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      The mules were singing. It was easy to think so, if you were stuck with them long enough. The rows of corn in our garden were head-high and my hat concealed everything above them. Tucked away in this green bower, I added four more ears of corn to my basket before the braying in the corral across the way merged into words.

      “Heights!” the mules sang out.

      Knowing full well that certain vocabulary was beyond a donkey’s skill set, I stepped out of the corn row and peered between the buildings toward the road. The song grew louder.

      “Lights!”

      Something loud headed our way and, tucking the basket against my skirts, I walked swiftly between my hotel and the post office to find out what. To my left, my cook appeared on the veranda, wiping her hands on a dishtowel, and my maid came after her. On my right, the postmaster opened his screen door and peered out at the road, the tips of his white handlebar mustache bristling.

      I stepped onto the boardwalk as a group of women came marching toward us from the north bend, hot summer dust kicking up in their wake. Linked arm in arm, they stretched across the width of the dirt road.

      A single woman marched before them, waving a long, sturdy baton, and smiling at the passing pine trees as though they were spectators at a parade. Their song bounced from the forest wall. They tramped in unison, each step accentuating the cadence. Squirrels raced to hide behind tree trunks and a crow scolded them and flew off in indignation.

      “Together, let us seek the heights!” the young women sang. I guessed their ages to be near mine, but I was speculating hard at their occupation. At twenty-two, I ran a hotel in the mountains, so I admired creativity in this department.

      Their simple gray skirts and white shirtwaists had been set off with olive green sashes at the waist, and each of them had a scarlet silk carnation tucked into the band of her straw hat. They were rather young to be suffragettes, far too jaunty for a trade union, and too old to be a Girl Scout troop.

      “Together, we will raise our lights!” The swath of women sang in four-part harmony as they passed the hotel and swung to a halt in front of the post office. Mr. Hannahs, the postmaster, let the screen door shut with a bang.

      “Together, strive to right the wrongs!” they chorused. “Together, we employ our songs!”

      By the time they crescendoed on the last lingering word, they had taken in the entire view and appeared eager to break ranks. The group remained at attention as their leader addressed them.

      “That was rousing, girls! Inspirational!” The older woman turned and appraised the four buildings that comprised the town proper, eyeing the boardwalk that connected them from one end to the other. She brightened when she met my eyes, but she blinked a couple of times at Deputy Winters at the far end of the boardwalk.

      “This is the place we seek,” she said, nodding at the wide, shaded post office landing. “In you go.”

      The girls swarmed the landing and the idea of Mr. Hannahs inside, braced behind his counter, made me smile.

      The lead woman tipped her head at me and her three perky carnations waved among wide loops of olive green grosgrain ribbon. “How do you do?” she asked, stepping onto the landing.

      “Very well, thank you,” I replied, but she continued inside without introductions. Before I took offense, I glanced at my work clothes and basket. Perhaps a gardener didn’t merit an explanation of one’s presence in Idyllwild.

      No matter. Whether he liked it or not, Mr. Hannahs would be full to overflowing with the particulars within twenty minutes. I waved down the boardwalk at Winters, but with the crowded post office and the vacant blacksmith shop between us, he was much too far away for words. He lifted a friendly hand in reply and beat a hasty retreat into his small office.

      “Aren’t you going in?” Hattie called.

      I turned to face my maid, and Karine, our cook, added, “Who are they, Miss Brown? The corn can wait.”

      Crossing the grass toward them, I said, “There isn’t room to swing a cat in there.” I placed the basket between the veranda rails at Karine’s feet. She scowled, and I hastily added, “Not that Spoon would take to the idea.”

      Karine rested her hands on her wide hips, her cornflower-blue eyes narrowed, and her forehead crinkled up more than usual. Spoon was a beast of a feline, and Karine and Hattie spoiled him to pieces. I often wondered why he’d never taken to me.

      “But it couldn’t hurt to linger at the door,” Hattie said. Her smile brought out the twinkle in her green eyes and a warm flush to her freckles.

      Hattie’s crown of glossy red braids contrasted prettily next to the crown of silvery gray on Karine’s head. Hattie was sixteen and Karine was sixty. I couldn’t run our hotel without them. We were family, and it was hard to deny them a fresh bit of gossip.

      Animated voices poured from the post office window facing us. I consulted my pocket watch. After another hopeful grin from Hattie, I left them and returned to the post office landing to spy through the screen. Mr. Hannahs had his hands full.

      One girl sat at the typewriter desk in the only chair in the single-room building. She pecked away at the keys and the girl standing behind her giggled at whatever was being written. Another girl stood on the other side of the desk, flummoxed, investigating the telegraph machine as though it were an archaeological treasure. Two more admired the postcards for sale on the side wall.

      Mr. Hannahs stood behind the counter that spanned the room at the back. Several girls peppered him with questions, and he turned to run a finger over the mountain lion skin mounted on the wall. A large clock ticked above it. When he flicked the rattle that still hung from the large rattlesnake skin next to it, there were shrieks all around.

      Mr. Hannahs turned back to his audience with a grin and slid a thumb beneath a suspender. “You’ve come to the right spot, ladies. We’ll have you ready in no time.”

