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It is a fact that the human heart differs from all other species. While its function to the body is the same of all animals, its participation with the human soul is both rhapsodic and fatal.

—Rose

June 7, 1880

WITH A HOLLOW CRACK the wagon lurched to the side and lolloped like a large lamed animal. Yanking on the reins, Carina DiGratia set the brake with one deft foot and brought it to a grinding halt. She pressed a hand to her chest while her heart pounded in her throat. A quick glance to the left made her head swim.

It was not that the grade of the road was so steep, but rather that it wound upward until it brought her to a dizzying height that overlooked the chasm below—a chasm filled with teeth ready to chew and swallow her. She closed her eyes and resisted the swelling fear. Nothing in the traveler’s guide she had read mentioned a road more fit for mountain sheep than human travel.

Praying the brake would hold, Carina jumped down and snatched up a rock the size of a Bantam hen. This she shoved behind the wagon’s outside back wheel, then she hurried to the other side. There, between the wagon and the rock wall of the canyon, she crouched to survey the damage. Loose rungs and a cracked felly that rendered the wheel worthless. This after everything else! Perchè? Why?

She stood up and kicked the wheel’s rim. The shock of the blow jarred her shin up to the knee and she gasped in pain, gripping her leg and hopping backward. Then she balled her fists and stood still, feet planted, and scowled at the wheel as though that could make it right.

Carina should have known that the old wagonwright was cheating her, the way he wouldn’t look her in the eye. She had sensed it but ignored her feelings because she trusted. Always she trusted! The old man had thought her a fool, and she had proved him right. She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead and paced behind the wagon, halting well short of the edge.

Turning, Carina shaded her eyes with her hand and surveyed the trail that snaked up the canyon wall. She should be grateful; a broken outside wheel might have tipped her over the brink. Her stomach lurched at the thought, and she stumbled, gripping the wagon bed.

She edged around the side of the wagon to the large umber mule harnessed there and ran her hand along the enormous dusty back, then tangled her fingers in his wiry mane, taking comfort in his company.

“Bene!” And in English, “Well! What now, Dom?”

He snuffled her hand, the stiff whiskers of his velvety muzzle tickling her palm. His deep brown eyes looked wise and sympathetic, but he had no answers … in English or Italian. He was only a mule. Carina felt very alone.

She unhitched the harness and led him over to the pink granite wall of the canyon where the thin shade would succor him for the moment. Half a mile down and half a mile up, the trail widened, but here, perched on the side of the mountain, it was scarcely the width of the wagon. Naturally the wheel broke at this precarious location. Carina raised an open hand to heaven. “Grazie, Signore.”

A thin, sparkling stream seeped from the rock wall and ran across the road. Flecks of black and white stood out from the darkened pink granite, catching the sun like facets of gems. She glared at the rut that had jolted the wheel. It wasn’t much of a rut, but large enough to find the flaw in her wheel and expose it, causing the awful hollow pop, the sudden dip and lurch that had sent her heart to her throat.

Carina glanced down over the edge to the blue and white water rushing far below, the pointed spires of pines along its banks, the long stony slope, clifflike in pitch. She had avoided the sight these last miles as the road dug its way more steeply and sharply up the side, climbing away from the creek’s edge, toward the blue expanse of sky.

What was she doing? She signed herself with the cross, then sank to the ground where trail met wall. Above her, a single stunted pine sprang from a crack in the rock amid a shock of dry buff-colored grass. Its stringy roots dangled at her back, a lacy veil where the earth had fallen away from the stone. A precarious perch, yet it clung there and grew.

That tenacity, that spirit. Did she not possess the same? Had not Papa said so from the time she was small, calling her tigre, his little tiger cub? She didn’t feel like a tiger now, so far from home and family. But she must. She must make the fight rise up inside. So the wheel was broken, the road narrow, the canyon steep … Would she be defeated by so little after coming so far?

She need only wait. This was the road to Crystal, Colorado, the diamond of the Rockies. A magic city where dreams came true. She felt her chest swell with hope and determination. From the branches above, a crow cackled. She didn’t care. Let the foolish bird laugh. She would show it what Carina DiGratia was made of.

The shade was no more than a foot’s width under the noonday sun, but it cooled her. For the last several hours, the sun had burned from a sky the azure blue of Tía Marta’s bread bowl. The travel journals were right to declare the air thin at this elevation. She must be higher than ten thousand feet now that she was near the summit of the pass. Dom’s heaving breaths and her own were witness enough.

She dropped her head back against the mountainside and untied the wide-brimmed hat that Mamma had sent. She wanted to see clearly, without the brim blocking her view, no matter how frightful the prospect. Again thoughts of the steep drop invaded her mind.

So she was not good with heights. She had known that already, ever since Divina lured her onto the roof when she was only four. Carina closed her eyes and heard her sister’s voice. “Do not lean so, Carina. Carina, don’t …”

Opening her eyes, Carina rubbed her forearm. The break had healed well, the youthful bone knitting easily. But the fear had stayed, though she tried again and again to conquer it. And she had never forgiven Divina that. She sent her gaze across the valley to the opposite slope. So why was she now on this mountaintop? Why did she tempt God?

Unbidden, another memory came, sharp and clear as though etched onto the plate of her mind. Voices, low and soft, through the barn wall where Carina pressed close to listen, a dim shadow in the moonlight. Murmurs and quiet laughter, a whisper and an answer, deeper and far more dear, sending shards of broken dreams, jagged and piercing, to Carina’s heart.

How she had screamed, cursing them as they scrambled apart in the hay. The names she had called, thrusting her thumb into Flavio’s chest when he tried to excuse the inexcusable. And Divina, Divina laughing behind her hand. That, too, she would not forgive.

Even now, the humiliation, the hurt was as fresh as that night three weeks ago. She had prayed, What do I do? How do I endure this? She had begged God for an answer, and there, the very next morning, had been the advertisement: a home and opportunities. Grazie, Dio, it was her answer. So here she was, climbing the mountain into the sky, half a continent from Sonoma, California. If Flavio wanted her, let him come and prove it.

She raised her knees and dropped her elbows into the skirt draped between them. There she rested her chin, eyeing the beige linen hem. Bent that way, the bones of her corset pinched her lower ribs beneath her white cambric blouse. She couldn’t sit long. Smacking her palms on her thighs, she stood up and tossed the hat into the wagon bed, then paced, considering her dilemma.

She could unload the wagon and have Dom drag her things one at a time up the slope, except maybe the rocker, the bedding, and the dishes…. But then what would she do with the wagon? Not even the sturdy mule could pull a three-wheeled wagon. Yet she couldn’t leave it there in the middle of the road. Though it was small, at this narrow point only two men abreast could pass it on one side.

And tipped as it was into the wall of the canyon, she wasn’t certain the damaged wheel could be removed and replaced. Could the wagon be disassembled and hauled down? She jerked her head at a sound and peered down the trail. A large wagon was climbing, pulled by a team of four powerful horses—the front two a pair of sprightly matched blacks, the next two even larger, caramel brown with white markings. Clydesdales, surely.

A single driver urged them along, sitting high in front of the load of cargo meticulously covered and tied behind him. She did not think he had seen her as he maneuvered the horses onto the narrowing incline and started up the cut. No matter. He would reach her soon enough with such fine strong horses.

Surely this wagon was sent by God. She recognized the gift. “Grazie, Signore,” she breathed with no sarcasm, no scolding this time. She brushed the dust from her skirt and waited, the breeze catching her hair and tossing it. Carelessly, she caught the rippling strands with a hand and held them back from her face. Dom raised his head and brayed as the stranger drew in rein behind her wagon, encircling them in dust like fog off the sea.

“Whoa.” Sitting high above her on the wooden box, the man touched the broad brim of his hat but didn’t remove it. The high noon shadow hid all but the jut of his chin and the mane of light brown hair that hung impudently to his shoulders.

Shielding her eyes, Carina squinted up. “Good afternoon.” She made her voice strong. If it came to dickering, she would not be cheated again.

“Wagon trouble?” His had a strength of its own. “A broken wheel.”

The man gave only a cursory look to the damaged wheel, then eyed the trail above and the drop-off to their left. “Bad place.”

Carina nodded toward the load behind him. “You have a spare?”

“Not that size.”

She noted the difference between his immense wheels and her own with a sinking heart. But maybe there was something else to be done, some repair possible, some …

He leaped down from the box and strode over to inspect the damage more closely. His hand found the discoloration on the felly where it had cracked. “Wheel was flawed.”

“The man who sold it was disonesto. A crook.”

The stranger stood up, and Carina got a brief look at his face, rough shaven with a full mustache curving to his jawline. When he tipped his hat back and wiped his forehead with his sleeve, she glimpsed gray eyes before he turned away.

He walked to the front of the wagon and looked up the trail, then patted Dom and stroked his muzzle with a soft hand. He eyed the splay in the legs and heaving sides. “Your mule couldn’t have pulled much longer anyway. Not at the summit.”

“He’s very strong.”

He didn’t argue, just looked up the trail again. “Your husband shouldn’t leave you alone out here, even to go for help. This isn’t exactly civil country.”

