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Dear Readers, Old and New,

It is with joy that I give you one of the novels written earlier in my career. Some of you have read it, and will feel as though you’re meeting old friends; to others, it will offer a completely new reading experience.

Either way, this tale is a gift of my heart.

The characters in this and all of my books are the kind of people I truly admire, and try to emulate. They are smart, funny, brave, and persistent. The women are strong, and while they love their men, they have goals of their own, and they are independent, sometimes to a fault. More than anything else, these stories are about people meeting challenges and discovering the hidden qualities and resources within themselves.

We all have to do that.

We are blessed—and cursed—to live in uncertain times.

Let us go forward, bravely, with our dearest ideals firmly in mind.

They’re all we have—and all we need.

May you be blessed,

Linda Lael Miller

4235 S. Cheney-Spokane Road, Ste. #1

P.O. Box 19461

Spokane, WA 99219
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For Janet Carroll.

a friend for centuries


Prologue

Lincoln, Nebraska

December 9, 1865

The train whistle gave a piercing shriek. Feeling her six-year-old sister, Lily, tremble beside her in the stiff, sooty seat, Caroline slid an arm around the little girl’s shoulders.

Lily’s brown eyes peered at Caroline from beneath straggly, white-blond bangs. Emma, who was seven, sat next to the window, watching the snow-laden frame buildings of the prairie town slip past. Her coppery hair glinted in the thin light of a winter day. Like Lily’s, it needed brushing.

Caroline despaired of making her sisters and herself presentable. There were no hairbrushes, no changes of clothes—all they had were their worn coats, shoes, and plain dresses, given them by the nuns at St. Mary’s in Chicago.

The conductor lumbered along the narrow aisle, a big, beefy-looking man without a whit of charity in the whole of his being. “This here’s Lincoln, Nebraska,” he boomed out. “Got your farmers and storekeepers and blacksmiths.” He paused and let his beady gaze sweep over Caroline, Lily, and Emma. “I reckon folks like that will be looking for boys,” he finished.

Caroline held Lily just a little closer and glared fearlessly up into the conductor’s face. His nose was big as a potato, with tiny purple and red veins all over it. “Girls are every bit as good as boys,” she said staunchly, calling upon all the aplomb she’d managed to gather in eight years of living. “And they’re a whole lot less trouble, too.”

“Just get out there and stand on that platform with the others,” the big man commanded, as a dozen boys scrambled toward the back of the car. They were all unwanted children, or outright orphans, with little papers bearing numbers pinned to their clothes, hoping to be adopted by one of the families waiting along the line.

The train rattled, and the metal wheels screeched against the tracks. Puffs of steam billowed past the windows.

“Everything will be all right,” Caroline said softly, looking from Lily’s dark, troubled eyes to Emma’s fearful blue ones. She knew the words were probably a lie even as she uttered them, but she had no choice. She was the eldest sister, it was her place to look after Lily and Emma.

Fat snowflakes wafted down, nestling in Lily’s and Emma’s tousled hair, as the three girls trooped out onto the platform.

Standing just behind Lily, Caroline gripped the little girl’s narrow shoulders tightly, trying to give her courage. She’d been pleading with God to let the three of them stay together ever since Mama had tearfully ushered them onto the orphan train in Chicago, but in her heart, Caroline knew He wasn’t going to answer her prayer.

Come to that, Caroline couldn’t remember the last time God had answered a prayer. Sometimes she wondered why she even bothered talking to Him.

A huge man with a black beard and a dirty woolen coat stepped onto the platform; his dark eyes narrowed as he surveyed the small crop of orphans lined up for his inspection.

Caroline breathed a sigh of relief when he chose two boys and left. Maybe, just maybe, she and Lily and Emma would have a little more time together before they were parted. She crossed chilly fingers where they rested on Lily’s shoulders.

A fat woman in a faded calico dress and an old woolen cloak huffed up the platform steps, stomping snow off her feet as she went. Her cheeks were round and red, but there was no merriment in her gaze.

“I’ll take you,” she said, pointing at Caroline.

Caroline swallowed. No, she pleaded silently. I can’t leave Lily and Emma. She tried, one last time. Please, God—they’re little, and they need me so much.

Remembering the manners her grandmother had taught her, before her death a year before, Caroline curtsied. “Ma’am, if you please,” she blurted out, “these are my sisters, Emma and Lily, and they’re both good, strong girls, big enough to clean and cook . . .”

The dour woman shook her head. “Just you, miss,” she said sternly.

Caroline couldn’t hold back the tears any longer; they brimmed in her eyes and trickled down her cold, wind-burned cheeks. She’d hoped to be chosen last, if she was to be separated from her sisters, because she was the oldest and the most likely to remember where the others had left the train.

But God wasn’t willing to grant her even that much.

“Remember all that I told you,” she said softly, after frantic hugs had been exchanged. She crouched down and took Lily’s small, chapped hands in her own. “And when you get lonesome, just sing the songs we learned from Grandma, and that’ll bring us close.” She paused to kiss Lily’s cheek. “I’ll find you both again somehow,” she added. “I promise.”

She rose and turned to Emma. “Be strong,” she managed to say. “And remember—please remember.”

Emma nodded, and tears moved down over her reddened cheeks. She mouthed the word “good-bye,” unable to say it out loud, and Caroline understood.

The conductor herded the remaining children back into the railroad car then, since it was plain that no more orphans would be chosen. Caroline followed her adoptive mother down the slippery platform steps, not daring to look back.

“If you ask me,” muttered the strange woman, broad hips swishing from side to side as she led the way through the ever-deepening snow, “Miss Phoebe and Miss Ethel are tempting fate, taking an outsider in like this, just because they need a companion—”

Caroline was paying little attention; her grief was too raw and too keen. Only as the train lumbered loudly out of the station did she turn to watch; the noisy beast was carrying away the two people she loved most in the world.

The woman grabbed her roughly by one shoulder and pulled her along. “I don’t have the day to waste on this fool’s errand, you know,” she fussed, intent on her progress again. “I dare say, Miss Phoebe should have done this herself, instead of sending me.”

The snow was deep and muddy and dappled with manure, and Caroline had a difficult time keeping up. She hardly heard the woman’s prattle, for her heart was on board the train, chugging steadily west, and she longed to chase after it.

“What’s your name, anyway?” the woman demanded, as they passed a general mercantile and made their way toward a brick hotel.

“Caroline Chalmers,” Caroline answered regally, straightening her charity coat and tossing back her long, dark hair. She could feel the snow seeping through to wet her scalp. “What’s yours?”

“Mrs. Artemus T. Phillips,” the woman replied, at last troubling to look at Caroline as she dragged her along the slippery sidewalk, past a store and a hotel. “Merciful heavens, now that I truly look at you, I see you’re a scrawny little thing. You probably won’t last the week.”

Caroline was determined to hold on as long as it took to find Lily and Emma. She raised her chin. “I’ll last, all right,” she said.

“Don’t you be pert with me!” warned Mrs. Artemus T. Phillips, gripping Caroline by a frozen ear and propelling her around a corner. “I declare, the poor haven’t the sense to know when they should be grateful . . .”