      “Miss Henderson!” the matron exclaimed. “Come away from there at once.”

      The lady addressed stepped back from the oscillating fan with a guilty look on her face and her hair partially blown from below her hat. I couldn’t blame her for sacrificing a few loose strands for five minutes of cooling breeze. Afternoons were too hot for marching. Or singing. Or picking corn, now that I thought it through.

      The implications of Mr. Hannahs’ words began to sink in. The lady in charge signed something on the counter and said, “You’ve explained very well. This sum should cover the next three days.” She handed him some folded bills.

      “There’s fodder enough at the Idyllwild Inn,” Mr. Hannahs said, tucking the money away. “And remember what I said about using the lead lines. If the ladies get too rambunctious, they’ll get stubborn as…” He chuckled. “Mules.”

      “I think we can manage, Mr. Hannahs. Thank you.” The woman turned to her group. “Kappa Nus!”

      The ladies collected themselves.

      “Everything we need is behind the building. Let’s get to it.”

      I backed away quickly but was soon surrounded by chatter as women poured from the post office.

      “Hello,” a girl said, extending a hand. “I’m Vi. Do you live here?”

      “Loveda Brown,” I said, shaking it. “Yes. Next door. You aren’t going after the—”

      “Hold up, Vi,” a tall, thin girl interrupted. “I’m Verbena.” She thrust a hand at me. “President of the Kappa Nu Upsilons.” She took my hand and pumped it. “First sorority at the University of Los Angeles. You’re looking at the class of 1913.” She beamed at her friends as she released my hand.

      “Bean, you better shake a leg,” a girl called in passing.

      “You’ll all graduate next June?” I asked as the group trailed after their leader.

      A girl with studious green eyes said, “All of us but Marge, if she doesn’t get her Latin down.” She patted a shorter girl on the shoulder and the girl retaliated with a poke in her back.

      “Et tu, Livy?” she said under her breath.

      The woman in charge marched around to the back of the building. “Without delay, please,” she called.

      Verbena rolled her eyes. “Miss Earnstwhistle. She thinks we need to be herded like buffalo.”

      “Cats, Bean.” The last girl was a curvy blonde and tucked a stray hair into place. “She said herded like cats. Come on.”

      They disappeared around the building, and I marched into the post office.

      Mr. Hannahs looked up expectantly, but sobered when he saw me.

      “You rented the mules to them, didn’t you?” I asked. He was silent as I approached the counter. “Congratulations.”

      Mr. Hannahs pursed his lips, and his mustache lifted from his face in both directions. “They promenaded over,” he grumbled, and went about tidying something beneath his counter that didn’t need to be tidied. “They walked here in the heat.”

      The mules were the first sore spot in our long and neighborly relationship. I always looked forward to visiting Mr. Hannahs at his post when I could sneak away for a break from the hotel. He was an Idyllwild original, the first man to operate a logging business, open a sawmill on the creek, and raise a family on his homestead. When the logging industry shut down, he became Idyllwild’s postmaster, connecting the entire mountain range through this single portal.

      He wore his significance like a cape on his broad shoulders and his pride, both Swiss and American, knew no bounds. Self-educated, Mr. Hannahs spent his hours at work with a coffee mug at his elbow, reading every newspaper he could get his hands on. It made for interesting conversations.

      It had been a quiet job until the mules arrived.

      “I am being sincere,” I said. “I’m tired of hearing them bray at four in the morning. At least a rooster would be picturesque.” I smiled grimly. “And we could eat it.”

      He shifted the telephone stand into a precise and invisible location on the counter.

      “They must be staying at the Idyllwild Inn,” I continued. “I never thought I’d live to see the day you did business with Walter Lindley.”

      “Mr. Lindley is a businessman. Renting mules is a business. Now we have something in common.”

      I cleared my throat.

      Mr. Hannahs finally met my eye. “I sold Mr. Lindley most of my property to build a sanatorium. He turned it into a resort.”

      “He didn’t want to be a doctor anymore.”

      “He brings up hundreds and hundreds of tourists.”

      “Yes.”

      “They’re noisy and messy and inconsiderate.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “And they all need a way to explore the mountain.”

      “Mr. Hannahs. I’m shocked. I thought our job was to give them a bed and a breakfast and send them home as fast as possible.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.”

      Commotion outside drew me to the door. Each girl was mounted on a trotting mule, but none of them was going in a straight line. Laughter, shrieks, and frantic shouts punctuated their attempts at progress. The mules were saddled with thick pads and broadcloth girths and the ladies sat astride, skirts hiked up over shoes and stockings, yanking ineffectively on the reins.

      “Are they using the lead lines?” Mr. Hannahs asked from behind his counter.

      “No.”

      He chuckled, and I turned to him. “You look smug,” I said. “You did this on purpose.”

      He held up his hands in defense. “A mule is a safe animal for ladies. A mule is a follower. Not a leader.”

      “That seems a little too safe.”

      “They’ll stay out of trouble. There won't be any races. They won’t take any long trips. There won’t be anyone wandering off and getting themselves lost. If we’re lucky, they’ll give up in less than a day and go home.”

