
		[image: cover.jpg]
	
		[image: Title-Page]
	
		
			Dedication

			To Sarita, Bette, the Ladies of Ca/Az and the rest of the Rhine Whiners:

			Rhine Fontaine is finally here. Enjoy!
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			Prologue

			Georgia 1865

			Wearing the blue uniform of the Union Army, Rhine Fontaine tethered his horse to the post and surveyed the charred piles of rubble of the house that once anchored the largest plantation in the county. It had also been his home. The sight of the destruction pleased him even though the bitter memories of his life there would follow him to the grave. The former two-­story mansion with its Romanesque columns, wide front porch, and well-­kept grounds had been set afire by his great aunt Mahti. She’d died in the flames along with his crippled, bed-­ridden father, Carson Fontaine, who’d ruled his three hundred slaves with all the cruelty of a medieval king. Rhine hoped Carson was rotting in hell, but he mourned Mahti. She’d raised him, loved him, and helped him try and make sense of the harsh unfeeling world he’d been born into. With her gone, he and his younger sister Sable were the last living ties to their mother, Azelia, the descendant of an enslaved African queen. Rhine had been so young when Azelia died he could no longer recall her face, voice, or touch, and that, too, fed his bitterness. Slavery had been an abomination. Rhine hated it and this place so deeply that were he not seeking information on Sable’s whereabouts, he would never have come back.

			He walked past the mansion’s remains to see if the rows of slave cabins were still out back and maybe find someone with news of Sable. Although the war was over and slavery was dead, many of the enslaved had chosen to remain with their masters. He couldn’t begin to understand their thinking nor did he judge, because he’d made what some would consider an equally unthinkable choice.

			The cabins were there but in such terrible disrepair he doubted anyone lived in them anymore. Entire sections of the wooden walls were gone and many had no roofs. Weeds had grown tall enough to fill doorways, and as he stood in the eerie silence memories flowed back of slave children running and playing after a long day in the fields; their mothers cooking and mending, their fathers tending the small gardens that held beans, corn, yams, and collards to supplement the lean rations Carson grudgingly supplied. Those remembrances also brought back the sounds of mothers screaming helplessly while some of those same children were dragged off and sold.

			From behind him a woman’s voice snarled, “There’s nothing left to steal here, Yankee, so, get off my land.”

			He turned to see his father’s wife, Sally Ann Fontaine, standing in the doorway of one of the dilapidated cabins. Her ragged dirty gown, unkempt hair, and shoeless feet were shocking. The last time he’d seen her she’d been queen to Carson’s king. Now she looked worse than any of the slaves.

			“Hello, Mrs. Fontaine.”

			She studied him for a brief moment before recognition widened her brown eyes. “You! Where’s my Andrew?”

			Andrew was his half brother. They’d gone to war together to fight for the Confederacy. “I don’t know. After the first battle, Drew deserted. Said he was heading west.”

			“You’re lying!” And as if the hope of her son’s return was the only thing keeping her sanity intact, she leapt upon him screaming obscenities and pounding him with ineffectual fists. “No, you lying bastard! Where’s my son!”

			He grabbed her wrists. “I don’t know.” And he didn’t. He also didn’t remind her that she and Drew had been estranged when they rode off to war because Drew refused to treat the slaves the way their father did.

			As she crumbled and began weeping, he released her wrists and asked, “Have you seen my sister Sable?”

			The tears stopped and the hate in her eyes seared him. “She ran off the morning after that old witch Mahti set fire to the house. Heard she was in one of the camps, so I sent a man to bring her back, but he said she’d taken up with some fancy French Black who refused to hand her over.”

			Rhine assumed she was referencing Major Raimond LeVeq. When Rhine last saw his sister a year ago, he’d already switched his allegiance to the Union army, and she’d been a laundress in a contraband camp. LeVeq, a ranking officer at the camp, had been taken by his beautiful sister. Sadly, after only a few days Rhine’s unit had moved on and he’d had to leave Sable behind. Hearing that LeVeq had kept her out of Sally Ann’s clutches pleased him, but he had no idea where she was now. He also wondered about the fate of his half sister, Sally Ann’s daughter, Mavis.

			“What are you doing in a fancy Yankee uniform?” Sally Ann asked.

			Rhine didn’t reply. As the silence lengthened, she offered a bitter chuckle. “Passing again, are you?”

			Rhine’s ivory skin, jet black hair, and green eyes made it easy for him to pass as someone he wasn’t. He was ten years old when he first realized he could do it successfully. In his role as Andrew’s slave, he’d accompanied the Fontaine family to a hotel in Atlanta. When their father Carson walked into the hotel’s restaurant and saw Rhine eating at the table with Andrew instead of in the back with the other slaves, he waited until they returned home and whipped Rhine until he bled. Ten-­year-­old Andrew had been whipped as well, but not as severely.