Carina drew herself up. “I am traveling alone.” That would give her credence and establish her equal footing. She wouldn’t tell him that her own papa had seen her to San Francisco and put her into the care of Guido and Antonnia Mollica, related by marriage to the Ghirardellis themselves. Together they’d taken the long and tedious Southern Pacific Railroad to Salt Lake City, where she’d been handed over to Anna and Francesca Bordolino, maiden aunts on Mamma’s side. They rode the Union Pacific to Cheyenne and the Kansas Pacific into Denver. Only then was she deserted to find a means of travel up this godforsaken road. None of which this man needed to know.

Carina held out her hand. “Miss Carina Maria DiGratia.”

He made no move to take it, just eyed her blankly and, she thought, a little darkly.

Feeling foolish, she withdrew her hand and waved at her cargo. “How much to haul this?”

He rubbed his chin with the back of his hand, then passed by her to the wagon bed. “As you can see, ma’am … Miss DiGratia, I’ve a full load of freight, all that my team can manage.”

So he meant to dicker after all. Bene, she would dicker. Carina walked to the pair of blacks. Their necks steamed with sweat, but their ears were high and no white showed around the dark eyes. They were work horses, but fine nonetheless. “They seem strong and healthy enough.”

“They are. And I mean to keep them that way. What do you need more than anything else?”

Carina turned to her own wagon. She eyed the trunk, the rocker, the rolls of bedding and feather mattress tied up with string, the dainty iron bed frame, the crates of books, dishes, and pans, jarred tomatoes and wheels of cheese, her nonna’s silver, the leather satchel. She reached for the last item automatically, then grabbed the rose-patterned carpetbag.

He had indicated one thing, but she cleverly took two. He made no argument, and that heartened her. She might have the better of this after all. He took the satchel and swung it up, then wedged it behind the box.

“Be careful …”

If he heard, he paid no mind. He tossed the carpetbag onto the box and hoisted her up with the same care. From her high seat, Carina watched him take Dom by the reins, ease him along the edge, and tie him to the back of the freight wagon. That was the limit of this man’s charity, she supposed. Now he would bargain for the rest.

She would let him speak first; otherwise she would sound too eager. But he said nothing, merely walked around to the front of her wagon and worked the wheels to the left, then came around the back. His silent purpose unsettled her.

As much as she hated to start the dealings, he left her no choice. “Now we’ll discuss the cost to haul the other things?”

“Nope.” He put his shoulder to the back end of the wagon, lifted and pushed, straining hard for a moment, then easing as it started to move.

She suddenly realized what he was doing. “No! Stop!”

Carina leaped down from the seat, landing on her knees in the dust, then rushed to the edge of the trail as her wagon plummeted down the slope. It struck the ridge and shattered into pieces, her belongings smashing and tumbling to the creek below. Through the air, the straw hat sailed, ecru ribbons fluttering. Her head swam even as the anguish clutched her heart, leaving her breathless and stunned.

“Whoa.” The perpetrator of destruction caught her arm and tugged her backward as the loose gravel slid away beneath her feet.

Incensed, she wrenched free, anger suddenly eclipsing the hurt. “Sciocca! Fool! You have lost me everything I own!” Stiff splayed fingers accented her point. “I don’t have even a change of clothes.”

“Then you should have chosen your trunk.” He turned for his wagon.

And now she was a tiger. She snatched up her skirt and followed him, waving a hand in his face. “How could I know you meant to send my things over the side?” She couldn’t bear to think of them there, smashed and scattered. She could only think of lashing this … briccone, this knave, with her tongue.

He spared her scarcely a glance. “You had the trail blocked. I have freight to deliver.”

How dare he? Mamma’s rocker, the books, everything that had meant enough to bring all the way from Sonoma, California, to Crystal to build her dream…. Pain left her with no answer, save a sob that collected in her throat.

He moved to lift her again to the box of his wagon, but she thrust his hand away.

Undaunted, he motioned to the seat. “You’d better ride along.”

“No, grazie.” She forced the words through clenched teeth.

He looked down the road behind his wagon, then shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He walked around to the back and untied Dom, whose saddle was gone with the wagon, of course. The mule wore only the harness bridle and looked at her mournfully as though that were his fault. The freighter held out the rein. “Stage’ll be along shortly. I suggest you don’t wait.”

Bene! Now he was giving advice? Again the anger threatened to bring tears. She took the reins and eyed with dismay the height of Dom’s back. In her skirt, without a stirrup … The man stooped and made a step with his hands. With pleasure, she stepped on him, wishing to kick as well.

Astride, Carina held the reins and waited while the freighter mounted the box of his wagon and whistled to his team. Too late, she realized her mistake as dust rose and took hold of her. Choking and fanning her face, she remembered her bags tucked carelessly behind his seat. “Wait! Stop!”

The creak of wheels, the rattle of harness, and the clomp of hooves kept him from hearing. Or perhaps he chose not to. She turned back and saw the stagecoach below just starting the narrow climb. The roof was covered with passengers, all men, and she could only suppose the seats inside were filled as well. As it neared, she saw more clearly what manner of men sat atop: rough, desperate-looking men. She now guessed what the freighter had meant.

With no choice but to follow in his dust, she kicked her heels and Dom plodded up the winding road. Patient, steadfast, and long-suffering. Dom had come with her all the way from Sonoma, first by train from the wine country to Denver, then pulling the small purchased wagon into the mountains without complaint, though it was more than one beast should bear. She clung to him now with her heels as tight as her nerves.

Around a bend and down the slope a short way, she saw the remains of a horse, its ribs bare to the sun, old flesh clinging like tattered rags. She shuddered and looked away, thankful Dom’s strength had never failed her. He plodded on, though it seemed each hoof was weighted down and each breath a struggle.

She urged Dom forward. The road dipped down briefly and grew rough with craggy pink boulders bubbling up from the white dirt. Just ahead, the horses drawing the freight wagon strained, and their driver urged them in low tones but did not apply the rein or whip. Here was her chance, and Carina took it, drawing up alongside.

“Stop. Hold there. You have my bags.” She motioned to the seat beside him.

He looked over his shoulder as though the bags had climbed there themselves, then reined in his team. With a swift motion, he heaved the carpetbag free and tossed it down to her. She caught it with a solid thud to her chest, then looked up as he readied to fling the next.

“Don’t throw it.” Just like Mamma, she put generations of Italian matriarchs into that command, and it rang with Mediterranean fervor no man could ignore.

He stopped, and leaned down with the bag, and she snagged it from his grasp. “Thank you.”

“Sure you don’t want a ride?”

She ached already from riding bareback on Dom’s bony spine. But she shook her head and stuffed the bags before her on the mule’s withers. Don’t show the hurt, nor even the anger. Show him nothing. And don’t cry. She put up her chin. “No, I don’t want a ride. But I will go before you now, as I make less dust.”

He sat back, his head half-cocked, and allowed her to pass. Now she need only follow the road. She may have lost her belongings, but not her purpose. Had she not a deed in her bag and a future ripe with possibilities? With a nudge of her heels, she urged Dom on, upward again, closer and closer to the sky, then at last around the bend that crested the pass.

Carina caught her breath at the majestic grandeur before her. The valley opened up, encircled by mountains. One snow-streaked peak was reflected in the glassy blue lake beneath it, the line of contour repeated in exact detail. Bright, frothy green climbed the feet of the range, blending into the darkened crevices thick with pine. It was virgin beauty so fresh it suspended the motion of her chest and sliced through her rancor to the soft part of her spirit.

Dom dropped his head to graze on the grass beside the road, but Carina could not pull her eyes from the vision. This place, like none she had seen before, would be hers. This beauty, reward enough for what she had lost. Surely, surely this was the place of dreams after all.

She pulled on the reins and set Dom a steady pace. That must be Mount Pointe, and according to the traveler’s guidebook, Crystal was not far past the lake. Her spirits rose at the thought of reaching her destination. Perhaps there was even some recourse she could take for the loss of her property. Perhaps the freighter could be made to pay damages. The thought sharpened the pain of knowing she had lost more than things. She had lost the remembrances of her memories.

Yet not everything was gone. She clutched the leather satchel closer to her chest. She had almost left it, should have left it, but could not. It was foolish, like holding a burning coal. But she held it, letting it burn.

For two hours she rode downward into the valley, eagerly looking about in spite of her discomfort. She drank in the scenery like an elixir, a tonic for her loss and fury. Even Dom seemed to sense it and bobbed his head as he walked. The air, breathable now, was shockingly clear and invigorating, acting on her mind and lungs in a healthful way. Oh, she had made the right choice. No matter the hardships.

As she left the lake behind and climbed again into a cleft valley, she slowed the mule in dismay. The denuded slopes ahead looked obscene, the trees hacked down and dragged away to the sprawling clutter of clapboard, canvas, and dust that could only be Crystal, Colorado. It was worse, far worse than Fairplay, where she’d spent the night before, thinking it was a poor relation to the city that would greet her this day.

Carina stared, unbelieving. Unlike the illustrations in the travel guide, Crystal was a stubbled wound in the ripped and quarried mountainside. A scar, a disfigurement. She felt the injury as to herself. How could this be the place of her dreams? The diamond—it was flawed, crushed, fouled. She felt the greed ooze from the shafts and diggings, the infection that had taken hold and was boring into the mountain’s heart.

