the best course of action for you. You won’t have to worry about being treated badly over there because you’re white.”
“I know. They were very nice to us when we were there.” Julia felt the tears slide down her cheeks before she realized she was crying. “I just don’t know what I’m going to do without you.” She tried to say more, but the swell of emotion that rose up within her forbade her from speaking further. All she could do was cry and hold on tightly to her aunt’s hands.
Erin drew closer to her so she could hug her. “Oh, Julia. My dear, it’s not like we’ll never see each other again. You’re not going that far away. You’ll come to visit, and I’ll visit you. We still see Gary and Woape, don’t we?”
“But it’s not the same. I am not close to them like I am to you.”
“I feel the same way, Julia. When you were younger, I thought of you as the daughter I never had, and when you grew up, you became my most cherished friend. I love your brother, of course, but he and I will never share the connection you and I do.”
“Then why won’t you come? Chogan likes you. And Gary and Woape are there.”
“Maybe I will once the weather is better and I can sell the house. You know how long it took us to get ready to move here. I can’t just pick up my things and leave today.” Erin pulled away from her and cupped Julia’s face in her hands. “I really mean that much to you?”
Blinking back her tears, Julia nodded.
Erin smiled. “Yes, I will go out there to be with you, but I can’t go right now.”
At her aunt’s words, Julia’s heart lifted. “Really?”
“How can I not? I had no idea you thought so well of me.”
“How could you not know?”
Erin shrugged and laughed. “I don’t know. I never thought about it, I guess. We were together all the time. It just seemed to be the way things were.”
“Then it’s good we had this conversation.”
“You’re right. It is.” Erin stood and helped Julia to her feet. “Go on and help your husband pack. I will finish making supper.”
Julia gave her aunt a quick hug and kiss on the cheek. “We won’t leave until after lunch tomorrow, but it’s still sudden, isn’t it?”
“Julia, with you, I’ve learned things either don’t happen at all or they happen all at once. There is no middle ground with you. When you set your mind to something, it takes an act of God to stop you.”
“I’m impatient.”
“A bit, yes. But your heart is in the right place. Chogan is lucky to have you. Now be off. I have soup to attend to.”
Julia left the kitchen and went up the stairs to find Chogan taking out his buffalo hide from the closet. She paused and watched as he stroked the fur with a faraway look in his eyes.
“What are you thinking?” she asked.
He blinked and turned to her. “Five years ago, I led the buffalo hunt. This was the buffalo I caught. Some said it was impossible to get one that big, but I did it.”
“I wish I had been there to see it.”
He laughed. “Knowing you, you would have beat me to it. It’s good you weren’t there.”
Chuckling, she walked over to him so she could feel the soft fur. “This is a lovely robe. It’s a shame you never got to wear it here. Will you put it on so I can see you in it?”
He obeyed and draped it over his shoulders.
“I don’t recall you looking so formidable before,” she whispered, for the first time seeing him the way others did and understanding why they experienced a momentary flicker of apprehension when he walked into the room. He’d been a hunter, and a most impressive one. With a regretful sigh, she touched his hair. “It’ll take forever to grow this out.” She recalled how his dark hair had hung down his back. “Promise me you’ll never cut it again.”
“I refuse to let it grow too long. I can’t be tripping on my hair.”
She sighed but grinned. “You are silly.” He opened his arms, so she slipped into them and snuggled against him. “Do you remember the last time you wore this robe? It was the night Gary and I found you by the campfire, and we married shortly afterwards.”
“That was a good night.”
She closed her eyes and recalled how he’d looked back then. Over the months, she’d forgotten how Mandan men dressed. It wasn’t that she intentionally put it from her mind, but she got used to seeing him with short hair and wearing suits. “It’ll be nice to see you as you were back then. My strong Indian hunter who’ll hunt another buffalo so I can have my own robe.”
“You mean you will not insist on hunting the buffalo?”
She noted the amusement in his voice. “No. I want you to do it, so every time I wear it, I’ll think of you.”
“I like that. I want you to think of me.” He brushed her cheek with his fingers.
“You’re always on my mind.”
“And you’re on mine.”
She looked up at him and said, “I believe this is the part where you kiss me.”
He lowered his head and did as she wished.
Slipping her arms under his, she encouraged him to deepen the kiss. She knew she came up here to help him pack, but there was something about being in his arms that made her forget everything but him.
When their kiss ended, he whispered, “I want to take you hunting with me. We can take a teepee and go out to the open land.”
“Oh, that would be wonderful!” She jumped up and flung her arms around his neck. “What will we hunt?”
Laughing, he wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her so that her toes were a few inches off the ground. “I think you’re ready for deer.”
She gasped. “Something that big?”
“You can do it.”
“It will be fun to try.”
He gave her another kiss on the lips before he left a trail of kisses to her ear. She squirmed in delight against him. He carried her to the bed and enveloped her securely with him in the buffalo robe.
“Chogan, we can’t make love right now. Supper will be ready in a half hour and Millicent’s coming over tonight,” she protested, even as she pulled him closer to her.
“We won’t take our clothes off. We will take a break from packing to rest.”
“Rest? You call this resting?” she mused, noting the way his hands caressed parts of her she found most exciting.
“I often touch you when we are in bed.”
“Yes, and that often leads to not resting.”
“We rest well afterwards,” he said with a mischievous glint in his eye.