			In a voice dripping with disgust, Sally Ann sneered, “Andrew turns his back on his race, and you turn your back on yours. What a wretched pair you are. Get off my land and don’t ever come back.”

			Riding away, Rhine trusted that the old African queens whose blood ran in his veins would reunite him with Sable in the near future. With that belief settled firmly in his heart, he headed to his own future; one he planned to live out as White.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Denver

			Spring 1870

			“Stop him!” Eddy Carmichael screamed, scrambling to her feet from the mud. The man who’d snatched her purse and shoved her down was now running away down the dark Denver street. Taking off in pursuit, she called for help, but there were no policemen about and the few people on the walks nearby gave her no more than a passing glance. Up ahead, the thief turned a corner. Not wanting to lose him, she ran faster, but by the time she reached the spot, he’d disappeared. Frantically casting about for clues as to his whereabouts, she saw nothing. Anger turned to frustration and then to despair. Inside the purse had been her paltry month’s pay and the train ticket to California she’d purchased less than an hour ago. She’d been saving for the passage for months in hopes of starting a new life in San Francisco. Now, penniless, angry, her skirts and cloak covered with mud, she set out for home.

			Eddy dreamed of owning her own restaurant. It was a common belief that women like her, the descendant of slaves, had no right to dream. Yet, she knew from the articles she’d read in the newspapers that members of the race were pursuing theirs in spite of the disenfranchisement being ignored by Congress and the bloody lawlessness of Redemption ravaging the South. Colleges were being built, land was being purchased, and across the nation Black owned businesses were springing up like columbines in the spring. At the age of twenty-­seven and unmarried, Eddy saw no such opportunities for herself in Denver, and now thanks to the thief those dreams were in peril.

			Her home was a room she rented above a laundry owned by her landlady, Mrs. Lucretia Hampton. Eddy had been so sure of leaving town, she’d already given the woman notice and the new tenant was due to move in tomorrow afternoon. Although Mrs. Hampton would show concern over Eddy being robbed, the laundress was first and foremost a businesswoman and would likely not alter the agreement.

			Putting her key into the door lock of her room, Eddy stepped into the darkness. As always, the acrid scent of lye wafting up from the laundry below filled the air. The room was so tiny even a mouse would have difficulty turning around, but on her meager salary it was all she could afford. Having worn the mantle of poverty since the death of her parents twelve years ago, she was grateful to have it. Making her way through the shadows over to the pallet that served as her bed, she struck a match and set the flame against the stub of candle in the old tin saucer that sat atop a battered wooden crate. While the wavering light filled the room, she removed her mud-­stained cloak. Rather than attempt to clean it with the small bit of water in her basin, she hung it on the nail protruding from the back of the door with the hope that once the mud dried it would be easier to remove. She put her last pieces of kindling into the hearth. The resulting heat would be minimal but at least the flames held beauty, another element her life lacked. Warming her hands, she thought about her plight. She supposed she could remain in Denver and start saving again. Choosing that route meant finding another room to rent and a new job, because she’d given her employer notice, too. Six months ago, the hotel where she’d worked for the past three years as a cook had been purchased by a new owner whose first act had been to remove Eddy and every other person of color from the kitchen. He offered her a new job scrubbing floors for less money. The demotion was both infuriating and humiliating, but knowing how blessed she was to still have employment, she’d swallowed her anger and scrubbed the floors until they shone. Even then, he constantly found fault with her work and routinely docked her pay for what he termed inferior effort. She knew for a fact he’d never offer her the job back, and there was no way she’d be able to rent another room without one.

			She ran her hands over her eyes and sighed. She didn’t want to stay in Denver, not even for another day. Her future lay elsewhere and she knew that as sure as she knew her name, but how could she could get the money for another ticket? Mrs. Hampton didn’t give loans. The Colored community was small and most were as pinched by poverty as she. Those who weren’t certainly wouldn’t loan her money even if she had the gall to ask. Her only relative in the city was her younger sister Corinne, and asking her for money made about as much as sense as asking the new owner of the hotel. After the deaths of their mother Constance and teamster father Ben in a blizzard, Eddy did everything she could to provide for herself and sister; she took in laundry, cooked for the wealthy, looked after their children, and swept their floors. But her beautiful baby sister chose to fall back on her looks and figure and took up with a pimp in the city’s red-­light district. Although the pimp was long gone, Corinne still resided there along with her two young daughters. Eddy knew her sister would laugh in her face for having the audacity to ask for money. Corinne had nothing but derision for Eddy’s desire to better her life, but Corinne was her last resort. It was too late to pay her a visit at the moment, but she’d planned to stop by on her way to the station in the morning to say good-­bye to her nieces anyway. Now, her visit would be about something different entirely.

