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“Ten Thousand Charms is a moving story of love and redemption as its diamond-in-the-rough characters struggle with faith to leave behind a dark past for a brighter future.”

LINDA WINDSOR,
author of Blue Moon, #3 in her Moonstruck Romance series

“Ten Thousand Charms is a terrific debut for writer Allison Pittman, a tale of love and redemption that grabs you and won’t let go. It will leave you like it left me, anxious to see this author’s future work.”

JAMES SCOTT BELL, bestselling author of Presumed Guilty

“Once I started my Ten Thousand Charms journey, I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough. Pittman’s literary eloquence provides a sidesaddle perspective into one woman’s life journey, love struggle, and eternal conflict. ‘Gloria’ is so real you not only cringe along side her pain, you writhe with emotion as her internal struggle to find a love worth holding on to is companioned with a desperate desire for the eternal love promised through Christ. Definitely a keeper! This will be a suggested read for all of my listening audiences.”

LINDA GOLDFARB,
syndicated talk-radio host, speaker, and writer

“If you took Francine River’s classic Redeeming Love and merged it with Janette Oke’s quaint prairie style, you could almost envision the masterpiece Allison Pittman has created with her poignant tale of God’s redemptive power. If you’re in need of a fresh touch of God’s grace, Ten Thousand Charms is the story for you.”

JANICE THOMPSON, author of Hurricane

“Are you thirsty, weary, or heavy laden? Come—rest and let Allison Pittman take you to another place and time where you will find joy resting in the arms of Jesus.”

LAUREN L. BRIGGS, author of The Art of Helping,
What to Say and Do When Someone is Hurting,
Making the Blue Plate Special, and The Joy of Family Legacies
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For my brother, Chris,
who knows better than anyone
the joy of resting in the arms of Christ.
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COME, YE SINNERS, POOR AND NEEDY

Joseph Hart (1759)


Come, ye sinners, poor and needy,

Weak and wounded, sick and sore;

Jesus ready stands to save you,

Full of pity, love and power.




Refrain:

I will arise and go to Jesus,

He will embrace me in His arms;

In the arms of my dear Saviour,

O there are ten thousand charms.




Come, ye thirsty, come and welcome,

God’s free bounty glorify;

True belief and true repentance,

Every grace that brings you nigh.




Come, ye weary, heavy laden,

Lost and ruined by the fall;

If you tarry till you’re better,

You will never come at all.




Let not conscience make you linger,

Nor of fitness fondly dream;

All the fitness He requireth

Is to feel your need of Him.
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Come, ye weary, heavy laden,

Lost and ruined by the fall;

If you tarry till you’re better,

You will never come at all.
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Wyoming Territory

Gloria forced herself to take another step. Then another. And another. For most of the journey, she’d been lucky enough—and pretty enough—to ride along with supply wagons and men migrating to another promised land. But her luck ran out at the opening of this narrow, winding pass.

“Ain’t nothin’ up there to go to,” her latest anonymous benefactor had said. “There’s a little camp called Silver Peak, but it don’t have no future. Prob’ly gonna close down next year.”

“I have friends there,” Gloria said.

“I just bet you do.” His leer gave Gloria a momentary hope that he would take her up the pass, but he insisted that the journey was too dangerous for his rig.

“Ain’t but about seven miles,” he said, dismissing her from his wagon seat. “Get started now and you might make it before dark.”

For once, a man’s promise turned out to be true, because it was nearing dusk as Gloria rounded the last bend. In fact, there was just enough light for her to get a glimpse of something red.

“Jewell.”

The red-shingled roof was the trademark of any Jewell Gunn fancy house, and the closest reference Gloria had to a home. Now it served as a beacon, guiding Gloria’s steps until the entire establishment—huge and gaudy compared to its rough-hewn neighbors—came into view.

As she approached, the closest thing Gloria had to a friend, Jewell herself, leaned out a second-story window. Dressed in a silk robe wrapped haphazardly at the waist, Jewell planted her elbows firmly on the sill.

Gloria shifted her bag to a fresh hand, straightened her shoulders, and forced a spring into her final steps as she set her eyes firmly on the door.

She needs to be the one to call to me.

Within minutes, Jewell’s distinctive whiskey voice filled the yard.

“Well, Glory-be it’s Glori-A!” It was the phrase Jewell coined whenever she paraded the young Gloria through a crowded parlor. “Lord, girl, if I hadn’t seen your feet movin’, I’da swore you was the mangled mess of a bobcat snack.”

“Is that right?” Gloria set her case down, planted her hands on her hips, and tried to keep the quaver out of her voice. “And if I didn’t know you were the richest woman in Wyoming Territory, I’d swear you were some old whore seein’ the first light of day.”

There was a beat during which Gloria wondered if she had gone too far, but then Jewell leaned further out the window and said, as if shouting a secret, “All us rich women are whores, honey. I’m just not one who needs to hide it.”

The first thing Gloria did upon entering the house was drop her bag in the hall.

