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Part One

OCTOBER 1898

It is of the Lord’s mercies
that we are not consumed, because his
compassions fail not.

LAMENTATIONS 3:22



—[CHAPTER ONE]—

MIRANDA COLTON floated in a sea of warmth, the sensation unlike any she had ever known. Maybe I’ve died, she thought. Maybe I’ve died and this is heaven. She attempted to open her eyes to confirm her thoughts, but her eyelids were too heavy.

Drifting in and out of a hazy sleep, Miranda knew nothing but the comfort and assurance that all was well. There was no sense of panic. No fear of the unknown. Her spirit rested in complete peace.

In her dreams, she saw herself as a young child, happily playing in fields of flowers, the mist of the ocean upon her skin, the salty taste upon her lips. She lifted her face to the sun and felt the delicious warmth engulf her. She would like to stay here forever. Safe and warm. Happily contented among the green grasses and colorful flowers. At times, a delicate aroma wafted through the air, delighting her further with the luscious scent of roses, honeysuckle, and lilacs.

Then voices called to her. Miranda didn’t recognize the language, but somehow she knew the words were being spoken to her. She struggled to listen—to understand. With great difficulty she opened her eyes and stared into the brown, well-worn face of an old woman.

Miranda felt no sense of recollection at the sight of the serious countenance before her. The woman was clearly a stranger, yet she seemed so concerned, so gentle. A momentary tremble of fear seized Miranda’s heart, but the woman’s tender touch made her realize the old woman was no threat to her well-being.

“You wake up now,” the woman said in a thick, almost guttural tongue.

Miranda opened her mouth to reply, but no words came out. Her mouth felt as if it were stuffed with cotton. Closing her eyes, she heard the woman call to her again.

“No sleep. You make too much sleep.

You wake up now.” The command did little good. Miranda had no energy for the task.

She felt the woman swab her face with a cool cloth. The woman gently urged, “You wake up. You no die.”

Die? Miranda wondered at the word as she listened to the woman chatter on. Wasn’t she already dead? She couldn’t remember what had happened to her, but she was certain that it had been a very difficult journey. It didn’t startle her to think of dying or even of being dead. She merely wondered why she couldn’t wake up. Weren’t you supposed to see pearly gates and hosts of angels after death? Nowhere in her church upbringing could she remember anything about brown-faced women escorting a person to their reward.

The woman forced water into Miranda’s mouth. The cold liquid felt marvelous as it trickled down her throat, dissolving the cotton taste. How very pleasant, Miranda thought.

“How is she?” a masculine voice questioned in a decidedly English accent.

Miranda started to open her eyes, certain that she was about to meet God. Funny, she had never thought of him as an Englishman. She hesitated a moment. Didn’t the Bible say that you would die if you saw God’s face?

Then it came to her. If this is God, then I’m already dead and it won’t matter. She opened her eyes, prepared to meet her maker. Instead, she met the compassionate gaze of dark brown eyes. The man had a gentleness about him as he leaned over her to touch her forehead.

“I say, seems the fever is gone. You’ll soon be right as rain.” His dark brown mustache twitched ever so slightly as he offered her a smile.

“What?” Miranda barely croaked the word out.

The man patted her on the head as if she were a small child. “Nellie will fix you right up. You’ll see. She’s quite gifted in the ways of healing.”

Miranda wanted to question the man but had no energy to do so. She watched in silence as he turned to the woman. His alabaster skin was quite the contrast to the older woman’s native complexion. His dark hair had a haphazard lay to it. Perhaps he had just awakened, or perhaps he wasn’t given to worrying over appearances.

“I’ve prepared the herbs you asked for, Nellie. That should help considerably. Shall I put a pot of water on to boil?”

The old woman nodded and followed the man. Miranda wanted to call out to them and beg them not to leave her, but again her voice failed her. She tried to remember what had happened to her. How did I get here?  But even as she worked at the foggy memories, Miranda knew only one thing for certain. This wasn’t heaven—she wasn’t dead.

Thomas Edward Davenport, Teddy to his friends, turned from the ancient Indian woman and went back to his worktable. He had hoped to have a better showing for a summer’s worth of work, but after categorizing the plants and herbs he’d gathered, Teddy was rather disappointed. He would spend the winter recording and cataloging his finds for the botanical research book he intended to produce. This was his life’s work—work that had brought him to the vast regions of the Canadian provinces. Leaving his beloved England behind had been a difficult task, but after the death of his mother, Teddy had no real reason to remain. His father had died years before, succumbing to a terrible round of influenza. And while English soil might hold the bodies of his dearly departed parents, Teddy knew their souls were safely in heaven with God.

He glanced across the cabin room and watched Nellie spooning tea into the young woman’s mouth. Teddy couldn’t help but wonder about the woman. Local natives had brought the half-drowned creature to his door, knowing Nellie had a gift for healing. Teddy could hardly turn the unconscious woman away, but the interruption was most unwelcome. He had no time for diversions. His work would suffer—had already suffered—because of this stranger’s arrival.

Teddy toyed with a bit of dried alpine geranium. Who is she?  he wondered. No doubt she was one of the thousands who had come north with their hearts set on gold. So many parties had been lost upon the wild and reckless waters of the Yukon. The shores along the lakes and rivers were littered with the sad reminders of the invasion from the south. Teddy wished with all his heart that the strangers would all return to wherever they had come from. In the five years he’d been at work in the Yukon, he’d known a tranquil and graceful land. That tranquility, however, was greatly diminished in the wake of the Klondike gold rush.

“She sleep again, but not so long, I think,” Nellie said, coming to the table where Teddy worked only halfheartedly. “I think she much better.”

Teddy nodded. “Yes, I believe you are right.”

“I make you supper,” Nellie said and walked back to the stove without another word.