Caroline flailed one arm to free herself, but Mrs. Phillips was strong, and there was no escaping her.

They turned another corner onto a street lined with houses and Mrs. Phillips stopped in front of a snow-frosted picket fence and pushed open the gate. “Here we are,” she said, with no small measure of relief in her voice.

Caroline lifted her eyes to take in the house. It was a sturdy two-story place with green shutters on the windows and smoke curling from a brick chimney, the kind of home she’d always dreamed of having.

There was an oval of frosted glass in the front door, and Caroline thought she saw the suggestion of a face behind it. A moment later, a brown-haired woman in a pink crepe dress stepped out onto the porch. She wore a shawl around her shoulders, and there was a cameo brooch at her throat.

She smiled at Caroline, and despite everything, Caroline smiled back.

“So this is our girl,” she said. She was neither beautiful nor plain, young nor old. “Come in, come in.”

Caroline was ushered into a house that smeiled pleasantly of lavender and cinnamon.

Another woman, looking exactly like the first except that her dress was blue, came down the steep stairway, one hand sliding graciously along the banister. “Is this the child?” she asked, coughing delicately into a handkerchief. Her eyes moved to Mrs. Phillips. “Oh, Ophelia, you chose wisely. She’s lovely.”

Caroline gulped and stepped back, assessing the two women with wide brown eyes.

“I dare say she has a mind of her own,” complained Ophelia Phillips, dusting snow from the shoulders of her plain brown cloak. For all her talk about the poor, she didn’t look too prosperous herself.

“That’s as it should be,” said the woman who had opened the door to admit them. She bent to smile into Caroline’s face. “I’m Phoebe Maitland,” she said. Then she gestured toward the woman in the blue dress. “And this is my sister, Ethel.”

Caroline liked the middle-aged sisters, and despite the heartache of that day, she was grateful to know she’d be staying with them, instead of the fearsome Mrs. Phillips. She curtsied. “How do you do?”

The sisters twittered, obviously charmed.

Mrs. Phillips cleared her throat loudly. “Now that I’ve done my Christian duty,” she said, “I’ll just go and see to my own affairs.”

Miss Phoebe thanked Mrs. Phillips warmly and ushered her right out the door.

“For a while, I was afraid she was going to adopt me,” Caroline confessed to Miss Ethel in an earnest whisper.

Miss Ethel laughed prettily, then coughed again. “Bless your buttons, child. Ophelia’s our neighbor, and Sister only sent her to meet the train because I was feeling poorly and she didn’t wish to leave me.”

Caroline looked around at the tall clock and the umbrella stand and the oak wainscoting. To think this was only the entryway. “I’ve never been in a house this big,” she confided, stepping closer to Miss Ethel. “Am I supposed to clean it?”

Just then Miss Phoebe reappeared, shivering as she was borne in on a cold winter wind. “How Ophelia does run on,” she said, pushing the door closed with visible effort.

“Caroline thinks she’s supposed to clean our house,” Miss Ethel imparted to her sister, looking chagrined.

Miss Phoebe came and laid a gentle hand on Caroline’s shoulder. “Oh, dear, no,” she said. “You’re to be a companion to Sister and me as we undertake grand adventures in the West.”

Caroline felt her eyes go wide. Maybe there was still hope that she and Lily and Emma would be reunited. “The West?” she echoed.

“We’re off to Wyoming,” said Miss Ethel, with a pleased nod. “We’ll all make a fresh start.”

Caroline had never heard of Wyoming, but she’d discerned that the place was in the west, that great, mysterious land that had swallowed up Lily and Emma. She was eager to set out.

Miss Phoebe started off through the house in a determined rustle of taffeta petticoats. “Come, child—you must be hungry, and you do look a fright. Sister and I will see that you’re fed, and then we’ll decide what to do about those dreadful clothes.”

Despite her reduced circumstances, Caroline still had a measure of pride, and she bristled. Maybe her dress and stockings had come from the parish ragbag, but they were hers and they weren’t dreadful, only shabby. “I don’t need anything,” she said firmly, though she followed close on Miss Phoebe’s heels.

They ended up in a kitchen grander than anything Caroline could have imagined. Miss Ethel offered her a seat at the giant oak table, and Caroline took it.

“Of course you need things,” said Miss Ethel, laying a gentle hand on Caroline’s shoulder before sitting down. “What a treat it will be to sew for you.”

“You’re our child now,” said Miss Phoebe resolutely, taking a plate from the warming oven above the stove, with its glistening nickel trim. “Sister and I will take care of you.”

Even though Caroline had made up her mind not to eat, when Miss Phoebe set the food before her, she gobbled it down, desperate to ease the gnawing ache in her belly.

“Poor darling,” said Miss Phoebe, much later, clucking her tongue as she poured fragrant tea from a squat brown china pot. “Do tell us—how did you come to be traveling all alone on an orphan train?”

Caroline eyed the remains of her reheated meat loaf, mashed potatoes, and creamed corn glumly. Lily and Emma were hungry, too, but all they would get today would be a piece of bread and some spotty fruit. It shamed her that she’d eaten while her sisters had to do without.

“Caroline?” Miss Ethel prompted.

Caroline drew a deep breath and sat up very straight in her chair. “I wasn’t alone,” she said, near tears again. “I was with my sisters, Emma and Lily.”

The Maitland sisters exchanged sad looks.

“Oh, dear,” whispered Miss Ethel. “We’ve parted her from her loved ones, Phoebe. She’s like a little bird, plucked from the nest!”

Miss Phoebe patted Caroline’s hand. “From now on, well be Caroline’s family,” she said. “We’ll travel west, the three of us, and make a fine home for ourselves.”

Miss Ethel sighed philosophically, lifting her teacup to her mouth. “Papa did make us promise to look out for his mining interests out there,” she reflected. She paused to smile fondly at Caroline. “With Phoebe marrying Mr. Gunderson almost the moment we step off the train, I would have been very lonely.”

After tea, Caroline stood on a stool in the parlor and was measured for new clothes. Although she couldn’t help grieving for Lily and Emma, she did take a little joy in her own good fortune.

Caroline was warm and full for the first time in days, and she was going to have new clothes that had been made just for her, rather than bought from rummage or scrounged by the nuns. Miss Ethel sat at the spinet playing “What A Friend We Have In Jesus,” and snow drifted lazily past the parlor windows.

It was easy to be optimistic. Surely it followed that if she and Lily and Emma were all headed west, the three of them would be together again soon.


Chapter
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Bolton, Wyoming Territory

April 15, 1878

He was the most disreputable-looking man Caroline had ever seen, and everything depended upon him.

Squinting, she took a neatly pressed handkerchief from the pocket of her coat and wiped away some of the grime from the saloon window to take a closer look. If anything, Mr. Guthrie Hayes seemed even less appealing after that effort. He certainly didn’t look like the war hero her student had told her about with such excitement.