“Would you like to sit down, miss?”

It was an impossibly small voice, one Gloria might have missed altogether if there had been a breeze to rustle the curtains.

“Some water, please, would be nice,” Gloria said. She sank gratefully into overstuffed cushions, feeling guilty for asking this little person to fetch anything. The girl was every bit as slight as her voice.

“Nothing to eat? Some bread? Cheese? An apple? One of the men shot a goose. We’re roasting it, but it won’t be ready for hours.”

Gloria ignored the now familiar rumble in her stomach. “Just water, thanks.”

The little one turned to leave, and in her haste ran headlong into a newly dressed and coiffed Jewell.

“Fetch a light supper for our guest, Biddy,” Jewell said once she’d set the reeling girl straight on her feet again.

“She says she just wants some water, ma’am.” Biddy’s voice grew smaller with each syllable.

“Nonsense,” Jewell’s voice addressed Biddy while her eyes remained fixed on Gloria. “Boil some tea. Toast some bread and open that last jar of marmalade.”

Biddy scuttled out of the room.

“Sorry we don’t have a fatted calf,” Jewell said, “but then you’re not exactly the prodigal son, are you?”

“The what?”

“Darlin’, you are ignorant.”

Gloria nodded in the direction of Biddy’s exit. “So is this a whorehouse or an orphanage?”

“You tell me,” Jewell said, wedging herself into a chair just opposite of Gloria.

“I’m not exactly an orphan.”

“When’d your ma die?”

“It’s been a few years.”

“She held on a long time.”

“Too long.”

Gloria ran a fingernail along the edge of the dried mud on her boots sending crumbs of her journey onto Jewell’s braided rug. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Jewell’s reaching hand and stopped.

“You coulda stayed with me,” Jewell said. “I could have made you something special.”

“As special as Mama?” Gloria looked up at Jewell.

“It’s not my fault she got sick.”

“She got sicker after you kicked us out.”

Just then the door opened and Biddy made her way into the room, carefully balancing a tray, which she set on a small table in front of the parlor’s sofa.

“We can talk some more later,” Jewell said. “Right now, eat.”

She woke up naked and nestled underneath a heavy down coverlet. Her mind struggled through fog to capture memories from the previous night. She ate toast. She drank tea. And then black.

“Your little journey must have wore you out.” Jewell was sitting once again at her open window; the early morning chilled the room. Jewell closed the window, crossed the room, and sat on the corner of the bed.

“I tried shakin’ you, callin’ you, but you’d have none of that. I figured freezin’ would be the gentlest way.”

Gloria tried to croak out a response, maybe an apology, but her tongue was like cotton in her mouth. No noise.

Jewell took a glass of water from the nightstand and watched Gloria struggle to one elbow before handing it to her.

“We had a slow one last night,” Jewell said while Gloria forced the water down her throat. “I actually had a chance to get some rest.” She leaned toward Gloria in a gesture of conspiracy. Her breath reeked of coffee and sleep. “I hope you don’t mind sharin’ a bed with some old whore.”

“That depends,” Gloria rasped, testing the taste of words. “Who else was invited?”

Jewell snorted and snatched the glass away. “I’ve got a house full of healthy girls. Why would I waste my reputation on a half-dead path rat like you?”

“Sorry.” Gloria turned her back and drew the coverlet over her shoulders.

“Especially one in your condition. How far gone are you?”

Gloria turned back to face Jewell, clutched the coverlet to her chin.

“Is that why you’re here? Did you expect me to get rid of it for you?”

“Can you?”

“Not until you start tellin’ me the truth,” Jewell said. “How far gone did you say?”

“Four months.”

“That’s what I figured. You’re stick-thin except for that little bump. Ain’t you been eatin’?”

“I’ve been traveling.” Gloria sat up again and reached for the water. “I thought you might, well, help me with it.”

“You mean get rid of it.”

“You did it for Mama once.”

“Yes, I did. And for others, too. Some lived, some died. But none were as far gone as you, at least not that I knew goin’ into it. So, now that that’s off the table, what’s your next plan?”

“I don’t have a next plan. I was counting on—”

“Well stop countin’ on that. So who is he?”

“Who?”

“The King of France,” Jewell said. “Who do you think? Who’s the father?”

Gloria chuckled. “The King of France.”

Jewell did not chuckle back.

“I could pay you. I have money, nearly—”

Jewell brought up a hand. “Biddy checked your bag last night. You don’t have a dime. I checked your clothes while you were asleep. Couldn’t find a dollar.”

“It’s sewn up in the hem of my dress. Some of it, anyway.”

“So that’s how you trust me?”

“No,” Gloria said. With each sentence her voice became stronger. “That’s how I trust the world. I came here on foot remember? You think I’m going to walk from camp to camp toting my money like a picnic lunch?”

A slight shrug granted that point to Gloria, but the next breath brought back the voice of accusation.

“So I ask you again, who’s the father? Better yet, what makes you think he’s here?”