Teddy required the old woman’s presence, because without her he simply lost track of time and forgot to eat or sometimes to sleep. His work consumed him. It was a thing of great interest and passion, but it was also a challenge that he could not seem to shake. His father had always loved plant life and his desire to come to North America for the research of Canadian vegetation was a dream Teddy intended to see through to fruition. It was a sort of legacy Teddy would leave in honor of his father.

Albert Davenport had been very much a dreamer. Teddy’s mother had found his love of plants annoying, for it had taken them from her beloved estate outside of London and plunged them into the heart of Cornwall. Eugenia Davenport would endure her husband’s sojourns to the country for a time, but then, after no more than a month, she would announce her return to London. Declaring she would simply perish from the isolation of the country, Eugenia cut everyone’s stay short, for her husband was not inclined to remain in the country without her.

Teddy had adored his mother, for she was a loving parent, but he’d also resented the pain she caused his father. Albert’s dreams were unimportant to her, but not to Teddy. He had vowed to his father, even as he lay dying, that he would see to fruition his father’s dream of creating a great book of botanical study on the Canadian landscape. That vow had become a driving force in Teddy’s life, and he was bound and determined to see it through.

Perhaps that was why the presence of this woman bothered him so greatly. He didn’t want this stranger to become a deterrent to his work, as his mother had been to his father.

Teddy glanced back across the room to where the young woman slept. She had been in his cabin for over three weeks. Off and on she would awaken and then fall back to sleep. Nellie said her lungs had been full of lake water, and at first, the old woman hadn’t believed the stranger would live. Teddy had prayed for the injured woman, knowing that there were some things only God could heal. Within a fortnight, Nellie announced her belief that the woman would recover. It would take time for a full recovery, however. Time Teddy wasn’t entirely sure he could offer.

It was already October and the snows had set in. Normally he would already be heading back to his hotel room in Dawson. But he could hardly pick up and leave this complication. The woman couldn’t be left behind—but neither could she be moved.

Teddy pushed up his sleeves and leaned forward on the table. What was he to do? The woman needed him. She was helpless, and although Nellie felt confident of her recovery, Teddy couldn’t help but wonder what he was to do with her once she regained her health.

A knock on the cabin door brought Teddy out of his thoughts. What new interruption awaited him? Nellie padded across the room, a slight limp noticeable as she walked. He had once asked her about the limp and she’d told him a horrific tale of having been caught in a trap when she’d been young. The incident had left her both scarred and crippled. Teddy offered her his condolences, and Nellie had merely shrugged, saying, “It not your trap did this.”

Nellie opened the door and stood back to look at Teddy. Teddy didn’t recognize the man at the door. The stranger pushed back his fur parka and brushed crusty ice from his beard.

“I wonder if I might warm up for a spell,” the man questioned.

Teddy nodded. “Come in. I’m about to take supper.”

“I’m much obliged,” the man said. “The name’s Buckley. J. D. Buckley.”

“Thomas Davenport,” Teddy replied. Nellie closed the door behind the man and waited to take his coat. “Feel free to warm up at the stove or the fireplace,” Teddy added.

“It’s not too bad out there today,” Buckley stated. “I’ve seen worse, but I’m glad to be inside for a spell.”

Teddy nodded. He didn’t usually get visitors and that was the way he liked it. Though centrally located for his work, his cabin was well off the beaten path. There had been an increase in traffic since the gold rush pandemonium, but his area hadn’t yielded much in the way of profitable dust. For this, he was most grateful.

“If I might ask,” Teddy began, “how did you find yourself in this part of the country?”

The man rubbed his hands together. “Well, to tell you the truth, I got lost. I ain’t been up in these parts long, and I guess I took a wrong turn. I was following the Yukon River, then moved inland for a ways in order to follow an easier path. I thought I’d stayed with the Yukon, but now I see I didn’t.”

“You most likely took the fork for the Indian River. It runs off the Yukon, and if you walk too far inland and aren’t familiar with the lay of the land, it’s easy enough to get waylaid. Especially as you fork off from the Indian River and follow some of the lesser creeks and streams, which surely you must have done to wind up here.”

“Can you point me in the direction of Dawson?”

“That I can, but the hour is much too late to travel.” Teddy knew, regrettably, that he had no choice but to offer the man lodging. It was a sort of code in the north. You dealt kindly with strangers, otherwise it could cost someone their life. Especially when the weather turned cold and unforgiving. “You’re welcome to lay your blanket by the stove. I can’t offer you much in the way of privacy or space, but it will be considerably warmer than a tent in the woods.”

“That’s mighty kind of you, Mr. Davenport.”

“Think nothing of it.”

Nellie dished up a thick elk stew and placed the wooden bowls on the table. “You eat now.”

Teddy pushed his work aside and motioned to the man. “Please pardon my poor manners. Pull up a chair and join me. Nellie will bring us tea and biscuits as well.”

“Sounds good. I’m afraid I ain’t had a hot meal in some time.”

Teddy frowned. “Have you been lost all that long?”

The man took out a handkerchief and blew his nose loudly. Bits of ice loosened from his mustache and beard, seeming to soften the stranger’s appearance. “I ain’t been lost all that time, but to tell the truth, my partners and me had a falling out. I got the sled and a few other supplies, but not much in the way of food.”

“Have you dogs for the sled?”

The man laughed. “Nope, been pulling the heavy thing myself. My partners kept the dogs, knowing they’d fetch a good price in Dawson. Fact is, I really have no need for the sled. You wouldn’t be of a mind to trade me for some food, now, would you?”

Teddy rubbed his chin. The stubble reminded him he’d not shaved that morning. “I just might be able to help you out. I have a guest staying with me who is quite weak. It might be a good thing to have a sled to carry her in when I make my way to Dawson.”

