
  
    
      


      
        
      
    

  


  
    
      


      [image: ]


    

  


  
    
      


      © 2000 by Judith Pella and Tracie Peterson


      Published by Bethany House Publishers


      11400 Hampshire Avenue South


      Bloomington, Minnesota 55438


      www.bethanyhouse.com


      Bethany House Publishers is a division of


      Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan.


      www.bakerpublishinggroup.com


      Ebook edition created 2012


      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any meanselectronic, photocopy, recordingwithout the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.


      ISBN 978-1-4412-7003-0


      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress, Washington, DC.


      Cover by John Hamilton Design

    

  


  
    
      Contents


      Cover


      Title Page


      Copyright Page


      The Transcontinental Railroad


      Part One: May-June 1868


      1


      2


      3


      4


      5


      6


      7


      8


      Part Two: July 1868


      9


      10


      11


      12


      13


      14


      Part Three: August-October 1868


      15


      16


      17


      18


      19


      20


      Part Four: November 1868-January 1869


      21


      22


      23


      24


      25


      26


      Part Five: February-May 1869


      27


      28


      29


      30


      31


      32


      33


      About the Authors


      Other Books by the Authors


      Back Ad


      Back Cover

    

  


  
    
      


      [image: ]


    

  


  
    
      


      [image: ]


    

  


  
    
      

      [image: ]1[image: ]


      Sacramento


      Jordana Baldwin stared at the letter in her hand. The posted date alone left her feeling rather despondent. Three years had passed since she’d come west to California, and in those three years she had nearly perished from boredom. Now, as if rising like a ghostly specter from the pages of her mother’s newsy letter, Jordana’s former life seemed to be slowly slipping away.


      Her baby sister was in love, their mother wrote. The young man in question was the youngest son of a prominent stockbroker there in New York, and while Amelia was nearly fifteen years old, Jordana felt it impossible to consider that time had moved so quickly.


      Feeling the need to be about something else, Jordana quickly scanned the rest of the letter, with a promise to herself to read it more carefully later. The family appeared to be doing well and fine. She marveled that her mother loved New York City enough to remain there. The Civil War had driven the family north from their Baltimore home, but now that the conflict was over and the states were once again united, Jordana had assumed James and Carolina Baldwin would take their remaining family and return home. But not only had her mother loved New York, her father found he had a real flair for the business deals born and bred in this rapidly growing city. Her mother had once written that while they had traveled abroad and seen a great deal of the world, there appeared no more exciting a town than New York City.


      It seemed strange that Jordana couldn’t remember it with such enthusiasm. Had it really been only six years since she herself was enrolled in the Deighton School for Young Women, suffering the boredom of the city her mother now called the most exciting in the world?


      “Perhaps I just don’t fit in anywhere,” Jordana muttered and folded the letter. Maybe she would feel more like reading it later. She went to her dresser and pulled out the top drawer. There she absentmindedly placed the letter, then glanced up to catch her reflection in the mirror.


      At twenty-two, Jordana had grown into a handsome woman. She knew this to be the case because she was told it quite often. As for herself, she felt her face was a little too thin, her cheekbones a little too high, and her eyes a little too unusual. Surrounded by dark, sooty lashes, her brown eyes reflected tiny amber specks that were instantly noticeable. The glints of gold had always been there, but it seemed as she’d grown older, they were somehow more pronounced. Charlie Crocker, a good friend of the family and the man in charge of moving forward the actual building of the Central Pacific Railroad, said that it looked as if her eyes had been sprinkled with the same coveted gold dust that robbed his railroad of a proper labor force. Even now the memory made Jordana smile. Not so much for the compliment Charlie had given her, but for the memory of Charlie himself. He was a fun-loving but hardworking soul, who was completely devoted to his family and the railroad. And somewhere along the way, he had also devoted himself to Jordana’s extended family.


      “Charlie would think me a ninny for brooding,” Jordana told herself in hopes of bolstering her spirits. “No one is keeping me here.”


      And perhaps that was what bothered her the most. Nothing was keeping her in Sacramento. Nothing but routine, and that certainly wasn’t enough to merit continuing in the feelings she had grown weary of courting.


      “I need a change,” she told her reflection. “And I need one soon.”


      She thought of the three, almost four, years since she’d left the Nebraska plains to come west with her brother Brenton. They came to be with their sister Victoria and her husband, Kiernan O’Connor, and they came to bring Kiernan’s sister Caitlan. Now Caitlan and Brenton were married, quite happily, and Brenton busied himself with the photography business he loved. Sometimes Jordana helped him, but for the most part, Caitlan assisted Brenton, and she seemed for all purposes to love photography as much as her husband did. That left Jordana to help Victoria around the house and with the laundry service her sister had helped to start some years ago. Now that money was no longer a real worry for Victoria and Kiernan, however, Kiernan had insisted Victoria give the laboring tasks of washerwoman over to hirelings. At first Victoria had protested and the words had grown quite heated and angry between the two. But then, after a time, Victoria had suddenly changed. It seemed she realized her husband’s suggestion would afford her a way to help some of the less fortunate in their community. One thing led to another, and soon Victoria found herself in charge of a force of twenty workers whose laundry services were being used by people all over the Sacramento community. They had even moved the facility to a storefront downtown.


      But in spite of all of this, Jordana knew a growing restlessness inside her that would not be quenched. She had written copious, lengthy letters homeletters describing her exploits upon the plains and the wonder at seeing the territories beyond the Mississippi. She had shared these thoughts primarily with her mother, because she knew Carolina had always longed to explore the world and learn all that could be learned. But she also shared these thoughts because she was afraid of losing them in a wash of indifference and monotony.


      Surprisingly, Jordana found this creative outlet led her to something infinitely more satisfying. Her father had shared one of her long letters with a friend who just happened to be an editor at the New York Tribune. The man instantly latched on to the missive, pleading for the right to reprint it in his newspaper. He ranted and raved about the popularity of such stories, how the public was hungry for adventure and knowledge of the West. And so the column of J. Baldwin was born, and Jordana found herself writing a regular series of stories about the American frontier. Unfortunately, her memories were fading, and more and more she relied on stories from her good friend Captain Rich O’Brian, a cavalry officer now stationed in Nebraska.


      Thinking of Rich brought a second smile. He had been so good to continue their correspondence. Jordana eagerly awaited each of his letters, always relishing his tales of army life, needing to feel herself drawn into what she could not otherwise participate in.


      “This is ridiculous,” she whispered, the smile fading. “Nothing is keeping me here. I don’t have to stay.” She frowned, wondering why she had said the words aloud. Was she trying to convince herself that they were true?


      “Jordana? Are you in there?” her sister Victoria called.


      Jordana sighed and opened the bedroom door with a deliberate slowness that was uncharacteristic. “I’m here.”


      “You didn’t come down for breakfast,” Victoria spoke, her dark-eyed gaze quickly taking in Jordana’s petite frame. “You aren’t sick, are you?”


      “In a sense I think I am,” Jordana admitted. “I’m sick of living in one spot. I’m sick of life passing me by with nothing ever happening to me, and I’m sick of myself.”


      Victoria smiled. “Sounds to me like you need a change of pace.”


      Jordana nodded. “I was thinking much the same thing. I hope you understand that it has nothing to do with you or Kiernan. You’ve both been so good to let me live with you these last few years. It seems silly to talk of being bored with my life when Kiernan has been gracious enough to take me out on the Central Pacific’s line so I could write about it. It’s even more senseless when I think of all the places I’ve gone with Brenton and Caitlan as they’ve photographed various developments in the railroad and the communities that have sprung up as a result.” She moved across the room and plopped down on her bed, pale pink muslin swirling around her feet as her skirt ballooned out softly.