“You’re awful, Chogan.” She giggled when he sprinkled more kisses on her neck, and then she let out a soft moan when he cupped her butt in his hands and rolled on top of her so that he was between her legs. “You’re horrible. You know I want to be with you right now, but I can’t. Millicent will be here in ten minutes.”
“This is to get you ready for tonight. It is innocent.” He brought one hand up so he could touch her breast.
“Innocent? I’d hate to see what wicked is with you if this is innocent!” She laughed and gave him a solid kiss, brushing her tongue with his and intentionally shifting her hips against his. “I can be innocent too, you know.”
“You are full of fire. I like that.”
From downstairs, she heard someone knock on the door. Gasping, she said, “Millicent’s early!”
“Erin can get the door.” He kissed her again.
Forcing the kiss to end, she groaned in frustration. “I can’t do that. Aunt Erin is in the kitchen cooking.”
With a reluctant sigh, he released her from the robe and watched as she straightened her dress. “This robe is empty without you.”
Shooting him an amused look, she replied, “We have tonight. Like you said, that was to get us ready for later.” Her lips turned up into a sly grin. “Are you ready?”
“I will be in pain until then.”
She rolled her eyes. “You are a brave hunter who camps in the middle of winter. You’ve learned to deal with pain.”
“But not this bad.”
Another round of knocking came from the door.
“You’ll survive,” Julia assured him.
He grimaced, but the slight smile betrayed his joke. “Barely.”
Giggling, she headed on out of the room to answer the door and to help her aunt finish making supper.
***
After supper, Millicent asked to talk to Julia, so Julia led her to the kitchen where they got ready to wash dishes.
“What do you want to discuss?” Julia asked as she set a pot of water on the range to boil.
Millicent pumped water and rinsed a plate before setting it in the sink in front of Julia. Then she picked up another plate to repeat the rinsing process.
“Millicent?” Julia asked as she reached for the soap and washcloth.
Her cousin bit her lower lip and finished rinsing another dish. “Please tell me the truth. Why are you leaving?”
“Chogan’s been treated horribly here. Haven’t you heard what job they gave him?”
“I don’t listen to gossip.”
Julia sighed. “This wasn’t gossip. It was the truth. They knew he did a good job at the Tribune and gave him the lowest job they could. They did it to insult him. I can’t let it continue.”
“I feared that was the case,” Millicent said. “And Ernest is the one who insisted this occur?”
“I don’t know the details, but he’s a part of it.”
“Can no one stop this from happening? Must it come to you and Chogan leaving?”
Noting that the water in the pot was simmering, Julia pumped cool water into the sink and rolled up her sleeves. “Chogan’s not happy, and how can he be? He had a prominent position in his tribe. He was one of their best hunters. When he worked at the Tribune, he was promoted. But Ernest wouldn’t let Chogan advance and found a way to make sure that people would ostracize Chogan.”
“This is because you married Chogan instead of him?”
Julia shrugged and added the hot water to the water in the sink. “I understand Ernest is upset that I didn’t marry him, but I wonder if there’s more to it than that. He doesn’t like Chogan. Part of it is that Chogan’s an Indian, but my gut tells me there’s something else.”
“You don’t know what that something else might be?” Millicent rinsed a plate and set it in Julia’s sink.
Julia rubbed the soap into her wet washcloth and picked up the plate. “No.”
“Certainly Ernest can’t get away with this. People must understand the unfairness of it?”
“If they understand, they aren’t doing anything about it. No one wants to upset Ernest by standing up to him.”
“I hope you’re wrong. I’d like to think that someone has the courage to oppose injustice when they see it.”
Julia washed the plate and set it on the dish rack to dry. “It would be nice if that were the case.”
Millicent smiled. “Conrad is not so impressed with Ernest. Conrad is due to visit me tomorrow evening. I can talk to him on behalf of Chogan. Ernest might know some important people, but Conrad’s brother knows some who are just as prominent.”
“No. I appreciate your thoughtfulness and concern, Millicent, but this is for the best. I want to go to Chogan’s tribe and live there.” She smiled at her cousin. “Chogan’s a hunter. He was happy doing that, and I want him to be happy again. Even if they offered him the job back at the Tribune, I can’t ask him to stay.” Seeing him in the buffalo robe earlier that day gave her a new perspective of her husband. “I rather fancy the way he looks when he dresses in his Indian attire.”
Millicent nodded. “Then you must go to the tribe. I shall miss you.”
“I’ll miss you too, but I can still visit.”
“This is true. I look forward to when you do, and maybe some time, I may venture out there to see you. It’d be fascinating to see a tribe.”
Julia recalled the time she’d been there with her aunt. “It’s different, that’s for sure. They do not insist on fully dressing all the time. In fact, I’ve seen one of their ceremonies where men wore nothing but undergarments.”
Millicent’s eyes grew wide and she stopped rinsing a dish. “Oh, you didn’t!”
“It scared me. I’ve had to realize that their ways are not ours. To them, this was proper given their customs. The men do not always wear a shirt.”
“And they don’t think anything of it?” Millicent seemed as baffled as she was intrigued.
“No, they don’t.”
“I suppose if you are used to it, it’s normal.”
“You are ever the proper lady,” Julia commented. “But I admit, I’m relieved that they dressed fully attired most of the time. It was really just that one ceremony where they weren’t.”
“That is a relief. Perhaps I ought to visit when the weather is cold and they have to be fully dressed, to be on the safe side.”
“It’s not a bad idea.”
Millicent resumed rinsing the dish before she gave it to her. “It’s still a shame that things happened as they did at the Tribune. Something should be done about it.”