“I’d surely be obliged.”

“Then consider it a deal. We’ll arrange a pack for you and load it with a variety of food. I’ll be closing out the cabin and heading to Dawson myself as soon as my guest can travel, so I’ll give you what I can.”

The man nodded and dug into the stew without another word. Teddy cleared his throat and asked, “Do you mind if I offer up thanks?”

The man looked rather sheepish and put down his spoon. “Like I said, I ain’t ate a hot meal in a while. Weren’t no disrespect intended to the Almighty.”

Teddy bowed his head. “For that which you have provided, oh God, we thank you. Bless us now as we share this meal. May you ever be the unseen guest at my table. Amen.”

“Amen,” Buckley said, barely waiting long enough to utter the word before shoveling another spoonful of stew into his mouth.

Teddy glanced across the room to where Nellie ministered to the sick woman. He had thought of giving her a name. Always calling her “the woman” seemed so impersonal and somehow unkind. But since he’d spent his life’s work attaching the proper name to plants, he didn’t feel right in simply attaching a random moniker to the stranger.

“So what brings you out here, mister? Gold?”

Teddy returned his gaze to the man and noticed that he looked around the room with an unguarded interest. “No, I’m afraid not. I’ve no interest in rivers of gold unless they hold some new botanical specimens.”

“Botanical what?”

“Specimens. I am conducting research on the vegetation of the region. I’m chronicling it for a book.”

“So you’re an educated fellow?”

Teddy smiled. “I suppose you might call me that. I’ve a deep love of learning.”

“Ain’t had much time for such things myself. My pa didn’t hold much respect for learnin’ in a school. He said life was a better teacher.”

Nellie brought them tea and a platter of biscuits. Without a word she placed the food on the table.

“Could you spare another bowl?” Buckley questioned, raising the empty bowl.

“Certainly. Nellie, please give the man another portion.”

The old woman nodded and took the bowl. She seemed none too pleased to deal with the stranger. She hadn’t cared for white men when Teddy approached her village some five years earlier. She had seen the damage done by the prospectors and others who had come north for their own greedy reasons. This was prior to the rush, and now that hundreds poured into her land on a daily basis, her feelings were only confirmed.

Teddy had won her over by first winning over her son Little Charley, so called not because of his physical size but to distinguish him from Big Charley, his father. Unable to speak their native language, Teddy had been greatly relieved to find many of the natives spoke a fair amount of English. Teddy explained his situation and offered to hire on several of the English-speaking natives to guide him and assist him in identifying the vegetation they found.

Five years of honorable relations had forged a bond between Teddy and Nellie. She now stayed with him from the breakup of the ice until the first heavy snows. She seemed to know when Teddy would return without his even telling her. The day or so before he was ready to head out, Nellie would be packed and ready to leave the cabin. Then when he returned in May, he would find her already sweeping out the musty cabin. They had a companionable relationship, and Teddy knew that part of this was due to his contentment with solitude, as well as his respect for the land.

Nellie put the refilled bowl in front of the stranger, then left the men to their meal. Teddy wondered if Nellie sensed something dangerous about the man. He eyed Buckley with a steady gaze, hoping that, should the man be more than he appeared, God would give Teddy clarity to know the truth. But Buckley had eyes only for the meal and scarcely drew a breath while devouring the stew.

Well, God always has a purpose for allowing circumstances in our lives, Teddy thought. He hadn’t yet figured out the reason for the unconscious woman’s appearance or the stranger’s, but Teddy was content to leave the matter to God. Leaving the details of life to his heavenly Father left Teddy free to concentrate on what really mattered. Not that the woman didn’t intrigue him, but he couldn’t afford to let himself get carried away. His work came first. His work would honor his father and bring glory to God.



—[CHAPTER TWO]—

“IT JUST DOESN’T seem like Christmas should be only days away,” Karen Ivankov said as she hung up a pair of her husband’s trousers to dry. “I figured we’d be in a cabin by now.”

Grace Colton, now swollen in the latter months of pregnancy, nodded. Her brown eyes were edged with dark circles. “I’d hoped so as well. I hate the thought of bringing a baby into this world with nothing more than a tent to offer for a home.”

Karen’s strawberry blond hair curled tight from the humidity of the washtub. She pushed back an errant strand, regretting that she hadn’t taken the time to pin it up. The heat felt good, however, and Karen cared little for her appearance, given their setting. Living through the Yukon winter in a tent hardly allowed for niceties such as fancy hairstyles and pretty clothes. In this country everything needed to be functional and useful. Otherwise it was just extra baggage.

Her husband, Adrik, had tried hard to find them a home. He’d hoped to stake a claim and build them a house, but the pickings were slim and most of the good land was taken. Those who wanted to sell out and leave before the winter charged exorbitant prices. One man sold his claim, complete with cabin, for thirty thousand dollars before catching the last boat out of Dawson. For a family who had barely managed to hang on to the smallest amount of money, thirty thousand dollars was nothing more than a dream.

“We’ll just have to make the best of it,” Karen finally replied. “I know Adrik doesn’t want us here any more than we want to be here.”

“Of course not,” Grace agreed.

“Don’t worry, Grace,” thirteen-year-old Leah Barringer encouraged. “We can make things real nice for you and the baby. You’ll see. Jacob said he’d build you a cradle. He remembers when Pa made one.”

“Your brother has his hands full, chopping enough wood to keep us warm,” Grace said with a smile. “But I appreciate the thought.”

“At least it’s warmed up some,” Leah offered. “It’s not nearly as cold as it was in November.”

“That’s for sure. I hope I never see forty below again,” Karen commented. “A person can hardly move away from the stove for fear of their blood freezing in their veins.”