“I didn’t come here looking for any man,” Gloria said. “I came here looking for you.”

Now Jewell did laugh. “Listen, missy. A girl like you could pull in five hundred a night in Virginia City. Why would anyone walk away from that to hide out in the woods? You’re runnin’ away from somethin’.”

Jewell got up from the bed and crossed the room. A brocade dressing gown was strewn across a chair. She picked it up and held it out to Gloria, who took it and shrugged her arms into the sleeves before emerging from the bed.

“Leaving’s not the same as running,” she said, wrapping the warm material around her and cinching the belt with a determined knot.

“I ain’t so sure of that,” Jewell said, heading for the door. “Let’s go downstairs and get some breakfast and we’ll see which it is.”

A fire was already burning in the large cookstove that dominated one wall of the kitchen. Along a second wall, a washbasin overflowed with dirty dishes. The odor of the previous night’s roasted goose lingered, the smell of it colliding with the early morning nausea somewhere near the top of Gloria’s throat.

Jewell walked over to the stove and lifted a burner to stir the embers within.

“Eggs? Coffee?”

“Sounds fine,” Gloria said. Her hunger was nearly unbearable by now.

“I’ll cook, you talk,” Jewell said.

Gloria took a deep breath and began the story she’d rehearsed with every step up this mountain.

“Just after Mama died, I left California. Went straight to Virginia City. I walked right up to the biggest, fanciest house in the district and said, ‘My name’s Gloria. I’ll have them lined up at the door.’ The first two places turned me down, then spent the next two years fighting to get me back.”

“Who’d you work for?”

“Ellie Dennison.”

“Cat House Ellie? She’s a tough one.”

“Not if you’re bringing in money.”

“Is it true what I hear about the money in Virginia City? I heard some gals could bring in a thousand a night.”

Gloria flashed her perfected sly smile. “It’s true.”

Jewell stopped in mid-whisk and gave Gloria a look full of suspicion and resentment.

“What can I say?” Gloria assumed a dramatic pose. “I inherited my mother’s charm and it paid off handsomely.”

“Knowin’ Ellie, she was the one gettin’ paid. She always took more of a cut than I ever thought was fair.”

“That’s if she knew how much a girl was bringing in.”

By now the coffee was brewed, and its aroma filled the warm kitchen. Gloria inhaled the smell of breakfast and let out a small sigh.

Jewell scooped a pile of scrambled eggs out of the iron skillet and onto a clean blue plate. Next to the eggs she plopped two biscuits fresh from the oven. This she set in front of Gloria with a steaming cup of coffee.

“Sugar? Don’t have no milk.”

“Black.”

“So, when did you get caught?” Jewell poured herself a cup of coffee and settled across from Gloria with her own plate of food.

“What makes you think I did?”

“You’re here. You’re broke.”

Gloria popped a bite of piping hot biscuit into her mouth and savored the sensation as it crumbled, melted, and found its way to her waiting stomach. She allowed herself one more bite, plus a forkful of eggs and a sip of coffee before continuing.

“We all got caught,” Gloria said, gesturing with her fork. “All of us in Ellie’s house. Everyone in the district, really. The wives of the town went on a rampage.”

“They got to put their upturned noses in everything, don’t they?”

Gloria continued to eat, making every effort to remember to chew.

“Ellie said we all had to pay our fines out of our own money. I knew if I sent her to my stash, she’d find out I’d been cheating her, so I told her I’d used all my money ordering a silk gown custom made in France. She let me sit in jail for a month.”

For a minute the only sound was the scrape of Gloria’s fork.

“I was in jail when I realized I was pregnant,” she said, not looking up. “I knew when I got out Ellie’d never keep me on, and eventually she’d learn that there wasn’t any dress coming from France. So one night I just left.”

Jewell had been steadily eating throughout Gloria’s story. Now she set down her fork and reached for a small tin in the middle of the table. From it she drew out a pinch of tobacco and a small white rolling paper. Neither woman spoke again until the paper was licked, sealed, and lit with a match struck across the bottom of Jewell’s shoe.

“Why here?” She puffed a bit of smoke, grimaced, and plucked a bit of loose tobacco off her bottom lip. “Why me?”

“Where else? I needed someplace where I could be safe.”

“From?”

“Everything,” Gloria said.

“And you think you’re safe with me?” Jewell’s voice was a mixture of curiosity and insult.

“As safe as anywhere, I guess.”

Jewell stubbed the rest of her cigarette out in a half-eaten biscuit just as Gloria made a move to snatch it off the plate. “Where’s the money?”

Gloria made every effort to hold Jewell’s gaze. “Locked up in a bank back in Virginia City. But I have a little with me. I just need to hole up here for a while. I can pay.”

“Forget pay. You plannin’ to work?”

Gloria looked around the kitchen. Dirty dishes were piled everywhere.

“I can clean up.”

“That I expect. You know what I mean.”