Julia shrugged and washed a cup before setting it on the dish rack. “It doesn’t concern me or Chogan anymore. I just want to go to the tribe and live my life with him. If I never have anything to do with Ernest again, it’ll be too soon.”
“I can’t say I blame you on that note.” She finished rinsing the last dish and gave Julia a hug. “Don’t be a stranger?”
Julia let the washcloth and plate fall back into her side of the sink so she could hug her back. “I won’t.” She giggled. “This is hard to admit, but when I first met you, I couldn’t fathom one thing we had in common. You’ve become a good friend since then.” She pulled away from her and held onto her hands. “I am very glad we met.”
“I’m glad we met too, and I confess I was most terrified of coming over here when you first married Chogan.”
“Yes, I picked up on that.”
“And I made a great effort to be brave.”
The two women laughed before they returned to the dishes.
~~********~~
Julia’s hand tightened around Chogan’s as the Mandan tribe came into view. This was it. The start of her new life. Her stomach tensed in apprehension, and the swaying of the stagecoach didn’t help. A part of her still couldn’t believe it was happening, but she didn’t regret leaving Bismarck. She glanced at Chogan and recalled the first time she saw him. Except for the short hair and buffalo robe, he looked very much like he did back then.
Chogan put his arm around her shoulders and drew her close. “Stay with me, and you’ll be alright,” he whispered, probably noting her nervousness.
“I shouldn’t be worried. I mean, my brother and Woape are there. It’s not like I don’t know anyone but you.” She took a deep breath and felt a little better.
“It is a different way of life.”
She glanced at her clothes and knew it was a matter of time before she wore deerskin dresses like Woape did. Just as Chogan embraced her world, she would now embrace his.
As the stagecoach got closer, someone came out on horseback to greet them. It took her a good five seconds to realize it was Gary. A wave of excitement replaced her fear.
“Is that part of his job here? To welcome people?” she asked Chogan.
“Since we’re in a stagecoach, they assume we’re white and don’t speak the language.”
“Well, they assume half of it right.” She was glad she took the time to learn some words but realized it wouldn’t be enough to understand everything. “I’m glad I have you with me. I wouldn’t be able to do this without you.”
“You would. Your fiery spirit would embolden you.”
The stagecoach came to a stop.
“I’ll go tell Gary we’re coming,” Chogan said and got ready to open the door.
“I want to come,” she insisted.
He laughed. “See? You’d do just fine without me.”
She gave him a playful shove. “Go on, silly. I want to see the look on my brother’s face when he realizes I’m coming here to live.”
He got out of the stagecoach and helped her out. Her feet settled on the thin covering of snow. Pulling her hood tighter around her head, she followed Chogan to where her brother waited on his steed.
Gary’s eyes grew wide. “Julia? Chogan? What are you doing here?”
“We decided to live here,” Julia called out. “Are you going to hug your big sister or just sit there like a statue?”
Grinning, Gary led his horse to them before he slid off of it and gave her a big hug. “That’s my sister. Barking out the orders.”
“Hey,” she lightly protested. “If you give me a hard time, I’ll have my husband talk to you.”
Chogan put his arm around her waist and smiled. “She’s right. Be good.”
“What about Aunt Erin?” Gary asked her.
“She’ll be coming later this year after she sells the house.”
He nodded. “I didn’t think there was any way the two of you would stay separated for long.”
Chogan gave her waist a playful squeeze and told Gary, “Our things are in the stagecoach. We will be going to my family’s lodge.”
Julia’s stomach fluttered at the thought of seeing his family again. It’d been over a year since she last saw them, and back then, she wasn’t their daughter-in-law.
“I’ll tell Woape you’re here,” Gary said and then hopped back on his horse. “She’ll want to see you.”
At the mention of Woape’s name, Julia felt much better. She was sure the transition would be easier since Woape could teach her what Mandan women did. She wouldn’t have to fumble through this alone.
“Tell her I look forward to seeing her and Penelope,” Julia said before she joined Chogan back in the stagecoach. She sat beside him and rubbed her hands together. She took a deep breath and forced a brave smile. “What will your family think?”
“They knew I didn’t want to marry any of the women in the tribe, so they will be happy I found you.”
The stagecoach lurched forward so she held onto his arm. “Will they mind that I’m not Mandan?”
“No. My grandmother advised me to follow my heart. My mother and aunts would agree.”
“You have no males in your lodge?”
“A couple of uncles, but they’re not good hunters.”
“Because you didn’t teach them?” she teased, her eyes twinkling. “You’re a good teacher.”
“You say that because you love me.”
“No. I mean it. You were patient, and when I was ready to quit, you refused to give up on me.”
“I had a plan,” he whispered, leaning closer to her. “It allowed me to be with you without your aunt right there.”
She gasped. “So you didn’t really want to teach me how to hunt?”
“I was hunting you.” He kissed her cheek.
“And here I assumed you thought I could hunt.” She shook her head but was unable to hide her amusement. The truth was, she was flattered. Turning to face him, she asked, “Did you ever take any other woman hunting?”
“No. You were the only one.”
“So there were no other women in the tribe who appealed to you at all?”
“Nope.” He kissed her. “You are the only woman for me.”
Her face flushed with pleasure. “You’re the only one for me too, Chogan.”
“I know, and I like that.” He kissed her.