      “I’m twenty-two years old,” she said rather mournfully.


      Victoria came to sit beside her. “I’ve known for some time that you would leave us. I’ve even mentioned it to Brenton in order to prepare him for such a plan.”


      Jordana looked at her older sister in surprise. “You did? But how could you know? You’re so content to live here, to keep house and busy yourself in working with the laundry and the Chinese. How could you understand so well what I’m feeling when we’re nothing alike?”


      Victoria reached out and took hold of Jordana’s hand. “We may not be alike, but you are the very image of our mother. I remember quite well her love of travel and the restlessness that seemed to haunt her when she stayed in one place too long. Why, as much as she loves the house she now lives in, she wrote me not long ago of her desire to journey south and spend time in Baltimore and Washington.”


      “It’s the wanderlust we inherited from our grandfather Joseph,” Jordana answered, then added, “At least, that’s what Mother calls it.”


      Victoria nodded. “I only ask that you think through carefully what you will do. Have a plan and let people know something of it. Be accountable to someone for the sake of safety, if nothing else. I know you long to venture out into the wilds of the frontier, but it might be wise to assemble a force of traveling companions to accompany you.”


      “But that’s part of the problem,” Jordana protested. “I don’t want to be tied down to a group of people, especially strangers, who will tell me once again what convention says I must and must not do. I want the freedom to move about on my own. I have my own money now that I’ve passed twenty-one, and Father and Mother are both quite understanding of my needs. They don’t always approve of my plans, but they recognize the need.” She paused and studied Victoria. Her sister was a great beauty with ebony hair and eyes that seemed nearly as dark. She was the kind of woman that men, and even women, noticed, but beyond her physical beauty there was a generosity of spirit and a tenderness of heart that put Jordana quite at ease.


      “You understand that need too,” Jordana continued. “I can see it in your expression and in the fact that you would work to prepare our brother, who no doubt will be the voice of opposition.”


      “I think he and Kiernan will both worry and fret about the idea of your going off on your own. That’s why I suggested a traveling companion. Someone who could act as a sort of protector.” Victoria paused, growing thoughtful. “What about someone like that captain you write to all the time? You said he had plans to get out of the army. In fact, if I remember correctly, he should already be mustered out.”


      “You think it would be more acceptable for me, as a single woman, to travel through the wilderness with Rich O’Brian rather than alone? Won’t people talk about the inappropriateness of that?”


      Victoria laughed. “Won’t they talk anyway? I do not question your virtue or your motives, Jordana. I know you well enough to know that you would not have bothered to correspond for so many years with this man had he not shown clear signs of being a proper gentleman. Still, if it really bothers you, maybe you could find a lady or two who would also like to accompany you. Maybe you could hire a maid as a traveling companion.”


      “You know how poorly I get along with other women. I’m always too outspoken or too outrageous in my thinking. I mention my thoughts on matters of politics and find myself scorned for worrying my pretty head over such matters. Remember the scene at the Hopkins’ house when we were all so formally assembled? All I said was that gerrymandering was only going to lead us into another civil war, and you would have thought I’d suggested we all run naked in the streets.”


      Victoria giggled. “No one had any idea what the word meant, much less want to hear that there was any possibility of further war. Most of the women out here find it rather comforting to be removed from the rest of the United States. And while the idea of the transcontinental railroad reaching completion suggests profit for every state in the union, some would just as soon see the separation continue.”


      “They’re all simpletons!” Jordana declared.


      Victoria shook her head and gave Jordana’s hand a squeeze. “It doesn’t make them simpletons to be content in their lives, any more than it makes you wanton and crazed to desire the right to wander at will across the territories. Don’t condemn what another sees as perfection, just because it doesn’t fit your ideals. You want that respect from them, so be the first to give it when considering their position.”


      With a sigh, Jordana knew her sister was right. She had a short temper when it came to realizing her goals were disregarded by so many. “I’m just mean-spirited.”


      “No, you’re not,” Victoria reassured. “You’re young and you have a heart for adventure. You have financial backing, which not many can boast, and you are intelligent and skilled at learning new things. You are the perfect candidate for the life you desire. I’m just asking you to keep in touchto help those of us who are not quite so brave to keep from fretting about your well-being.”


      “Not quite so brave?” Jordana said with a hint of amusement. “You came to this place when it could hardly boast one woman to every hundred men. You traipsed about from mining camp to mining camp, faithfully remaining at your husband’s side even when it cost you your health. Please don’t imply to me that you are not just as brave, for I will not believe it.”


      Victoria released her sister’s hand and stood. With a knowing glance, she replied, “Our bravery is perhaps one of those things best judged by others. In honesty, I did what I had to do, not because I was brave, but rather because I was committed to the man I loved.”


      “Well, perhaps the motives were different, but the accomplishment was the same nevertheless,” Jordana said. She smiled at her sister and stood to hug her. “I will consider all that you’ve said. Maybe I’ll even write to Rich and see what he thinks, although I’m sure he would probably think it a nuisance to follow me about. He surely has his own goals and aspirations.”


      “Perhaps,” Victoria answered, “but maybe they could somehow be molded to include your plans. At least for a short time.”


      Jordana considered the matter and realized that of all the people she knew, the idea of having Rich for company was one that actually seemed appealing. Rich knew where to draw the line and how to keep to his place of being nothing more than a friend to Jordana. He didn’t write to her with flowery words of love and adoration; instead he told her about his horse named Faithful and of the men he commanded. He wrote her line after line about Indian attacks and other conflicts. Maybe Victoria was right. Maybe Rich could somehow be persuaded to consider coming under her hire. People would talk, but then again, they would no matter what path she chose. God knew her heartsurely that would be enough to concern herself with.


      “Thank you for understanding,” Jordana said softly to her sister. “It seems I’ve underestimated your wisdom.”


      Victoria moved to the door, then glanced over her shoulder. “God has great things planned for you, Jordana. I just know it.”


      With that she opened the door and quietly disappeared down the hall. Jordana stared after her for a moment, then muttered, “Well, if He does, I sure wish He’d clue me in on the plan.”

    

  


  
    
      

      [image: ]2[image: ]


      “Caitlan!” Brenton called out to his wife. “Come quick, I have news!”


      It wasn’t often that Caitlan’s husband entered the house bellowing her name. Brenton Baldwin was normally a quiet, sedate man. In a world where men most generally seemed to be given over to yips and yells, no matter the occasion, Brenton maintained himself in a rather reserved manner. This hadn’t been the only thing to attract Caitlan to her husband, but it was one of the reasons she found him unique. Most of the men she had known growing up had been hulking, brawny Irishmen with easily ignited tempers and opinions on every subject. She had despaired of ever finding a soul mate, a man who could really reach inside to see the quickly kindled passion of her heart. But then she had come to America, and Brenton and his sister Jordana had met her at the dock, and instantly she had known, here was a man to love.


      “Now, with yarself hollerin’ like a fishmonger, I can only be imaginin’ ya’ve got good news.” She hurried from the kitchen, wiping the dishwater from her hands as she went.


      Her husband had inherited money shortly before their marriage, but both he and Caitlan preferred a simple, unspoiled life. Other women of means might hire their dishes washed, and that was fine by Caitlan, but she’d rather be responsible for her own things. They also lived in a modest two-story home not far from her brother and sister-in-law.


      “I do have good news,” Brenton declared. “The very best. Charlie has hired me to photograph a stretch of the Central Pacific. I might even be hired on permanently to document the route as it continues.”


      “I’m not surprised.” Caitlan put her hands to her hips. “Ya’ve been naggin’ the man night and day.” She grinned at her husband and reached up to touch his handsome face. “ ’Tis a good thing yar a persistent man, Mr. Baldwin.”