“Maybe in the spring. I figure my time will come in March, so …”

“I got two little one-rooms out back. I was hoping to expand this spring. Looks like I got my wish. You can take one of those.”

Jewell heaved herself up from the table and walked toward the kitchen door. Gloria got up, too, and searched for a bucket to take to the pump outside. When she found it, she turned to leave and was surprised to find Jewell hadn’t yet left the room.

“One more thing, missy,” Jewell said, pointing an accusing finger. “Don’t for a minute think you’re gonna saddle me with this kid while you skip off back to the big money.”

Gloria let her mouth fall open. “Jewell!” she exclaimed, bringing a hand to her heart. “What makes you think I’m capable of that?”

“ ’Cause that’s what I’d do if I was in your boots.” Jewell pointed to Gloria’s bare feet, winked and walked out the door.
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The snow came in earnest in November. There had been hints and teases of winter, short-lived flurries that dusted the trees with a temporary glaze; the hard frost each morning left icicles that melted long before noon. But on the day that Gloria counted to be the first of her fifth month of pregnancy, Silver Peak spent three days in the clenches of a ferocious blizzard. When the wind stopped and the last flake fell, the little settlement found itself buried under a solid blanket of winter. The trees now groaned under the weight of frozen batting. The miners who hadn’t abandoned the camp to work the mines in the more temperate California left their tents and crowded into makeshift cabins, sometimes five men to a single room, and prepared to wait out the winter. They made only the most occasional forays out to meet the party sent with pack mules to get supplies, or to pass an evening in Jewell’s warm and welcoming house.

But if Jewell was counting on her red-roofed house to make her fortune, she was destined for disappointment. Those few men who remained to brave the winter often wanted little more than good whiskey or a warm meal after tramping through the snow to her door. Gloria spent many evenings alone in the kitchen, tidying up or just sitting by the warmth of the stove, listening to the conversation on the other side of the door.

“Now come on, gents,” Jewell’s voice boomed, “I know you got a little something extra in those pockets to spend upstairs.”

And some anonymous male voice would answer that if Jewell was going to charge fifty cents for a shot of whiskey, he’d better save his money to get through winter, and the parlor would rumble with laughter and agreement.

Sometimes the door separating the kitchen from the parlor would bang open, and Sadie, one of only two girls besides Biddy who stayed to hold out the winter with Jewell, would burst through.

“Liebling, why stay in here all alone? Come talk with us.” Her voice held the faintest trace of a native German tongue, giving every statement the air of a command. Even Jewell had been known to bend herself to Sadie’s whim, but Gloria felt no compunction to obey.

Later on the door might crack open ever so slightly, and the round soft face of Mae, the third of Jewell’s girls, would poke her head around the corner, saying, “Gloria? Are you sure you don’t want to come out? Sadie’s about to tell more stories about New York. Wouldn’t you like to hear?”

But Gloria could hear the stories just fine through the door, and as long as she listened through the door, nobody would ask to hear her own stories. She didn’t have any she was willing to tell.

But late, late at night, after the last of the whiskey-warmed miners had stumbled into the snow or had been tumbled, with a rental rate taken from their pockets, into an empty bed upstairs, Sadie, Mae, Biddy, and Jewell would wander into the kitchen where Gloria still sat, reluctant to leave its warmth to make her way to her little cabin in the back. Mae took charge of boiling water for tea, and Jewell passed her flask, dropping a jot of brandy into every cup. Sadie poked the fire in the stove, sending a final blast of warmth into the room, and Biddy sat silently in her chair, the expression of terror that normally filled her face temporarily masked with an air of contentment.

This is when the table came alive with stories. Jewell regaled them all with tales of the colorful men of the untamed country. Mae had few tales to tell, but her absolute delight with any amusing tidbit was just as entertaining. Biddy’s tragic tale was common knowledge, but she sometimes softened the room with a contribution only she could bring—memories of a home, a family, a loving mother and father who hadn’t sold her into this life.

“Your mother would be glad to know you’re safe. And warm,” Sadie said one evening, placing a strong hand over Biddy’s tiny one. “There’s worse than this.”

Jewell was downing a swig from her heavily laced tea and chuckled as she wiped her mouth with her sleeve and gave Gloria a nudge with her elbow. “She’s got that right, eh, missy? She ain’t seen the half of what she’s bound to.”

“Ssshht!” Sadie hissed. “She’s a child, Jewell.”

“A young woman alone in this world ain’t got time to be a child,” Jewell said. “Besides, this one here was one of my girls when she wasn’t much older than Biddy, weren’t you Gloria?”

Gloria’s face burned, and she focused her gaze on the stray tea leaves floating in her cup.

“But was that what you wanted?” Mae asked.

“Who knows what they want?” Gloria said, shrugging. She brought her steaming cup to her lips to stifle any further conversation.

“Well,” Sadie said, slamming both of her big hands on the tabletop loud enough to rattle the cups and startle the women out of their melancholy, “when I was little, I wanted to be a hot corn girl.”