“Yes, it’s much warmer now. I heard Adrik say this morning that it was clear up to five degrees above zero,” Grace said, turning her attention back to her sewing.

“A veritable heat wave,” Karen said, laughing. She wrung out the last of the laundry and hung it over the line. “We’ll just pull together. I know this isn’t what any of us imagined, but since Christmas is nearly upon us, we should plan for some sort of celebration.”

“The Catholic church needs folks to sing in the choir for the midnight mass on Christmas Eve,” Leah offered.

“We aren’t Catholic.”

Leah looked to Karen and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. They said they’d take anybody they could get. Apparently the other churches help them out on Christmas Eve, then the Catholics come and help out on Christmas Day with our church. I guess they just want it to sound pretty for Jesus’ birthday.”

To Karen, the idea didn’t seem like such a bad one. It was a pleasant thought to imagine churches joining together to offer each other support in spite of their differences. “I suppose we could go sing with them on Christmas Eve. I’ll speak to Adrik about it.”

“Jacob won’t want to go. He can’t sing. He says that Ma and I were the only ones who were blessed with that talent. He and Pa couldn’t carry a tune no matter how hard they tried.”

Karen noted the twinge of sorrow in Leah’s voice. Her mother had died prior to the family’s coming north, and her father was believed to have died in an avalanche near Sheep Camp. The child had no one, save her brother, Jacob, to call family. Karen loved the girl, however. Her brother, too. Karen had become a surrogate big sister and mother allrolled into one. She had made a promise to herself and to God that she would care for these children until they were grown and able to care for themselves. It seemed a companionable arrangement, and they offered each other comfort in the wake of each tragedy.

And the entourage had known their share of sorrow. Karen had come to Alaska in hopes of finding her missionary father. He had died before they could be reunited. Grace had lost her sister-in-law, Miranda, during a storm on Lake Laberge. This had also been a huge blow to the morale of the party—especially to Adrik’s friend Crispin Thibault, who fancied himself in love with Miranda. Crispin had long since parted their company—seeking his solace in a bottle of whiskey rather than God. He was one more casualty of the gold rush as far as Karen was concerned.

The frozen north was well known for exacting its toll. Families all around them had suffered loss. Babies and children died from malnutrition and exposure to the cold. Women died in childbirth, and men were often injured while working to mine their claims. Death was everywhere. It was the one thing that truly bound them all together—even more so than the gold.

“Isn’t there some sort of town Christmas party planned?” Grace questioned. “I heard one of the nurses talking about it when I was over to the hospital the other day.”

“Yes, there are plans for quite a shindig,” Karen replied. “I suppose that will be the best we will have for a celebration. There’s hardly opportunity or means to exchange gifts and certainly no room to put up a tree in here.”

She looked around the room. The eighteen-by-twentyfoot tent had seemed so big when Adrik had managed to trade their smaller two tents for this one. Now, the walls seemed to have moved closer together. They had five people living in a space hardly big enough for two. Karen was most anxious to put an end to the adventure.

“So did you get a chance to talk to Father Judge?” Karen asked Grace. Grace had gone to the Roman Catholic hospital to inquire as to the expense for having her baby delivered there by a doctor.

“For all the good it did. He told me it would be one thousand dollars for my hospital and doctor’s fees.”

“A thousand?” Karen asked in disbelief. “That’s outrageous. How in the world can he expect us to come up with that much money?”

“We can’t,” Grace replied sadly. “Apparently the hospitals are poorly equipped for women’s needs. The nurse there suggested I talk to a midwife. So I spoke to a woman who lives just over the river. She can come to the tent and deliver the baby and will only charge me a hundred dollars.”

Karen’s emotions got the best of her. “Prices are so inflated a person can scarcely stand in one place without being charged for it. If we weren’t squatting on this land now, we’d be paying through the nose for rent.”

“Don’t forget what Adrik said,” Leah offered. “Nobody much cares that we’re here right now. The town offers folks more interest because of gambling and drinking. But if they find gold over here or if someone decides it’s worth something, then we’ll be in trouble.” She had quoted Adrik almost verbatim.

“Still, we need the town to survive. We can hardly head out into the Klondike with Grace due to have a baby any day. That would be totally senseless. It’s bad enough that we’re as far away as we are, especially with the river standing between us. Come spring, there will no doubt be problems,” Karen muttered.

“We couldn’t very well afford any of the sites in town. Not that much of anything decent was available,” Grace offered.

Karen sighed and reached up to tie back her hair. “It’s all about money—the love of it is destroying the heart and soul of the people who crave it.”

“Still, we can hardly exist without it,” Grace said, adding, “even if it is hard to come by.”

“We’ll just have to get the money,” Leah said as if by saying the words the money might magically appear.

“Well, I was waiting to share this news until later, but I might as well tell you now. I heard about a job,” Karen announced. “They need a cook at one of the restaurants. They’re willing to pay $150 a month.”

“To cook?” Grace questioned, looking up. “Are you sure about that amount?”

“Very sure. It was only to be one hundred dollars, but that was if I needed room and board. I convinced them that I didn’t, but that I did need the extra cash. We settled on fifty dollars more, and I’ve agreed to take the position.”

“What did Adrik say?” Grace asked, looking to Leah as if she might have the answer. The child in turn looked to Karen.

“He doesn’t know about it—yet. I figured I’d tell him after I hear what news he comes back with this time. If he still hasn’t managed to find us a cabin, then I’ll tell him. We’re running out of money, so someone has to do something. Besides, this is a good amount of guaranteed money. He may well change his mind and want us to stay here.”

“We have plenty of food,” Leah offered.