She felt stripped, like the very slopes. This … ugliness … was not what had brought her a thousand miles from Sonoma, California. What was I thinking? This was not a place of dreams. It was a nightmare. And for the first time, she questioned her good sense.
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Is there any pain an enemy can inflict that compares to that done by a friend?

—Rose

THE FREIGHTETR HAD CAUGHT UP to her as Carina lingered, stunned. He went by without a word, passing between the first shacks and tents along the rushing stream. She tasted his dust again as he maneuvered around the stumps in the road. They were everywhere, the remainders of trees used to build the shaft houses and mining works on the hillsides, the log cabins and businesses, and the tall fronts of the stores along the main street.

Dully, Carina followed as best she could, the entire way clogged with mules, wagons, and teams. The noise was unbelievable after the mountain silence. She choked on the dust, though it was the least of the smells that assaulted her. With a sudden yank, she reined in as the freighter before her lurched to a stop behind a braying mass of mules, smaller than Dom and mean-tempered.

“Get on, now!” He swung his hat at the beasts and they shied away enough for him to pass.

Realizing he was her best hope, Carina stayed close behind. As they pushed through, the mule skinner turned a gap-toothed grin her way and spat. She turned away and scanned the buildings on the near side. Two were of brick—the Crystal Hotel and the Miner’s Exchange Bank. A few were stone, the rest pine logs and clapboard.

She had time to study them in detail as the traffic on the street reached an impasse. She would do better on foot. Scanning the signs within sight, she found the livery stable across the way. She turned Dom and urged him through the crowd to the far side of the street and back half a block.

A tallow-haired boy waiting in the doorway took Dom and her payment inside. She would not leave him long, only until she had found her house and seen whether it had a shelter for the mule. Standing between her bags on the street, she held her ears against the din, then realized there was no help for it.

She dropped her hands and considered the situation. It was on the opposite side of the street that the most important buildings stood, and behind them the more permanent dwellings. That was where she would find her house, not among the shacks and tents sprawled on either side of the swiftly rushing creek.

Carina grasped her bags and plunged into the masses filling the street, hearing spatters of German, Spanish, and Italian—though less familiar Southern dialects of abruzzesi, ciociari, and Sicilian—among the English. But she didn’t stop to look even when she reached the far boardwalk. Thank God she’d had the presence of mind to grab her carpetbag, or the deed, the key, and her bank notes would be at the bottom of the canyon with everything else.

Briccone! She spared a dark thought for the freighter, then pressed between the unwashed bodies milling in and out of the doorways of saloons. She had counted three in a row: the Boise Billiard Hall, the Gilded Slipper, and another called Emporium that smelled foul. There were others beyond those, gaming halls as well. Her teeth suddenly clamped together from the jolt of a man who nearly knocked the breath from her in passing.

“Pardon me, ma’am.” He was gone as the last word left his mouth, melting into the crowd of matching coats, felt hats, and canvas pants.

She refastened her grips on the carpetbag and satchel and continued. Coming to the corner, she searched for a street marking and found none. “Step right over this way, little lady. I see you are a woman who cherishes her complexion.” The speaker wore a ruffled white shirt and suspenders, reminiscent of the hawkers at the fairs back home. His head bore only a trace of hair in brown strings across the shiny crown. “Such flawless skin deserves only the finest handmade soap you will ever have the pleasure of using.” He held out a bar, motioning her to come close.

As she took a step over, he held it to her nose. “Have you ever smelled anything so heavenly?” Its scent was lost in the cooking odor of the stall beside him, where the man stirring the pot looked to have foregone soap for years.

“Just fifteen cents for a bar of this heavenly blend….”

Carina set down her cases, reached into her pocket for her coin purse, and felt only the empty pocket lining. She felt again, then checked the other pocket. “I’ve lost my …” Her mouth fell slack. “That man … that man who hit me. He took my purse!”

“Ah.” The hawker shook his head. “Not a grand welcome to the Crystal City, my dear. Here. Take the soap. A small measure of my sympathy.”

Carina’s palm felt numb as he placed the bar upon it. A bar of soap to ease the injustice? Would it wash away the foul deed? But that was unfair. It was not this man’s doing. “I must report it.”

“Can you give a description?”

“He was perhaps a head taller than you, rough shaven and …” She couldn’t remember any more. He had passed quickly and, in truth, looked no different than all the others.

The hawker laughed. “Could be any man in town, beggin’ your pardon.”

It was not a laughing matter. Twice now she had been robbed. First the freighter, now a common pickpocket. She would report them both. But for now, she was thankful her currency was in the carpetbag. “Could you tell me what street this is?”

“Some call it Walker, most call it Central, ma’am, though you won’t find a sign either way. There’s not a street marker in town, but I can direct you anywhere you need to go.”

“I have a house on Drake.” She reached into the carpetbag for the deed. “There’s no number, but I have an illustration.” She held it up and he studied it, then gave a low chuckle that disconcerted her more than anything else. “Drake’s the next block down. Turn right to find this place and good luck to you.”

Luck. Mine had better change soon. “Thank you.” Carina tucked the deed and illustration back into the bag and lifted her luggage. She pushed her way across the side street and started along the next block.

Suddenly the boardwalk dropped out from under her, and she stepped down hard to the section of walk a good foot lower than the last, at least for the length of the meat market. Then it jumped up again for the span of the drugstore. Each business seemed to build its own walkway in whatever manner it deemed best. But for the congestion, it would be easier to walk on the street, dust and all.

Her ankle sent a twinge of pain when she stepped again, but she ignored it. A feeling of unease grew within her, and she wanted to get to the house. She wasn’t fool enough to expect it would look as good as the picture, not anymore, but the soap hawker’s chuckle had been unsettling.

She rounded the next corner and quickly sidestepped the dentist who unfolded a chair and stood a sign against it. Extractions, caps, and other. Carina shuddered. She had a healthy fear of losing her teeth, and the thought of losing them there on the street corner with God knew what to deaden it and passersby gawking and gaping …

Carina bumped into a woman—no, a girl—but her eyes, and such meager clothing … The girl shoved by, but as she passed, a man in stained overalls grabbed and kissed her. The girl slapped him smartly across the face, and Carina wanted to cheer. Even if she was poor he had no right.

But then the girl leered. “You’ll pay for the next one.” She licked her lips and passed on.

Carina was shocked. She’d heard of such women, of course, but had never laid eyes on one. And so young!

“Hall Street hussy.” The man rubbed his cheek and spat.

Carina looked away. Her head ached. The air suddenly seemed too thin, and whatever bracing effects she had imagined were gone with the dust, the noise, the smell, and the degradation around her. Where was the magic touted in the advertisement?

She scanned the dirt street ahead. At least it had less traffic than the main thoroughfare. Her eyes lighted on the house, her house. It had to be the one, tucked between Mae’s Boardinghouse and Fletcher’s Stationery.

It bore a vague resemblance to the illustration she carried in her pocket: single story, clapboard, a front window. The chimney had been an embellishment by the artist, as had the shrubs, shutters, and scrollwork trim. Even the paint had been false.

It was, as promised, centrally located near the happenings in town. Had she known the happenings would be so loud and vulgar, she would have thought twice. But now she wanted nothing more than to go inside and close the door behind her. Her heart cried out for sanctuary and peace.

Carina made for the house, smaller than the picture had made it seem. Still, the front room would do for a table and bed—had she a table and bed any longer—and there was a cookstove. She could see its pipe extending from the roof as she gamely climbed the two front steps. She set down her load and found the key in her carpetbag.

She inserted the key, but the door wasn’t locked. Puzzled, she pushed it open and looked in. The pinewood floor was cluttered with blankets and smelled of rank tobacco, the brown splatters on the walls verifying the source. She frowned. Could it be the wrong house?

She checked the advertisement. No. Her house was located between Mae’s and Fletcher’s businesses. This was the only house pressed between the two large buildings. She looked about again, disgusted by the filth. What were squatters doing in her house? Footsteps on the stairs behind her caught her attention, and she froze.

“What do you want, lady?”

Fear, like a slow spider, climbed up her spine as she faced the spiteful glare of the burly man before her. One side of his lip was drawn up like a cur by the scar that ran to his cheekbone. Beside him stood two others dressed in canvas pants and flannel shirts. Their hands were black with grime, and the same covered their clothes and boots.

With an effort, Carina kept the fear from her voice and drew herself up. “This is my house. I have the deed….”

“No, it ain’t.” The first man spat, hawking brown spittle to the floor at her feet.

Animale! Though disgusted, she refused to step back. “And I have the key.” She thrust it out on her palm.

With a swift motion he snatched it, leaving a black smear in its place. “No, you don’t. Now get out.” He shoved past her with an elbow. The other two followed.

When the door closed with her outside, she stood there on the step, her heart thumping in her chest, her hands clenched at her sides. It was not to heaven she’d come, but hell. Her head ached and tears blurred her vision. Well, she would see about this! The house might not be much, but it was hers. She had lost her luggage, her furniture, her coin purse, and now her temper. She would not lose her house.