			“At least I won’t have much to pack,” she said softly. She’d sold what little possessions she’d had in order to help pay her rent and purchase the train ticket. What remained was her mother’s locket, a cast iron skillet, her small cookstove brazier, and a few meager changes of clothing. She had nothing else. Were she not so accustomed to having to claw her way through life, she might have collapsed and wept, but being made of sterner stuff, she’d learned long ago that weeping changed nothing.

			The following morning, Eddy gathered her things, took a bittersweet look back at the place she’d called home, and closed the door. After handing Mrs. Hampton the key and being told, “Godspeed,” she set off. Her clothing and the skillet were stuffed in an old carpetbag and the cookstove was balanced on her head. It was a chilly April morning and the city was just coming to life.

			Most of the residents of the red-­light district were sleeping off last night’s excesses, so the streets were quiet. The seedy area with its cribs, saloons, and bawdy houses looked tired and worn-­out under the dawning light of day. Eddy guessed her sister would be asleep, too, and would probably not welcome the early morning visit, but it couldn’t be helped. Setting the cookstove on the ground by her feet, she knocked on the shack’s door.

			Her twelve-­year-­old niece Portia answered the knock and her dark eyes brightened. “Aunt Eddy!”

			She threw herself into Eddy’s arms, and Eddy held her tight and kissed her brow. Eddy loved the girls and hated the circumstances they were being raised under. She dearly wanted to offer them a home with her, but going from a destitute mother to a destitute aunt served no one. Although Corinne swore she loved her daughters, Eddy worried about them constantly, especially now that they were growing into young ladies.

			Portia’s baby sister, ten-­year-­old year Regan, appeared and also met Eddy’s appearance with joy. Both girls had inherited their mother’s great beauty. Eddy assumed Corinne knew who their fathers were but had never shared the identities with Eddy.

			Regan asked, “Did you come to spend the day with us, Aunt Eddy?”

			The hope in her eyes twisted Eddy’s heart. “No, sweetie. I came to talk to your mama. Is she sleeping?”

			Regan nodded. “And if we wake her up she’ll whip us. Won’t she, Portia?”

			Portia didn’t respond verbally but the tense set of her chin affirmed it.

			As if cued, the angry Corinne entered the room belt in hand and snapped, “How many times have I told you not to wake me up?” Seeing Eddy, she paused. “Oh, it’s you. What do you want?”

			“My purse was stolen yesterday. My train ticket to California was inside.”

			“So?”

			Eddy held onto her patience. “I came to see if I could borrow enough to buy another. I’ll pay you back once I’m settled.”

			“Why are you going to California?”

			“To look for a job. There’s nothing here for me.”

			Portia looked mortified. “You’re leaving Denver, Aunt Eddy?”

			Eddy knew she should have told them about California before now, but she and Corinne were like tinder and matches, so she kept putting the visit off. “I’m hoping to,” she said softly. “I’ll come back to see you and Regan as soon as I can. I promise.”

			Portia, so stoic for someone her age, raised her chin stiffly. “Okay.”

			Corinne said coolly, “Portia, since I’m up, go strip the sheets off my bed, and pump some water so we can start the wash.”

			“Yes, Mama.” She hurried from the room and disappeared into the back.

			Regan laced her thin arms around Eddy’s waist and pressed herself close. She whispered through her tears. “Please don’t leave Aunt Eddy. Please.”

			Eddy felt awful.

			“Regan, stop that sniveling and go help your sister.”

			“Yes, Mama.”

			Eddy caressed her cheek in good-­bye and Regan left the room.

			“You didn’t have to be so mean, Corinne.”

			“Don’t tell me how to raise my children. When you get your own, you can treat them any way you like. And, I don’t have any money for you or your highfalutin dreams. I told you years ago, you’d make more money down here than you’d ever make uptown. You had the bosoms and the looks, but no, you thought you were too good.”

			“No, I didn’t want to become a whore, Corinne.”

			“Yet here you are begging help from a whore.”

			“I’m here begging help from my sister.” Corinne’s legendary allure had faded; too many men, too much whiskey, too much hardship. Now, instead of features that could’ve launched ships like the fabled Helen of Troy, she looked as tired and worn-­out as any other women of her profession. Eddy was saddened by that.

			“I have nothing for you. Guess you and your dreams will have to walk there.”

			“I guess so.” Eddy thought back on how much she once loved her sister, the giggles they’d shared in their bedroom at night, the way they’d played as girls, and the sense of family their parents always tried to instill. Standing before her now in a ratty, faded green wrapper was a woman she didn’t know and it broke Eddy’s heart. “Good-­bye, sister. I’ll write when I get settled.”