“Yes, but that won’t last forever. Besides it’s mostly dried goods. Our canned goods are running low and we haven’t had fresh fruits or vegetables in forever,” Karen replied. “And even though Adrik and Jacob managed to shoot an elk and a moose, there are so many other supplies we need. Soap, for one, and that costs a small fortune. I think the job is exactly what we need to help us fill our purses again. I can cook fairly well, and it’s not like I’d be doing the job forever.”

“I suppose not,” Grace said, “but I can’t imagine that Adrik will like the idea.”

Karen thought of her bear of a husband. His large frame often caused folks to shy away, thus, they never learned of his gentle nature. Karen knew her husband wouldn’t like the idea of her having to work to keep their heads above water. Especially when the jobs he’d managed to find while searching for a claim or housing offered so little pay. The real money was in the saloons and gambling houses, and Adrik refused to work for either of those. Karen wholeheartedly supported his conviction.

“He’ll just have to get used to the idea. My mind is made up,” Karen said firmly. “He knows I’m pigheaded. He knew it when he married me. It comes with the red hair and Irish heritage.” She laughed at this, but a part of her was edgy and nervous at the thought of facing Adrik with the news.

[image: image]

In the weeks that followed Miranda’s return to consciousness, she gradually regained her physical strength. The old Indian woman she’d seen in her dreams proved to be a real person—so, too, the handsome man. Her surroundings were unimpressive. A crude log cabin with two rooms kept out most of the wind, but not the cold. A large cooking stove and small fireplace offered the main sources of heat, with a smaller stove in the solitary bedroom on the back of the house. It was in this room that the handsome man spent his nights.

Teddy was most unusual, Miranda had decided. It was evident he loved his work and God, but he seemed interested in little else. He worked until the late hours of the night before retiring and was almost always up and working again before Miranda would rise for the day.

Day. Now, that was a word Miranda thought rather a misnomer. There was no day or very little of it, for darkness surrounded them most of the time. Miranda thought she might go mad at times. The hours of hazy gray light were so few—only four or five at best. How she missed the sunshine and beauty of her San Francisco home. Even a foggy day there would be better than the muted light of the Yukon.

“How are you feeling today?” Teddy asked, barely looking up from the notes he was making as he crossed the room.

Miranda had taken her breakfast at the table and was still seated there, contemplating the dark. “I’m feeling much better, thank you.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Nellie’s returning to her family.”

The words came out without any indication of concern. Miranda looked up, rather stunned. “Leaving? When?”

Teddy shrugged. “Today or tomorrow. She would have returned a long time ago, but …”

“But for me. I’m sorry to have been a burden on everyone. I’m so very grateful for all that you’ve done. Nellie, too.” Miranda had shared her gratitude many times, but each time Nellie had only nodded and Teddy had actually seemed embarrassed—just as he did now.

Teddy turned away from her, but not before Miranda saw his cheeks flush.

“Yes, well. I must return to work. If we’re going to be stranded here, I must accomplish as much as possible.”

“But when will we go to Dawson? I need to find out if my friends survived the storm.” Miranda couldn’t really remember much of what had happened on that fateful day, but she did recall the rolling black clouds and rain. She had a vague memory of being tossed about on the deck of their scow, but little else until waking up in Teddy’s cabin. Had she not been told that she’d most likely been thrown overboard on Lake Laberge, Miranda would have had no idea of what had happened. It simply didn’t register in her memory.

Teddy put his journal aside and threw more wood into the stove. He dropped several pieces and awkwardly bent to pick them up. “I … well, that is to say …”

He turned and met her gaze. Gold-colored spectacles framed his dark brown eyes. Miranda had noticed he only wore them when he was busy with his writing. No doubt the dark wreaked havoc with his sight.

Teddy turned toward the window, as if surveying the weather conditions. “I suppose we’ll be able to head out soon. I’ll ask Nellie to send her son Little Charley over. I’ll talk to him about helping us with the sleds.”

“The snows are very deep, aren’t they?” Miranda asked. She had peered from the doorway on more than one occasion and had been stunned to see the snow-covered landscape. Her hometown of San Francisco didn’t get much snow—certainly nothing like this.

“That’s why we’ll go by sled,” Teddy replied, turning to pull his coat from a hook near the door. “I must see to something. I’ll be back.”

Taking up a lantern, he hurried out before Miranda could make any comment. He was such a nervous sort. Miranda wasn’t entirely sure if it was simply his nature or if she caused him this discomfort.

Getting up from the table, Miranda went to the stove and warmed her hands. She couldn’t help but wonder about Grace and Karen and the others. She prayed they were safe. Prayed they’d not be worried overmuch about her. Teddy said it was nearly Christmas, and last Miranda could remember it had been September.

“They have no way of knowing I’m safe,” she whispered. “They probably have given me up for dead.” It sorrowed her to imagine them weeping over her when she was safe and sound. It sorrowed her even more to imagine they’d not made it through the storm. If she’d been thrown overboard, there was a good chance they had been lost, as well.

Dread washed over her in waves and continued with each new revelation. Mr. Davenport had said that Nellie was leaving. That would mean she’d be alone with a man. A man she scarcely knew. It certainly wasn’t appropriate, yet there seemed to be no choice in the matter.

Thinking of Teddy Davenport only complicated things. His nervousness around her amused Miranda, while at the same time his lack of interest in sharing conversation or even a meal left her lonely and frustrated. He was unlike any man she’d ever known. He seemed to care whether she recovered, but he wanted very little to do with her otherwise.

Miranda supposed that should comfort her mind about the upcoming departure of Nellie. But it didn’t. Instead, it only added to her worry. What if the man was only acting this way because Nellie was around? True, she was an Indian and most whites held little respect for the natives, but it was very possible it was her presence in the house, sleeping on the pallet at the foot of Miranda’s bed, that kept Mr. Davenport silent and subdued.