Grasping her cases again, Carina made her way back to Central Street. She passed the Crystal Hotel and Fisher’s General Mercantile, then the Miner’s Exchange and Rudy Mitchell Clothier. Two doors down, she found the sign she needed. Berkley Beck, Attorney at Law, Land Agent.

Carina pushed open the door and strode through the empty room to the desk in the center, then she dropped her bags and hit the bell on the desk. There was a thump from under the desk, and a male voice swore.

Carina bent and looked underneath as the man in a gray linen suit sat back on his heels and held his head. His clean-shaven face screwed up in pain, then smoothed immediately as he looked up at her with wide blue eyes and smiled. “Pardon me. You gave me a start.”

“And a knot by the sound of it.”

He climbed out from under the desk and stood. “I lost the nib to my pen. It went down the crack there, and I was trying to retrieve it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Please …” He indicated the chair before the desk.

Arranging the case and carpetbag on either side of her, Carina sat.

The man straightened his coat and hooked a thumb in the pocket of his vest, as though posed for a portrait artist’s camera. “I’m Berkley Beck. How may I be of service?”

Carina pulled out the deed and handed it to him with the illustration and advertisement. “This is my house. Six weeks ago I bought it, and now three foul-smelling men have taken it over.”

Berkley Beck almost smiled, then conformed his features and reached for the deed. “I see. Well, you do have a bit of a predicament.” He scrutinized the paper closely. “Whereas the deed seems legal …”

“Seems?”

“Well, at first glance …”

“Is it not the legal deed to the property I purchased in full?” It had required the extent of her personal funds to make the purchase. Once Papa had seen her resolve, he had provided for the trip, but little more. The rest had been up to her.

Mr. Beck set the deed on top of the other papers covering the desk and took the chair behind it. “There are certain technicalities here, Mrs….”

“DiGratia. Miss Carina DiGratia.”

He reassessed her momentarily. “You see, this particular property …” He returned his attention to the illustration. “ … must have been vacant for a time.”

“It should have been vacant. I’ve only just arrived.”

“Yes, but you see, if a property is vacant—”

“The property is not vacant. It is unlawfully inhabited.”

He flicked the edge of the paper. “Yes, I see your point, Miss DiGratia, but …”

Carina stiffened. “Are you saying you can’t help me?”

“No, no. I’m not saying that at all.” He patted his hand over the blond hair parted in the middle and slicked back from his face. “What I’m saying is, your claim has been jumped.”

Carina waited. What on earth did that mean? She was angry, disillusioned, and uncommonly tired. All she wanted was a place to get clean and lie down. “I’m willing to pay for your services,” she stated, though she had no idea what those services might cost. To her knowledge, no one in her family had been involved in litigation. They did business with their own and handled differences with loud voices but no courts.

“Miss DiGratia.” His eyes went over her, liking what he saw, she knew by his expression. He stood and walked around the desk with a bit of swagger. “You are in the finest legal hands in town.” He reached for her own hand and brushed it with his lips. “I assure you if anyone can assist you, it is I.”

Carina withdrew her hand. “Then you will get my house back?”

“I’ll do my utmost. But you look completely exhausted. Would you care to continue the discussion over supper? No charge, of course.” He flashed a set of unusually broad and straight teeth.

Carina fought the unexpected tears. She was weary, had no place to stay, and dared not refuse his offer. She needed him. Besides, she was hungry. She dropped her gaze to her hands. “Is there someplace to lodge until they are out of my home?”

“I will personally vouch for you. The trouble, of course, will be vacancy.” He assisted her to her feet. “But we’ll see what we can find.” He tucked her hand into his arm. “Your bags will be safe here in the office. No need to carry them along.” He led her out, then turned the key in the door.

“Thank you, Mr. Beck.” She returned a faint smile.

“Things will work out. You’ll see.”

Carina followed him into the lobby of the Crystal Hotel. The lobby was not large, but well enough appointed with gold-flocked, white silk wallpaper and brass lamps. She looked up the stairs that led to the rooms as Berkley Beck rang the bell.

“Yes, Mr. Beck?” The clerk shoved his spectacles up his nose with one finger and eyed them through the small oval lenses.

“Any vacancies, George?”

“You got to be kidding. On Friday night?” His glance at Carina brought the fire to her cheeks, then he turned back to Mr. Beck. “You needing a … room?”

“Miss DiGratia has need of a room.”

George eyed her again, his eyes through the spectacles like the enlarged gape of a fish. His mouth, too, opened and shut like a carp tasting a pond’s surface. Then he turned back to Mr. Beck. “I’m full up. But Swisher moved out of Mae’s ‘bout an hour ago. Went to stay on the Mary Jean since he struck ore. Try over there.”

“Very good. Keep us a table for supper, will you?”

Berkley Beck took Carina’s elbow and rushed her out. “Let’s just hope we’re in time.”

In time? And the room had only vacated the hour before? Carina didn’t ask. She only wanted to wash the dust from her face and teeth and lie down someplace quiet. Her stomach growled, as she had not eaten since early that morning, and she was light-headed and dizzy. Supper was necessary.

When Mr. Beck turned onto Drake, she refused to look at the house next to Mae’s that should have been hers by now. She shivered. The evening air had chilled with the setting of the sun, chilled more swiftly than she would have expected. She was glad for the warmth of the front hall they entered. Its smooth pine walls had a golden hue that caught and held the lantern light like amber.

Carina’s eyes landed on the innkeeper. Mae Dixon was perhaps the largest woman Carina had ever seen. The dimples on her cheeks would have swallowed half of Carina’s pinky finger, and no less than three rolls connected her chin to her chest. A grizzle of mostly gray hair was knotted behind her head, and her earlobes were thick and curled under where they met her skin. But most impressive were the eyes, thick-lashed and nearly violet.

“Well, Berkley Beck, what have we here?” Mae’s throaty voice was thick as butter.

“Mae, Miss DiGratia needs a room. Legal matters keep her from claiming her rightful property next door.”

She raised thin eyebrows. “The Shipley place? Whew. Even you’ll have a time ousting the Carruthers.”

“Nevertheless, oust them, I will. In the meantime …”

Mae shook her head and the neck skin swung. “Swisher moved out not an hour ago. But I have a man holding the room on a ten dollar deposit.” Berkley Beck reached into his vest and took out twenty dollars. “Miss DiGratia’s first week and a little something on top.”

Mae Dixon pressed her hands to her ample hips. “Are you bribing me?”

“One hand washes the other.”

“When I need washin’, I use the pump.”

Mr. Beck flashed his teeth, conceding the point. “For Miss DiGratia’s sake, then.”

Mae fixed her strange purple eyes on Carina, shrugged, then turned to the wooden boxes on the wall behind her. She slid the key from one and handed it over. “Number eight.”

Carina silenced any protest. She was in no position to be sanctimonious. The man who had put down the deposit would fare better finding another place than she could.

Pocketing the key, Mr. Beck turned to her. “We’ll collect your bags after supper. Would you like to have a look at the room first?” He led her away from the counter. “I daresay you’d better keep it, even if it’s not to your liking. It was a terrific stroke of luck to find one open.”

“It wasn’t open.”

“It wasn’t occupied … yet. Possession is nine-tenths of the law.”

The room felt overly warm. “So now I’ve done what the Carruthers did to me—jumped that man’s claim?”

“Miss DiGratia—”

“Please.” Carina raised her hand. “Don’t explain. I only know that I …” Her head suddenly swimming, she swayed against him. She closed her eyes, only vaguely aware of Berkley Beck supporting her back outside.

He was speaking, but his words sounded faint and meaningless. “ … the elevation. Your blood will thicken after a time … so thoughtless of me.”

The cold air cleared her head, and she looked up with an exhaled breath. “I’m better now, thank you.” She released his arm.

“In a few days you’ll adjust. Can you make it back to the hotel for supper? I could borrow Mae’s hack, but it’s more trouble than it’s worth trying to get through now that the sun’s down.”

“What do you mean?”

“The miners, of course.” He directed her attention to the swarming street. “Three thousand men at last count, or very nearly.”

Where had they all come from like ants from the ground? The sight was overwhelming. Carina shook her head. “I can walk.”

The din that had been considerable during the day was now far worse, increased by the raucous noise that passed for music blaring from the saloon doorways they passed. Gambling parlors and every other commerce dependent on the miners had stepped up their efforts to lure the men in.

Carina was thankful for Mr. Beck’s sturdy arm as he shouldered them through the crowd. The dining room at the Crystal Hotel was packed, all but the table held for them. As Berkley Beck seated her, she wondered why someone had not stolen their table as he had done the room at Mae’s. Maybe with Berkley Beck it only worked one way, and for that she should be grateful.

She took the menu handed her by the red-haired woman whose lips pressed in a hard, tight line. The skin at either side of her mouth was creased and craggy like quarried granite.

“Thank you, Mrs. Barton.” Mr. Beck took his bill of fare with a smile.

The woman did not return the smile nor speak but merely walked away. Carina sighed. The menu swam before her eyes, and she pressed them shut. She could well believe Berkley Beck’s speech about thin blood. The walk over had left her winded, and her heart was still pounding.