A muscular man, probably only a few inches taller than Caroline herself, he sat at a corner table, engrossed in a game of cards. A mangy yellow dog lay at his side on the sawdust floor, its muzzle resting on its paws. Mr. Hayes wore rough-spun trousers, a plain shirt of undyed cotton, suspenders, and a leather hat that looked as if it had been chewed up and spit out by a large, irritable animal. His face was beard-stubbled, and he sported a rakish black patch over one eye.

Caroline couldn’t see his hair, because of the hat, but she figured it was probably too long. She sighed, dampened a clean corner of the hanky with her tongue, and cleared a bigger area on the glass.

Just then one of the men at Mr. Hayes’s table must have pointed Caroline out, for he raised his head and looked her directly in the eyes. An unaccountable shock jolted her system; she sensed something hidden deep in this man’s mind and spirit, something beautiful and deadly.

He had the audacity to smile around the stub of a thin cigar clamped between his strong white teeth. As far as Caroline was willing to admit, those teeth were his only redeeming feature.

Mr. Hayes spoke cordially to the other men, threw in his cards, and pushed back his chair. The dog got up to follow him as he came toward the swinging doors.

Caroline stepped back, alarm and excitement colliding inside her and driving out her breath. Her fingers trembled a little as she stuffed the soiled hanky into her handbag. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, even though she was patently terrified.

Mr. Hayes approached her idly, the cigar stub still caught between his teeth. In the bright sunshine of an April afternoon, Caroline saw that his one visible eye was green, and she just assumed the other was, too—provided there was another one, of course. There was a quirky slant to his mouth, and his beard, like what she could see of his hair, was light brown.

His very presence had an impact, despite his appearance.

“Ma’am,” he said, touching the brim of his seedy hat, and Caroline heard just the whisper of a southern drawl in the way he uttered the word.

She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. Lord knew, she wanted nothing to do with the likes of Guthrie Hayes, but he might well be Seaton’s only chance. She was prepared to do almost anything to help the man she hoped to marry.

She put out a hand. “My name is Miss Caroline Chalmers,” she said.

An impudent green eye moved over her slender figure slowly then came back to her face. The amusement Caroline saw in its depths nettled her, and she felt a peculiar sort of sweet venom spread through her.

“What can I do for you, Miss Caroline Chalmers?” Just behind him, the yellow dog whimpered forlornly and kerplopped to its belly on the dirty wooden sidewalk.

Caroline ran her tongue over dry lips, and even though her errand was urgent, she was compelled to hedge. “Is that animal ill?” she asked.

“Tob?” Hayes chuckled, and the sound was warm and rich. It hid itself in Caroline’s middle and melted there, like beeswax left in the sun. “Not really. He’s just hung over— bad habit he picked up before he and I became partners.”

Caroline took a step backwards and felt her cheeks redden. Inside the saloon, a tinny piano made a chinkytinky sound, and wagons and buggies rattled through the mud-and-manure-filled street. “Tob is a very strange name,” she managed to say. “Why do you call him that?”

Mr. Hayes sighed in a long-suffering fashion, probably yearning to get back to his debauched pursuits inside the Hellfire and Spit Saloon, took off his hat, and put it back on again. In the interim, Caroline caught a glimpse of tousled brown hair with a golden glint to it.

“Miss Chalmers,” he said, with irritating patience, “I didn’t come out here to discuss my dog. What do you want?”

Caroline’s cheeks went even redder, and out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw Hypatia Furvis peering at her through the window of the dress shop. Before sunset, every warm body in Bolton would have been told that the schoolteacher had been seen talking to a man who was hardly more than a criminal.

“Miss Chalmers?” Mr. Hayes prompted.

“Is it true that you used to—to rescue people from Federal prisons, during the war?”

He took a match from the pocket of his shirt, struck it against the sole of one scuffed boot, and lit the cigar stub. Clouds of blue smoke billowed into Caroline’s face, fouling the fresh spring air. “Who told you that?”

Caroline coughed. “One of my students,” she admitted.

A mischievous grin lifted one corner of his mouth. “I thought you looked like a schoolteacher,” he said, and once more, his brazen gaze took in her figure. “You’re surely a scrawny little thing. Don’t they pay you enough to buy food?”

Caroline was patently insulted. Maybe she wasn’t fashionably plump, but she wasn’t exactly thin, either. She took another deep breath to show that she had a bosom, however modest. “My wages are adequate, thank you. In fact, they allow me to offer you a sizable sum in return for your help.”

Hayes took a puff of the cigar. “How sizable?”

“Two hundred and thirty-six dollars and forty-seven cents,” Caroline replied, with dignity. She’d saved literally from childhood to amass what she considered a small fortune. And she loved Seaton Flynn enough to hand over every penny in return for his freedom.

He gave a slow whistle and shook his head. “That’s a lot of money, Miss Chalmers. Exactly what would I have to do to earn it?”

Caroline looked carefully in every direction, then dropped her voice to a whisper to reply, “I want you to free my—friend from jail.”

The eye narrowed, and Mr. Hayes tossed the cigar into the street. “What did you say?”

Caroline bit her lower lip for a moment, then repeated her request, slowly and clearly, the way she would have done for a slow student.

“I’ll be damned,” swore Mr. Hayes, resting his hands on his hips. “You’re asking me to break the law!”

“Shhh!” Caroline hissed. Then she took his arm and fairly dragged him into the little space between the Hellfire and Spit Saloon and the Wells Fargo office. There was no telling what Hypatia would make of that, but Caroline felt she had no alternative. “You wouldn’t be breaking the law,” she insisted furiously, still gripping Mr. Hayes’s arm. “You’d be striking a blow for justice. Seaton—Mr. Flynn is innocent. He was wrongly accused.” Tears welled, unbidden, along her lashes. “They’re going to hang him!”

There was a certain cautious softening in Mr. Hayes’s manner. His dog was at his side again, nuzzling the back of his knee. “I read about that in the newspaper,” Hayes said with a frown, rubbing his bristly chin with a thumb and forefinger.

Desperation kept Caroline from remarking on the surprising fact that Mr. Hayes could read. “He didn’t rob that stagecoach,” she whispered frantically. “And I know he didn’t gun down the driver. Mr. Flynn would never do a reprehensible thing like that.”

Mr. Hayes looked both pitying and skeptical, and Caroline wanted to slap his face for it, but she restrained herself.

“What makes you so sure?” he asked.

Caroline huffed out a ragged, beleaguered sigh. “Because he told me he didn’t!”

Hayes spread his hands wide. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” he retorted sarcastically. “That changes everything!”

Caroline sniffled. The tip of her nose was probably turning red, but she didn’t care. Practically everything that mattered to her was at stake. “If Mr. Flynn can just get out of jail, he can prove his innocence.”

“Or hightail it for the ass-end of nowhere,” Hayes agreed. “Flynn was convicted of robbery and murder, Miss Chalmers. He was sentenced to hang. And there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it.” He turned to walk away, and Caroline gripped the back of his sleeve.

“Wait,” she pleaded. “Please.”

He faced her again. “Breaking into Yankee jails during wartime was one thing, Miss Chalmers. But now the fighting is over, and I’ve got no intention of getting in the way of justice.”