Picking at the worn wool skirt she wore, Miranda could only pray for comfort. “God, please give me hope. Please watch over me and strengthen me so I can go to Dawson and find my family and friends. And please, God, please let them all be safe and well.” She thought again of the man who’d offered her a place in his cabin. “Thank you, Lord, for Mr. Davenport’s kindness. Please, please, let his heart be fixed on you. Don’t let him hurt me.” But even as she prayed, Miranda felt the words were almost ridiculous. Teddy Davenport had proved to be no threat to her well-being. Perhaps she was borrowing trouble by even concerning herself with the matter.

With little else that she could do, Miranda curled up on her bed and dozed in the warmth of the heavy quilts. Her dreams were interrupted, however, when Teddy came bursting through the door.

“You’ll never believe what I just found!” He panted and his breath came out in little white clouds that faded in the warmth of the room. He stomped his snowy boots and held up a small branch of dried, dead leaves.

“It’s a Salix hookeriana. They’re supposed to be limited to the Alaskan Territory.”

“I beg your pardon?” Miranda questioned and got to her feet. She’d never seen Mr. Davenport more animated. “A Salix what?”

“Hookeriana,” he declared. “A Hooker willow. William Jackson Hooker discovered them and wrote about this species as being isolated to Alaskan plant life—but here it is in the Yukon. He was wrong! This will certainly validate my work.”

Miranda sunk back to the bed. She looked to the man and tried to gather some excitement for his find, but her heart was still racing from the shock.

“I suppose I am very happy for you, Mr. Davenport,” she finally offered.

“And well you should be. This is most sensational.”

Teddy appeared mindless of the snow from his boots melting into puddles on the floor. He crossed the room, took down a book, and without even bothering to shed his coat, went to the stove where he kept his ink ready for use.

“I might never have found it but for your arrival and our late departure. A rare specimen, indeed,” he declared, then turned his full attention to the branch.

“Glad I could be of help,” Miranda muttered and shook her head. The man was truly a rare specimen himself.



—[CHAPTER THREE]—

“WELL, I’LL BE!” declared Adrik Ivankov. He slapped his right thigh and let out a loud and hearty laugh. “If it ain’t Gumption Lindquist.”

An old man with a full head of snowy white hair looked up from his plate of food. His thick and equally white mustache twitched in amusement. “Ja, dat be me.”

“I figured you for grizzly food by now,” Adrik said, pulling Karen along with him. “Gump, I want you to meet my wife. You always said I’d never get married unless I found a woman uglier than me. I just wanted to show you how wrong you were. I got the cream of the crop.”

“Ja, dat you did,” the Swede said, putting aside his plate. He got to his feet and without warning, pulled Karen into a welcoming embrace. “She looks like good stock. You done well for yourself, boy.”

“Karen, this old reprobate is Gumption Lindquist. Gump to his friends.”

Gump released Karen and nodded. “Ja, you call me Gump.”

Karen smiled at the old man. He looked much like many of the other miners, well-worn and weathered, yet he had a contentment about him that others seemed to lack. “Gumption is such a unique name for someone to call their child.”

Gump’s smile broadened, revealing a full set of perfectly matched teeth. “My folks, they had six boys before I come along. Not a one of them was amountin’ to much, so my father, he say, ‘Let’s call this one Gumption. I’ve always wanted one of the boys to have some, might as well give it to this one in a name.’ ”

Adrik reached out and reclaimed his wife. “Too bad they missed again with you.”

Gump laughed and picked his plate back up. “Ja, they didn’t think much of me leavin’ the farm to come north when I was a boy.”

“So were you living in America?” Karen asked.

“Ja, I was born in Sweden but grew up in Kansas. We had a farm.”

“Gump came north way back when he was just seventeen,” Adrik told her. “Of course, I wasn’t born yet, but my father was. He and Gump were good friends. They used to fish together.”

“Ja, dat’s right.” The old man shoveled a huge hunk of moose tongue into his mouth and smiled as if he’d died and gone to heaven.

Karen looked to her husband. “I wish Grace would have felt like coming tonight. This looks like quite the celebration.”

“It’s a good one, by golly,” Gump replied. “I remember last year. I had Christmas dinner with some of the fellas who were working claims near to mine. We had quite the time, not near so good as this, but nearly.”

Karen heard the makeshift band strike up a Christmas carol. It echoed across the main room of the log house. Donated by one of the local families, the cabin was about twenty-by-twenty and was decorated from top to bottom with whatever could be found. Greenery, guns, and even a Union Jack flag had been nailed to the wall to lend itself to the occasion.

“So, Gump, did you strike it rich?”

“Nah, I find a bit now and then. Usually enough to keep me interested,” the man said in between bites of food. “ ’Course, with the cold you have to wait. I light a few fires and dig up some ground. Come spring I’ll go through it, all righty.”

“Do you know anyone who’s selling out for a cheap price? Even a fractional claim?” Adrik asked.

“Nah. Most folks are hunkered down for the vinter.”

Karen liked the man’s singsong cadence of speech. His intonations went up and down like a child’s seesaw.

“I was afraid of that,” Adrik said, frowning. “I’d heard someone mention the government was changing the rules on claims. Guess we’ll have to check into it. We’ve not had much luck in securing a claim or a house. We’re living in a tent across the river, about a mile or so from town. There’s five of us, soon to be six. My wife’s friend is expecting a baby soon.”

“It’s not a good time to be havin’ a baby.”

Karen tried not to let the old man’s tone frighten her. She knew well enough the odds were against them. The bitter cold and lack of money did nothing to reassure her that things would be all right.

“Vait a minute,” Gump said suddenly. “I know a man who says he vants to hire folks to help him. Maybe he vould hire you on and give you a place to live.”

“Does he have a cabin?” Adrik questioned.