Gloria gulped a bit too much of the hot liquid and choked it down.

“A what?” Jewell asked.

“A hot corn girl. Where I grew up, we had all kinds of vendors out in the streets. They had little carts that they pushed up and down, calling out to everybody. But I loved most to see the hot corn girls.”

“What were they?” Biddy’s eyes matched the wonder in her words.

“Oh, they was beautiful. They chose young girls, the pretty ones, and they wore these great skirts that looked like layers and layers of rags. And a blouse on top that was open, like this.” She used her finger to draw a line from one broad shoulder to the next. “And they would walk, barefoot no matter what the weather, pulling a little cart and calling—” At this, Sadie scooted her chair away from the table. She clutched a handful of her skirt in one hand and held the other aloft as she sashayed around the kitchen.

“Hot corn! Hot corn! Here’s your lily-white hot corn. Hot corn! All hot! Just come out of the boiling pot!”

Her voice took on a charming and innocent quality as she filled the room with its song.

“Why didn’t you do it?” Mae asked.

“Oh, only the prettiest girls could get that work.” Sadie settled herself back into her chair. “I have never been a great beauty.”

“Nonsense,” Mae said.

Gloria looked up from her tea to study Sadie’s face. There was no hint of embarrassment at her statement or any sense of begging for a compliment. And she did not acknowledge Mae’s attempt to give her one. Rather, she turned to young Biddy at her right and, cupping the young girl’s face in her strong hand, said, “You, Liebling, would make a beautiful hot corn girl.”

Biddy’s face burst into a smile.

“And you,” Sadie directed her glance to Jewell, “are so powdered and puffy you look like a beautiful pot of hot corn.”

The room exploded in laughter that dwarfed any ever heard in that house. All five women were left speechless, breathless, holding their sides and wiping their eyes. Biddy declared it was the first time she’d laughed since before her brother died. Mae’s body seemed to ripple. Jewell herself was not immune to the infectious humor.

And Gloria thought she was going to die. Or the baby was going to die. Or both. She had never in her life experienced laughter to the point of pain. She held herself and doubled over, anxious for the return of her breath so she could cry out for help, but every breath just fueled another spasm.

Then, suddenly, with one sharp gasp, she stopped. The look of shock on her face brought the other women around the table to a halt, too. Except for Mae, who continued to quiver silently.

“Gloria,” Jewell said, the first syllable spoken like a chuckle, “you all right?”

“We’re fine,” Gloria said, returning her hand to her stomach. “The baby just laughed back.”

Baby.

It was the first time she’d voiced the word.

Just after midnight, the brandy took its toll and Jewell hoisted herself up from the table saying, “Night, ladies,” before ambling upstairs to her room. Mae left half a step behind her, ready to lend a steadying hand at the slightest stagger. Biddy followed, yawning.

Sadie and Gloria sat in comfortable, sisterly ease for a while.

“You think March?” Sadie spoke into the silence.

“Hm?” Gloria said.

“Your baby. It will be here in March?”

“Oh, yes. ’Round there sometime. It’s hard to know for sure.”

“March is nice. A spring baby.”

“I don’t want to think about it.”

“Scared?”

“Not so much scared,” Gloria said. “More like sad.”

Sadie ran her finger around the edge of her empty cup. Said nothing.

“I can just imagine,” Gloria said, “this baby sitting around a table some night telling stories about how her mama was a—”

“Might be a boy,” Sadie said with a smile.

“That doesn’t change who I am,” Gloria said. “I just don’t want this baby to have the life I had.”

“So change your life.”

“To what?”

“Find the father. Bat those big blue eyes of yours and say, ‘Darling, today’s your lucky day.’ ”

“I wouldn’t know who to bat my eyes at.”

“You did not come here to find the father.” It was a statement, not a question.

“I thought Jewell could get rid of it.”

“This far along? You could have died.”

Gloria stared into Sadie’s eyes and let the depth of her desperation sink into the silence.

Sadie reached for Gloria’s hand, holding it firm, despite Gloria’s attempt to pull it away. “It is a baby,” she said, “not the end of your life.”

“I don’t care about my life,” Gloria said. “I never have.”

“But now you share it.”

“Not for long. Not for a minute longer than I have to.” Gloria snatched her hand free and drummed her fingers on the table.

“So Jewell was right.”

“About what?”

“She thinks you are planning to drop the baby here and leave in the spring.”

Gloria didn’t deny it.

“Listen to me, Gloria. Things will change when you see that baby. You cannot help but … care.”

“Like my mother did?”

“No,” Sadie said. “Like I did. Every one of them.”

Odd, but Gloria’s first reaction was to look around the room, as if somehow during the weeks she’d been living here she had overlooked the presence of Sadie’s children running underfoot.

Sadie seemed to read her mind and laughed. “Well, of course they are not here,” she said warmly.

“Where are they?”

