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Orphan’s Gold






After he milked the cow, but before he
brought the pail into the cabin, Virgil reached into the knothole
between the barn stalls and removed his father's last letter. He
began to read by the late light streaming through the loft
window.

Once more, he read his father’s comforting
words that Mom was in a better place. Once again he read how his
father loved and missed him and wished he could have him near.
Again he was admonished to study hard and finish school.

Several of his friends had already left
school. One had run away from home. Another mined coal. Virgil was
nearly 14. He figured he ought to be done with school, too.

Only that morning he’d asked his teacher what
else he needed to learn. She smiled and said that the world was
full of knowledge and he’d never know all of it.

“I mean in order to finish eighth grade,”
he’d said.

“Oh … you’re about done. Be patient.”

He thought about that now. He knew she wanted
him to stay until school let out in the spring. But, he reckoned
that he’d already read all the books in his town’s little library.
And, he could spell better and cipher better than any of the other
students in his class. Even better than big Gabby who was a year
older than Virgil. He ought to call it done. Then he could go to
Colorado and help his dad in the mine.

He brought it up at dinner, but Uncle Holden
didn’t want to listen to it. “You’re too young, Boy. And who’s got
the kind of money it costs to get you there.”

“But …”

“Anyways, your papa’ll send for you when he
wants you.”

A tear moistened Virgil’s eye when he
replied, “Yeah, I reckon he will.” There hadn’t been a letter since
October, and it was already April.

“Maybe your pa don’t want you,” said Virgil’s
cousin Clyde, who envied Virgil for being older and a better
student.

“Now, you hush, Clyde,” said Aunt Mary.

Holden noted Virgil’s sadness and Clyde’s
envy. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. I’ll meet you boys at school and we’ll
have a look around town. I heard old Oxnard’s got a new shipment in
at his store.”

 


Uncle Holden was sitting on a crate talking
with two other men when Clyde and Virgil entered Lem Oxnard’s
general store. “I heard Widow Johnson plans to remarry,” said one
of the men.

“That’s right,” said another. “She’s moving
out to Denver to hitch up with a man she knew from Chicago.”

“When’s she leaving?” said Uncle Holden.

“If she can buy herself a team and find
someone to drive it, she’ll join up with a party leaving Rock
Island next week.”

‘I’ll bet I could drive for her,’ Virgil
thought. “Uncle Holden, there’s something I need to do. I’ll be
right back,” he said as he ran back out the door.

Clyde caught up with Virgil as he was talking
to the widow and ran back to the general store to spill the beans
to Uncle Holden. Clyde interrupted a man who was talking about
Lincoln’s inauguration. “Virgil’s planning to run off to Denver,”
he said.

“Oh, is he?” asked Holden, “We’ll just have
to talk about that. Gotta go, Gents. Come on Boy, let’s fetch
Virgil and drive on home.”
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Although the widow was open to Virgil driving
her team, she insisted that Virgil obtain Holden’s and Mary’s
permission. On the ride home, Holden waited silently for Virgil to
bring up the topic, while Virgil, finding his uncle lost in
thought, decided not to mention it until super. Clyde sat
restlessly as if his trousers were full of ants.

At supper, Virgil mentioned Widow Johnson’s
plans to go to Denver. Aunt Mary frowned and called it reckless for
a woman to travel all that way alone. Virgil said that if he drove
her team, he could reunite with his father without it costing
anything. Aunt Mary was shocked, while Uncle Holden looked
thoughtful. Virgil prepared his best arguments and began to lay
them out. Clyde waited in vain for Virgil to be in trouble as
Virgil talked.

The discussion heated up—Mary told Virgil he
was too young, while Clyde laid out Virgil’s indiscretions, both
real and imagined. Holden looked at the two boys. Although Clyde
was younger than Virgil was, he was taller and more sturdily built.
He’d be a big man someday. Holden didn’t think Virgil would get
much taller. He’d always be short, lean and wiry. However, Virgil
already behaved like a man, while Clyde was still very much a boy.
Holden made his decision and said, “Well, I still think it’s
foolish, her leaving so soon. Fields still damp and all. What if
there’s a late snow or it rains heavy like last year? Still, I
reckon it wouldn’t do for a widow to travel all that way by
herself.” Mary looked at her husband in disbelief. Then she thought
a moment and a look of agreement appeared on her face. Virgil was
going to Denver.




The party hadn’t traveled far before the lead
wagon got stuck in mud. It took a while to free it and find drier
ground. Mud slowed them down on a few more occasions. Once they hit
a rough spot and sent out a scout. He returned with the bad news
that there was nothing but muddy road ahead. They had to wait for
several days while the sun dried their route. On another occasion,
they waited two days before a flooded river became shallow enough
to cross.

But then the rains stopped and other problems
arose. It became hot and water got scarce. Virgil’s eyes watered
from the wagon dust and his throat grew dry. Sometimes there was
little drinking water, and once there was none at all. Several
people thought they’d die of thirst. But, they didn’t die. They
found water and arrived in Denver, tired but glad to be finished
with their traveling.

During the long crossing, Virgil had done his
best to help the widow and he’d gained a reputation among the other
travelers as an industrious youth. Once in Denver, Virgil stayed by
the widow’s side and helped her look for her betrothed. It was a
busy place where new people arrived frequently and left twice as
often. The only ones who remained for long in that bustling,
unstable city, were storekeepers and ladies in the entertainment
business. It wasn’t until the following afternoon that they located
the widow’s mister. He and Virgil helped her settle in to her new
home and then Virgil took leave of the couple.