			“Fine.”

			Eddy left.

			Setting aside the sadness of the painful visit, Eddy set out to see an old friend of her parents, an aging teamster named Mr. Biggins. He rented wagons for tradesmen and sometimes for people traveling. It was possible he knew of someone going west who might let her tag along in exchange for her cooking skills. Thanks to her father, she also knew her way around wagons and animals. Although it had been years since she’d driven a team, it wasn’t a skill one forgot.

			When she entered his establishment his old blue eyes brightened in much the same way her nieces had.

			“Morning, Miss Eddy, you finally coming around to accept my marriage proposal?”

			Chuckling, she said, “No, Mr. Biggins, but I do need your help.”

			His smile stretched the gray beard on his cheeks and showed his missing teeth. “Guess I’ll have to settle for that. What can I do for the prettiest little lady in Denver?”

			She told him about the thief and explained her dilemma.

			He blew out a breath. “I’m so sorry. Set you back, did it?”

			“Quite a bit. I’m wondering if you know of anyone going west who will let me go with them? I can pay my way by cooking.”

			“As a matter of fact, I might. Got a wagon out back belongs to a drummer. He’s on his way to Fort Collins. I know it’s north and not west but a lot of travelers pass through there, so you’ll probably find someone heading west. He’s a nice, easygoing man. Pretty sure he’d like some company, especially if you’re willing to cook along the way.”

			Even if she wasn’t going directly west, Eddy was elated. Leaving Denver was a start.

			“He’s due to pick up his wagon any time now. You had breakfast? Got some eggs in the skillet on the stove.”

			She hadn’t eaten, so she sat and ate with Mr. Biggins while they waited for the drummer to make his appearance.

			The drummer, a portly middle-­aged man named Abner Pickerel, looked Eddy up and down after hearing Mr. Biggins’s proposal. “Only going as far as Fort Collins, miss.”

			“I understand but if I can ride with you I’d be truly grateful.”

			“How many trunks do you have?”

			“None. Just a carpetbag and my cookstove.”

			He eyed the stove where it stood on the floor by the door. “You sure you can cook?”

			“Abner, why would she have a cookstove if she didn’t know her way around one?” Mr. Biggins asked, sounding exasperated.

			Eddy sensed the drummer still wasn’t sure. After all, she was a stranger, but she prayed he’d say yes.

			Finally, he said, “Okay. Come on then. I suppose there’s no harm in helping you out. Give me somebody to talk to on the way.”

			She wanted to kiss him. “Thank you. I’ll not be any trouble.”

			“Good. Let me pay my bill and we’ll be on our way.”

			Mr. Pickerel turned out to be an excellent traveling companion. He made his living selling patent medicines that according to his boasting cured everything from stomach ailments to foot pain. He and his mule Rebecca had been traveling from St. Louis to Fort Collins for decades. While he and Eddy traded off driving, he shared a wealth of stories about the people he’d met, the towns he’d visited, and how much he missed his late wife, Edna. Eddy, in turn, shared her hopes of opening her own restaurant.

			“A restaurant, huh? You certainly cook well enough.”

			“Thank you. I learned from my mother. She was even better.”

			“You’ve a long way to go to get to California though.”

			“I know, and having no money makes it even more of a challenge, but I’m determined.”

			“What are you going to do when we reach Fort Collins?”

			“Hopefully find someone as generous as you’ve been to help me travel farther.”

			“My sister-­in-­law, Winnifred Davis, lives there. Sometimes places around town have news boards set up where people leave notes for travelers. Might be able to find you someone on one of them.”

			She thought that a great idea. “Thank you.”

			Because he had to stop and sell his medicines at farmhouses and in small towns along the way, it took more than a few days to travel the sixty plus miles to reach Fort Collins. Eddy found him to be respectful and considerate, and his hunting and fishing skills allowed them to feast on rabbits and fish.

			Eddy had never been to Fort Collins. Mr. Pickerel told her it had been erected in 1864 to protect the Overland Trail mail route and travelers during the Indian wars of the mid-1860s. The fort was decommissioned in 1867 and the area around it was now bustling with farmers and businesses.

			When they reached the city, he stopped his wagon in front of an old house. “This is my sister-­in-­law’s boardinghouse. She might be able to put you up until you find another ride.”

			“Since I can’t pay her for the room, do you think she’ll let me cook or clean in exchange?”

			“Let’s go in and see.”

			Eddy worried his sister-­in-­law would be wary of her, but when Abner explained about the robbery and why she was traveling with him, Mrs. Davis fussed, “My goodness. Gotten so decent women can’t even walk down the street. So you’re on adventure to California?”

			“I suppose you can call it that.” Eddy liked her.