      “Otherwise I wouldn’t have managed to marry you, Mrs. Baldwin,” he said, covering her hand with his own. “You are a priceless gem, my love. I can’t imagine my successes meaning anything without you.”


      Caitlan felt her cheeks grow hot at the compliment. How this man could stir her blood. When he lowered his lips to kiss her, Caitlan melted against him and sighed.


      “So how shall we celebrate?” Brenton murmured as he ended the kiss.


      “I’m sure ya’ll be thinkin’ up something,” Caitlan replied, not at all in a hurry to pull away from her husband’s embrace.


      “Why don’t you go upstairs and put on that lovely green gown you wore to church on Sunday? Do up your hair and I’ll take you to supper. We shall make a night of it, in fact,” Brenton told her. “I shall show you off to everyone. We’ll dine and then go to the presentation being given at the church. I believe there is a new organ master performing Handel.”


      Caitlan sighed and smiled. “I’ll try not to keep ya waitin’.”


      She hurried upstairs, portraying an enthusiasm she didn’t feel. She would do this to please him, but she would have been just as happy to remain at home for the evening. She felt out of place in society circles, and while she tried hard to fit in by watching the other women and mimicking their actions of grace and elegance, Caitlan could not shed the heritage that so thoroughly followed her. Not that she wanted to. She was a poor Irishman’s daughter. There was no sin in that, although some would say otherwise.


      She’d caught the glances of women who obviously held themselves as better than Caitlan. She’d spoken with them at church in the briefest greetings, passing their scrutiny in murmured replies and veiled looks of disapproval. Her husband was a Baldwin. A family of great importance and influence. Her mother-in-law was an Adams. An even greater family of influence. And now she herself bore the title of Mrs. Brenton Baldwin, and with it came a heavy mantle of responsibility. She was expected to be seen and to conduct herself in a proper manner. But not just this, it was a matter of what “they,” the women of proper society, considered acceptable.


      She’d once spoken to Kiernan about it, but he wasn’t much help. He had experienced much the same, but nevertheless had no solutions except for her to always remember that her husband thought her a woman of worth. That did not lessen the sting of rejection from the wives of men with whom Brenton so easily rubbed shoulders. Men seemed to be far more accepting in social matters. Men might traipse about in muddy boots drinking out of tin cups in the finest of homes were it not for women declaring that such things were barbaric and uncivilized. Women were the ones to set the tone of civility. Women put finery on tables, flowers in vases, and exquisite carpets on the floors. Women took houses and made them homes, offering feminine influence over all that they touched. Even their men.


      Women of society knew the proper way to set a table and the appropriate discussions to be allowed in their parlors. These grande dames of etiquette could also sight a fraud a mile away. They knew when a young lady had not been born to such graces. And Caitlan had definitely not been born to anything even remotely related to grace.


      She sighed and untied the strings to her apron. She would be tolerated because of who Brenton was. But she would never be quite good enough to be accepted into any inner circle of society. Should Brenton die tomorrow, God forbid, she would be nothing more than a disgusting Irish widowalbeit a rich one.


      Shedding her clothes, she sat down at her vanity and unwound the braided coil of cinnamon-colored hair. With long, determined strokes of her hairbrush she tried to work out her worries and frustrations. She didn’t want Brenton to be unhappy, and if she showed the slightest bit of displeasure, she knew he would immediately sense it. He was so good about such things, and while it served him proudly to be so sensitive to the needs of others, it also served her poorly. Caitlan never felt she could quite be honest with him about some of her feelings. She loved him so fiercely that it nearly took her breath away. How could she willingly make him unhappy or fretful?


      


      Brenton whistled and scanned the newspaper as he waited for Caitlan to return. Life in the West had been grand and glorious for him. Oh, there had been those moments when he had been dealt some rather harsh blows, but overall, he had become a very contented man. He could boast a beautiful wife, money in the bank, and a profession of honor and interest. He felt a strong bond of kinship with his family, and he knew the peace of God in his soul. What more could a man ask?


      Children would be nice, he mused. They would no doubt come in time. Of course, his sister Victoria had not yet managed to bear children. He knew this to be a deeply felt heartache for his sister. She had a great deal of love to give, and he had seen her gentleness while dealing with other women’s children. She would make a good mother, yet she had no sign of that becoming a reality. Adoption had been discussed more than once, and both had agreed that after Kiernan finished his work with the transcontinental railroad and established himself with a job of permanency there in Sacramento, they would adopt several children.


      Brenton knew Victoria wished it might come sooner. The transcontinental railroad wasn’t planned to be finished for several years, maybe even as much as another decade. By then Victoria would be forty years old or older. The prime of her youth would be past, and most of her friends would be looking to their children’s weddings and grandchildren’s births.


      He felt a deep, abiding sorrow for Victoria. Sometimes he wished he could turn off his feelings. Like at times when Caitlan felt unwelcome or incapable of dealing with the refined women of Sacramento’s better homes. He knew she felt awkward. He could see in her eyes whenever they arrived for a dinner or party that Caitlan felt her place was around back with the rest of the servants.


      If only he could keep her from her self-destructive thoughts. If only he could convince her that the time would soon be upon them that such issues were unimportant. But in truth, he knew the status of a person’s birth would probably always matter in one way or another.


      “Yar lookin’ mighty deep in thought, Mr. Baldwin,” Caitlan said as she reached the last step. “Surely the news isn’t all bad.”


      Brenton looked up and felt robbed of breath. How beautiful she was!


      Caitlan smiled in that soft, sweet way he had come to love. “So do I meet with yar approval?”


      “Without a doubt, my sweet wife. You are the loveliest woman in the city, and I shall be proud to show you off.” He moved forward, discarding the newspaper. Reaching out, he grasped hold of her hand. “Not that I wouldn’t be proud of you if you were dressed in nothing but rags.”


      He felt her relax a bit, sensed that she understood his sincerity. Somehow, someway, he hoped to find a place for them where she would understand the role of importance she had in his life.


      Loud banging on the front door startled both Baldwins. Brenton’s brow immediately furrowed and Caitlan’s eyes widened. “Whatever could that be about?” She stared uneasily at her husband.


      “I don’t know.” That banging could hardly indicate someone upon a social call. He opened the door to find a gangly youth of fifteen or sixteen. “Mr. Baldwin, sir. You’ve got to come quick! Your picture-takin’ shop is on fire!”
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      By the time Brenton arrived, there was nothing to be done but to watch his shop burn. A large crowd had gathered, and the spirit of revelry among them was a sickening contrast to the destructive tongues of flame consuming Brenton’s life. Some of those gathered were talking and pointing, appearing to size up the situation in regard to other nearby businesses. But still others stood by chatting with neighbors and trying to keep a sudden abundance of children from getting too close to the blaze.


      The fire brigade had come to try to contain the fire, and in fact seemed to be doing a decent job, but there was no hope for Baldwin Photography. The chemicals necessary for the business of taking and developing pictures had obviously allowed the place to go up rather quickly. Someone in the crowd mentioned it being good that Brenton’s shop and the three in the same building sat apart from an adjacent massive block-long stretch of stores. Otherwise, all of Sacramento might go ablaze. When someone finally recognized him as the owner of one of the burning stores, he was inundated with a mixture of sympathetic comments.


      “Quite a bit of bad luck there, Baldwin.”


      “Saw it burnin’ from clean across the park.”


      “Never saw anything go up so fast in my life.”