Virgil went into a saloon in hopes of a meal
and directions to the gold diggings. Directions were easy enough to
obtain, but the price of a meal was somewhat more than Virgil had
planned to spend. He asked if he couldn’t do a bit of work in
exchange for a meal, but the innkeeper said there was nothing
needing doing. Reluctant to leave, lest the innkeeper change his
mind, Virgil spent some time watching a card game. It wasn’t all
that interesting—one of the players did most of the winning. But
the game got interesting when one of the losers accused the winner
of cheating. Of course the winner denied it and used a derringer to
help make his point. The loser used persuasion of a larger caliber
and an argument ensued. The argument ended quickly along with the
lives of the two gamblers. Virgil decided to leave the saloon
before any more un-pleasantries occurred.

Virgil wandered down the street and found a
bit of work keeping a blacksmith’s fire stoked. At day’s end, the
blacksmith invited him to stay for some salt pork and beans, and
then he let Virgil bed down on his floor.

In the morning, Virgil set out for Golden
City, the town closest to the diggings. It didn’t take him long
before he came to the ferry dock. He figured he’d rather swim the
Platte than pay $2.50 for a short ride across. The current was
swifter than he’d estimated. When he reached the other side of the
river, he was a good distance from the trail. It took him some time
to cut through bushes and bramble before he regained his route.

He’d hoped to make it to Golden City that
day, but evening found him bedding down in the open. He’d
approached a group in three wagons, but they hadn’t been too
friendly, so he removed himself a small distance and lay down. His
bedroll was still wet from his time in the Platte, though his
clothes had dried in the summer sun. It was a warm night, but not
so warm that he slept comfortably. He heard some animals prowling
nearby and decided that he’d be just as well off walking under the
moonlight as wondering what they were up to and if they intended
any harm. He hoisted up his pack, readied his rifle, and started
walking.

As the sun was beginning to break along the
horizon, he stopped to locate a packet of hardtack in his knapsack.
The wet paper easily peeled away from the biscuits. Although the
biscuits were wet as well, the insides were still solid. Using his
cup, he scooped water from the creek. He put a biscuit in the cup
so it would soften.

Walking along, and sipping biscuit mush, he
began to feel pretty good. It had been a long trip so far, but soon
he would see his father again. He wondered how much gold his father
had got so far and what they’d buy with it all. Would they go back
to Illinois or would they stay here? After Virgil’s mother died,
his father showed no interest in the farm. Once he’d made up his
mind to go prospecting, it seemed like a yoke had been lifted from
his neck. Virgil thought his father probably wouldn’t want to
return to Illinois.

About noon Virgil came upon a wagon that had
stuck itself in a rut. He helped lift it out and was rewarded with
a ride and a roast rabbit leg. It was a good thing, too, since he
hadn’t eaten anything that day but biscuit mush. Evening found him
in Golden City. He went looking for a meal and got a sandwich at
the saloon. He hoped for milk, but they only had beer which he
didn’t care for. He drank water instead. It was fresh from the
creek and very cool.

He asked after his father, but no one seemed
to know him. He decided to ask some more people in the morning and
bedded down in the livery stable.

In the morning, it took him an awful lot of
asking before he found a man in one of the two general stores who
knew his father. “Elias Kipp? I haven’t seen him in a while. Come
to think on it, I haven’t seen his partner, Sam Mercer, in a long
time either.” He spit and added, “Say Caleb, ain’t you fixin’ to
head up Clear Creek? Suppose you could take this boy out to the
Mercer-Kipp Mine?”

“Not a problem,” Caleb replied. “How soon you
fixin’ to leave, Boy?”

“I’m at your convenience Sir.”

“Alright. Help me load these supplies on my
mule and we’ll head out.”

Caleb led the packed mule up the narrow trail
while Virgil followed. For the first few hours Caleb talked about
his past—farming, trapping, scouting and prospecting. But then he
fell silent and simply walked. Virgil listened to the roar of Clear
Creek as it made its swift passage between the high rock walls.
He’d always looked out on fields of grain. Walking the canyon was a
new experience—boisterous water pushed its way through stern and
ancient stone. Virgil looked up the canyon’s high walls and felt as
if he were very small.

About mid-afternoon, Caleb spoke again. “Boy,
do you see where that gully enters the creek?” Virgil indicated
that he did.

“Well whatcha got to do,” Caleb continued,
“is walk up that gully about a quarter mile and you’ll come to the
mine. There’s a log across the creek up yonder. That would be a
good place to cross over. Take ‘er easy, Boy.”

The log wasn’t entirely dry and Virgil nearly
lost his footing before reaching the other side. He remembered the
Platte’swift current, and was grateful he hadn’t fallen in the
creek. Had he done so, he probably would have come ashore
downstream of his goal. He didn’t mind getting wet, but he didn’t
want to waste any time. It had been a long time since he’d seen his
dad and he didn’t want to delay their reunion.

As Virgil ran up the gully, he slipped on
loose gravel and nearly fell. He slowed reluctantly. He heard the
distant boom of steel striking rock. The noise grew ever louder as
he approached the mine entrance
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