			“I always wanted to go on an adventure. Closest I ever got was the long wagon train ride from Kansas to here with my late husband Bill. After all the trials and tribulations of that, I was cured. Been rooted here ever since.”

			“Mr. Pickerel said you might have a room to rent, but because of the thief I don’t have any money.”

			“I am one boarder short. How do you plan to pay me?”

			“I’m an excellent cook and I can help with laundry, scrub floors. I don’t expect you to take me in for free.”

			“I would like to have my floors scrubbed,” she replied as if thinking aloud. “The girl I used to depend on recently moved to Colorado Springs.”

			“Then may I do them in exchange for a room for a few days?”

			“Yes, you may.”

			“I can start now if you wish.”

			“You just traveled all the way from Denver. You need to eat, rest up, and get your strength back. The work can wait until the morning.”

			Eddy was grateful for the boon. She was bone tired from the travel and the days of sitting on the hard wooden seat of Mr. Pickerel’s wagon and could certainly use the rest.

			After dinner, she was given a tour of the house. It wasn’t a particularly large one but Eddy knew doing the task in the manner she was accustomed to would take most of her day.

			So the next morning after a hearty breakfast, she began. By sunset the floors in all the rooms had been scrubbed and waxed. It was backbreaking work, and when she was done her knees ached and her hands were red and chapped from the hot soapy water.

			Mrs. Davis gushed over how beautiful the floors looked. “Oh my, look how they shine! Are you sure you don’t want to stay here and work for me, Eddy? I could really use a hand. I’m willing to pay. It won’t be much though.”

			Eddy thought the floors looked mighty fine, too. “I thank you for the offer and for allowing me to stay, but I really need to find a way west if I can, and the sooner the better.”

			“But, Eddy, think about it. You could start saving again and maybe by next year this time have enough for the train ticket.”

			She was right of course. The ticket stolen from her had cost almost seventy dollars. Depending on how much Mrs. Davis was able to pay, it could take a year to save that amount. In the meantime, she would have a nice place to stay. However, California was her goal, but having been raised to be polite, she said, “Let me sleep on it and I’ll give you an answer in the morning.”

			“That’s fair. Go get cleaned up and help yourself to dinner. You’ve earned it.”

			After dinner, Eddy sat in the small upholstered chair in the room she’d been allowed to use and yawned tiredly. Deciding to prepare for bed, she searched through her carpetbag for her nightgown and was about to remove her clothing when a knock sounded on the door. Walking over to it, she found Mr. Pickerel on the other side.

			“Can you come to the parlor for a moment? Got some people I want you to meet.” He must’ve seen the confusion on her face because he explained, “Met a man and his wife going to Salt Lake City. His wife is carrying and they’re looking to hire a woman to drive one of the wagons.”

			She was stunned

			He smiled. “Told you I’d help you out.”

			Once again she wanted to kiss him.

			When Eddy entered the room, the young White couple looked surprised. Eddy wondered if it had to do with her race but decided to give them the benefit of the doubt and to keep an open mind.

			“This here is Miss Eddy Carmichael,” Mr. Pickerel said, introducing her. “She helped me drive from Denver.”

			“Pleased to meet you,” the husband said. “Name’s Henry Cates. This is my wife, Candace.”

			Eddy noted the skepticism in his gaze as he assessed her, but said, “Pleased to meet you as well. Mr. Pickerel said you’re looking for a driver?”

			When he didn’t respond, Candace spoke up, “Yes, we are, and if you can drive a team of mules, we’d be real pleased to have you come with us. Right, Henry?” she asked pointedly.

			His face reddened. Nodding, he stammered, “Um, yes. Real pleased. Can you drive a mule team?”

			“I can.”

			“How many?”

			“I’ve never driven more than four.”

			“You know how to hitch, unhitch, and put ’em up for the night?” he asked.

			Eddy nodded. “I do.” She was never more thankful for being the daughter of a teamster. “My daddy was a teamster. Did overland hauling. He taught me to drive.”

			Candace smiled. “Will you be able to leave first thing in the morning?”

			“I will.”

			They discussed where to meet, what time, and how much they were willing to pay. Upon hearing the amount, Eddy did her best not to kick up her heels with glee.

			Henry added, “Probably take us a month or more to go through the mountain passes and all.”

			“That’s fine.” Eddy knew that driving mules was even more backbreaking than scrubbing floors, and until her ride with Mr. Pickerel she’d never driven such a long distance. This journey would be a tremendous challenge, but to earn the fee they’d promised, she’d drive those mules smiling and standing on her head. After a few more moments of discussion to clarify her duties and such, the Cateses departed.

			Eddy said to Mr. Pickerel, “Thank you so much.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			Mrs. Davis groused, smiling, “Abner, if I didn’t love you so much I’d take a switch to you for finding a way for Eddy to leave me, but I’ll forgive you.”