      Brenton watched the flames engulf the businesses, scarcely hearing the voices. Stunned by the scene, he thought of all the photographs he’d taken and put on display within the studio. He’d mounted his pictures with a great deal of pride, knowing they were good, feeling confident they would draw new business. There were pictures of vast prairies and the people who struggled to farm them. Pictures of the snow-capped Rockies, majestic and regal in the fading light of sunset. And, of course, a variety of portraits to prove his mettle where photographing people was concerned. And now... they were gone. With exception to the photographs he had on the walls of his home, it was all gone. The pictures, the camera, the chemicals, the glass plates. Gone.


      “Caitlan came and told us,” his brother-in-law said softly, coming up next to him. “ ’Tis a sorry day for us all.”


      Brenton looked at Kiernan O’Connor and shook his head. “I can’t believe it. I’m watching it happen, but I still can’t believe it.”


      Kiernan laid a hand on Brenton’s shoulder. “Do they know what happened? What caused the fire?”


      “If they do, no one is telling me,” Brenton replied.


      “And for sure, they may not be knowin’,” Kiernan said, his tone sympathetic. “Why don’t ya come on back to the house? Caitlan’s waitin’ there to hear the news, as are yar sisters.”


      Brenton shook his head. “How can I tell them that my entire world has just gone up in flames?”


      “ ’Tis scarcely yar whole world, man. Ya still have yar health and yar wife. This could be yar home yar watchin’ burn, with yar loved ones still inside.”


      “Don’t you understand?” Brenton stared in disbelief at Kiernan. “I realize that, but my pictures arewere an important part of me. They were me.” He lowered his head and stared at the rivulets of water now draining away from the burning building and eddying around his feet. The fire brigade had done their job. They’d saved the rest of Sacramento from destruction. Pity, Brenton thought, that they couldn’t save me from such a fate as well.


      Deep in the grip of his melancholy thoughts, he turned to his brother-in-law. “Go home, Kiernan. I’m going for a walk. Tell Caitlan to stay with you tonight because I don’t know when I’ll be home.”


      “Brenton”


      “I mean it, Kiernan. I just need to be alone.”


      


      Kiernan watched Brenton leave the scene in defeat. His usually ramrod-straight back was now stooped over in grief. He would not suffer this loss easily.


      Deciding to let the younger man go his own way, Kiernan hurried back home to let the women know what had happened. No doubt they would all be beside themselves in wonder and worry. That is, if they were even still remaining at the house as he had instructed them to do. Each of the women alone were quite industrious and opinionated, but when you put all three togetherwell, it was just best to stand back and clear the road. They had a way about them that would brook no nonsense when their minds were made up.


      And sure enough. He no sooner rounded the corner than he caught sight of the ladies making their way down the cobblestone walkway.


      “Hold up now, ladies,” he called. “Yar not gonna be goin’ down to the fire. ’Tis nearly over anyway. They’re just givin’ it extra water to make sure it’s truly out. There’s nothin’ there but charred wood and ashy water.”


      “Where’s Brenton?” Caitlan asked, hurrying past the others to greet her brother. “Is he all right? Is the shop completely destroyed?”


      “Aye, the shop is gone,” Kiernan admitted, meeting his sister’s mournful expression. “Yar husband took himself off for a few moments alone. In fact, he told me to have ya stay with us tonight. He has business to attend to.”


      Caitlan shook her head. “I want to help him. I want to be there for him.”


      “I know ya do,” he said sympathetically. “But now is not the time. Ya got to let the man have some time to hisself.”


      “What caused the fire?” Jordana asked.


      Kiernan shrugged. “I’m sure I’m not knowin’, but I do know this night air is hardly good for yarselves. Come on with ya, now.”


      “Do you truly think it’s a good idea to let Brenton go out there by himself?” Victoria asked, her concern evident.


      “He’s suffered a great loss. He’ll be needin’ some time alone now.” Kiernan held out his arms as if to usher them all back to the house.


      “I can’t be just stayin’ here, not knowin’ if he’s all right,” Caitlan said, pulling aside from the walkway. “I want to go find him. Did he say where he’d be?”


      Her worried tone touched Kiernan’s heart. Here was the little sister he’d only really come to know in the last three years. She’d been but a wee one when he’d left Ireland for America, and in all his years of absence, she had grown to be nothing more than a memory. The last three years had changed all of that, however, and with each passing day, Kiernan saw more and more of their mother in Caitlan.


      “Ya’ll do him more good if ya leave him be,” he insisted.


      Caitlan said nothing more. Moonlight shone down from overhead and cast her in a milky glow. The sorrow she felt was quite clear to them all.


      “Come along,” Victoria said, taking up her husband’s initiative. “Let’s put on a pot and have tea. We can think better once we’ve settled ourselves.” Victoria reached out to take hold of Caitlan’s arm.


      “I don’t want to feel better until I know Brenton is safe.” Caitlan’s stubborn nature was no more evident than at this moment. She was no baby sister now, but a woman, strong and good. She jerked away from her sister-in-law. “I can’t be stayin’ here. I have to be to home.”


      Kiernan understood his sister’s determination. “Come on with ya, then. Have some tea and then I’ll drive ya home.”


      Caitlan looked at him for a moment as if to verify the truth in his words. “I’ll only be stayin’ for a few minutes,” she replied. “Then whether ya drive me or I walk, I’m going home.”


      Kiernan nodded. “Ya have me word.”


      Half an hour later, Kiernan helped Caitlan down from the carriage in front of her little house. “Yar sure ya want to stay here by yarself? What if Brenton stays out all night? Ya’ll not even have a maid to keep ya company. I could go bring Jordana back here to sit with ya.”


      Caitlan shook her head. “I’ll be fine on me own. Ya know me husband. He is a private man. I know he needs this time to hisself, but when he does come home I want to be here to comfort him.”


      Kiernan nodded. “I understand. Let me see ya inside.”


      Caitlan allowed him to help her to the steps of her home. She paused at the door and hesitated a moment before opening it. “Yar sure he’ll be all right?” For a brief instant, she was his little sister again, lost and afraid.


      Kiernan looked into her mournful eyes and hugged her close. “He’s got a level head, yar husband. I’m thinkin’ he’ll find his way home just fine. I’ll be prayin’ and ya’d do well to do the same. This is a terrible burden for him to bear. His picture takin’ was very important to him.”


      “ ’Twas everything to him,” Caitlan emphasized, pulling away. She opened the door, letting a warm glow of light flood through the portal. “Looks like I left the lamp burnin’,” she said.


      “Ya’ll have to be more careful or you’ll be burnin’ down the house,” Kiernan replied. “And comin’ on the heels of the other, I’m not sure any of us would be takin’ the news too well.”


      She gave her brother a quick hug. “Thank ya for carin’ so much for us. Ya do our folks proud.”


      Kiernan felt his face warm at the compliment. “Ya do them proud yarself.” He turned to go, then pausing on the bottom step, called back, “Don’t be gettin’ any fool notions of goin’ out to look for yar husband. He’ll come home in due time.”


      “I’ll wait for him here,” she promised.


      Kiernan smiled to himself. “Ya see that ya do.”


      Back at home, Kiernan found himself having to contend with not only his wife’s worried questions but Jordana’s concerns as well. And of the two, he’d take dealing with his wife any day. Victoria could work up a steam and get herself all worried and tuckered over a matter, but Jordana Baldwin was more of a spitfire than most men would care to take on. Frankly, he was surprised to come home and find Jordana still there. Knowing her persistent and adventurous nature, it would befit her personality to be out combing the streets of Sacramento looking along every pier and alleyway for her brother. Then once found, he could just imagine her bullying or even cajoling her brother until he left off with his sufferings and followed her back home.


      “I hate just sitting here, Kiernan. Are you sure we shouldn’t be out there looking for him? What if something happens to him?”