“The ham steak with redeye gravy is exceptional.” Carina closed the menu. “Thank you.”

The ham steak was exceptional. It was the first good thing she had experienced. That, and Mr. Beck’s kindness. Wiping her mouth, she looked up at him. When he smiled, his face seemed thinner, scarcely framing his broad mouth, but he was handsome in his own way.

His dark eyebrows contrasted with his blond hair, and she wondered if his beard would come in dark as well, though he bore no shadow by which to tell. Unwillingly she thought of another whose blue black shadow would be well under way by this time of night, whose dark melting eyes matched his swarthy complexion. She pushed away the thought.

“Feeling better?” Mr. Beck’s blue eyes were amused.

Carina realized she hadn’t spoken since the meal was served. She laughed. “I’ve been discourteous.”

“Nonsense. You needed to eat. I’m only glad it met with your approval.”

With the food warming her stomach, Carina felt almost punchy. “You’ve been so kind.”

“My pleasure, I assure you. And now I’ll see you back to your room. You have need of a good night’s sleep.” He stood and pulled out her chair.

“Have they brought the check?”

“They’ll charge it to my account.”

So he was a man of standing. Good. She had done well to find him. Carina waited outside while he ducked into his office for her bags.

He came back out in a moment. “Have you a trunk somewhere?”

Somewhere inverità. “That is another matter I must discuss with you. On the road up, my wagon broke a wheel. A freighter sent it over the side with all my belongings.”

“Deplorable bad luck.”

Carina ducked under a low-hanging sign where the boardwalk dipped to a lower level. “But what can be done? Must he pay damages or … or …”

“Unfortunately, it does state in the miners’ bylaws that the wagon road must remain open. Any blockage is forfeit. Heinous as it may seem, the freighter was within his rights.”

Carina frowned. “Why should he be allowed to deprive me of my goods to pass by with his?”

Mr. Beck stopped at the base of Mae’s steps. “He shouldn’t. But he is. The road is critical, and yours is not the first wagon to meet that fate. I’m terribly sorry.”

Carina saw his sincerity, but it changed nothing. She turned as a man stormed out Mae’s door, his flaccid cheeks red, fists clenched at his sides. He blew past them with neither a glance nor word, but Carina was certain it was the man whose room she had usurped.

She felt a twinge of remorse, then realized she had only acted as did everyone else in this place. She would have to stop regretting such actions if she were to survive in Crystal City.

“Never mind,” Berkley Beck murmured. “He’ll find someplace else.”

She smiled, more grateful than she could say to have found Mr. Beck. Though he had wrongfully usurped the room, it was more than anyone else had done for her. Bene. She would take it. Mr. Beck had won it for her. And one thing she knew. Berkley Beck would never have cast her belongings down the mountain, whatever the bylaws said.

He took the staircase ahead of her, stopped outside number eight, and fished the key from his pocket. Then he opened the door to reveal a space the size of a horse stall, stuffed with a cot, washstand, and coat hook. The side walls were stretched canvas, stained and mottled. Carina took it in with one glance, and her expression must have said more than words.

Berkley Beck set the carpetbag and satchel inside the door and stepped back out. His voice was gentle. “In the morning we’ll see what we can do about things.”

She nodded and watched him down the stairs. Then she went into the room and lifted the carpetbag to the cot. Thankfully it contained a nightgown and change of undergarments, her pig bristle toothbrush and tooth powder, and a hairbrush. Only those things she’d needed readily at hand.

The black leather satchel she placed under the cot. She would not think about that now. She looked around the room again, slowly circling it with her eyes, very close to tears. The morning seemed a long way off.





THREE
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What joy in the sunshine. What glory fills a bird’s throat that infects the air with song. I am awakened to the wonder, and I will open my ears and close my eyes, the better to listen and feel the sun’s glow.

—Rose

CARINA WOKE WITH A crick in her neck. The room was cold, and the blanket smelled of whiskey and something worse. She shoved it away from her face, disgusted, then rubbed a hand over her eyes and sat up. The sun’s rosy glow filled the tiny window like the rose-painted panes in the cathedral at Turin, where she had visited once with her papa when she was very small.

Carina felt a pang for the old country, something she seldom felt, as she’d been so young when they left. It was the newness, the unfamiliar room, the shock of all that had gone wrong. She had wakened earlier than she might normally after taking most of the night to fall asleep, yet not early enough by the sounds of commotion beneath the floor.

She would have snuggled back in and forgotten it all but for the smell of the blanket and the lumps in the ticking. She tried to remember if she had ever slept on straw before. Played in it, yes—sliding and tossing it until she was prickly with hay dust. But slept on it? Maybe on the ship. Certainly not since.

Frowning, she reached back to rub the stiffness from her neck, still surprised she had slept at all through the continuous din of the night. The lace edge of her cotton batiste gown brushed her cheek, and she closed her eyes, thinking of all the things she had lost on the mountainside. Her anger brought her fully awake.

She sat up and swung her legs out, then wrenched them back immediately as a mouse skittered across the floor. Once her heart stopped pounding, she watched the creature. Unlike the rodents she had seen before, this one had pale toffee-colored fur with fat white cheeks and large black eyes. Its ears were pink shells. When it stopped at the corner and raised up to sniff the air, she could see its whiskers trembling in the morning light, fragile as spider threads.

Sliding her legs out once again, she leaned closer to the mouse. “Good morning, little topo.” It tipped its head, took one good look, and ran. Carina dropped to her knees beside the cot, closed her eyes, and murmured, “Grazie, Dio, for this day. Keep me from the Evil One and all his ways. And if you don’t mind … give me my house today.”

She crossed herself, touching her forehead, her chest and each shoulder, secure that nothing evil could pass that shield—or at least after yesterday, hoping so. Then she stood and ran her fingers through the tangles of her hair. She took off her gown and carefully folded it back into the carpetbag, then tied on her corset and slipped the skirt and blouse on from the day before. Taking the pitcher from the stand, she went out of the room.

Downstairs she found Mae setting out plates of hot cakes as fast as she could on the long wood-plank tables lined with men. Carina touched her arm as she hustled by on her way back to the kitchen. “Excuse me. Where do I get water?”

“The pump’s out back.” Mae swung around. “But wait a moment.” Carina watched her cross the room, fascinated by her graceful rolling gait.

“Take this with you.” Mae pulled a pistol from beneath the desk. “Those Carruthers are bad eggs.”

Carina looked at the pistol in Mae’s soft palm. She must arm herself to gather water to wash? What had she gotten into? She clasped the cold metal of the gun.

“There’s enough men in town totin’ hardware that a girl with looks like yours better watch her step. What are you anyway, a Spaniard?”

Carina frowned. It was true the combination of Papa’s northern coloring and Mamma’s darker features was unusual. But a Spaniard? “I am from Italy, though now I am American … like you.”

“Well, you’re just exotic enough to attract more attention than you want.”

Carina slid the gun barrel into the waist of her skirt. She had never before handled a weapon, but she was glad for it now. “Thank you.”

The air was frigid as she stepped outside and looked cautiously about. She saw no sign of the Carruthers while she filled the pitcher at the pump, but the skin on her neck crawled, thinking they could be watching from the house, her house.

Exotic? There were Italians in Crystal. She had seen them, heard them on the street as she passed through the day before. But they were contadini, southern peasants, not northern Italians from the Kingdom of Sardinia like her papa. They came to America with nothing, came to escape hardship, but they were ill-equipped to rise to higher status. Could they be, as Papa said, so entrenched in hardship they clung to it?

She had not known such hardship, and she crossed herself in gratitude, then reached for the pump handle. She had not even known hunger, thanks to God and her papa. Angelo Pasquale DiGratia was an educated man and a gifted physician. He had been famous in Salerno, a friend of Count Camillo Benso di Cavour, prime minister to Victor Emmanuel II, king of Sardinia-Piedmont.

And he was well respected in Sonoma. With his classic patrician features, blond hair, and blue eyes, his knowledge of seven languages, four of which he could read as well, and, most of all, his ability to heal … ah, Angelo Pasquale DiGratia was a great man. She felt a homesick pang. Oh, Papa.

With the full pitcher, she made her way back to the boardinghouse. Inside her room, Carina scrubbed with the vendor’s soap, then brushed her hair into a dark, rippled veil down her back. Closing her eyes, she tossed it softly back, feeling the length of it brush the top of her thighs. Loose like this, it was her finest feature, or so Flav—

She jerked her head upright. She would not think of that. Her hair dried while she brushed the dust from her blouse and skirt and donned them again. Once she was dressed, she twisted and clipped her hair at the nape with the horn barrette her mother had given her.

First she would check on Dom. She would have to leave him at the livery until Mr. Beck got her house back. But she would see Mr. Beck directly. After that, she would attend to the task that burned most fiercely.

Carina pulled the door closed behind her. From the tumult downstairs she guessed Mae was still serving food, and when she reached the stairs, she saw it was so. The benches, made of a single log hewn lengthwise and supported by thinner crossed logs, overflowed with more men than Mae housed.