			He grinned.

			“Mrs. Davis, thank for your hospitality,” Eddy offered.

			“Thank you for my floors. Go on up and get some sleep so you’ll be ready to leave on your next adventure.”

			Up in her room, Eddy changed into her nightgown. Thanks to Mr. Pickerel, she was that much closer to her goal. Still smiling, she crawled into bed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Just as she’d predicted, the journey was arduous. The first three days her arms hurt so much from the strain of holding the reins, she had trouble raising them, but as time went on they became stronger. The Cateses were Mormons. They’d been married less than a year and had been driven from their homestead in Iowa by persecution that had hounded the sect in many parts of the country since the 1830s. According to them, there were communities of people who shared their faith in Utah Territory and they were looking forward to living there and raising their child in peace. The baby was due to be born by summer’s end.

			As they crossed Colorado, Henry Cates didn’t have much to say to Eddy, but Candace with her smile and grace more than made up for his terse company. Henry drove the main wagon, which was filled with farming equipment and some of their household furniture. Eddy, riding with Candace, drove the wagon filled with clothing, bedding, and Candace’s precious trove of books.

			“I want to start a lending library once we get settled,” she explained one morning as they drove through a chilly fog-­shrouded valley accompanied by birdsong. “Henry and I had quite a disagreement over them. He wanted me to leave them behind, but I told him if I couldn’t take my books, he’d be going on without me.”

			“May I ask why you wanted a woman driver?”

			“Henry’s got a lot of jealousy inside. He didn’t want me around another man.” Then she laughed. “Look at me, I’m as large as a sow. What man is going to want a woman carrying? But he was as adamant about finding a woman as I was about my books.”

			“So, you drove all the way to Colorado from Iowa?”

			“Yes, but our driver was Henry’s cousin, who lives in Fort Collins. He took the train to our homestead to help us. I told Henry we stood little chance of finding a woman to drive all the way to Salt Lake City, but we found you.” She turned Eddy’s way and said earnestly, “God was with us, and with you, too.”

			Although Eddy had never been a churchgoer, she had to agree.

			The journey was filled with long tiring days and cold nights. They crossed rivers, got lost on a few occasions, and were forced to double back. They heard wolves howling at night, saw bighorn sheep, deer, and lots and lots of birds. Eddy used her stove to cook stews made from the rabbits Henry snared and the root vegetables the couple had stored in her wagon. When travel took them near small streams and lakes, fish and water fowl was added to the fare. Throughout it all they were surrounded by the most beautiful expanse of country Eddy had ever seen. Other than the drive with Mr. Pickerel to Fort Collins, she’d never ventured very far from Denver and had no idea Colorado and its mountains and valleys offered such spectacular views.

			As Henry estimated, it took a bit over a month to reach Salt Lake City. After receiving her fee and thanking them, Eddy paid for a room at a local boardinghouse and savored sleeping in a real bed, even if the mattress was not the best. The next morning, she got directions to the train station from the lady owner of the boardinghouse and set off to buy herself a ticket west. Being closer to her goal filled her with excitement. She was pleased to learn that a westbound train was due in a few hours, so she paid the agent the price for a ticket and sat down to wait.

			While seated, she thought about all she’d experienced since leaving Denver and wondered how her nieces and sister were faring. She planned to keep her promise to Portia and Regan about returning to visit once she got herself settled in California, and thought maybe they could train out and visit her if Corinne agreed. Eddy also wondered what her parents would think of this. Her mother would worry as she always did about her girls, but her father would be proud that she’d taken her life by the horns in an effort to better herself. Were they still alive, she’d probably be married with children of her own by now because that was what the future held for well brought up young women. Her younger self had often dreamed of finding someone who loved her as much as her parents loved each other, but their deaths caused her to set aside all fanciful thoughts and concentrate on the reality of finding food and shelter. Now, she was far past the age of being sought after, and although that saddened her, she had her dreams, and if she could make them come true by working hard and never giving up, that would be more than enough.

			When the train arrived, she and the handful of passengers boarded. She chose a window seat to take in the sights. After placing her cookstove and carpet bag at her feet she made herself comfortable. As the whistle blew to signal the departure, she wanted to cheer. Eddy Carmichael was on her way to California.

			According to the conductor’s announcement, the route would take them across Nevada then south to a city called Reno. There she would change trains to one that would take her into California and on to San Francisco, her final destination.

			The ride was uneventful. She’d never seen desert before, but Nevada seemed to be filled with it. As the train chugged its way over the landscape, she took in the mountains on the horizon and the wide-­open land that spread out beside the tracks. At Reno, she left the train, and with the help of the kind conductor got in a long line of people bound for California, but when the ticket agent informed everyone that due to problems with the track the train wouldn’t arrive for another three days, she was crestfallen.