      “He’s a grown man, Jordana. Would you go interferin’ in his needs? A man can’t always be sharin’ his heart with his womenfolk. Sometimes it’s just too much to bear and better given over to God than put off on the people he loves.”


      Jordana looked at him oddly for a moment, then lifted her gaze to the ceiling. “Men! You are all a strange breed.”


      Kiernan laughed, lightening the mood. “And ya think women are any different? Yar the most curious, confusin’ creatures to walk the face of the earth. Why, look at yarself. Yar of an age to be settlin’ down and raisin’ a family, but that’s not enough for yarself. Ya have money and a family who loves ya, yet the restlessness in yar heart threatens to strip ya of all happiness. Still, there are those times when ya dress in yar finest and go to church or the opera house or one of the society balls and ya look for all intents and purposes to be a lady of such regal upbringin’ that I would believe ya to be royalty if I didn’t know ya better.”


      Jordana smiled. “I guess I’m just multifaceted.”


      “Well said,” Victoria interjected. “Honestly, Kiernan, she’s no different than I was when you met me. I had a spirit for adventure as well. I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t wanted to taste that adventure. We Baldwins have a determined character. I believe our mother and father raised us to be that way.”


      “Then be countin’ Brenton to be raised the same way and be givin’ him the chance he needs to set hisself to rights.”


      The women glanced at each other with a rather chagrined expression. “He’s right, you know,” Victoria told her sister. “We never really do give Brenton much credit for knowing how to take care of himself.”


      Jordana nodded. “He’s just so kindhearted and easygoing that I always worry someone will take advantage of him and hurt him.”


      “He’s a good man,” Kiernan told her earnestly. “He’ll not be puttin’ hisself in danger and riskin’ what’s left to him. He’ll be gettin’ over this, but I’m thinkin’ it’s gonna take time and patience on our part.”


      For the first time since Caitlan brought the news, Kiernan sensed a bit of peace returning to the house. The two sisters seemed to notably relax, and the tension gradually eased from their faces as they appeared to accept his suggestions.


      As the clock chimed the hour of ten, Jordana gave him a weak smile and sighed. “I guess I’ll go on up to bed. You’ll let me know if you hear anything?”


      “Of course I will,” Kiernan replied. “Ya’ll soon see for yarself. Brenton will be fine.”


      


      Brenton eased the front door of his house open and stepped inside. A misty rain had begun to fall, leaving him wet and chilled. This only added to his otherwise defeated emotions.


      “Ya’ll catch yar death,” Caitlan whispered from the front parlor door. She stood in her nightgown, a light blue shawl wrapped around her shoulders, her long auburn hair hanging down to her waist.


      “It’s all gone,” he managed to say.


      Caitlan nodded. “I know.”


      “All those years of work. All the equipment. Gone.” He shook his head and pulled the gold wire-rimmed glasses from his face. Rubbing his sore eyes, he didn’t know that Caitlan had crossed the space between them until she took hold of his hand.


      “I’ve got hot water on the stove. I think ya should have a hot bath and get right into bed. Ya won’t want to be catchin’ a chill. We can talk about all of this in the mornin’ if ya’d like.”


      He looked at her and saw the sympathy in her expression. Nodding, he let her help him shrug out of the damp coat. The wetness did nothing to hide the obvious odor of smoke. Painfully, it only served to bring the vision of his dreams going up in flames once again to his mind. Discouragement and sorrow permeated his soul, and with deep shame he felt tears come to his eyes. It was not the first time he’d succumbed to tears that night, and he hated that now he should break down in front of Caitlan.


      But before he could respond or otherwise hide his emotions, Caitlan reached up and touched a tear as it slid down his cheek. Her own eyes filled with tears, but she held his gaze and continued to stroke his cheek.


      “I’m so glad yar home safe,” she whispered. “Yar all I desire in the world, and if I lost ya now, I’m not entirely sure I could go on.”


      Brenton pulled her into his arms and held her tight. “I’m sorry if I worried you,” he whispered against her ear. He felt his strength return. She gave him hope and filled him with new purpose. It wouldn’t change the past nor take back the fire, but it would help with facing the future.


      “I love ya, husband,” she said, her accent thick with emotion.


      Brenton stroked her hair and breathed deeply of Caitlan’s sweetness. She’d bathed in rosewater and he loved the way the aroma lingered in her hair. It was such a vast contrast to the bitter, stinging smoke he’d inhaled at the scene of the fire.


      “I do love you, Caitlan,” he finally whispered. He could only pray that their love would be strong enough to sustain him when he had to return and face what was left of his shop.
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      Weeks passed, leaving Jordana deeply worried about Brenton and Caitlan. They had kept almost entirely to themselves, refusing to come to Sunday dinner or to sit together with the rest of the family for Sunday morning services. And when Jordana visited them they welcomed her with great reserve. It so infuriated Jordana that she’d finally voiced her opinion of Brenton’s withdrawal.


      Caitlan had assured Jordana that time would help to set things right, but Jordana couldn’t help being concerned. All of her life she had felt partially responsible for seeing to her brother’s well-being. It hardly mattered that she was younger and that he was now a man. When their parents had left them in school in New York to venture to Russia some years ago, Jordana had felt herself just as responsible to see to Brenton as he had been to her.


      Now Jordana felt misplaced and helpless. Brenton didn’t need her. He was clinging, and rightfully so, to Caitlan. To say that he appeared to be discouraged would be like suggesting that the Pacific was nothing more than a watering hole. Brenton rarely spoke about what had happened and whenever pressed to discuss details he had later learned about the fire, or what he would do to replace his equipment, Brenton would only shrug.


      Jordana tried not to be jealous of her sister-in-law. Caitlan came as a pillar of strength to bolster and encourage her husband, and for this Jordana was grateful. But at the same time, the incident only served to leave Jordana feeling even more out of sorts than she had to begin with. Three years of living in Sacramentothree years of tagging along with one married sibling or the otherhad taken a toll on her. Now in the midst of adversity, she wasn’t really needed. In fact, when she came to visit and speak to Caitlan and Brenton, she felt like an intruder.


      With June in full bloom, the family finally had a glimmer of hope. Sunday morning found Brenton and Caitlan in what had become the family pew at church. They were hardly the animated, lively couple they had once been, but both nodded and smiled, and afterward they promised to be at Victoria’s for the traditional Sunday dinner.


      Jordana hugged her brother as they stood outside in the churchyard. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. They pulled away and he gave her a thoughtful nod.


      “I know, and I’m sorry. I needed to do this my way.”


      Jordana knew he was right, but the words seemed to sever yet another strand that tied her to Brenton. He didn’t need her. Not in the way he once had. It truly was time to move on.


      Helping Victoria set the china for their Sunday dinner, Jordana wondered what the day would bring. Having Brenton and Caitlan back in their lives would bring them a certain amount of joy, but there would no doubt still be times of testing.


      “You’re awfully quiet,” Victoria said, arranging flowers for the table.


      “I guess I’m a bit worried about how things will go today.”


      “I’m sure Brenton will be more like himself.” Victoria placed the vase of flowers between two candelabra. Her countenance boasted a radiance that suggested her absolute contentment.


      “I hope so.” As Jordana set an extra plate where Charlie Crocker would sit she commented, “I’m glad you invited Charlie. He always seems to liven things up.”


      “Well, with Mrs. Crocker off visiting friends in San Francisco, it only seemed right. Kiernan does so enjoy his company.”


      “You’d think he’d want to get away from his boss whenever time permitted,” Jordana said with a smile.