Sadie’s plain face took on a dreamy expression, and her smile wavered for just a moment before she said, “Now, that is a question. I had a little boy, then a little girl. Both born just perfect, but …” The wistful pain in Sadie’s eyes kept Gloria from asking for details. Right there at Jewell’s table, Sadie seemed to get younger and younger, revealing the girl she had once been. Not pretty, exactly, but softer, innocent.

“The next one came too soon,” she continued. “I wasn’t much farther along than you are now. After that—” she stumbled, as if searching for the precise thought—“well, I suppose I was not meant to be a mother. But still, in here,” she tapped her breast, “I still long for my children. I still carry a love for them.”

“That’s just it,” Gloria said, beating her own heart. “I don’t feel anything here.”

“You will,” Sadie said. “Trust me. And when your time comes, I’ll be there to help you. I helped bring lots of babies into this world. Never lost any that weren’t my own.” She chuckled. “Guess I was meant to be on the other end.”

Gloria shared her smile and felt a need to comfort and reassure this woman who always seemed stronger than herself.

“I’ll be glad to have you with me,” she said. “I guess I am a little scared.” She gave Sadie a pat on her hand and stood to leave. “G’night.” She drew her shawl tight around her and braced herself to face the late-night cold.

“Why don’t you just stay in one of the rooms upstairs?” Sadie asked. “With just the three of us in the house, there is plenty of space.”

“No, thanks. I’ve spent most of my life in somebody’s upstairs room. I like having my own little house.” She glanced out the window at the tiny shack. “I like being alone.”

The baby made another lurch within her, strong enough to call her attention and bring a protective hand to her abdomen.

“Well,” she forced a smile, “almost alone.”
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The fire in the little stove died during the night. The pile of quilts and blankets kept Gloria warm enough, but one poke of her nose outside the mound of covers was enough to let her know it would be a long, miserable walk to the outhouse.

“Maybe I can wait,” she murmured to herself before burrowing deeper into her nest. Five minutes later, though, waiting was no longer an option.

The first step was always the worst. Even though her feet were wrapped in thick woolen socks, the sharp chill of the floor was painful to her feet. Her body was wracked with chills, and her hands shook so much that she couldn’t fasten the hooks of her boots.

“Oh, bother with the buttons,” she finally said. She wrapped herself in a generous wool coat and headed outside.

There hadn’t been a fresh snow in over a week, and Gloria easily traversed the well-worn path from her door to the outhouse. Having relieved herself, she faced a choice between taking the same path back or branching right to follow the path to Jewell’s back door.

“Well,” she said, “let’s see what the girls have for breakfast.”

There was the usual bustle of activity in Jewell’s cozy kitchen, but food wasn’t a part of it.

“Girl, we ate near an hour ago,” Jewell said. She was pulling all the jars and tins from the shelves and assembling them on the table. “There’s some coffee you can warm up.”

“Oh, let me fry her up some grits,” Mae said. “Poor thing in her condition, she needs her sleep.”

“Thanks, Mae,” Gloria said with a grateful smile.

Just then Sadie poked her head through the door. “One of the men just rode up. He says the supply wagon is about halfway up the pass. Should be here before dark.”

“A supply wagon?” Gloria said. “With all this snow?”

“Aw,” Jewell said, “this ain’t nothin’. It’s the mildest winter I can remember.”

“It is unusual.” Biddy peered into the sugar canister. “Looks like we’ll have enough for at least two dozen. Maybe three.”

“Three dozen what?” Gloria asked.

“Cookies,” Biddy said. “We’ve only got a handful of currants, but I can chop them up real fine to make them stretch.”

“What’s the occasion?” Gloria touched her finger quickly to the coffeepot to test its temperature.

“Supplies,” Jewell said. “Come noon this place’ll be crawlin’ with men. They’re holed up in their cabins now, but once that wagon shows …”

“It’s like a party,” Biddy said, her voice excited. “Everybody gathers around and waits. Once the wagon’s here, we unload it together to see what we’ve got.”

“Not much of a party with just cookies and coffee,” Mae said over her shoulder. She was patting a handful of cold cooked hominy into a cake to fry in a shallow pan of drippings. “We got about a dozen potatoes left. We could slice ’em thin and fry those up. Sprinkle with a little vinegar …” Mae’s mouth twisted in anticipated delight.

“Now it’s sounding like a party,” Jewell said, granting the girls a rare smile. “I got about four bottles of whiskey left. We start pourin’ that, and those men oughta start wantin’ some more friendly company.”

“Land sakes, Jewell,” Mae said. “With just me and Sadie?”

Biddy busied herself measuring and sifting flour and did not look at the other women in the room.

“Relax, Mae,” Jewell said. “There ain’t but twenty men left here for the winter. And let’s face it, they’d probably rather have a good cookie than … Just my dumb luck, tryin’ to strike it big in a mine camp full of monks.”

“Maybe,” Mae said, “we should count our blessings. There’s worse things in life than nice men.”

“Much worse,” Gloria said. “Like hunger. Can we spare any molasses for those grits?”