“Ja, a good big one, with two, maybe three rooms. He had him some friends vorkin’ with him, but they go home before vinter. He been out there all by himself, and I know he could use the help.”

“Well, I’d like to talk to him,” Adrik said, looking to Karen. “We’d be happy to work for the man. Karen is a good cook and fine housekeeper.”

“Not that he’d know,” Karen threw in. “We haven’t lived in a house since we married.”

Gump laughed. “By golly, we go ask him tomorrow. He didn’t come tonight or we could ask him now.”

“That’s all right. It’ll wait until tomorrow,” Adrik answered.

For the first time in a long while, Karen heard hope in her husband’s voice. She knew he worried incessantly about his little band of travelers. He and Jacob had taken odd jobs from time to time—sometimes splitting wood or helping with construction. But more often than not, there was nothing to do—not that would earn them any money.

Karen thought at least a dozen times to tell Adrik about the new job she’d taken. He wouldn’t be happy, however, and because of this she delayed. She didn’t want to upset him. Now that he had prospects of a place to live and a real job, Karen figured she’d just wait until they knew something for sure. For the time, she’d just enjoy the holidays and the party that the people of Dawson had put together.

The celebration was a kind of combination for Christmas and Boxing Day. The party lasted well into the night and by the time they’d stuffed themselves with moose and mince pies, plum pudding, and cakes, it was nearly one o’clock in the morning.

Jacob had taken Leah back to the tent hours earlier, and now as Karen and Adrik made their way from the happy celebration, Karen couldn’t help but feel a sense of desire to keep her husband to herself for just a little longer.

“I wish we didn’t have to go back—just yet. I kind of like being alone with you.”

Adrik looked at her and grinned. “Why, Mrs. Ivankov, behave yourself.”

Overhead the northern lights danced and crackled. No matter how many times she saw it, Karen could never get used to the wonder of this cosmic show. Red and green ribbons of light danced on the cold night air. The colors changed, and white, almost as bright as sunlight for just a moment, burst through and streaked the skies. This was followed by blue and then green.

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful!” Karen declared.

Adrik pulled her into his arms. “Nor have I.”

She looked up and found his gazed fixed on her. “I meant the skies. The aurora.”

“I didn’t.” His voice was low and husky. Karen hardly noticed the sub-zero temperatures around them.

“I love you, Adrik.” She thought for a moment of telling him about her job but knew it would ruin the moment. “Please never forget how very much I love you.”

He lowered his lips to hers for the briefest kiss, then pulled away. “We’d best get home or we just might freeze this way.”

Karen giggled. “Can’t you see the story in the Klondike Nugget? Husband and wife found frozen together.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time, sadly enough. When I think of all the folks who’ve been lost on the trail north … Well, it’s enough to discourage a man.” Adrik held her close and moved them toward home. “I’ll be gone several days as I travel to speak with the man about the cabin,” he said, changing the subject. “Maybe even weeks. Gump can put me up. Will you be all right?”

“I’m sure we will. We’re not that far from help if we need it. Plus, we have those two other families living nearby. If I need anything I can always call on them.”

“I know, but I just want reassurance. I figure to take Jacob with me. He wants to ask about his pa around the claims.”

“He just isn’t ready to let go of the hope that Bill is still alive.” Karen felt sorry for the boy. Leah had handled her father’s death better than her older brother. Jacob seemed driven to confirm his father’s existence or death, while Leah was content to relegate it to the past.

“I wish we could be certain of what happened to Bill, but so many people have lost loved ones. The lists held by the Mounties go on and on. Folks get lost on the trail, freeze under an avalanche, or drown in the rapids.”

“Or during a lake storm, like Miranda.”

“Exactly. This territory is unforgiving—and is not in the leastwise interested in whether it hurts your feelings. It’s more likely to claim a life than to spare it. My guess is that both Bill and Miranda have been sharing the Lord’s table in heaven.”

They were nearing the tent and Karen couldn’t help but pause. “Adrik, I know God has blessed us and will show us where to go—where to settle. My biggest concern right now is for Grace. It’s not going to be easy to have a baby out here—in the dead of winter.”

“I thought she arranged to have the baby at the hospital in town.”

“She would have, but the priest told her it would cost a thousand dollars.”

“That’s robbery. I thought they were doing God’s work.”

Karen smiled. “Well, apparently God’s work costs more up on the Klondike.”

“Everything costs more here. I just hope Grace can nurse that baby without any trouble. What little fresh cow’s milk can be had is sixteen dollars a gallon, and canned milk is running out fast.”

“I’m sure we’ll get by,” Karen told him, looping her arm through his. But in truth, she worried about such things as well. Perhaps if she told him about the job, he’d relax and accept that God had provided them a way to at least have money to buy the essentials they needed.

“Come on, let’s get inside. The temperature’s already dropped considerably. Gump says it’s going way down— maybe even as low as sixty below.”

Karen shivered just at the prospect of such an unreasonable temperature. “I doubt I’ll ever be warm again.”

Adrik laughed. “I’ll keep you warm. Once we get snuggled into my sleeping bag, there won’t be room for the cold to bother us.”

“Won’t be room for you to breathe either.”

“Then I’ll hold my breath. Being that close to you leaves me breathless anyway.”

[image: image]

Sometimes when Miranda first woke up, she could almost believe that she was safely back at home in San Francisco. At those times, like now, she would purposefully keep her eyes closed tight and imagine that when she opened them she’d see the white fluttering curtains that graced her bedroom window at home. She could almost smell her mother’s cooking. Oatmeal and sausages. Coffee and tea.

She liked to pretend what she would do that day. Thoughts of long strolls in the park or shopping for fresh fish at the wharf seemed most appealing. Funny how she had taken all that for granted.

“Oh, bother!” Teddy declared from across the room.