Every table was filled, and as fast as Mae shoved platters of meat and hot cakes down, they were devoured. Like slopped hogs, the men ate, then took up their hats and walked out. There was no refinement, no leisurely enjoyment. She pictured her own papa at the breakfast table, his shirt white in the gentle sunlight, his motions elegant, relaxed, his smile quick as his laughter. Even her brothers with their pranking did not match this … coarseness.

Watching the miners, her hunger left her. Though the smell of fried bacon and woodsmoke teased her nose, Carina shook her head. Even were there room for her, she would not join them. She slipped out unnoticed.

The morning air had a bite, though the June sun climbed up the clear sky. It seemed to have no power yet to warm the day. As she turned onto Central Street, she passed three boys scrabbling in the sawdust swept out from the floor of the Boise Billiard Hall. Carina wrinkled her nose at the smell of whiskey, vomit, and tobacco spittle in the sawdust, but the boys seemed oblivious. One jumped up and hallooed, gripping a coin above his head. The other two dug their fingers in with renewed fervor. She looked away.

Empty ore wagons, hauled by mules or horse teams, made their way out to the mines. She turned toward the stable. Tavish Livery and Feed. A sign to the right of the door read:

City transfer & hack line
Expressing and hauling

And on the left:

Boarding horses a specialty
Horses let by the day, week, or month
Carriages to Wasson Lake and all points of interest
Fine saddle horses.

Inside, she strained in the dim light. Dom was there, and beyond him, she saw the freighter’s blacks. So he was in town somewhere, no doubt delivering his precious cargo. He who made free with her own precious things. Dom whickered as she reached for his muzzle.

“Help you, lass?”

She turned to the wizened ostler, so bent his head was no higher than hers. His knuckles, like crab apples, gripped the harness he held. A pang for Ti’Giusseppe seized her, and she swallowed the lump of longing in her throat. “This is my mule.”

“Ah, the one with a will of ‘is own, now.”

“He was trouble?”

“Not an animal alive gives Alan Tavish trouble, lassie. I have the way with them, ye see.”

She smiled, sensing the same affectionate passion for creatures her ti’Giusseppe possessed. That, at least, she could be glad of. Dom was in a good place.

“Are you needin’ ‘im hitched up, then?”

Hitch him to what, rubble on the mountainside? She frowned to think of her belongings crashed to pieces and felt the hurt and anger still inside. Oofa! Enough. What was done was done. “Thank you, no. But I will need him saddled … if you have a saddle?”

“I do, but not a lady’s.”

“I can ride astride.” As she had with Flavio too many times.

“Then I’ll get ‘im ready for ye.”

“Thank you. I’ll come back.” Carina blinked as she stepped back outside into the brightness and headed across the street.

“Watch it!”

She jumped back from the irate driver and his string of shaggy mules straining with a load of ore.

“Lose yer purty head if you don’t watch out!” He spat a brown string.

Carina raised a bent arm topped with her fist. “Animale!” Twice now she had been spat at by tobacco-chewing brutes. Animals! Not even Ti’Lorenzo, who always held a plug in his cheek, American-style, had ever spat in her direction.

Gathering her skirt, she crossed through the traffic and started down the uneven boardwalk to Berkley Beck’s office. When he didn’t answer her rap on the door, she tried the knob. It held fast. Surveying the street, she saw no sign of him among the growing crowd, so she made her way to the Crystal Hotel.

Unlike the night before, the dining room was empty, though by its condition, it had been well used earlier. The miners must rise with the sun, or more likely from the noise last night, they simply stumbled from the gaming halls back to their diggings in the mountainside.

Only Berkley Beck lingered at the corner table, engrossed in a newspaper. The coffee steam from his cup drew her irresistibly.

At her approach, he jumped up. “Miss DiGratia.”

“Good morning, Mr. Beck.”

“Please.” He held the chair for her.

Carina sat.

“May I order you breakfast?”

Her appetite had not returned. “Only coffee.”

“That I have already.” He turned over a white china cup and poured from the pot beside his plate.

Carina sipped slowly, breathing the aroma. A pang of longing seized her for Mamma’s coffee and cake. She could almost breathe its fragrance, and her mouth watered at the thought. No one matched Mamma’s tarelle. She sighed.

“I trust you spent a restful night?” Mr. Beck’s voice was sincere.

She raised her eyebrows. “A loud night, but I did make a friend.”

“A friend?”

“Yes. A fat-cheeked fellow.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Did this fellow have a name?”

“Topo, I guess. He skittered under the floor board before I could make his proper acquaintance.”

“Aha.” Berkley Beck laughed. “You’ll find the rodent population thriving. There’s not a cat in town. Are you sure you won’t eat?”

Carina shook her head. “Thank you, no. I came to find you. I went first to your office.”

“I’m afraid I do dawdle over breakfast. A terrible habit, but one I cultivate nonetheless. I apologize.”

“There’s no need.”

“Now that you’ve found me, I can only hope it wasn’t all business.” Again his broad teeth flashed.

She returned his smile. “I’m anxious to have my situation resolved. I had expected to be settled in already, and today I meant to find employment.”

“Employment, Miss DiGratia?”

She took out the advertisement that had appeared in the same paper as the one for her house and held it out to Mr. Beck. “You see here? Professional opportunities for women. Contact Madame LeGuerre.”

Mr. Beck’s eyes went abruptly from the advertisement to her. “Unless I have misread you, Miss DiGratia, these are not the professional opportunities you seek.”

“What do you mean? It says training provided.”

Mr. Beck folded the advertisement and covered it with his hand on the table. “I would encourage you not to pursue this avenue further.”

“Why not?”

“Madame LeGuerre is a … well, a madam.” Carina looked at him blankly.

“A woman of the night.”

Her eyes widened involuntarily. “You mean this is … but …” Carina spread her hands. Was it possible? Yet another error? “I didn’t know. I purchased a house. I intended to learn a profession—not that profession. I …” She sagged in her chair. “I don’t know what to do.”

He would tell her to go home, that Crystal was no place for her. And he would be right. Oh the shame, to go home to Flavio’s taunting…. Hadn’t he said as much, calling her a foolish girl? He’d been angry, irate that she was leaving. But he was right. What would she do now?

Mr. Beck laid a comforting hand over hers. “Miss DiGratia, I would be happy to engage you as an assistant.”

She started. “An assistant?”

“You no doubt noticed the deplorable condition of my office.”

Now that he mentioned it, she did recall the cluttered desk and the stacks of books and papers along the wall. She had been too stunned by her situation to consider it before, but now … What were her choices?

She looked into the earnest face before her. “Are you doing this out of kindness, Mr. Beck?”

“Yours would be the kindness, Miss DiGratia. I’m a desperate slob.”

That would not be so different from Mr. Garibaldi, whose books she’d kept. “Have you enough business to afford—”

“Heavens, yes! I’m over my head with claim disputes, property settlements …”

“Such as mine?” Carina raised the challenge pointedly. She couldn’t let him forget.

“Well, yes, as a matter of fact.” He smoothed back his hair. “Then it will be some time before you settle it?”

Beck sipped his coffee, dabbed his lips with the napkin, then folded and laid it over his plate. “Miss DiGratia, you have my word. I’ll move with all due haste. But …” He straightened. “I won’t mislead you. It will be involved.”

Carina’s heart sank. “Involved means time.”

He nodded regretfully. “My concern is that the transaction you made on the house may be as misleading as this one.” He patted the folded newsprint beneath his palm.

Her anger flared. How had she been so duped? Was she a dunce, an imbecile? Innocente! Again she had trusted!

Glancing up, she saw the freighter who had destroyed her wagon. It had to be the same, his brown hair hanging to his shoulders, the mustache jaunty and full. He stood in the doorway looking like a Corsican pirate, even without a gold ring in his ear and a sash at his waist. He’d acted one, too. It was piracy he’d practiced on her, no matter his reasons. Her blood burned at the very sight of him.

He turned when the red-haired woman Mr. Beck had addressed as Mrs. Barton hastened to his side. She looked like a different woman, all sweetness and joy, the craggy sides of her mouth folded back around her smile, revealing long ferretlike teeth. “Quillan Shepard, bless you. You’ve brought my order?”

Quillan Shepard. A rogue embodied, and this woman transformed from a silent malcontent to a doting aunt. Carina couldn’t help but stare. Bless him? How could anyone bless such a man?

Mrs. Barton took the box from him, no sign of her tight-lipped grimace now. “Have a seat, and I’ll fix you something hot before you take off again.”

He shook his head. “No thanks. No time for it.”

Of course not, Carina thought. He’s much too busy to perform normal human functions. Sustenance and kindness must not interfere with commerce for such a one.

“Well, you can’t take that pass on an empty stomach. If you won’t spare the time, I’ll pack something up.”

“It’s not necessary.”

She laid a hand on his arm. “I insist.”

Quillan Shepard’s sudden smile transformed him, though it was brief and a little indulgent. Carina fumed. She would not be taken in. A mouse who considers the smile of the snake is soon made dinner. She had been naive yesterday, but she was no longer. She turned away and caught Mr. Beck’s gaze. Had she betrayed her contempt?