“Justice?” Caroline cried. “The territory’s about to execute the wrong man! Do you call that justice?”

Hayes hooked one thumb under a suspender and regarded Caroline thoughtfully. “You really love this jaybird, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Caroline admitted, in a whispered wail. The dog at Mr. Hayes’s feet seemed to echo the sound.

“Hell,” cursed Mr. Hayes. “I do powerfully hate it when a lady cries.”

Since her handkerchief was filthy, Caroline had to dry her eyes with the back of one hand. “Will you help me?”

“No,” Mr. Hayes answered flatly. And then he walked away, the pitiful dog scrambling along at his heels.

Caroline took a few moments to recover her dignity, then followed him. That snoopy Hypatia was standing out on the sidewalk in front of her Aunt Gertrude’s shop now, her arms folded, watching with a smirk on her face.

“Hello, Caroline!” she called out in a sunny voice.

Caroline only glared at her and went back to the saloon window.

Guthrie Hayes was once again embroiled in his card game. As Caroline watched, a dance hall girl in a skimpy pink and black striped dress minced her way over the sawdust toward him, carrying an enameled bowl in one hand.

Reaching the table, she picked up a whiskey bottle and poured the amber-colored liquor into the bowl. She set the dish on the floor, showing her garters when she bent over. The dog drank the whiskey in shameless laps, then lay down at Mr. Hayes’s feet again.

Caroline wasn’t concerned with the dog’s apparent lack of moral fortitude. It was the dance hall girl who irked her. While she watched, the shameless hussy sat down in Mr. Hayes’s lap with a distinct wiggle and wrapped one arm around his neck.

For the moment, Seaton Flynn and his predicament were forgotten.

The harlot took Mr. Hayes’s hat from his head and put it on her own, then bent to whisper something in his ear while he dealt the cards.

Caroline tapped insistently at the window, but Mr. Hayes’s attention was all for the strumpet squirming and simpering in his lap.

A slow grin spread across his face as he listened to whatever the soiled dove was saying and then he nodded in response. In that moment, Caroline lost all concern for appearances and marched along the sidewalk to the swinging doors.

Without stopping to think—if she had paused to consider the implications of her actions, she wouldn’t have had the courage—Caroline strode into the saloon, her prim black shoes kicking up little clouds of sawdust as she moved.

The bawdy tinkle of the piano ceased, as did the clinking of bottles against glass and the low hum of conversation.

Everyone turned to stare blearily at Caroline through a blue haze of smoke as she came to a halt beside Mr. Hayes’s chair and folded her arms.

Tob whined and put one paw over his muzzle. Mr. Hayes looked up at her and grinned, and the dance hall girl, still wearing the hat, gazed at Caroline with a combination of challenge and contempt in her saucy, kohl-lined eyes.

The impetus that had swept Caroline into the saloon promptly deserted her, and she was at a total loss. After all, she couldn’t very well argue her case in front of all these witnesses; the whole plan depended upon the utmost discretion.

“Mr. Hayes,” she said awkwardly, operating on sheer bravado, “I demand that you speak with me. Privately.”

He arched one eyebrow, his arm resting nonchalantly around the saloon girl’s middle. Playfully, she put the hat back on his head. “Oh, you do, do you? What about?”

Caroline’s face was flooded with color. “You know very well what about, Mr. Hayes. You are simply being difficult.”

Much too gently for Caroline’s tastes, he displaced the young woman on his lap and stood. “I believe I made myself clear when we talked before, Miss Chalmers,” he said evenly, hooking his thumbs in his suspenders.

Caroline was terrified. If he repeated the request she’d made of him in front of these people, all would be lost. She might even end up in jail herself.

Almost suavely, he gestured toward the swinging doors, inviting her to leave.

Chin trembling, Caroline turned on her heel, picked up her skirts with one hand, and stormed out of the saloon and down the sidewalk.

She didn’t stop to think about what she’d done until she reached the picket fence surrounding the brick schoolhouse, three streets away. Pushing open the gate, Caroline stumbled blindly up the walk, one hand to her mouth, and let herself into the building.

All her students were gone for the day, since she’d dismissed classes before venturing to the saloon in search of Mr. Hayes, so she had the privacy to cry.

She sat down on one of the small desks, attached to each other by long runners of black iron, covered her face with both hands, and wept in earnest. She hadn’t felt this bleak or hopeless since that long-ago day in Nebraska, when she’d been forced to leave Emma and Lily behind on the orphan train.

With Seaton Flynn, a handsome young lawyer who had appeared in town on the afternoon stagecoach one day two years before, she’d found the hope of a home and children of her own, a real family. He’d charmed her easily, with his dancing brown eyes and ready smile—he had a grand sense of fashion and propriety, too, unlike Mr. Guthrie Hayes— and he’d soon built a respectable practice. Although Caroline had caught glimpses of a cold, quicksilver temper in Seaton, she’d felt that his good qualities outweighed such a transitory flaw.

Then he’d been accused of robbing a stagecoach and actually shooting another person to death! Seaton had been whisked away to Laramie, tried, and convicted, but Caroline was convinced it was all a colossal mistake. She loved Seaton Flynn, and that wouldn’t have been the case if he were a murderer and a thief. She would have known.

When the door creaked open behind her, interrupting her reflections, Caroline thought one of her students had returned for a forgotten book or slate. She sniffled once, lifted her chin, and scraped up a smile to put on. But when she turned to look, she saw Guthrie Hayes standing at the back of the schoolroom.

Instantly, the room was too warm. Caroline bolted off the desk top and went to take a long pole from its hook on the wall. Her heart pounding at a rate all out of proportion to the activity, she went from one high window to another, opening them from the top.

Soon, there was nothing to do but face Mr. Hayes again. “What do you want?” she asked.

He was still standing in the framework of the inner door, next to the entrance to the cloakroom, one powerful shoulder resting against the jamb. “You’ve been crying over Flynn,” he said seriously. “Has it ever occurred to you that he might not be worth your tears?”

Caroline thought of picnics and long Sunday afternoon walks with Seaton Flynn, of shared kisses in the moonlight and her many bright dreams. Caroline’s heart had gone tumbling into infinity the first moment she saw him, when they’d collided at the base of the outside stairway leading up to his office over the feed and grain.

“You don’t know Mr. Flynn,” she said, as reasonably as she could, putting the window pole back in its place. “And may I say I think it’s abominably cruel of you to come here and torment me further.”

The barb didn’t appear to catch Mr. Hayes in a tender place. He shrugged. “Evidently, the judge and jury didn’t know him either. They convicted him of murder, among other things.”

Caroline was tired, discouraged, and exasperated. “Why did you come here?” she demanded.

He pushed off his hat and thoughtfully scratched his head. “I’m not sure,” he replied, “considering that I had better things to do.”

Recalling the trollop who’d practically draped herself across Mr. Hayes’s muscular thighs, Caroline was stung. She gathered the first-grade arithmetic primers into a stack and slammed them down onto her desk top. “That isn’t a satisfactory answer, Mr. Hayes.”