It was, indeed, like a party. Jewell had all but abandoned her makeup during the slow winter months, but when she walked into the parlor, she was aglow in powder and rouge. Mae brushed Biddy’s hair until it shone, then braided it into two coils that she wrapped around Biddy’s head, securing them at the nape of her neck with a large red bow. Mae bundled as much of herself as she could into an unwilling corset, causing her bosom to billow up into an impressive display. Sadie wore blue velvet, trimmed in black lace. Her ash-colored hair curled into long coils, caught together at the nape of her neck and draped over her shoulders.

And Gloria. The dresses she brought from Virginia City had been long abandoned. Now she wore blouses borrowed from Sadie and one of Mae’s skirts cinched above her expanding belly, which made the skirt ride up a little in the front, revealing unbuttoned boots and thick wool socks.

“I’m not quite the belle of Virginia City anymore, am I?” Gloria said.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Sadie said. “You are shaped rather like a bell.”

“Very funny.”

“Maybe we can do something with your hair,” Sadie said.

“If you can, you’re a better woman than I am.”

“No argument there.” Sadie took a brush and went to work on the mass of blonde curls that fell just below Gloria’s shoulders. The result was a simple thick knot ornamented with a jeweled comb.

“It’s beautiful,” Gloria said, referring to the comb.

“It was a gift,” Sadie said. “But you can keep it.”

The first men showed up just after noon, the products of their own special care in grooming. Their hair was slicked back with Macassar oil. Beards were trimmed and tamed; many were clean-shaven for the first time in months.

Soon after they arrived, under Jewell’s pointed instruction, they began laying planks across wooden barrels in Jewell’s yard for makeshift tables.

The thermometer read forty degrees—an unseasonable warm spell in January—and everybody seemed to revel in the respite from bitter winter winds. Biddy’s cookies were laid out on platters, but they were soon bolted down by the hungry miners. Likewise were Mae’s fried potatoes. Sadie poured cup after cup of coffee; Jewell served shot after shot of whiskey.

Gloria watched it all from behind her blue flowered curtains.

After the refreshments were gone, the men tossed horseshoes to pass the time. Soon, heralded by shouts of “It’s here! It’s here!” from scouts stationed at the mouth of the pass, a single wagon, burdened with crates and barrels and boxes and led by a team of sturdy oxen, made its way into the clearing.

“Gloria! Come join us!” Sadie was yelling from the middle of Jewell’s yard.

Gloria parted her curtains and gave a jaunty wave.

“It is Weihnachten!”

Gloria crossed to her door, opened it a crack and peeked her head out. “What?”

“Weihnachten! Christmas!”

“Little late for Christmas, don’t you think?”

“Better late than never,” Sadie said.

It was, in a word, bounty. There were sacks of flour, cornmeal, sugar, tobacco. Two barrels of beer were immediately tapped, and coffee cups overflowed with foam. One whole plank was lined with tins of oysters, crates of apples, sacks of potatoes, and boxes of crackers. There were five smoked hams, links upon links of sausages, onions, herbs, beans, bacon, coffee, tea, and whiskey.

The wagon’s master, a jovial man named Ernie, set up his scale at the head of a table and opened for business. One by one, orderly, the men of Silver Peak lined up, their pockets full of gold and coin and cash, and prepared to pay Ernie’s inflated prices.

Gloria left her cabin and took her place with Sadie and the girls off to the side.

“Jewell always lets the men go first,” Biddy whispered. “They don’t take much, don’t cook much. Then she buys up whatever’s left and cooks it up to sell to them later on.”

“Smart woman,” Gloria said.

The sun continued to spread a certain warmth, and the jovial mood of the crowd grew with each purchase. Jewell broke away from the girls and worked her way through the crowd, greeting the men, pouring beer, telling jokes.

“Now, Sam, what’re you gonna do with that coffee? From what I hear, your coffee’d make a horse go blind. Bill, you know you need an onion to go with them sausages. What’s this, Mason? My whiskey ain’t good enough for you, you gotta buy your own?”

The men, slicked and dandy, blushed and hemmed and hawed under her attention. The same men who thought nothing of tossing her a twenty-dollar gold piece before heading upstairs with Sadie turned into jelly when Jewell tickled their chins and called them handsome. Gloria envied her ease in conversation.

Jewell’s whiskey-rough voice was such an integral part of the party’s noise, Gloria’s attention was drawn when it abruptly stopped.

Two people—a man and a woman—had slipped into the supply line. The man was well over six feet tall with shoulders broad enough to span a doorway. His hair, parted down the middle, hung nearly to his shoulders. He clutched his hat in one hand; the other hand rested on the back of a woman who could only be his wife.

“MacGregan,” Jewell said in a tone of extreme, exaggerated politeness. “Mrs. MacGregan.”

“Good afternoon, Miss Gunn,” MacGregan said. Gloria detected a faint Irish brogue in his voice. The wife said nothing.