Carina drained her cup, and Mr. Beck offered her more. She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

He replaced the pot and threaded his fingers together. “Now then, if you accept my offer …”

“I accept.”

His face brightened, the brows pulling up abruptly like a marionette’s, the eyes wide and satisfied. “Good. Very good. As for compensation, the best I can do is pay your room and board and perhaps a dollar a week beyond.”

“Mr. Beck, you’re too kind.” Relief washed over her. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

He raised her hand and kissed it. “I’m very sorry for your misfortune, Miss DiGratia. Whatever I can do to ease your situation … it’s my pleasure, I assure you.”

Carina felt the warmth of his lips on her fingers. “Thank you.” From the corner of her eye she saw Mrs. Barton tuck a wrapped parcel into Quillan Shepard’s hands.

“Will you come to the office now?” Mr. Beck’s breath lingered on her fingers.

Carina pulled her gaze from the now empty doorway. “I have an errand today.”

“Then have dinner with me.”

She laughed. “Mr. Beck, you are shameless.”

“Guilty where you are concerned, Miss DiGratia.” He stood and pulled out her chair.

Carina preceded him outside. The day had warmed, she saw, as she stepped into the sunlight. It would likely get as hot as yesterday, the heat with the strange sharpness she had not felt before. As Icarus flying too close to the sun, had she, too, melted her wings and was even now was falling to earth?





FOUR
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To rise to higher joy is to risk a deeper sorrow. Do I dare reach for the sun?

—Rose

CARINA WENT BACK to her room and stripped the sheet from her bed. One look at the stains on the mattress made her wish she hadn’t. How Mamma would have scrubbed the ticking to keep it fresh. She balled the sheet under her arm and went downstairs.

“Where you heading with that bed sheet?” Mae called from behind the desk.

“I have some things to collect, but I won’t harm it.” Carina edged toward the door, wondering how it could matter.

“See that you don’t. Things come dear up here.”

If they were dear, why did Mae take such poor care of them? But it wasn’t for her to judge. She would be careful with the sheet, but she could think of no other way to take care of her business. Carina found Dom ready for her as Alan Tavish had promised. “I’ve no place to keep him at present. Will you board him for me?”

“Sure and don’t worry. He makes a fine companion in the wee hours.”

Did the rheumatism keep the old ostler awake? Carina took her eyes from the crab-apple knuckles. “I’ll likely have him all day. Is there a feed bag?”

Tavish shuffled to the wall and unhooked a bag, then filled it with oats. He then filled a water pouch and tucked them in one saddlebag while she shoved the sheet into the other. “There now. That’ll keep ‘im.”

“Thank you.” Leading Dom outside, she nearly collided with Quillan Shepard, coming for his horses, no doubt.

He stepped aside, and, with a snort, she tugged Dom’s rein and passed. Holding the mule steady, she mounted. The sooner she was gone the less likely her tongue—

“Miss DiGratia.”

She reined in and turned back to him. The fact that he remembered her name was more annoying than gratifying.

“If you need things replaced, I’ll pick them up for you.” His hair blew across his shoulders in the breeze.

“I will find whatever I need in the stores, thank you.”

“Not at my price.”

“Oh, I see. You mean to profit from throwing my things over.”

“If you buy directly from the wagon, I’ll charge you my cost only. If you go inside any store here, you’ll pay six times the rate.”

“Do you so gouge the shop owners that they must raise the prices so high?”

“Most of the cost of business up here is what it takes to get the goods from the train to the town. I think you have sense enough to see that.”

“Sense enough?”

“Well, anyone who takes up with Berkley Beck can’t have too much sense. Good day, Miss DiGratia.” He tipped his hat and went into the stable.

Carina kicked Dom harder than she intended, and he leaped forward. He kept the pace only a short while though, then slowed to his usual plod. The noon sun was peaking overhead when Carina approached the steep, narrow strip of trail that had cost her so much. The pitch of the rocky slope dropping away from the trail made her head swim before she even neared the edge.

Keeping her focus on the dusty trail, she made her way to the spot where the wagon had gone over. She dismounted, closed her eyes and gathered her nerve, then looked down the plummeting slope to the destruction below. Fragments of wood and fabric cluttered the rocks and sparse trees.

She was pazza to think of going down there. What if she fainted or blacked out? What if her vision blurred and her head spun? What if she, like her wagon, plunged … Carina pressed her hands to her face, then with renewed resolution squinted through her fingers.

Was that … it was! A crate wedged between a spindly tree and the boulder it sprang from. Could it be her books? It looked intact, and that excitement bolstered her. She pulled the sheet from Dom’s saddlebag and braved the edge. If she looked just where her feet were and no farther …

The first step was the worst. It was the only one she had to think about. After that she moved without thinking, sliding, catching herself, and sliding again. She scraped her palm and banged her elbow before grabbing hold of a handful of scrub and stopping her fall. She was only halfway to the ridge, but already she found the remains of the rocker.

It must have flown off before the wagon broke up. She lifted one rung and smoothed the dust off with her fingers. The ache started in her chest. They were only things. She had known when she started out she might lose them one way or another. It was just that she had come so close. And the rocker held such memories of Mamma rocking and crooning in its embrace.

Tears welled up in her eyes, and she blinked them away. Quillan Shepard. Could he not have added her things to his load? She had brought so little. Did Mr. Quillan Shepard think there was no room for even her meager lot? Would she have added so much to his horses’ toil?

Carina ran her hands down her blouse and skirt. Small boned. Delicata. Even though her angles had filled in as her mother promised they would, she lacked her sister’s soft plumpness. She stood only five foot four inches—hardly substantial. And her trunk, her crates, her few pieces of furniture … could it have been so much?

She sighed. She was tired and hot, bruised and scraped, and not in her right mind. But she was not going to be beaten. She would salvage whatever she could, and what was lost was lost.

Standing, she slid away from the scrub and landed on her backside. She should stay that way, but she couldn’t risk the only skirt she had left. With her hands spread to the sides for balance, she regained her feet and scrabbled down the slope to the ridge where the wagon had struck and gone to pieces.

Beyond that ridge the mountain dropped sheer to the creek bed below. The scene wavered. She felt herself falling and looked quickly away. It was only a trick of her mind. She must not let it confuse her, or she would indeed fall.

A short distance to her left, the lidless trunk lay on its side with a few items of clothing. One was the blue denim skirt she had sewn for the trip. It appeared sound, and she dropped it into the sheet with a camisole and blouse. The lace on the silk blouse was badly torn but maybe not past repair.

She made her way along the precarious ridge to the tree growing from the split boulder. There was indeed a crate of books wedged there, and while the crate was broken open, it hadn’t spilled its contents. Like a greedy child with a candy jar, she dug out every book and piled them into the sheet, then hung it on her shoulder and tugged.

At the weight of it, she nearly lost her footing. Carina dropped the bundle and groaned. She would never make it up the slope with it. That meant more than one trip up and down, again facing the chasm below. But would she rather lose her books? She peered up the steep expanse of rock, scattered pines, and pale golden grasses.

Her chest lurched. A figure appeared at the crest, his long shadow spreading down the slope like molasses. She closed her eyes. What a sight she must present to Mr. Quillan Shepard.

She settled in against the tree as he started down, not sliding in a straight line as she had, but cutting back and forth as he descended, keeping his footing and dislodging as little of the slope as possible. He could not have missed the fresh gash of rockslide and dirt she had left in her wake.

He came to a stop beside her and tipped the broad brim of his hat. “Miss DiGratia.”

“I don’t require your assistance.”

“It’s my pleasure, I assure you.” One corner of his mouth twitched. Was he mocking her with Mr. Beck’s words? What sort of man was he to gloat over her misfortune?

He looked back and forth along the ridge. “You’re scavenging your belongings?”

Narrowing her eyes, Carina raised her chin. “I do not scavenge.”

Frowning, he eyed the sheet tied up around what she had already found. “You can’t mean to haul that entire crate of books.”

“I do.”

He smiled crookedly—not at all the smile he’d given Mrs. Barton. “May I?” He reached for the sheet and, to her dismay, untied the top and reached in.

“If you drop so much as one book over, I’ll …”

“What?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

Carina imagined herself shoving him hard, over the edge and down. She saw the rush of air catch his hat, his hair flying up, and his arms wheeling as he plunged downward … The thought brought on a feeling of vertigo, and she turned away.

He pulled out a leather-bound copy of Dickens and flipped it open. “ ‘It was the best of times; it was the worst of times.’ ”

Carina brushed the loose strand of hair from her face. “That was my papa’s.”

He didn’t comment, only slipped the pack from his back, undid the leather clasp, and pulled it open. Then he moved the books from her sheet into the pack until it was full. Only four remained.

What was he doing? What was this gesture? A guilty conscience? He certainly had cause for one. “How did you know I was here?”

“Saw your mule.” He reached into the branches of the pine and retrieved a petticoat with eyelet trim.

Carina snatched it from him.

He shouldered the pack. “See what else you can get into that sheet. Don’t try to go up without me. From the looks of your trail down, you’re lucky your neck’s not broken already.” He started up, traversing the slope as he had before, as surefooted as a goat.