Miranda realized the poor man was struggling to fix his own breakfast again. Smiling, she eased out from the bed, fully dressed albeit wrinkled. She used her fingers to get the better part of the tangles out of her hair. Mr. Davenport had seemed completely oblivious to her needs. A blizzard had kept them locked inside the cabin after Nellie had gone back to her village. There had been no sign of Little Charley and the dog sleds, but in this weather, Miranda hadn’t really expected them.

She quickly plaited her hair and tied it with a worn piece of rawhide. “Can I help?” she asked, coming to kitchen area.

“I would be very grateful if you would take this matter over,” Teddy replied as he gestured toward a pan full of oatmeal, which was running over onto the tiny stovetop.

Miranda wanted to laugh, but the situation was such that she didn’t. She merely took the task in hand. “How much oatmeal did you put into the pan?”

“I don’t know. I filled it halfway and then stirred water in until it was filled.”

Miranda kept her head down so that he couldn’t see her smile. “That’s way too much oatmeal. You only need a cup or so to make enough for both of us.”

“I can see that now. At least the coffee is passable. Strong, but passable.”

“Good. Now why don’t you set the table, and I’ll have this mess under control in just a minute.”

Teddy nodded and went quietly to the task of pulling down bowls from the cupboard. It was in moments like this that Miranda liked Mr. Davenport very much. But other times she didn’t know what to make of him. He seemed so closed off—so antisocial. He constantly buried his nose in his books and writings, and whenever Miranda tried to talk to him, he only grunted and murmured unintelligible answers.

This, added to the fact that he had no apparent understanding of time, left Miranda frustrated with the man. She’d asked him several times when they might find their way to Dawson. He’d only shrugged and suggested they were at the mercy of the weather and the natives. Without the sled dogs and help of his friends they were stranded, because Teddy had no way to pack his supplies and books back to Dawson.

Miranda cleared away the excess oatmeal, salvaging what she could for their meal. She turned to bring the pan to the table when she smelled the unmistakable odor of something burning.

She stopped and sniffed the air. Turning, she looked once again to the stove to make certain she’d not missed some of the oatmeal in her cleanup and was surprised to see the smoke wasn’t coming from atop the stove, but rather the oven door showed the telltale sign of black wisps.

“Mr. Davenport,” Miranda questioned, turning back to Teddy. “Have you something in the oven?”

“Oh, dear,” he muttered, dashing across the room and sending Miranda sprawling backward onto the floor. Oatmeal flew from the pan and landed everywhere, including on Miranda’s only skirt and blouse.

Teddy, meanwhile, reached into the oven, showing at least the presence of mind to use a potholder, and pulled out a pan of charred remains that Miranda supposed to be biscuits.

Thinking it all rather amusing in spite of, or perhaps because of, the oatmeal that oozed down her cheek and blouse, Miranda began to giggle—quietly at first, and then louder. Teddy caught sight of her and shook his head.

“This isn’t funny. Just look at this mess. Look at yourself.”

“I am.” Miranda wiped away the tears that had trickled down her cheeks. “That’s why I’m laughing.”

Teddy cocked his head to one side and then tossed the pan into the sink. “Well, I see nothing funny about this. Our breakfast is either burned or splattered across the floor.”

Miranda shook off her mirth and got to her feet, no thanks to Teddy offering any help. “My mother always said, ‘When bad times come we can either laugh at them or cry.’ ”

“That makes no sense. Was your mother quite all right in the head?”

Miranda picked up the pan. “I assure you, my mother was quite sane. She was also very content with life because she tried never to let problems overwhelm her. I wish I could be more like her.”

“I’m not entirely certain that would be to your benefit.”

Miranda smiled and began wiping up the oatmeal. “Well, I know for certain that it would greatly benefit us both to stop taking things so seriously. Who knows, Mr. Davenport. You might actually have some fun.”
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As Teddy added wood to the fireplace and prepared to retire for the night, he thought of Miranda’s words and shook his head. His mother had always been one for having fun. As a young boy, Teddy had enjoyed her zest for living. Where his father would have been content to sit in his solarium cultivating a new type of rose, Eugenia Davenport was one for cultivating life.

It had been his mother who had taught Teddy to ride and hunt, his mother who had taken him to the museum and opera. She had spent hours teaching him about art and the pleasure that could be had in a single painting.

His mother had loved people with a great passion, and her enthusiasm was contagious. Teddy remembered as a boy being allowed to join his mother for luncheons and afternoon teas. The food was always an adventure of flavors served on the finest china. And it was his mother’s laughter that rang out most clearly in his memory—laughter not so very much different than that of Miranda Colton.

The flames greedily consumed the dried logs, crackling and popping. Teddy’s memories intertwined with the present. His mother and Miranda Colton were very much alike. They both had a flair for living that seemed to overwhelm their environment. Teddy was more like his father. He enjoyed the quietness and solitude of introspection. He preferred a good book or time spent with his plants, to conversation and revelry.

He thought of his father succumbing to an ailment the doctors were never quite sure how to diagnose. Cancer seemed the most likely culprit, but there was nothing that could have been done on any account. His father simply wasted away, day after day. His dreams of travel to North America dying with him.

“I won’t disappoint you, Father,” Teddy whispered, staring into the fire as if he could see the image of Albert Davenport in the flames. “I’ll stay the course.”

He heard Miranda sigh in her sleep and felt a foreign sensation creep up his spine. She was a lovely woman—gentle and spirited and lovely—in spite of the lack of amenities with which to care for herself.

Eugenia Davenport had also been a lovely woman—and she had broken his father’s heart. Teddy squared his shoulders and firmed his resolve. He wouldn’t fall victim to the same temptations as his father. He wouldn’t allow a woman to put an end to his dreams.
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