Again he indulged in that obnoxious, off center grin. “I seem to be flunking this conversation, Teacher.”

For some reason Caroline couldn’t begin to divine, he was toying with her. She swept him up in one contemptuous glance. “You seem to be flunking this lifetime,” she replied.

He laughed and slapped one hand to his chest as though she’d sunk a knife into him. Then he hoisted himself away from the door jamb and ambled toward her, until he was standing very close.

“Maybe you shouldn’t insult me quite so freely,” he said, in a low voice that caused a warm, quaking sensation somewhere deep down in Caroline’s person. “From what you’ve told me, I’m the only hope you’ve got of springing your gentleman friend from the hoosegow.”

She took a step backwards and raised one hand to fidget with the loose tendrils of dark hair at the back of her neck.

Mr. Hayes’s single eye slipped to her breasts at the motion, then came moseying back to her face. Again, one corner of his mouth tilted in a quirky grin. Caroline felt dizzy and took refuge in her official chair.

“Are you going to help me or not?” she asked breathlessly, looking up at Guthrie Hayes as he bent over her, his hands braced on the gouged oak surface of the desk.

“I haven’t decided yet,” he answered. “This isn’t the kind of thing a man enters into lightly, Miss Chalmers. There are a lot of variables to consider.”

It struck Caroline then that Mr. Hayes was better educated than his clothes and general personal appearance would indicate. “But you’re not saying no?”

He shook his head, and the expression in the eye Caroline could see revealed bafflement. “No. Why the hell I’m not is anybody’s guess, because this whole idea of yours is just plain crazy. One or both of us could end up in jail, right alongside your beau.”

To her own surprise as much as his, Caroline smiled, and he drew back slightly, looking mildly alarmed and more confused than ever.

“Thank you,” she said.

Mr. Hayes muttered a curse word, wrenched his hat off, then put it on again. After that, he waggled an index finger at Caroline. “I haven’t made my final decision yet, Teacher, and don’t you forget that.”

“I won’t,” Caroline replied, unable to keep the little trill of joyous triumph out of her voice.

Mr. Hayes swore again, turned on one heel, and strode back along the aisle between the desks to the inner door. He was muttering to himself as he went out.

For the first time since Seaton’s arrest, Caroline’s heart was light. She closed all the windows, washed down the blackboard, swept the floor, and left, her lesson book clutched to her chest.

Miss Ethel, gray-haired now but as delicately spry as ever, was in the front yard when she arrived home, examining her cherished rose bushes for buds. She beamed when Caroline swept through the gate, humming happily.

“You’ve finally gotten over that wretched Mr. Flynn!” the older woman said, looking delighted.

“On the contrary,” Caroline replied, in a conspiratorial whisper, “I’ll soon prove to the entire world that Seaton isn’t guilty.”

Miss Ethel’s wrinkled face fell. “But he is, dear,” she said. “Don’t you remember? One of the stagecoach passengers identified him.”

Caroline continued up the walk toward the front steps, though her gait wasn’t so springy now and her spirits were drooping just a little. “It was a mistake,” she insisted. “The real robber is someone who resembles Seaton, that’s all.” She didn’t look back, because she knew if she did, she’d see Miss Ethel shaking her head.

In the front parlor, Miss Phoebe was perched on the settee, sipping tea and gossiping with a neighbor. She inclined her head and waggled her fingers slightly as Caroline passed by in the hallway.

Miss Phoebe had planned to marry a Mr. Gunderson immediately after she and Caroline and Miss Ethel arrived in Bolton thirteen years ago, but a Shoshone brave had shot the prospective bridegroom dead before she’d even finished unpacking. Despite hordes of eager suitors—like all the western territories, Wyoming suffered a drastic shortage of marriageable women—neither Miss Phoebe nor Miss Ethel had ever expressed interest in matrimony again.

Reaching the spacious kitchen, Caroline hung her sensible navy blue cloak from a peg beside the back door and snatched a piece of fresh bread from the box on the counter. The scent of a mutton roast simmering in the oven made her stomach grumble.

She buttered the bread and went to the stove for the teakettle. Soon, she was seated in one of the sturdy oak chairs, her lesson book open on the red-and-white checked oilcloth covering the table, her feet up on another chair. While she ate and drank her tea, she was planning assignments for the next day’s classes.

Presently, Miss Phoebe came in to open the door of the oven and peek at the aromatic mutton. There were carrots, potatoes, and onions stewing in the pot along with the meat.

“Is Mrs. Cribben gone?” Caroline asked. That lady was the head of the Bolton Community Literary Club and the author of reams of truly wretched poetry, and in Caroline’s opinion she was a terrible bore.

“Yes,” Miss Phoebe replied, with exasperated goodwill. Her hair had turned gray, like her sister’s, but she was still an attractive woman. “It wouldn’t have hurt you to stop and greet her, you know. She was instrumental in persuading the mayor to levy a special saloon tax so that we could buy new textbooks last spring.”

Caroline sighed and nodded. She was a dedicated teacher, and the concerns of the school were her concerns, but her mind had fastened onto Mr. Guthrie Hayes and she couldn’t seem to pry it loose. What had that saloon woman whispered in his ear, to make him grin like that? Had the two of them gone upstairs together to do scandalous things?

Caroline clenched her fist.

What was Guthrie Hayes doing in Bolton, anyway?

“Caroline,” Miss Phoebe scolded.

Caroline jumped. “I’m sorry,” she said, flushing. “You were saying—?”

“I was saying that Mrs. Cribben told me that Hypatia Furvis told her that you walked right into the He—that awful saloon—” She paused to shudder. “In the broad light of day!”

Caroline swallowed and stared at her kindly guardian, heat climbing her neck to pulse in her cheeks. She saw no anger in the fragile, well-bred face, but Miss Phoebe did look disconcerted. “There was a gentleman there I needed to see,” she explained lamely.

“Why?” Miss Phoebe wanted to know.

Only with the severest difficulty did Caroline lie to the woman who had been a mother to her. “H-he’s the father of one of my students,” she said, looking down at her lap and smoothing her crumpled sateen skirt with nervous fingers. “Calvin has been missing school, and I wanted to know why.”

“Couldn’t you have gone to the family home and inquired?” Miss Phoebe pressed.

Caroline forced herself to meet the other woman’s gaze. A lie was a lie, but this was an extenuating circumstance. After all, Seaton’s life hung in the balance. “Calvin told me his mother was very ill,” she prevaricated, her eyes wanting to dodge away from Miss Phoebe’s. “I didn’t wish to disturb the poor woman.”

Miss Phoebe sighed. “I don’t think I need to remind you, Caroline, that a teacher cannot afford so much as a speck on her reputation. If word of what you did gets back to the school board—and it most certainly will—you could lose your job.”

Caroline imagined herself as Seaton’s wife, returning to Bolton in triumph. Cleared of all charges by his own efforts, Mr. Flynn would reopen his law office and Caroline would be busy sewing curtains and having babies. Her job wouldn’t be a concern anymore.