She snuggled closer to him and returned his kiss, enjoying this peaceful moment before the flurry of activity that would likely ensue from their arrival at the lodge where he grew up. He’d told her about his upbringing. Part of her felt as if she already knew his family, but she realized she had much to learn.
He pulled a few inches away from her and whispered, “Thank you for coming here.”
“I’d do anything for you,” she confessed.
“I know, and I love you for that.” Cupping the side of her face with one hand, he kissed her again, this time letting his lips linger on hers. “You are the best wife a man could ask for.”
“Other husbands may disagree with you on that,” she teased with a slight chuckle.
“Other husbands don’t know better. They don’t have you.”
She laughed harder and hugged him. “Then it’s good I am yours.”
“It is good.”
The stagecoach pulled through the entrance of the Mandan village and Gary led the driver to where Chogan’s family lived.
She took a look out the window and saw the snow covered mound. The interior of the earth mound was hollow to provide shelter for Chogan’s family. This was her new home. It was vastly different from the wood house she and her aunt lived in, but even as she noted the differences, she realized that beneath her nervousness was a sense of adventure. Sure, she’d been here before, but her focus had been on her brother and Woape, and she knew her stay would only be a visit. Now, she’d be living here.
The stagecoach stopped, and Chogan asked, “Are you ready?”
She took another deep breath and nodded. “I think so.”
“I won’t leave you until you’re settled in.”
“Is this before or after we go hunting alone?”
“After.” He gave her a wicked smile and squeezed her hand. “We have to hunt for a good dress for you.”
“You are much too happy about going out to find women’s clothing. This wouldn’t have anything to do with being alone in a teepee with me, would it?”
He shrugged. “Maybe a little. Come. I see people are already gathering around to welcome us.”
Still holding her hand, he led her out of the stagecoach where, sure enough, a group of Indians surrounded them while Gary explained what was going on.
“My brother takes his job seriously, doesn’t he?” she whispered to Chogan who grinned.
“He’s enthusiastic,” Chogan replied. “Plus, he knows we’ll kick him out of here if he’s not useful.”
Julia laughed at the imagery his words brought to mind. She let go of his hand so he could turn to the stagecoach and gather their belongings.
Woape broke through the crowd so she could hug Julia. “What made you decide to live here? I thought Chogan was happy at the printing press.”
“I’ll explain later,” Julia promised. “It’s a long and complicated story.”
“You two are obviously happy, so that is what matters. Did your aunt come with you?”
“Not yet. She needs to settle some matters back in Bismarck first.” Julia glanced around the group of people. “Where’s my niece?”
“My sister is watching her. As soon as I heard a stagecoach was coming, I had to see who was on it.”
“And my other nephew or niece?” Julia motioned to Woape’s stomach, realizing it was too soon for Woape to show yet. “Are things progressing well?”
“Yes, and the sickness has finally passed and my energy’s returned. So, do you have news for me of a more personal nature?” Woape asked, looking at her expectantly.
Refusing to give into the urge to mope, Julia shook her head. “Not yet.”
Chogan came up to them with a trunk in his arms. “I paid the driver. We can go into the lodge now.”
Gary came up to them with Julia’s carpet bag and rolled his eyes. “Did you leave anything with Aunt Erin?”
Julia pretended to be appalled by the question. “Really, Gary. You think we brought too much? It’s just one trunk and a carpet bag.”
“Is the carpet bag too heavy?” Chogan asked her brother. “We need to toughen you up. Julia can carry it just fine. She’s stronger than you.”
“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Gary said with a wry grin. “Lead me to where this thing belongs. I have better things to do than carry a woman’s bag around.”
Chogan glanced her way. “Do you want to come?”
“I better.” Julia turned to Woape. “We’ll talk soon?”
Woape smiled. “Of course.”
Julia gave the onlookers a nervous smile before she joined Chogan and entered his lodge, aware that four women stood near the doorway.
“Chogan!” the woman she recognized as his mother cried.
He set down the trunk, and his mother gave him a big hug. Then they spoke in Mandan. He motioned to Julia before he turned his attention back to the others surrounding them. Since they spoke fast, Julia couldn’t make out everything, but she understood he was explaining why they decided to come here to live.
His mother smiled at her and spoke to Chogan but pointed to Julia.
He smiled at Julia. “My mother says you need no introduction. No one can forget how you killed Hothlepoya. She said I married a brave woman.”
Julia blushed at the unexpected compliment. “Thank you,” she told his mother, unsure of what the words for ‘thank you’ were in Mandan.
She hugged Julia and patted her on the back. “We happy you here.”
“Thank you,” Julia said again, unable to think of anything else to say.
She scanned the rest of the people who watched them and took a deep breath to settle her nerves. She could do this. They were smiling at her, and she sensed the silent welcome in the air.
Chogan drew her close and spoke to them in an excited tone. Whatever he said made them laugh, and then the old woman pointed to one of the rooms along the perimeter of the lodge.
Julia looked at Chogan.
“Our bedroom will be there,” Chogan told her.
He turned to the trunk and picked it up. Gary, who’d been standing off to the side and watching the whole thing, passed her. She jerked. She’d forgotten he was there with them. Deciding to follow their lead, she gave another tentative smile at her new family and hurried to check out her new bedroom.
The area was smaller than she was used to, but there was room for a bed, a trunk, a crib, and a dresser. Julia wasn’t sure what the exact furnishings would be, and the room was bare except for a bed without anything on it. The bed didn’t look as comfortable as the mattress she was used to, but that was a minor issue.