Leaving the sheet spread open on the ridge, Carina crept back along its edge to a clump of bushes. The small, fuzzy, gray-green leaves on the branches were thick with feathers where her mattress had met its end. The rest of the bedding must have gone over the edge, maybe even been carried away by the creek below. Hooking her arm around a spindly pine trunk beside the bush, she chanced a look down. There at the water’s edge was her iron headboard.

She swayed and regained her balance, then scooped up a shawl and camisole without even checking their condition. Farther along the edge, she found the shattered remains of two lamps, utterly useless, and a battered kettle, salvageable. One iron pot and its lid were caught in a bush, and she dug into the branches to retrieve her hand mirror.

It had been a gift from Papa for her sixteenth birthday. Cradling the smooth, curved frame in her palm, she caught her reflection, repeated in angular fragments by the slivers. The sun, glancing off the shards, pained her eyes, and she set the mirror on the shawl. It was useless, but she wouldn’t leave it there like so much rubbish.

Seeing nothing more, she carried her finds back to the sheet. There she laid the pot and kettle and mirror among the remaining books as Mr. Shepard returned. The camisole and petticoat she tucked under the skirt, blouse, and shawl, unwilling to give him a second glimpse of her lacy whites.

He eyed the large iron pot, then bent and worked it into his pack along with the lid. “There’s a ladle behind you, and I’d wager that box holds silver.”

Carina spun, crouched down beside the bush he indicated, and clapped her hands together, forgetting everything in her excitement. “It is! It’s Nonna’s silver, and …” As she reached, the ladle slid off the edge and sailed down … down …

Her head spun, and she felt the box slipping from her fingers. Something gripped her arms, then her waist.

“Whoa, lady, don’t faint here.”

Coming to her senses, she shook off Quillan Shepard’s arms. “I do not faint. It’s … high places.”

He looked over the edge, and she felt her insides jelly.

“Please.” She pressed a hand to her forehead. “Don’t lean.”

Again he crooked an eyebrow. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Carina turned away. How Flavio had taunted … until he saw it truly hurt her. She dropped her chin. What should it matter? She could live with it. What business was it of anyone else’s?

Mr. Shepard eyed the slope up. “You must have wanted your things awfully bad.”

She didn’t answer, knowing tears would choke her voice. She stooped down and fingered a broken shard of china. Her blue willow plate. He heaved the pack to his back and climbed again without further comment.

Buono. She wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth by refusing his help, but she wanted none of his sympathy, if he was even capable of that. She searched the ground on either side, but there was nothing else. Carefully she laid her nonna’s box of silver forks, knives, and spoons on the sheet, then tied it tightly. She hauled it to her shoulder and looked up. With a deep breath, she started to climb.

It was not as easy as Quillan Shepard made it look, but she followed his example, going at an angle and keeping her feet sideways to the slope. At least she did not have to see the drop below. The worst part was turning to cut back the opposite way. Each time, she lost ground and sent the dirt cascading down. Once she caught herself with an outstretched hand to keep from going with it.

“Hold up.” Quillan Shepard left no room for argument.

She stopped climbing and waited for him to meet her. When he reached for the filled sheet, she handed it over but couldn’t resist saying, “I’m not helpless.”

He shouldered the sheet. “Now keep upslope from me, and I’ll break your fall if you come loose.”

Near the top there was no choice but to scrabble with hands and feet. Carina reached up. Suddenly Quillan Shepard thrust her aside with the back of his arm, caught her on his knee, and fired the gun that flashed from his holster.

Carina cried out with the gun’s report, clamping her hands to her ears, which left her hanging from his knee. He swung his arm under her ribs and pressed against the slope, digging his boot into the ground to stop their slide. She shrieked and struggled when the spasming snake body flipped over the edge and dangled from a rock at her cheekbone.

“Stop!” He flung the snake aside with the barrel of the gun and tightened his grip on her ribs.

Carina’s heart pounded against his forearm as she sucked in ragged breaths and stopped fighting. Her ears rang, and her stomach turned at the bloody ooze left on the stones. She was thankful now for the hollow in her belly. Breakfast might not have remained inside.

“All right, use my knee for a step.” His voice was strained but firm.

Carina obeyed, though she would not reach blindly for the edge again. She climbed onto his thigh just above the knee and pushed herself up to find herself eye-level with the gaping, fanged mouth of the snake. She lurched back instinctively, but Quillan Shepard’s hand was firm on her spine, allowing no retreat.

His gunshot had severed the snake’s head, and it lay there as though unaware the rest was gone. Cringing, she pulled herself up, then twisted around and sat, ignoring as best she could the tan-and-gray plaited snake head lying in the dirt. Her breath came in long, shaking lungfuls.

Quillan Shepard climbed down to where the sheet bundle had fallen, then made his way back up. When he reached the road, he nudged the snake head with his boot toe. “Don’t touch it yet. Poison’s still good.”

Carina flashed him a glance. Touch it? She scrambled to her feet. “Is it a rattlesnake?”

“It is. You seem to have a way of attracting snakes, Miss DiGratia.”

So he was back to taunting. She would not ponder what he meant. The gun was holstered on his hip. She had not noticed before that he was one of those who carried a gun, but she was deeply thankful now. “You saved my life.”

“One bite doesn’t usually kill, but you’re in a whole lot of hurt. ‘Course, if he’d gotten a neck hold …” He dumped the sheet on the trail.

Carina shuddered, glancing once again at the jaws of the snake spread so wide they almost doubled back. The fangs stood out like needles.

“Keep it if you want. It’s powerful medicine to some.” At her incredulous look, he shrugged, then kicked the head over the side, where it tumbled to meet its body.

“How did you know it was there?”

“The rattle. Didn’t you hear it?”

In her scramble she had heard nothing. But why elaborate?

He yanked open the sheet and emptied its contents beside those he had already taken from his pack. He looked over the assortment, though, to his credit, lingered less over her underthings than the pot and kettle and books. “How’re you getting all this back to town?”

She motioned to Dom, expecting his criticism, but it didn’t come.

He studied the pile, then began arranging the items in the sheet. “You’ll want it balanced so the mule doesn’t strain something.”

Noting his kindness toward the animal, she softened in spite of herself.

When he had the load divided, he tied up the ends and fixed the makeshift pack over Dom’s back. He checked its fit, then came back around. “Can’t hurry him with iron pots and Dickens banging his flanks. It’s hard enough to expect him to cross the summit two days running.”

Carina’s back rose again. “I won’t.”

“Well, then, I guess you’re set.” He gave her a hand to mount and checked the fit of the pack again. “At his pace … a couple, three hours to town. Should have plenty of daylight.”

She nodded, taking up the reins, and looked about for his transportation. He pointed down the road. At the first spot wide enough for two conveyances, his team and wagon waited, the load once again carefully tied under a tarp. He must have passed Dom, then left his wagon and walked back up.

“Couldn’t block the road.”

His gray eyes pierced, and she heard the unspoken defense of his previous action. Without another word, he started down.

“Wait!” Carina called.

He half turned.

“There is something you can get me.”

He waited.

“A gun.” The thought had sprung to her mind and now surprised them both. Let him think her pazza. She would not be caught again without protection.

He cocked his head. “Any kind in particular?”

What could she say? She knew nothing of guns but thought of how Mae’s had fit into her palm. “Something small to carry with me, as I’ve already been robbed, cheated, and nearly snake-bitten.”

He turned slowly on his boot heel, then walked away. Carina tugged Dom’s head from the dry patch of grass he was working on and started up the trail. She glanced down once from the top, but Quillan Shepard had reached his wagon and did not look back.

Quillan released the break and took up the reins. When he’d seen Miss DiGratia’s mule at the edge of the road and the slide she had taken down, he half expected to find her battered body at the bottom of the canyon. The sight of her clinging to the tree, scrabbling for her belongings, was one that wouldn’t leave him soon.

It occurred to him now that the things he’d discarded had meant something to her. Meant a lot, maybe. The thought didn’t sit well. Maybe she wasn’t what he’d taken her for, but how was he to know she didn’t trade on her looks, which were considerable. A woman alone, young and lovely. Only one thing drew them to a place like Crystal.

Apparently not Miss DiGratia, however. Even so, on the worst stretch of road, his horses pressed to their limit and his load calculated to the final pound of machinery for the Silver Belle shaft works—and add to that the stage riding his dust and its clientele whom he’d watered with in Fairplay … No, there hadn’t been a choice. His conscience stung only a moment. There hadn’t been a choice.

He nickered to the horses, and they started off. Too bad she had fallen in with Beck. But she’d catch on soon enough, though Beck was putting on a good show, the hand-kissing especially. Quillan snorted. He edged the horses to the left for the turn, then settled in for a long ride.

Time alone on the road, alone with his thoughts. He felt a vague annoyance that they clung to a black-haired waif with coffee-colored eyes, large and defined and beautifully shaped in her likewise well-formed face.

He rubbed his jaw with his palm and pulled his thoughts toward something else, something to recite maybe. Looking around him, he settled his mind on William Blake. To see a world in a grain of sand … He bent his memory to the task, mastering his thoughts, forcing them down an avenue of his choice. That was better, and definitely smarter.
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