“I’ll be more careful,” she promised, not daring to tell Miss Phoebe that Guthrie Hayes had virtually agreed to break Seaton out of jail.

Miss Phoebe reached out and patted her hand. “See that you are, dear.” She sighed as she rose from her chair and went to the sideboard for supper china. “I do hope you’ve put that lawyer fellow out of your mind,” she said. “Heaven knows, there are plenty of other young men in Bolton who would be thrilled to marry you.”

Caroline hid a smile as she got up from the table. After closing her lesson book and setting it aside, she tossed away her bread crusts and began taking silverware from one of the wavy wooden drawers in the sideboard. In its round mirror, she saw that her color was high and her brown eyes were twinkling. “Don’t worry, Miss Phoebe,” she said cheerfully. “I’ll be married before you know it.”

Just then, Miss Ethel came through the dining room doorway, carrying her straw gardening hat in one hand. “Who’s getting married?” she inquired eagerly.

Caroline laughed as she set silverware alongside the plates Miss Phoebe had already laid out. “I am,” she said.

“Caroline is teasing, Ethel,” Phoebe put in gently.

Miss Ethel looked downright disappointed, but she brightened after only a moment. “There was a letter for you today, Caroline,” she announced, patting first one skirt pocket and then the other. “Here it is.”

Caroline rarely received letters and, when she did, her heart always did a cartwheel. She’d never given up the hope, even after all these years, that she’d hear from Lily or Emma.

But the envelope bore a return address in Laramie, and Caroline instantly recognized Seaton’s elaborate handwriting. Of course it followed, because Mr. Flynn was being held in that town, and had been since his trial.

Her fingers shook a little as she opened the letter, and there was a feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach.

It wasn’t at all the reaction she would have expected.

Dear Caroline, he had written, It’s lonely in this place, and I miss you with all my heart . . . somehow, we must find a way to secure my release . . . I swear to you, by all that’s holy, I didn’t kill that man . . . we’ll go away together, start a new life . . .

Caroline refolded the letter carefully and tucked it back into its envelope. In her mind, she stood before Seaton, looking up into his sincere dark eyes, touching his rich ebony-colored hair, being held against his tall, lithe frame.

And for the very first time since the whole nightmare had begun, she felt a whisper of doubt brush against her spirit. Could Seaton be lying?

“Excuse me,” she said to Miss Phoebe and Miss Ethel, who were watching her with worried puzzlement. And then she hurried up the rear stairs and along the narrow hallway to her room.

Safely behind her own door, she laid one hand to her heart and breathed deeply until the dreadful suspicion began to pass. Seaton Flynn was innocent of any crime, no matter what the judge, the jury, and Guthrie Hayes happened to think. He was just as much a victim as that poor stagecoach driver.

Wasn’t he?

Resolutely, Caroline went to her bureau and picked up the framed sketch she’d done herself, from memory, of Lily and Emma. One by one, she touched their faces, aching to know where they were and whether they were safe and happy.

“He didn’t do it,” she told her lost sisters, and their large eyes regarded her solemnly from behind the glass.
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Guthrie drew the buckboard to a halt when he reached his camp in the foothills, pushed the brake lever into place with one heel, and dropped the reins. Tob jumped down from the back of the wagon with a little whine and came around to get underfoot while Guthrie unhitched the liver-colored gelding, and chickens scattered everywhere, squawking.

Thinking of Caroline Chalmers’s visit to the Hellfire and Spit Saloon, Guthrie grinned and pushed the eye patch up onto his forehead—he wore it in case there turned out to be somebody in Bolton he didn’t want to recognize him—then led the horse into a stand of cottonwoods nearby. Beyond them was a stream flowing from a mountain spring somewhere higher up, and there was plenty of green grass along its banks.

Using a long leadline, Guthrie tethered the animal to a stake in the ground and left the horse to graze.

His mind was still on Caroline when he returned to camp, where Tob greeted him with a series of yips. Frowning, he reached down and patted the dog’s grizzled head. If one scrawny schoolteacher had figured out who he was, it wouldn’t be long until word of it was all over the territory.

He took an armload of wood from the pile he kept just inside the opening of his mine shaft and carried it back to the ring of stones in the center of camp. If the Yankees were going to throw him into prison for the things he’d done during the war, he reasoned, they would have done it by then. There was no need to run.

Guthrie’s hands worked independently of his mind, due to long habit, as he laid the fire and picked up his blue enameled coffeepot. He started back through the shimmering cottonwood trees, toward the creek.

There was a small deposit of copper not twenty yards from where his tent stood, and Guthrie meant to stay and work the mine. He grinned as he squatted to fill the coffeepot from the stream. He was through rambling from place to place.

As soon as the mine started producing, he was going to build himself a house at the edge of Bolton—the best one in town. Then he’d go back to Cheyenne and fetch Adabelle Rogers, a woman with particular promise as a wife. If she was still available, of course.

He smiled as he carried the fresh water back toward his camp. Adabelle had blue eyes and blond hair and a body like a featherbed, and Guthrie looked forward to sinking into her warm softness every night. With luck, there would be four or five kids running around before too much time had passed.

Squatting by the campfire, he set the pot in the embers and spooned coffee grounds into it. His anticipatory grin faded away as Caroline Chalmers elbowed her way into his mind, pushing Adabelle aside, looking at him with those wide brown eyes.

Guthrie stood up, tore off his hat, and flung it toward the dusty tent standing a few yards away. He wasn’t going to risk the mine and Adabelle and all the attendant dreams just because some skinny schoolmarm needed his help.

Was he?

He shoved splayed fingers through his hair, then jammed his thumbs behind his suspenders. Caroline was nothing like Adabelle, and yet her face and shape and voice filled his brain. When she’d smiled at him unexpected-like, back there at the schoolhouse, he’d actually thought for a moment that the ground was moving under his feet.

With a ragged sigh, Guthrie threw back his head and gazed up at the spring sky. Although the days were definitely getting longer, there wasn’t much light left. If he was going to hunt down some supper, he’d better get busy.

He pulled his .45 from its holster on his hip and checked the chamber. Then, with Tob at his heels, he started off into the woods.

Twenty minutes later, he returned with a couple of grouse. He cleaned and plucked them alongside the stream, then brought them back to camp and put them onto a spit over the campfire. Once the meat had cooked a while, it began to give off an aroma that made his stomach grumble with anticipation.

He lifted the coffeepot from the coals, using an old piece of rawhide to protect his hand from the hot metal handle, and poured the foamy brew into a mug. While he sipped his coffee, pausing every now and then to spit out a few grounds, he watched the sun set and wondered if Caroline was right.

She was pesky as a horsefly, that woman, but it seemed to Guthrie that her head was on straight, and the fact that she believed in the lawyer carried weight with him. Maybe Flynn was innocent. Maybe a man was about to die for a crime he hadn’t committed.

Guthrie set his mug down on a tree stump that served nicely as a table. Then he brought a kerosene lantern from the tent, lit the wick, and hung it from one of the crude poles he’d erected to support the clothesline.