Chogan set the trunk in the corner of the room and said, “My mother and aunts will bring more items in here. The women own the furnishings.”
“Really?” Julia asked, intrigued.
Gary put the carpet bag on the trunk and nodded. “All that the men own are their clothes, hunting supplies, and horses. You women make out like bandits in this tribe.”
“It is not like Bismarck where the men are the primary owners,” Chogan told her. “The lodge belongs to my mother and her sisters. This is why men often move into the lodge of their wife’s family.”
Gary grinned and nudged her in the arm. “You can kick him out of the lodge if you get tired of him.”
“Don’t give her ideas,” Chogan admonished and pushed Gary toward the door. “You are a bad influence.”
Julia laughed. “I’ll never get rid of him, Gary. If I get rid of anyone, it’ll be you.”
Her brother groaned. “I’m not so sure having you two here is a good idea.”
“You’ll survive.” Chogan patted him on the back and winked at her.
She giggled and turned to her carpet bag. She opened it and took out the embroidered wedding gift her aunt had made for them. It was a picture of a bridal veil and a feather headdress with their names and the date of their wedding underneath. Erin had then put it in a frame so Julia could hang it up. Looking around the room, Julia didn’t see any nails to hang it on.
She looked at Chogan who was watching her. “Is there a place to put this?” She motioned to her aunt’s gift.
“I will hang this above our bed.” He took it from her and asked, “What do you think? Will that be good?”
She scanned the room again and smiled. “Yes. It’s good, Chogan.”
Looking relieved, he headed for the doorway. “I will get a hook to put on the wall for your aunt’s present. I will bring in buffalo furs for the bed.”
She took that as her cue to wait, so she remained in the room, aware that Chogan’s mother was talking to his aunts. From the excited tones in their voices, Julia deducted they were happy to see him again. Rubbing her hands together in the cool room, she wondered how long it would take until she could understand more than a word here and there.
She didn’t appreciate how far Chogan had come in learning the English language. He worked harder than she realized, and now she’d have to work just as hard, if not harder to learn his. Learning another language seemed like a daunting task. But it wasn’t impossible. She would learn to be fluent in Mandan. It was a matter of time. That was all. Thankfully, she had people who would teach her. Taking a deep breath, she decided this place would suit her and Chogan just fine. With a sense of adventure, she turned her attention back to the carpet bag.
~~********~~
Woape waited for Gary to enter her family’s lodge before she asked her sister to watch Penelope so she could talk to him. He was putting his steed into the stall by the front entrance, and though he didn’t appear as if the sudden development shocked him, she knew it did. Despite her best effort to look serious, she found that she couldn’t stop chuckling.
He glanced over his shoulder and rolled his eyes.
She burst out laughing. “You shouldn’t let Chogan frighten you. He’s harmless.”
“Only to women,” Gary replied.
After he secured the stall, she put her arms around his waist and kissed him on the cheek. “You have no need to worry. I’ll protect you.”
“Just what a man wants. His wife coming to his aid.” Though he shook his head, she caught a flicker of amusement on his face. “It’s not that Chogan is mean to anyone, but he has that way of looking at someone that unnerves them. It’s spooky. And it’s not just me who thinks that. Even your brother’s made a comment about it.”
“Chogan won’t bother you as long as you leave his loved ones alone. So just be nice to Julia, and you’ll be fine.”
“It’s hard to know who’s more intimidating when you put those two together,” he joked. “I’d rather take my chances with Chogan, now that I think about it.”
She giggled. “You exaggerate.”
“Maybe a little.”
“Why are they here?” she asked in a lower voice so the others assembled around the fire in the center of the lodge wouldn’t hear them. “I thought Chogan was glad to get out of here because Citlali kept bothering him.”
“I don’t know why they’re here. They didn’t say. But there is some talk in Bismarck about the Indian who threatened a few men. The owner of the mercantile warned me to be careful. He said the Indian hates white people.”
“You can’t be serious. Chogan married Julia, and she’s white.”
“They think he forced her into it somehow.”
“How absurd.”
“I know. She couldn’t marry him fast enough. You should have seen the way she ran to him. If there was ever a woman who wanted to marry someone, it was her.”
“So why would people spread those lies?”
Gary shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe next time I’m in town, I’ll try to figure out how the whole thing started. That tobacco store owner is a loud mouth. I’m sure he’ll be more than happy to tell me all he knows.”
“That’s a good idea. In the meantime, I’ll see if Julia will tell me anything.”
At that, he was the one who laughed. “Good luck getting her separated from him. Those two stood so close to each other that you couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.”
“They’re still newlyweds. Not old married people like us,” she teased.
“Nonsense. We’re still newlyweds.” He grinned at her and gave her a lingering kiss. “And the best part is, Chogan’s lodge isn’t close by so I can sleep safe at night.”
She sighed. “You need to talk to him and get to know him. Then he won’t be so scary.”
“Maybe.” Gary shrugged.
Realizing the chances of Gary actually doing that were slim, Woape gave up on the topic. “I will return to Onawa and Penelope. You go help my father.”
Gary patted the small of her back and headed to her father’s room so he could help her father put up a new covering for the door.
Woape went over to her sister and sat beside her. Onawa was showing Penelope some beads from her basket.
Onawa rolled the red and orange beads in the palm of her hand and told the one-and-a-half-year-old girl, “I will make you a necklace.” She glanced at Woape. “Penelope seems to like these colors the most.”
“Penelope likes them because you wear them a lot,” Woape said. “She wants to be like you.”