			Seated on a bench in the station, she was once again weighing her options. Something bumped her foot. A child’s ball. A little boy ran over. Having only a limited knowledge of small children, she guessed he was five—­maybe six. He had straw gold hair and bright blue eyes. “May I have my ball back, ma’am?”

			Smiling at him, she handed it over.

			“Thank you,” he replied shyly.

			A man dressed in all black and wearing a clerical collar walked up. He was tall with sandy brown hair and appeared to be middle-­aged. Although his eyes were as icy blue as a winter sky, his face and smile were kind. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Didn’t mean to bother you. The ball got away from us. Trying to entertain him while we wait for our wagon to be fixed.”

			“No apologies needed.”

			The little boy ran off to play with the ball in the field near the depot.

			The man further explained, “Brought the boy here hoping to show him the train, but the agent said it’s delayed.”

			“I know. I was planning on taking the train, but now I’m trying to decide what to do.”

			“We’re on our way to Sacramento. My bishop has assigned me to a mission there. I’m a Catholic priest. My name’s Father Nash.”

			“I’m Eddy Carmichael.”

			“Pleased to meet you, Miss Carmichael.”

			“Pleased to meet you as well.”

			“If I can be so impolite to ask, where are you bound?”

			“San Francisco.”

			“You’re not traveling alone are you?”

			“I am.”

			“It’s not safe for a lady to be out here alone.”

			“I’m being very careful and so far have not had any problems.”

			“That’s good. Some people make their living preying on young women like yourself. I have two sisters, and whenever I see a woman alone I become concerned.”

			He asked her how long she’d been traveling and where she was from while he kept an eye on the little boy with the ball. From their conversation, she learned he was an itinerant priest and the little boy, Benjamin, was an orphan he was escorting to an orphanage in Sacramento.

			“So are you going to find a room here and wait for the train to arrive?” he asked.

			“I suppose I’ll have to.” Although she hadn’t planned on dipping into the money she’d been paid by the Cateses so soon.

			“Why don’t you ride with Benjy and me?” he offered. “The agent said the train won’t be here for three days, and in three days you can already be in Sacramento and have caught the train there for San Francisco.”

			Eddy hesitated.

			“I understand the hesitancy but I’m a man of God, Miss Eddy. You’ll come to no harm, and I could use the company and someone to help me answer the hundreds of questions Benjy seems to wake up with every morning.”

			Her smile met his. She’d been depending on the kindness of strangers since leaving Denver and he seemed to have been sent from heaven. “I’ll accept, but you’ll have to let me pay you and cook along the way.”

			“Benjy and I will accept your generous offer to cook, and if you want to pay me something, I’ll put it in the collection plate at the orphanage. The sisters there could use the help. So are we agreed?”

			Saved once more, she said, “Yes, we are.”

			“Let’s round up Benjy and see if the wagon’s ready.”

			An hour later they were under way.

			
			It was mid-­afternoon as the old Conestoga bumped along the rocky desert road, Eddy was glad for the shade provided by the aged and patched canvas. The heat was stifling. Benjy was asleep in the back and she was sharing the seat with Father Nash. They’d been traveling just over two hours when she sensed something not quite right. They were supposed to be traveling west, but from the sun’s position in the sky they seemed to heading south. “Are we heading south?” she asked.

			“As a matter of fact, we are, but first things first. What else do you have to offer me besides your cooking?”

			She studied him. “I offered to pay you, too, remember?”

			“I do but I’d like something a bit more substantial.” The eyes she looked into were mocking.

			“Meaning?” she asked, suddenly wary.

			“You’re a beautiful woman, I’m a healthy man. Need I say more?”

			Eddy fought down the fear spreading up her spine. “You’re not really a priest, are you?”

			“No, just a healthy man who likes to prey on pretty little pigeons like you. You’d be amazed how many people fall for this priest getup and the story.”

			Eddy stiffened.

			He glanced over. “How about you open that blouse and let me see what you got in there.”

			“No!”

			“You sure?”

			“Yes.”

			“Never been one to force a woman. I may be a scoundrel but I have scruples. Give me your money then.”

			“No!” she snarled.

			He chuckled and pulled back on the reins to halt the team. “This isn’t a discussion, girl.” He reached beside him and brought out a knife. The large shiny blade glittered in the sun. “I’d hate to scar that pretty face.” He beckoned with his free hand. “Give me your money.”

			Shaking with reaction and terrified about what he might do if she continued denying him, she reached into her handbag.

			“All of it honey. Benjy and I have to eat.”

			“And I don’t?” she snapped.

			“Lift that skirt and I’ll let you keep half.”

			“No.”