The lantern light, coupled with the blazing campfire, pushed back a little of the darkness, but Guthrie still yearned to have walls around him again, and a real floor under his feet. When he sat down on an upended apple crate to wait for the grouse to finish roasting, Tob came to him and rested his muzzle on Guthrie’s knee.

Guthrie stroked the dog with one hand and held his coffee mug in the other, staring into the snapping flames of the fire. Tonight, the loneliness that had been plaguing him for the last few years was keener than ever.

He called Adabelle to his mind, but once again it was Caroline who answered the summons. Her beautiful eyes pleaded with him and her lower lip trembled slightly.

Guthrie groaned. “Get out of here and leave me alone,” he muttered. But she stayed. She stayed through supper and hung around while Guthrie was washing up at the stream bank. And she was there when he crawled into the tent and stripped down to his long underwear to sleep.

Mr. Flynn is innocent, he heard her say. He was wrongly accused. He saw the tears rise in her eyes. They’re going to hang him!

“He probably deserves it,” Guthrie grumbled, shifting uncomfortably and punching his pillow, remembering the newspaper accounts of the trial, which had taken place miles away in Laramie. Flynn was still in jail there, awaiting his execution.

Guthrie closed his eyes determinedly, expecting to lie awake for hours, but the moment his lids dropped, he was back in northern Pennsylvania, within the high barbed wire fences of Slaterville, a makeshift Yankee prison camp . . .

*  *  *

The bayonet wound in his side alternately burned and ached. In the fetid darkness that surrounded him, he could hear other men, some moaning, some weeping, some screaming in the throes of a nightmare or in the clutch of hot steel fingers of pain.

“Guthrie.” The ragged whisper came from right beside him and he tensed, tried to raise his head from the straw pallet on which he lay. The effort was too much.

A hand found his shoulder in the gloom and shook him gently. “Guthrie, that is you, isn’t it?”

Despite everything, the pain and the helplessness and the fever he felt brewing under his flesh, Guthrie grinned. The voice belonged to Jacob McTavish, the closest thing he had to a brother. He and Jacob had grown up together on the McTavish plantation in Virginia, where Guthrie’s father had worked as a sharecropper.

Because of Jacob’s mother’s Christian bent, Guthrie had been educated, right along with her own two sons, in the study of the main house.

“So this is where you’ve been hidin’ out, you yellow-livered Yankee lover,” Guthrie managed, with a raspy laugh. “According to the last letter I had from home, your mama and daddy think you’re dead.” Now, when his eyes had had a chance to adjust, he could see the outline of Jacob’s tall, gawky frame kneeling there beside him.

“I’m as good as dead if we don’t get out of here,” Jacob whispered. “There’s this guard, Sergeant Pedlow, and he looks for any chance he can get to devil me. He put a brand on a man from Tennessee just last week.”

Guthrie closed his eyes against the image and murmured a profanity. “Try to stay out of the bastard’s way,” he said, as a beam of moonlight came in through a crack in the wall and gilded his friend’s profile in silver. “Maybe you didn’t notice, Jake, but I’m in no condition to climb over barbed wire with fifty Yankees aiming rifles at my ass.”

Jacob shoved a hand through his auburn hair. “I saw you were hurt when they brought you in on that meat wagon. I watched to see what barracks they put you in. You’re just lucky you didn’t end up in one of those field hospitals.”

A strangled sound erupted from Guthrie’s throat; meant to be an ironic chuckle, it came out as a sob. He could still smell the blood and hear the shrieks. “I did,” he answered, after a long moment. “They poured carbolic acid into my wound and sent me here.”

“You fell at Gettysburg?”

Grimly, Guthrie nodded. “Do you think it’s true what the Yankees say—that they routed General Lee and the war’s almost over?”

Even in the dim light, he saw Jacob’s thin shoulders move in a shrug. “The war’s over for you and me,” he said, “unless we get out of this place. And I’m not going to see home again, if Pedlow has his way.”

Guthrie wanted to rage against the helplessness he felt, but he didn’t have the strength. “Why does he hate you so much?”

“Why do you think he hates me, Hayes? Because I’m a Rebel.”

Guthrie sighed. “Lay low, Jacob—try not to attract the sergeant’s attention. I’ll think of something.”

“I’d better get back,” Jacob said, sounding as dejected as Guthrie felt. After laying a hesitant hand on his friend’s shoulder, he disappeared into the darkness.

Guthrie lay still in the straw, listening as a man retched somewhere close by. A putrid smell was added to the general stench of sweat and misery and rotting skin.

He knew now that Mrs. McTavish, Jacob’s religious mother, had been right. There truly was such a place as hell; he was in it.

By the next morning, the wound in his side was infected and he lapsed into a fever. Everything around him was a heat mirage, shimmering just out of reach, but he heard the scream from outside and, somehow, he knew the cry was Jacob’s.

Probably because he was so cussed, as his daddy would have said, Guthrie survived and, after a fashion, recovered. As soon as he could walk, he went looking for his friend.

He found Jacob, cowed and hollow-eyed, shoveling lye into a stinking sewage pit. Flies buzzed around in black clouds. Jacob’s lips didn’t move, but his eyes said, You’re too late. He pushed aside his filthy shirt and revealed an ugly scab on his left shoulder—a brand in the shape of a diamond.

Until that moment, Guthrie had not really hated Yankees. He’d figured most of them were just green kids, like himself, who’d expected the fighting to be a game and found out it was in deadly earnest. “Which is Pedlow?” he asked, taking up a shovel so he wouldn’t draw undue attention.

Jacob worked on. “The one standing over by the gate,” he mumbled, “cleaning his fingernails with a bowie knife.”

Guthrie found the man and measured him in a surreptitious glance. The guard was about his own size, though he was older and beefier, and his skin was so badly pockmarked that his features seemed distorted.

After a while, Pedlow raised his eyes just in time to catch Guthrie looking at him. The two men regarded each other in silence for a time, then Pedlow turned his head, spat into the muddy dirt, and walked away.

For three days, Guthrie watched the sergeant, memorizing his habits and mannerisms, learning his routine. He was weak and sick but, by some twisted irony, Pedlow became his reason for surviving. All he had to do when he felt himself slipping was to imagine the brand making contact with Jacob’s flesh.

At last, Pedlow was put on night duty at the south gate, and that seemed fitting to Guthrie, because he fully meant to travel in a southerly direction.

An hour after nightfall, he slipped up behind the sergeant and struck him in the back of the head with a rock he’d been saving for that express purpose. He dragged Pedlow behind a line of rain barrels and took his knife and uniform.

In moments Guthrie had exchanged his own worn, bloody clothes for Pedlow’s Union blue, and his palms sweated where he held the rifle. He kept to the shadows when half a dozen Yankees passed by, a few minutes later, greeting him without particular enthusiasm, and he answered with a grunt.

When Pedlow started to come to, Guthrie put the heel of one boot on the man’s throat and told him, “It wouldn’t trouble me at all to smash your windpipe like a summer squash, blue-belly, so don’t give me any more cause than you already have.”