Onawa’s dark eyes twinkled. “She has good taste.”
“Of course, you’d say that.” Woape brushed her daughter’s black hair from her eyes and tucked the fine strands behind her ear. “In a couple more months, we can braid her hair.”
“I’ll weave some beads into the braid. She’ll like that.” Onawa placed the beads back into her basket. Still sitting, she took Penelope’s hands so the girl could stand up and dance. “She is adorable. I hope I have a girl so I can put her in dresses and play with her hair.”
“You’re looking forward to marrying Citlali next year?” Woape asked, studying her sister’s face.
“Yes.”
“Has he been by to see you?”
“Not since he brought over the white buffalo robe.”
“A white one? That probably made his family proud,” Woape muttered.
Onawa glanced at her. “What?”
Clearing her throat, she asked, “Has he talked to you?”
“He did for a bit.”
“Really? What did he say?” Woape was surprised he took the time to say anything to her sister. He was so closed off from Woape during the time Woape had been engaged to him. She couldn’t recall him saying more than the casual greeting.
“He asked if I will go to his family’s lodge when we marry.” Onawa winced when Penelope grabbed her braid and pulled on it. As she gently pried Penelope’s fingers from her hair, she continued, “His cousin will move into another lodge when he marries next month.”
Woape breathed a sigh of relief. Even if Citlali didn’t seem to hold any ill will toward her, she was glad he wouldn’t come to their lodge to live. Having to see him as she went about her business in the tribe was awkward enough.
“I’ll miss being here with you and Penelope,” Onawa softly admitted.
“Thankfully, we’re in the same tribe,” Woape replied.
And thankfully, Citlali’s family was friendlier than he was. Woape honestly didn’t know how her sister could be excited about marrying him, but she hoped her sister wouldn’t be disappointed after the wedding. She decided to keep her misgivings to herself. Maybe Onawa saw something in him that she didn’t. Maybe he showed her a flicker of emotion.
“If you want to help our aunts prepare supper, I’ll keep a watch over Penelope,” Onawa said. “I can take her for a walk.”
Woape nodded. “She needs to run around. Alright.” She figured that later on, she’d go to Chogan’s lodge to help Julia get settled in. In the meantime, she had her chores to tend to. She stood and got Penelope’s blanket and moccasins ready for the walk.
***
Larry slammed the newspaper on the table in the printing room and shook his head. He glanced at Mike who let out a low sigh and shrugged.
Lips set in a firm line, Larry made his decision. Turning to Mike, he said, “I don’t care how good of friends Noah and Ernest are. Noah’s not working here anymore.”
“I don’t think anyone will mind if you fire Noah,” Mike replied as he walked over to the table and picked up the paper. “Is it possible he was drunk when he did this?”
“Drunk or not, he’s incompetent and lazy. Chogan never did shoddy work.” He placed his hands on his hips and took a deep breath. “I’m going to hire him back.”
“But the boss won’t allow it.”
“If Wilcox can’t handle it, then he can fire me. I’m sick of Ernest Freeman getting whatever he wants in this town. He thinks that just because he snaps his fingers, the world has to run to do his bidding. I won’t lie down and play dead anymore.”
Mike winced. “You’re right. We can’t let people like Ernest bully us into going against our principles. The Tribune won’t sell any papers if they look like a child printed it.”
“So are you saying that Wilcox can fire you too?”
Mike paused for a moment before he glanced at the paper in his hands and nodded. “Yes. If we get fired, we get fired for doing the right thing.”
Relieved, Larry led the way out of the room and to the potbelly stove where Noah was dozing off in a chair. Resisting the urge to kick the chair from under Noah, Larry cleared his throat. Noah didn’t budge. Larry nudged Noah’s legs with his foot, and Noah jerked awake.
Mike threw the paper onto Noah’s lap. “Get your belongings. You no longer work here.”
Noah’s eyes grew wide, but he didn’t say anything or move from his spot.
“Do we need to pick you up and toss you out?” Larry asked.
“What did I do wrong?” Noah replied, looking incredulous.
“You can look at the paper in your lap and ask me that?” Larry took the paper off his lap, grabbed Noah’s hand, and slapped the paper into it. “Take a good look at your work.”
Noah turned his gaze to the paper but didn’t respond.
“We gave you two chances. We’re not keeping you here just because you know Ernest. Now, get out of here and don’t come back.”
After what seemed like a long time, Noah finally stood up and went to gather his coat and hat. Larry breathed a sigh of relief, glad they’d no longer have to deal with Noah anymore. If Wilcox ended up firing him and Mike, then so be it.
He waited until Noah left the building and then turned to Mike. “I’ll go find Chogan.”
Before the day was over, he was determined that Chogan would have his old job back. He shrugged into his coat and put on his hat. He left the building and tried to decide where to find Chogan. The bitter wind lashed against him, so he turned the collar of his coat up.
The first thing he did was check with Jasper Mathias who was in charge of cleaning the streets. When Larry learned that Chogan had quit his job, he went to Chogan’s residence and knocked on the door.
The middle-aged woman who opened the door looked surprised to see him. “May I help you?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He took off his hat and continued, “My name is Larry Bleier. I believe an Indian by the name of Chogan lives here. I have business to discuss with him.”
She furrowed her eyebrows. “What kind of business?”
Noting the protective instinct about her, he said, “I work at the Tribune, and I came to offer him his job back.”
“But I thought…” She drummed her fingers on the doorknob and shook her head. “Didn’t you fire him a couple weeks ago?”