			“The money then. We’re wasting time.”

			She handed him all she had, and he smiled. “Now, hop down and start walking. This is where we part ways.”

			“What!”

			“You don’t want to bedded, I don’t want you riding.”

			She scanned the bleakness surrounding her. How could he do this? She picked up her brazier and carpetbag and climbed down. He tossed her a canteen. “If you ration it, you might make it to somewhere. Watch out for scorpions. They give a nasty bite.”

			He drove off without a word.

			Eddy was horrified. She knew she was at least two hours from the train depot, but if there was a town or settlement closer, she didn’t know. Vowing never to be so trusting again, she shaded her eyes to see the sun and started walking north back to the depot, hoping Nash—­which was probably not his true name—­burned in hell.

			Eddy made good headway at first and sipped sparingly from the half-­filled canteen. However, as time passed her progress slowed. After a while the stifling desert heat and the relentless blinding sun conspired with the vast open stretches of rock and sand to sap her strength so badly, it made her want to fall to her knees and surrender to whatever fate would bring, but she forced herself to keep walking. She could barely breathe. Her throat was raw from thirst. She’d taken the last precious sips of water from the canteen hours ago, or had it been days? Her brain was so fuzzy she couldn’t remember. She did know that crossing the desert on foot was still better than offering herself to that snake Nash, but she also knew she’d probably die. Soon. The skin on her hands and face were blistered. She’d stumbled and fallen more times than she could count. Her skirt was torn and filthy. She’d given up trying to determine the time of day by the angle of the sun. All she wanted was water and shade, but there was none. Trying to keep the cookstove on her head took more energy than she possessed so she dropped it and stopped. Only sheer will had kept her moving until then and now it was gone, too. Black spots swam across her swollen eyes. She sensed herself swaying. When she dropped to her knees on the hot rocky ground, she barely felt it. It was the last thing she remembered.

			
			“Is that someone walking?” Rhine Fontaine asked from his wagon seat. He pulled back on the reins.

			His business partner, James Dade, shaded his eyes. “Looks like it.”

			Rhine picked up his spyglass for a closer look. “A Colored woman. What in the hell is she doing out here alone?” A person had to be feeble-­minded to be walking across desert under the full day sun. Crossings were best done at night. A dozen questions filled Rhine’s head. Had her horse run off? Had her wagon lost a wheel? He handed Jim the glass and quickly turned the team.

			“Looks to be in pretty bad shape,” Jim said, still eyeing her through the glass. “She just dropped to her knees.”

			By the time they reached her, she was sprawled on the ground and didn’t appear to be breathing. Rhine grabbed the extra canteen and jumped down while Jim pulled a tarp from the bed and then joined him.

			The first thing Rhine noted were her blistered cracked lips. He could only imagine how long she’d been walking. He placed his ear on her hot chest. She was breathing, but barely. “Miss?” No response. He tried rousing her gently. “Miss!” he called louder. Uncapping the canteen, he poured a trickle of water over her lips while Jim held the tarp above them to provide some shade. Finally, her eyes sluggishly opened. Even though she looked disoriented, relief washed over him. “Here, drink. Slowly.”

			An urgent moan escaped her as she eagerly clutched the canteen and began drinking. He knew she wanted to gulp it down, but nausea and vomiting would be the end result, so he said again, “Slow. Drink slow.”

			He let her drink as much as he dared, and all the while scanned the area for a companion or clues as to how she’d come to be there. When he thought she’d had enough, he told Jim, “Let’s get her to the wagon.”

			Rhine gently scooped her up and she began to fight. She had all the power of a gnat but she was flailing and twisting and crying out hoarsely. He backed out of reach of the ineffectual blows. “No one’s going to hurt you, darlin’, I promise. We’re just trying to save your life.” She continued to fight. Rhine, carrying her as best he could, looked over at Jim with disbelief.

			Jim cracked, “Pretty feisty for a half-­dead woman. Probably a hellion at full strength.”

			When they reached the wagon, Rhine laid her down in the bed. Jim placed the carpetbag and the cookstove they’d found near her. “You drive. I’ll tend,” Rhine said.

			While Jim turned the team towards Virginia City, Rhine worked on their patient. The first thing needed was to cool her down. With that in mind, he began undoing the buttons of her shabby blouse, and she began flailing and crying out again.

			Barely missing being punched in his eye, he told her, “I need to open your clothing so you can cool off. Stop fighting me now. Please.”

			But she kept it up. He ended up tearing the blouse in two, and she instinctively covered herself. A damp and much mended shift lay under the shredded blouse. Guilt rose within him but soon dissolved beneath what he knew to be necessity, so he poured water on the clean handkerchief he pulled from his coat and began sponging it against her bare shoulders and arms. He bathed her face, and
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