The Yankee made a sickly whining sound, and Guthrie bent to gag him with his own bright yellow bandanna and cuff his hands together.

After that, Guthrie walked boldly into the barracks and roused Jacob, as well as half a dozen others who looked strong enough to travel. When he marched the men out of the south gate, in the thin gray light of that cold morning, anyone who observed him would have thought he was a Union sergeant, taking a detachment of prisoners out on a work detail.

Even though, in reality, he and the others had escaped, at that point in the dream Guthrie was almost invariably wrenched back into that stinking prison camp and branded just the way Jacob had been. The experience was so real that Guthrie awakened with a violent start, rising up on his elbows and looking around. Tob, curled up at his feet, gave a soft whimper of commiseration.

Guthrie’s body was drenched with perspiration. He found his pistol in the darkness of the tent and gripped the handle against a slippery palm. It took him nearly five minutes to untangle then from now and slip into an uneasy, guarded rest.

*  *  *

A deafening blast sounded, rattling the schoolhouse windows in their frames, and Molly Haggart, a six-year-old with jet black braids and cornflower blue eyes, leaped out of her seat. Waving one little hand in the air, she cried, “Teacher, are we having an earthshake?”

Caroline’s heart was just slowing down to its regular beat. “No, Molly,” she said, raising her voice to be heard over the nervous laughter of the other children. “That was dynamite. And the word is earthquake.”

“Maybe somebody’s robbing the bank!” said Johnny Wilbin, his many freckles standing out against his pale skin.

“Or the old Maitland mine might have caved in,” speculated Pervis Thatcher.

Miss Phoebe and Miss Ethel’s inherited coal mine had been shut down for five years, but it had made enough money in its time to support the old ladies for the rest of their natural lives.

“Hush, children,” Caroline said firmly. “If it’s anything we need to know about, someone will come and tell us.”

“It’s just Mr. Hayes, blasting for copper,” said Martin Bates, the same young man who had told Caroline about Guthrie Hayes’s escapades during the war after proudly pointing him out as a friend of his father’s. “You can’t work a mine without using dynamite. He’s got a place out by Ribbon Creek.”

Caroline made a mental note of that information and determinedly turned the children’s attention back to their work. Once school had been dismissed, however, and she’d washed the blackboards, swept the floor, and brought in the flag from its holder beside the front door, she rushed to the livery stable and asked for a horse and buggy.

After paying the ten-cent rental, she set out for Ribbon Creek.

It was four-thirty in the afternoon when she found Mr. Hayes’s camp by the smoke of his campfire and drove in.

Furious chickens scattered before the swaybacked horse, flapping their wings, and Tob came loping toward her, barking uncertainly.

Guthrie Hayes was not inside his mine, as Caroline might have expected, but standing over a washtub, the sleeves of his underwear shirt pushed up, his arms up to the elbows in soapy water. She saw him fidget with his eye patch, then come toward her at a leisurely pace, passing a clothesline where several pairs of trousers were hung out to dry.

“Hello, Miss Chalmers,” he said, in that impudently cordial way of his. His hands were resting on his hips now, and he wasn’t wearing a hat, so his rich brown hair glistened in the sun.

Caroline leaned slightly forward in the buggy seat, still holding the reins, and squinted. “I could have sworn you were wearing that patch over your right eye yesterday.”

Mr. Hayes touched the patch briefly, then dropped his hand again. “You were mistaken, Miss Chalmers,” he said politely.

She sat up straight and wrapped the reins carefully around the brake lever. “I don’t think so,” she replied. “I’m usually right about things like that. I notice details. Will you help me down, please?”

He hesitated a moment, then walked toward her. When Caroline stood and his hands closed around her waist, she regretted forcing him into this particular courtesy. Jets of sweet fire shot down her legs from the points of contact, curled her toes, and raced upwards again to collide hard at the crux of her thighs.

Caroline drew in her breath and her face went pink when she saw that Mr. Hayes was aware of her scandalous reaction. He was smiling his tilted smile, and his gaze was fixed on Caroline’s mouth.

For one moment, she thought he was going to have the audacity to kiss her.

Instead, to her profound relief and boundless disappointment, he let her slide down the length of his frame to stand, trembling, on the ground. He was still so close that she could smell sunshine and sweat on his clothes and feel the hard heat of his body.

“You know,” he said easily, “it isn’t entirely proper, your coming out here alone.”

Caroline’s heart pirouetted over a beat, and she felt perspiration dampen the space between her breasts. “Surely you’re a gentleman,” she said, although she was sure of no such thing.

His green eye twinkled. “If you say so, Miss Chalmers.”

“Perhaps you wouldn’t mind—stepping back? Just a little?” Caroline inquired breathlessly. Even though it was a mild April day, with a fresh breeze coming down from the mountains, she was feeling the heat of August.

“Of course,” Mr. Hayes replied. But he didn’t move.

Except, that is, to lower his mouth to Caroline’s.

She stiffened when his lips touched hers, as though she’d stepped into a puddle of lightning, and gave a little whimper of both protest and acquiescence before he kissed her in earnest.

It was in every way unlike the discreet pecks Seaton had stolen during their walks together, or in the parlor, when Miss Phoebe and Miss Ethel weren’t around. Guthrie’s lips were warm and supple, and yet they tamed Caroline’s, with the skillful aid of his tongue.

Caroline’s eyes had drifted closed after the initial shock, but they went wide again when she felt this first brazen intrusion. To her utter mortification, she could not pull away; her tongue moved against Guthrie’s like an eager lover.

Finally, he drew back, his lips curved into a sleepy smile, his hands still resting on Caroline’s waist. “Did your gentleman friend ever kiss you like that? This man you claim to love?”

Caroline’s cheeks flamed, and she twisted away from Guthrie’s grip to smooth sweaty palms over the skirts of her checkered gingham dress. “Of course he did,” she lied. “All the time.”

Guthrie’s expression bordered on a smirk. “Did he, now?” he teased. And then, as easily as that, he turned and walked back to his washtub. “That was a test, Teacher, though whether you failed or passed is a difficult question to settle. You may think you love Seaton Flynn, but you don’t.”

Caroline watched in amazement as he took a blue cotton shirt from the suds and tossed it into a bucket of somewhat clearer water. Once he’d rinsed the garment, he wrung it out, gave it a hard shake, and hung it expertly on his clothesline, along with several pairs of trousers.

She was so overwhelmed, first by his kiss and now by his pure nerve, that she couldn’t speak.

“What are you doing out here, Caroline?” he finally asked, watching her as he returned to the washtub to scrub another shirt.

Her mouth moved, but nothing came out, so she tried again. That time, she managed to speak. She would simply let his outrageous claims pass, for now. “I’m here to find out what your decision is. A-about Mr. Flynn, I mean.”

He shrugged. “I haven’t made a decision,” he said, industriously rubbing another garment along the tin ridges of his washboard.

Caroline began to pace. She’d never seen a man do wash before, and the sight was all the more disconcerting for all the other shocks she’d suffered already. She knew she should get back in her rented buggy and leave, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. “I
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