“You don’t make it down here too often,” Jewell said, seeming to enjoy his discomfort.

“Been cooped up in that cabin too long,” MacGregan said. “Never know how long a warm spell like this is gonna last.”

“It is nice, isn’t it? Can I get you a drink?”

“No, no thank you. I’m not a drinkin’ man.”

“Ah, yes, of course. I forgot. Perhaps some tea for your wife?”

“That would be—” He was interrupted by a brief, fierce shake of his wife’s head. “No, but thank you.”

“All right then.” Jewell reached up to give MacGregan a hearty pat on the arm—much to his wife’s obvious consternation—before taking up with a group of four men who needed her to settle some kind of bet.

“Who is that?” Gloria asked Sadie.

“John William MacGregan. He and his wife got here about a year ago. They have a cabin pretty far up the mountain. Don’t come down here much.”

“Why not?”

“Can’t you guess?” Sadie said. “The wife. Look at her, the prude. I suspect she doesn’t care much for us.”

“How does Jewell know him?”

“I think she knows him from before she got here. Maybe he has some wild, mysterious past.”

“The wife doesn’t look too wild.”

Mrs. MacGregan was tall, though not as tall as Sadie, and thin. Gaunt, really. She wore a heavy dark coat, and her narrow face popped out of it like a pale flame. Wisps of black hair clung to her cheeks. Most of the party had abandoned their heavy wraps, but Mrs. MacGregan not only wore hers, but continued to clutch it close to her. Gloria noticed something familiar in the posture and leaned over to tell Sadie.

“She’s pregnant, too.”

“You think so?”

“Look at her,” Gloria said.

“You are right,” Sadie said. “Poor thing. She looks so sickly, too.”

“You should talk to her, offer to help.”

“But of course,” Sadie said, “Then maybe we’ll drink some tea and tell each other secrets.”

“Listen,” Gloria said. “She’s going to need a midwife.”

“All right,” Sadie said, “but you go with me to talk to her.”

Mrs. MacGregan’s eyes narrowed with each step Gloria and Sadie took. Finally, she took a step back as if to hide herself behind her massive husband.

“Mrs. MacGregan?” Sadie spoke to the woman as if she were a child hiding in a coal closet. “Hello, Mrs. MacGregan. My name is Sadie, and this is Gloria.”

Sadie held out her hand, but Mrs. MacGregan made no attempt to take it.

“Katherine,” John William said, “don’t be rude.”

Katherine MacGregan emerged from behind her husband and offered the women a timid hand. “Pleased to meet you,” she said without unclenching her teeth.

There was an uncomfortable beat of silence, the four of them standing, staring. Sadie rocked back and forth on her heels. Gloria looked just past Katherine MacGregan up into the trees dripping with melted snow.

Sadie took a deep, deep breath. “So, Mrs. MacGregan, when are you due?”

“Excuse me?” Her voice was full of indignation.

“She’s askin’ about the baby,” John William said. He turned to Sadie. “This spring. Probably April.”

“Gloria is due in March,” Sadie said, pointing to Gloria’s obvious mound.

“Well, congratulations.” John William’s voice was tinged with discomfort, but it seemed to stem from embarrassment rather than disapproval.

Gloria tried to coax a smile of camaraderie from Mrs. MacGregan, but was disappointed.

“I just wanted you to know,” Sadie said, “that we are here—I am here—if you need us. Me.”

“And why,” Mrs. MacGregan asked, “would I need you?”

“I am a skilled midwife.” Sadie said.

When Gloria looked at Sadie, she seemed to have grown another inch. The top of her head came nearly to John William MacGregan’s chin.

“When your time comes, just send your husband down, and I’ll be right up to help you.”

“That’s good to know,” John William said. He held his hand out to shake Sadie’s. When Sadie grasped it, though, Mrs. MacGregan slapped Sadie’s hand away.

“He will not be darkening the door of your house.”

“Now, Katherine,” John William said, his voice tinged with warning.

“I only meant—” Sadie said.

“I don’t care what you meant,” Mrs. MacGregan said. “We don’t need you or your kind.”

“Katherine!” His voice was harsh, but then gentle as he turned to address Sadie. “Excuse her. She hasn’t been feeling well. What with … well, everything.”

“Well then, good day to you,” Sadie said. “And good luck.”

“Good-bye,” Mrs. MacGregan said.

“It was nice to meet you,” John William said. “Both of you.”

Sadie turned Gloria toward Jewell’s house full of smiles and laughter, but Gloria stepped back and grabbed Mrs. MacGregan’s cold hand, refusing to relinquish her grip even when the woman tried to yank it away.

“Listen, Mrs. Mac—Katherine,” she said. “We’re all just women here. Just women.” Her mind tumbled with more words, but something in Katherine MacGregan’s face stopped her from speaking further. The vacant, dismissive stare that first greeted Gloria altered, slowly. The captive hand gave a nearly imperceptible squeeze, and Katherine’s clear blue eyes emitted just a
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