“No, ma’am. I didn’t, and I want to give him the job back. Is he here? I’d like to ask him about this matter.”
She sighed. “Mr. Bleier, they gave him a job cleaning streets, and that’s no life for a man who was a prominent member of his tribe. Chogan and my niece went to his tribe.”
A flicker of regret came over him. He should have insisted that Chogan keep his position at the Tribune instead of walking out and letting Mike fire him. Who could blame Chogan for saying he’d had enough of this place and leaving? If it were him, Larry would’ve done the same thing.
Placing his hat on his head, he said, “I’m sorry for what we did to him. I hope he and your niece will be happy.”
“Thank you.” The woman offered a smile and then shut the door.
Well, Ernest. It looks like you got exactly what you wanted. You chased a good man out of town. Irritated, Larry shoved his hands into his coat pockets and headed down the sidewalk.
He glanced across the street and saw Ernest. Stilling his movements, he debated whether or not he should give Ernest a piece of his mind. He almost continued on his way, but Ernest looked in his direction and narrowed his eyes at him. Gritting his teeth, Larry checked to make sure the road was clear before he crossed it. Ernest didn’t scurry off as Larry thought he would. In fact, by the way Ernest smirked at him, it was apparent that he welcomed the confrontation.
Larry reached Ernest and snapped, “I hope you’re happy. You drove out one of the best workers Bismarck ever had.”
“Whatever are you rambling on about?” Ernest asked in a bored tone.
“Chogan left. He couldn’t find anything better than a job cleaning streets. He’s better qualified for the jobs in this town than most of the men are, and you made it so that he couldn’t find suitable employment.”
Appearing undaunted, Ernest replied, “If he was that qualified, nothing I said or did would have hindered him from finding a good job.”
“Have you no concern for your fellow man? Because of you, he had to leave town.”
“I never forced him to leave.”
“You either don’t understand or you don’t care to understand. Everything was fine until you said something that made Wilcox get rid of Chogan. Just what compelled you to run a man and his wife out of town?”
Ernest’s eyes grew wide. “His wife went with him?”
“You couldn’t expect either one of them to stay after what you did. Didn’t it occur to you that she has family here who will miss her now that she’s gone?”
At that comment, Ernest smirked. “I wouldn’t worry about her. Once she realizes how savage those animals are, she’ll come running back home.”
“You’re lucky I’m a gentleman or I’d…” Larry bit his tongue on the threat.
“Or you’d what?” Ernest drew himself to his full height and stood eye to eye with Larry. “May I remind you that your boss wouldn’t like it if one of his employees attacked me?”
“It’s just a matter of time before I find the chink in your armor and expose you for the fraud you are.”
Ernest laughed. “A fraud? That’s rich.” He patted Larry on the shoulder. “As interesting as this conversation is, I have to go to work. You do realize it’s my bank that your employer goes through to pay your wages, don’t you?”
“So that’s the warning you gave Wilcox. Now to figure out why you would stoop so low.”
Ernest frowned but didn’t respond. Instead, he passed Larry and headed down the sidewalk in the direction of the bank.
“I’ll be watching you,” Larry said. “You don’t scare everyone in this town!”
Ernest didn’t glance back to acknowledge he heard him, and Larry grew even more determined to make sure Ernest wouldn’t treat anyone the way he’d treated Chogan again.
~~********~~
Julia sat next to Woape in Woape’s lodge and watched all the activity of the women as they either prepared the evening meal or finished cleaning up the lodge. Julia held a sleeping Penelope. Caring for Penelope seemed to be her task for the past week, and as much as she enjoyed spending time with her niece, she had to battle the urge to dwell in despair because, once again, she was menstruating—another reminder that she wasn’t expecting a child of her own.
As Woape added seasoning to the deer meat baking over the fire which was in the center of the lodge, Julia decided to come out and ask her sister-in-law the question she’d wanted to ask for the past week. “Can I ask you something of a personal nature?”
Woape glanced at her and nodded. “Yes. What is it?”
Lowering her voice, she asked, “Is there anything that women in this tribe take to help them get with child? I thought since you use ginger to ward off stomach aches, then you might have something for having children.”
Woape sat closer to Julia. “You haven’t been married long. It’s too soon to assume you can’t get with child.”
“That’s easy for you to say. You were pregnant immediately, and now you’re four months along with your next child. Is there something you eat or drink that makes this happen?”
She laughed. “I did nothing different than what other women in this tribe do, and we use nothing special in our foods. When we lived in Sykeston, I ate the same foods you did.”
Julia sighed in disappointment.
“Not all women conceive right away,” Woape said. “Sometimes it takes a while. My mother was married to my father for two years before she was expecting me.”
“Yes, but how old was she?”
“Women in this tribe marry earlier than white women.”
“So that made her how old?”
“I believe sixteen.”
Julia grunted. “I turned twenty-nine last month. Women my age have a couple of children already. Look at you. You have two. Sure, one isn’t born yet, but in July, I’ll have another niece or maybe even a nephew. And you’re…what? Eighteen?”
“I understand what you are saying. Chogan’s first wife was with child three times. One did not survive birth and two were never born. But his wife was sickly. I do not expect this to happen to you.”
“I knew she had a child that was stillborn, but I didn’t realize she miscarried twice.” She and Chogan had not talked much about his first marriage because it wasn’t something she gave any serious thought to, nor did she particularly care to dwell on it. However, she wondered if Chogan ever regretted not having a child that survived. She returned her attention to Woape. “I’d like to have a child. Ever since I was a little girl, I assumed I’d have one. I also assumed that it would happen right away.”