      “Kiernan sees Charlie as a sort of mentor. They even came back together from the front of the line this week. They rode in Charlie’s private office car. It’s quite nicealmost as if you were riding in a man’s private study. Nothing as elaborate as the private cars we rode in back east when Mama and Papa took us on trips, but very nice nevertheless.”


      “I hope Charlie can somehow help Brenton,” Jordana murmured absentmindedly. She glanced at the door as if sensing her brother’s nearness. “I think I hear them.”


      She went to open the door and found Caitlan and Brenton coming up the walk. “They’re here!” she announced to Victoria.


      “Good. Kiernan and Charlie ought to be here any minute and then we can sit down to dinner.”


      “Hello, BrentonCaitlan.” Jordana caught her brother’s glance and felt a flicker of hope. He actually smiled.


      “Good afternoon to you, Jordana,” he called and took hold of Caitlan’s arm. Together they climbed the broad-based steps and joined Jordana at the door. “Something sure smells good.”


      “Victoria has prepared enough food for an army. That new cook she has working for her doesn’t quite know how to master our sister’s recipes, so Victoria spent half the afternoon showing her exactly what to do.”


      “Nothing is quite so pleasant as Sunday dinner with the relatives,” Brenton said with a grin.


      “What has you in such a good mood?” Jordana asked, fearful she’d cause him to slip back into his moodiness with the comment, but curious nonetheless.


      “My dear wife has told me what a bear I’ve been,” Brenton said rather formally.


      “Well, I told you that days ago,” Jordana replied. “I believe I called you that and a few other choice names.” Her smile broadened when she saw that he had taken her teasing in a good-natured fashion.


      “Indeed you did, and they were well deserved.”


      “Ho there, Baldwin!” Charlie Crocker called out as he climbed down from the O’Connor carriage. Kiernan drove the conveyance around to the carriage house even as Charlie made his way up the walk. “I had hoped to talk to you today. The Central Pacific is on the move and we need your help.”


      Jordana saw Brenton’s expression change in an instant. She worried that somehow Charlie would single-handedly send her brother back into his bleak depression.


      “What is it you need from me?” Brenton asked, brow knit.


      Jordana could sense the struggle in his tone.


      “Well, that’s one of the reasons I’m here.” Charlie’s heavy frame caused the steps to groan slightly as he mounted to the porch. “Suppose we go inside and discuss the matter with a drink.”


      Jordana shared a quick, worried look with Caitlan, then stepped aside to let Charlie and Brenton come into the house. It seemed only natural to follow Charlie Crocker’s imposing figure. He emanated a huge amount of energy, like a charging bull, Jordana thought. He was boisterous, tough, at times even crude, but Jordana believed that his heart was at least as big as his two-hundred-sixty-five-pound girth, as evidenced by his many kindnesses toward Kiernan and Victoria. And now toward Brenton? Jordana hoped that was his intention. For now she also remembered Charlie could be rather tactless, speaking what he thought but at times not thinking at all about what he said.


      “I hope Charlie knows what he’s doing,” Jordana whispered to Caitlan. “I was just starting to see some hope of Brenton returning to his old self.”


      “Don’t I know it!” Caitlan’s own tension was clear. “I ain’t never seen a man spend half so much time in prayer as me husband has lately. Unless of course it was a man of the cloth.”


      “You don’t suppose Brenton is about to change professions, do you?” Jordana let a half-joking, half-serious grin bend her lips.


      “I’d be acceptin’ that just fine,” Caitlan replied, “if it meant he’d stop being so sad.”


      Jordana nodded. “We both would.”


      They followed the men to the parlor where Victoria was already serving large glasses of iced tea, which was all the rage these days in the homes of Sacramento during the summer. Jordana had to admit to liking it herself. She took up a glass just as Charlie launched into a story about troubles in the mountains.


      “We built several miles of snow sheds last year.” Charlie paused and had a lusty gulp of tea, seeming to enjoy it almost as much as the whiskey he preferred. “These were stretches of framework covering the tracks and offering protection from the snow. This way, no crew needed to waste time out on the line clearing tracks from ten- or twenty-foot drifts, and the trains were protected from falling debris.”


      Kiernan came in about this time and Victoria handed him a glass. “I see yar already tellin’ them yar plan,” he said. “And on a Sunday!”


      “That I am,” Charlie admitted. “I think the good Lord would honor my enthusiasm for the plan. I told Mr. Baldwin I’d need his help, but I haven’t told him why.”


      “That’s true, and let’s just say, we’re all quite curious, so please continue,” Jordana interjected.


      Charlie laughed and nodded. “Well, a good portion of the sheds were lost to us in avalanches. We couldn’t keep the land above the shed cleared, and instead of passing over the track and shed as we had hoped, the snow collected on the slopes above and then destroyed everything in its wake as it plunged down the side of the mountain.”


      “So what will you do now?” Brenton asked.


      “Well, we’re already doing it, and that’s where you come in. I know you’ve lost your photographic equipment, but I need you to come ahead as we planned and take pictures anyway. I have some equipment you can use until you reorder and receive things from back east. It’s not the good stuff like you had, but I obtained it from a man desperate to head into the gold mines and make his fortune.”


      “I suppose I could look it over,” Brenton said.


      Jordana found herself exhaling rather loudly. She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath. She felt a surge of hope as Brenton continued.


      “I know you spoke of the importance of the sheds and that you wanted me to help you with a historical record of the line, but what do you have in mind now?”


      “Much the same,” Charlie replied. “We’re going to need to make changes as we repair the snow sheds. We figure to put a line of retaining walls up the mountainside. This will block the snows and prevent slides.”


      “It’s bound to snow as much as before.” Jordana tried to picture Charlie’s plan in her mind. “Won’t the snow just avalanche again and destroy the walls as it did the sheds?”


      “We don’t see it that way. First off, we plan to build them so that when the snow builds to a certain point, it can just go over the top and downmuch like a dam holding back water. Then we’re going to rebuild the sheds to have an angled roof to match the mountain’s slope.”


      “So that if the snow goes over the wall, it will proceed down the mountain and over the sheds as though there were no structures in the way at all,” Jordana murmured.


      “Exactly so,” Charlie agreed. “I want Brenton to come and keep a photographic journal for us, and we’ll see to it that his new equipment catches up to him wherever he is along the line.” At this, all eyes turned to Brenton.


      “My wife tells me I’ve been idle too long,” Brenton said aloud. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try. But as for new equipment, well, I’ve not ordered any.”


      “What?” Jordana exclaimed before anyone else could speak. “Why not?”


      Brenton looked first at Caitlan and then Jordana. “Because I wasn’t sure I would go back into photography.”


      “Not go back? But that’s been your dreamyour life,” Jordana said in disbelief. “How could you not go back?”


      Brenton smiled wanly. “I don’t know, but it has been a consideration.”


      “Well, consider it later,” Charlie declared. “I need you with me on the line. I want to hire you on to help us document the rest of the route. At the slow rate the Union Pacific has set, we’ll build all the way to the eastern Utah territories before they come anywhere near to meeting our track front. I want pictures of it all, and so do Hopkins, Huntington, Stanford, and my brother the judge.”


      Charlie had just named the most important people on the Central Pacific’s board. If they wanted this, Jordana had little doubt it would be done. Now it was just a matter of getting Brenton to agree to help.


      “I suppose I could give it a try,” Brenton finally said. “Caitlan can come along and help me. You too, Jordana. If you want to,” he said, seeming to extend the offer as a gift of peace. “You could surely find plenty to write about for those New York papers.”


      Jordana smiled broadly. “When do we leave?”


      Charlie laughed heartily. “If I weren’t married, Miss Baldwin, I think I’d be seeking you out to court. You’re a woman after my own heart. See a thing and get it donethat’s my motto.”


      Jordana nodded enthusiastically. “Mine too.”


      “Well, if that’s all settled,” Victoria said, beaming her guests a smile, “I would like to suggest a toast.” She lifted her glass high. “Here’s to the future of the Central Pacificmay you double the line this summer and add hundreds of miles in addition to the original plan.”


      “Here, here!” Charlie declared, starting to put the glass to his lips.


      “And,” Victoria said, before anyone could drink, “to my own family, which is about to add another member.”


      They all looked at her in stunned silence.


      “What do you mean?” Jordana asked, glancing from Victoria to Caitlan. Surely Brenton and Caitlan weren’t expecting a child. But if not them...


      “I’m going to have a baby,” Victoria announced.


      Jordana gasped. “Oh, Victoria, are you sure?”


      But Victoria was hardly listening, for Kiernan had caught her in his arms, spilling tea and ice all over the parlor rug. He swung her in a circle, his face nearly as radiant with joy as Victoria’s.


      “I guess she’s sure enough,” Brenton said, lifting his glass again. “To the new arrival.”


      Jordana lifted her glass as well. “To the next generation of Baldwins and O’Connors!” Sipping her tea, she felt nothing but pure joy for her older sister. After waiting a lifetime to make this announcement, Victoria was finally going to have the baby she’d dreamed of.
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      Jordana thought the front of the track should more appropriately be called the “end of the line,” for it was here that the supplies were stacked and waiting and the track ended amidst a stretch of graded wilderness. Writing her thoughts on the scene, she paced along the area where men were arranging gravel and ties for the acceptance of rails.


      Trying to ignore the whistles and catcalls from the Irish and Welsh workers, Jordana moved among the men with a straight back and professional demeanor. Many of the men knew her, and she realized their rather ribald attention was good-natured, but still it irked her. She wore a simple skirt of navy serge and a sleek navy-and-gold vest that lay snug over a crisp white blouse. Her hair had been bound up and pinned securely to keep it from interfering in her tasks, and atop this she had secured a functional straw bonnet.


      Leaving Brenton behind to photograph the snow sheds near Donner Pass, Jordana had accompanied Charlie Crocker to the front near the Truckee River in Nevada. Her purpose and mission was to arrange an in-depth story of what it was like to build the Central Pacific Railroad. Brenton had wanted her to remain with him and had argued with her long and hard about risking her reputation and well-being. Charlie saved the day by suggesting he would be responsible for Jordana and keep the men in line. He also promised to accompany Jordana as she gathered her interviews with the men. With this settled, Brenton surrendered.


      But even with Charlie’s help, Jordana found her task quite frustrating. The men were far more interested in asking her to dine with them or join them for a drink in town than to tell her their thoughts on building the transcontinental railroad. She persisted, however, probing first one and then another. Her pencil and paper were ever ready to jot down an interesting aspect of the taxing physical labor.


      Little by little, Jordana managed to ascertain a bit of information. It was never exactly what she wanted or hoped for, but it was a start. After that it became her creative job to turn her bits and pieces of news into a story worthy of reading. She knew it would be gobbled up with great enthusiasm back east, but frustration edged this victory. There was so much more to be told. The intricate lives of the railroad workers held many mysteries. But she was only a woman, and in most cases, she was simply not welcome to pry into such secrets.


      But Jordana continued in a relentless manner and from time to time found herself rewarded. Just the day before she’d managed to get some of the tunnel workers farther back on the line to talk to her about their native homes. Some of the men were originally from mining towns in Wales. Collis Huntington had managed to bring them away from their homes and families to work for the Central Pacific Railroad, attracting them with the promise of good pay and better conditions. The men were good at their jobs, as Jordana soon learned. Rather than playing blindly at the use of explosive materials, they were well trained in the dangers. Many were missing fingers or bore some other scar from their mishaps, but all seemed devoted to their tasks, and to Jordana’s great surprise, many of them were musically talented. Often in the evenings, these burly Welshmen would entertain the other men with a mixture of songs that included everything from bawdy tales of feisty women to church hymns taught them by Methodist missionaries. It was a wonder to be sure.


      Many of the Irish and Welsh complained because of Crocker’s rule against liquor. No alcoholic beverages were allowed on the building site, and while that didn’t stop the men from riding or walking into the nearest town after work concluded on Saturday, it did manage to keep the work area freed up from the problems associated with drinking. Of course, Blue Mondays had to be dealt with and often slowed production considerably as the men battled hangovers. It was enough to make Charlie consider forbidding the men to drink at all while under his employ, but Jordana doubted he’d go through with the thought. There were precious few laborers as it was. If he forbade the Saturday and Sunday excursions into town, the men would riot or simply walk off the job never to return.


      At one point, Charlie took Jordana to the place where her brother-in-law was supervising the building of a particularly tricky trestle bridge. Here Jordana actually felt welcome.


      When the Irishmen learned that she was kin to Kiernan, they treated her as one of the family. It was here that she finally managed to get some of the more intimate details she desired for her newspaper stories. She listened to them talk about their lives, noting a hint of sorrow and longing in their voices as they spoke of the green hills of home. Some, like Kiernan, had been in America since the 1840s when the potato crops had failed, leaving them destitute and starving. Others had come at the appeal and call of those who had gone before them. All of the men seemed to hold a deep respect for Kiernan O’Connor, who, while brooking no nonsense or fighting from his men, also understood that differences were bound to occur.


      Jordana studied her notes from the encounter with Kiernan’s men and wished she could have as much luck with the other railroad workers. Especially the Chinese.


      The Chinese, or “Crocker’s Pets” as they were often called, were a most unusual people to be sure. Jordana had experienced working with Chinese women back in Sacramento. Victoria hired them almost exclusively to help in her laundry business. Victoria had a deep concern for their welfare and despised the prejudicial manner in which they were generally treated by others.


      Charlie Crocker, seeing that it was impossible to keep the size of the workforce he needed for the Central Pacific’s ever growing line, decided to bring in Chinese to help. At first he brought only a few, less than one hundred. They were to do only the simplest and most menial tasks. This usually involved hauling basket loads of rock and debris from tunnel sites. Later, however, once they’d proven themselves to be more durable than originally believed, Charlie put them to work doing just about everything. Now the Central Pacific simply would not be making progress without this massive force of thousands.


      Jordana had tried many times to speak with these workers, but they would have nothing to do with her. Hindered by the language barrier, there was also a type of gender stigma that was worse than any Jordana had experienced with men of her own race. The Chinese men seemed to feel it most inappropriate for a female to address them with questions about their positions, families, or homeland. Jordana did her best to include them in her stories anyway. After all, they had rapidly outnumbered the other men working for the Central Pacific.


      Charlie tried to help her as best he could. He told her about their peculiar diet and how he had to bring in specialized foods for themrice, bamboo shoots, seaweed, oysters, cuttlefish, and exotic finned fish. Jordana paid close attention to the Chinese men as they worked to prepare their meals, amazed that their food almost always came dry, requiring the addition of water. They cooked most everything in peanut oil and drank tea almost exclusively.


      To Jordana’s quick eye, she noted that the Chinese were rarely ill and wondered if it had more to do with their diet or the fact that they were wont to taking warm baths on a daily basis. Not only this, but they kept their clothes and sleeping quarters regularly washed. They were a remarkable people as far as Jordana was concerned. She only wished that she could influence some or all to talk to her through their translator. But even the translator wanted little to do with her.


      “Having any luck?” Charlie asked.


      He had startled Jordana out of her deep thought, nearly causing her to jump down from the rock on which she’d taken up residence. It was quite evident that she was once again studying the Chinese workers, for all of the Irish and Welsh were farther down the line. “No, I’m afraid not. I do wish they weren’t so difficult.”