Woape reached out and squeezed Julia’s hand. “I have heard of a mixture that might work, but I can’t promise anything. Not every woman who consumes it has a child.”
“Really? What’s in it?”
“I believe saw palmetto, ginseng, oat seed, milk thistle, and…” She paused and then snapped her fingers. “Licorice. The last ingredient is licorice. You will take a little bit of this three times a day. If you might be pregnant, you shouldn’t take it, so make sure you aren’t before you start.”
“That’s not a problem. I’m in my womanly time of month right now.”
Woape nodded. “Good. I’ll have it ready for you in a couple of days.”
Penelope stirred in Julia’s arms and rubbed her eyes. Julia chuckled. “My niece is adorable.”
Penelope opened her eyes and held out her arms to Woape who took her in her arms. “Did you have a good sleep?” Woape asked her as she tickled her.
Penelope laughed and wiggled.
Julia smiled, touched by the scene playing out in front of her. With any luck, in a year, she’d be able to do the same with her own child.
***
Larry pulled the reins on his horse as two Mandan Indians and a white man came out to meet him from the tribe. He waited until they stopped a good two meters away from him before he tilted his hat and said, “Good afternoon.”
The older Indian nodded at the white man who turned his attention to Larry. “Good afternoon. What is your business here?”
“I was told that a man named Chogan lives here. I wish to speak with him,” Larry replied, unsure of whether he should get down from the horse or remain seated on it.
They were on foot, and it only seemed right Larry should be too, but if they said Chogan wasn’t there, then he’d just have to get right back up on the steed. He waited while the white man spoke to the two Indians in their language. The older Indian responded.
The white man looked at him. “Chogan is here, but they want to know why you want to talk to him.”
“I work at the Bismarck Tribune,” Larry slowly began, not wishing to go into all the details. “It’s the newspaper. I was Chogan’s supervisor. There was some disagreement as to whether or not to keep him employed. Long story short, he was fired. I came here to offer him his job back.”
The white man turned to the Indians and spoke to them. The Indians glanced at one another and nodded before the older one spoke to the white man and motioned for Larry to enter the tribe.
The white man looked Larry’s way. “I assume you understand that you are welcome to enter.”
“Thank you,” Larry said and offered a smile.
The older one gave a slight smile in return and the younger one nodded while maintaining a solemn expression on his face.
The men watched him, so Larry got off the horse. That seemed to be what they waited for since they turned and led him through the entrance of the wooden fence that surrounded the tribe. Larry wasn’t sure what he expected from a tribe. Snow covered lodges surrounded the center of the tribe where a round fence stood close by a larger lodge that he figured had to be the center of their activity. As he scanned the rest of the lodges, he thought of snow covered hills that dotted the landscape on his way to the tribe. The lodges were fairly close to each other and seemed to be grouped together. Larry figured it was much like being in Bismarck where people built their houses next to one another. The only difference seemed to be that the Indians were far less in number so their community was smaller.
Indians hustled about, going from one lodge to another, and a few men stood outside talking over the fate of a dead coyote and deer.
The older Indian said something to the white man and then motioned for the younger one to follow him to one of the lodges.
Larry turned to the white man. “I take it that you will be the one leading me to Chogan.”
“Yes. Chogan is my brother-in-law. My name is Gary Milton.”
“Ah, yes. I remember Chogan mentioning you one time.”
“Oh? Did he say anything good?”
Larry felt a smile tug at his lips. “He said you are fortunate they need an interpreter in the tribe because you can’t shoot an animal to save your life.”
Gary rolled his eyes. “Chogan thinks anyone who can’t shoot an animal between the eyes on his first try is inadequate when it comes to hunting. I can shoot anything as long as I use a gun, but he doesn’t think a gun counts. Guns are too easy. There’s no challenge in the hunt, he says. I say it doesn’t matter. The result is the same. You still get your food.” With a shake of his head, he continued, “Anyway, he’s right over here.”
Larry followed Gary as he walked toward the four Indians who surrounded the dead animals. “My name is Larry Bleier.”
Gary smiled. “I recognize the name. I read a few of your articles.”
“Did you? I only write articles when one of the reporters can’t do it. My job is to oversee the printing and distribution of the paper.”
They stopped by the four men who seemed to be arguing over which animal they could claim. Gary glanced at Larry in amusement, and Larry wondered what the men were saying that was funny. But this wasn’t for him to know, for in the next instant, Chogan noticed Larry and stepped away from the group.
“Mr. Bleier?” Chogan asked, not hiding his surprise.
“Hello, Chogan,” Larry replied. “May I have a word with you?”
Chogan nodded and motioned to a vacant spot between two lodges where they could have their privacy.
Once they reached the private spot, Larry opted to forgo the formalities so he could focus on the matter at hand. “I came to ask if you would return to work at the Tribune. Mike and I went to the other employees to discuss hiring you back, and they agreed that if Wilcox will not hire you, then we will go on strike until he does. Ernest Freeman may have some clout in Bismarck, but he can’t go against the entire staff. You wouldn’t have to worry about losing your job again.”
Chogan didn’t answer right away. He took a deep breath and replied, “I have returned here, and I am happy with that decision. Thank you, but I will stay with my people.”
Larry sighed. “I’m sorry to hear that. You were one of the best employees we ever had.”
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