      “Well, I can’t say they’re difficult,” Charlie said, leaning back against the rock. “They are hard workers. I never have to call them twice to work. They labor steadily and work until the job is done or the hours are over. They don’t sit around fussing and feuding over imagined wrongs, and they aren’t given to drinking whiskey. A man could hardly ask for better than that in a worker. A few would run off for the goldfields now and then, but nowhere near the numbers of white workers. They are a very intelligent people who realize a steady paycheck is more valuable than the promise of a gold vein they might never find.”


      Jordana smiled and nodded. “I wanted to thank you for getting me that sample of food. I’ve never tasted anything quite so good. Pork has never been one of my favorites, but the way they fixed that together with the salted cabbage and vegetables was quite delicious. If only I could get some of the recipes for my stories.”


      “I’ll see what I can do. Maybe if I approach them and request it for you”


      “Maybe if I dress in dungarees and cut my hair they’ll talk to me themselves,” Jordana interjected wryly. Then a smile crossed her face. “Why not?” she murmured.


      “I don’t like what I think you’re thinking,” Charlie said, eyeing her suspiciously.


      “I’ve cut my hair before, and frankly, if I plan to venture off on my own, dressing as a man just might suit my needs better than traveling as a woman. I mean, think about it. You’ve seen the attention I’ve received from the men on the line.”


      “Exactly! You go putting on breeches and you’re sure to cause a riot.”


      “Well, I didn’t mean to do it here, where everyone knows me. But maybe I could go back to where they’re working on the sheds or anywhere else where the Chinese are working on the line. Didn’t you say you were going to start grading in Utah just to get a jump on things?”


      “Oh, no you don’t! Your brother would boil me in oil for going along with such a plan. If you’re so all-fired interested in snooping around, why not do it for me in a proper manner and keep your fancy dresses?”


      “What do you mean?” Jordana leaned forward, her curiosity and interest evident.


      “I mean, there’s a lot of strange things going on along the line. We’ve suffered minor bouts of sabotage, but something tells me we’re just seeing the beginning of a trend. The government is paying by the mile, and the Union Pacific doesn’t want to see us accomplish any more than what they deem to be our fair share. Which isn’t much. I need someone to go nose around the Union Pacific folks and see what plans are afoot. If someone is thinking to waylay us, I’d like to know it.”


      “What makes you think I could do anything to help your plan?” Jordana was hardly able to contain the excitement she felt at the idea of such an adventure.


      Charlie grinned. “You made good friends back in Omaha. Many of those men are now out there on the line itself. They’re plotting and planning just like me. I’m going to return to Sacramento shortly, and your brother-in-law, as well as other men I trust, will be left here along the line to supervise the building. Getting some firsthand knowledge of what’s being discussed along the UP might very well mean the difference between keeping my men alive or seeing them buried.”


      Jordana bit at her lip and considered his words for a moment. “Do you honestly think you’re up against something so monumental and deadly? I mean, I thought both sides wanted to see this railroad completed. Even the political arenas back east see this as a factor to knit our wartorn nation together again. My father said that men of power are constantly considering the benefits and how they might play a part once the line is in place.”


      “Yes, but there are equally powerful men along the line who wish to see one or the other side set back or stopped altogether. You have no idea the rumors I’ve heard. We’ve had enough trouble without anyone stirring up problems or spying out our weaknesses, but now I think the whole scheme of things may well turn ugly. Collis Huntington thinks so too. He wrote to me with reason to believe that the Union Pacific had plans for sending someone out here to spy on our accomplishments. I’m afraid that when they see our progress, they might well strive to put an end to it.”


      “Do you have proof of that?” Jordana probed. “I mean, I could write about this entire issue and bring it to the foreground.”


      “No,” Charlie said quickly. “I don’t want to expose this, at least not just yet. If there are spies afoot and trouble is planned, I’d like to get to the folks in charge. In the meanwhile, I’d simply like to keep everyone alive and the railroad prospering.”


      “I’m still not sure I understand how I could help.” Jordana tucked her pencil and paper into her skirt pocket and looked to Charlie for an explanation.


      “My thought is that you could go back to Omaha to start. Mingle with some of the folks you were friends with before coming out here. Talk to them about what’s happening along the line. See if you can’t weasel out any information on plans to slow down the Central Pacific.”


      “What makes you think they’d talk to mea mere woman?”


      Charlie took off his hat and scratched his head. “Well, they might not at that. I’d consider asking your brother, but it was hard enough just to convince him to photograph the snow sheds. Maybe once you got involved, he would jump in too. Then I could have pictures as well as words.”


      “I don’t know,” Jordana began. She leaned back against the warm rock and lifted her face to the sun. “I mean, I’ve worked at this for a while. I know how difficult it is to get anyone to take me seriously. I think I’d probably have better luck if I posed as a man. I could cut my hair, buy me a suit, even some fake whiskers, and then move about the line. I could tell them I was a reporter for the New York Tribune, maybe even pass myself off as Brenton’s younger brother.”


      “Wouldn’t they recognize you?” Charlie asked.


      Jordana shrugged. “I have no way of knowing. It has been three years, almost four. I’ve changed quite a bit.”


      “Well, we could think on it a bit. Maybe talk to Brenton and Kiernan and get their thoughts on it.”


      “Neither one is going to want me to go,” Jordana replied, jumping up off the rock. She dusted off her skirts and said, “They expect me to be a prim-and-proper lady. Brenton would love nothing more than for me to go back to New York and bide my time with our parents until I found some decent man to settle down with.” At the mention of a decent man, Jordana stopped. Rich O’Brian was just such a man, and he was mustering out of the army, in fact should already be rid of their authority. He knew a great deal about the Union Pacific as he had acted as guard and companion to many of the survey teams and board members. Perhaps he could tell her if something was going on.


      “...but otherwise I’d feel kind of funny about it,” Charlie concluded.


      Jordana shook her head, realizing she’d been lost in her thoughts of Rich. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”


      Charlie looked at her rather curiously. “I said it would only be right to talk to Brenton and Kiernan about it. I’m not saying I’d rescind the offer if they disapprove, but I would feel kind of funny about sending you out there without even discussing it with them. They’d need to know what you were up to and where you were.”


      “Why?” Jordana replied angrily, her hands on her hips. “I’m a grown woman. They aren’t my bosses. Just because I’ve stayed on with Kiernan and Victoria doesn’t mean I take my orders from Kiernan. I’m tired of being told what to do and where to go. If you want me to work for you, I will. But I’d rather it stay between the two of us unless it honestly requires someone else knowing about it. Besides, if someone is involved with planning sabotage, the fewer people involved the better. You don’t know but what you have a traitor amidst your current workers.”


      “That’s true enough,” Charlie replied. “Well, how do you propose to explain it to your family?”


      “I’ll simply tell them the truth. I’m gathering materials for my newspaper stories, and I’m going to meet up with an old friend.”


      “An old friend?”


      Jordana nodded. “Yes. They’ll know all about him.”


      “Him? You mean you have a male acquaintance waiting for you in Nebraska?”


      Laughing, Jordana replied, “Not in the sense that you probably imagine. Captain O’Brian is a good friend, nothing more. He’s due to leave the army and then his plans are uncertain. He might very well be able to help me obtain the very information you’re seeking.”


      “Or he could be a part of the problem,” Charlie said. “You have to be careful who you trust, Jordana.”


      “I trust Captain O’Brian implicitly. He’s saved me from trouble more than once, and I know he’d do nothing to harm me.” The thought of Rich caused her cheeks to grow warm. “My,” Jordana said, touching her hand to her cheek, “it’s grown rather warm out here.”
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