      Noise came from the south bend in the road. Hoofbeats, creaking wheels, and rumbling like thunder alerted the girls, and they kicked frantically at their steeds as the stagecoach came into view.

      “Mail’s on time,” Mr. Hannahs grunted, looking up at his clock.

      The mule bearing the leader of the sorority swung long ears toward the ruckus and made a decision. I could have sworn it winked at the mule next to it as it took off down the road, away from the incoming coach. As one, its fellows trotted after him. The girls squealed and held on for dear life and after a few tense moments, they were replaced in front of the post office by a team of four magnificent horses and their important cargo.

      “If Emily were here,” I said, “she would have told them they’re better off walking.”

      “If Emily were here,” Mr. Hannahs retorted, “we’d be out twelve dollars.”

      Jim Roster, the driver, pulled his team expertly into position, aligned with the landing, and set the brake. He drove the coach on alternating days between Idyllwild and Hemet to the south and Banning to the north. Nearly five hours down in the morning and up again by suppertime, his life spent in the driver’s seat was broken only by Sunday respites. As Jim shaved on his day off, the heavy whiskers across his face told me loud and clear it was Thursday evening.

      “Welcome back, Jim,” I called, letting the screen door shut behind me.

      “Evening, Cinderella,” Jim said. He tugged at the heavy metal lockbox and dragged it onto his shoulder. “Don’t run off. I’ve got something for you.” Despite the use of his teasing nickname for me, he didn’t smile as he turned. He brushed past me and went into the post office.

      “A letter?” I asked, taking a step after him. “Or a parcel?”

      “Neither,” he called from inside.

      I stopped and considered the silent coach. Today was normally the day we expected paying guests for the weekend, but sometimes they all went to the Idyllwild Inn instead. None of us had relatives or friends coming to visit. Had Karine ordered a specialty item for the kitchen?

      Deputy Winters exited his office at the end of the boardwalk and headed our way. It was time for supper.

      The horses stamped and blew, impatient to get home and fed. We didn’t wait long. Mr. Hannahs followed Jim back out of the post office and turned to lock it for the night. Jim stowed his empty box and I stood patiently on the platform, sensing he wasn’t in the mood for our usual banter. The scar that cut over his right eye made him look somewhat intimidating, but I knew better. His rough edges disguised a good man, faithful to his job and meticulous with his horses.

      Jim disappeared behind the coach, and Mr. Hannahs went around the building to the nearly empty corral to collect his chestnut gelding.

      By the time Mr. Hannahs rode up, Jim had reappeared carrying a heavy chair. He dropped the chair unceremoniously onto the boardwalk with a creak and a clunk of large metal wheels.
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      Mr. Hannahs pulled up in the road and watched.

      Jim spun the chair by the armrests to face himself. He adjusted the levers and wheels and untied the seat cushion to bang it hard against his own dusty pants. Once it was retied, he put the footrests into position. The chair and the handle across its top were framed in thick, polished oak, the tall and narrow back filled in with finely woven cane. Steel elliptical springs supported the seat from below.

      “Jim?” I reached out a finger toward a large wheel and ran it over the hand rim. “I may have lost a shoe once, but I’m certain I never left anything like this behind.”

      “Jim?” a faint voice echoed above us.

      Jim opened the stagecoach door and climbed inside, then backed out of the coach with deliberate care. In his arms was a beautiful woman with dark hair tucked into a gray felt hat. Winters, Mr. Hannahs, and I held our breath as he placed her gently into the invalid chair. She accepted his help with a sigh.

      “Are you hurting much?” Jim asked. “It’s such a long trip. I drove carefully, but there’s no way around the jostling.”

      “I know you did.” Her voice was strained as she tugged her dark-blue dress into place. “I should rest as soon as possible.”

      Jim looked up at Winters. “Could you bring her things from the coach?” Without waiting for an answer, Jim took the chair by its handle and wheeled it toward my hotel.

      Mr. Hannahs and I looked at each other in surprise. Once the mail and passengers were dropped off, Jim was usually quick to get his horses home before dark. Mr. Hannahs tapped his hat and took himself home. Winters leaned into the coach.

      Winters popped back out. “Make yourself useful,” he said with a grin beneath his tidy mustache. Winters had a strong, clean-shaven jaw, a cleft in his chin, and short, curling brown hair. He was altogether a respectable man of the law except for the occasional mischief in his eyes.

      He handed me a cage. Behind the bars, a brilliant yellow canary stared back at me.

      “Here.” He handed me a blanket. With a suitcase in each hand, Winters led the way to the hotel and I hurried after him. Jim held the lobby door open for us.

      “Jim, I—”

      Before I could ask a single question, Jim hopped off the veranda and went to his waiting horses. “Take care of her,” he called over his shoulder. “We’ll talk Sunday.”

      Although the woman’s chair had appeared small on the landing, it seemed to fill our lobby. I stood in the doorway. My desk and chair faced me from their position at the foot of the narrow staircase that led up to our five guest rooms.

      Jim had rolled the chair into the carpeted space past my desk, between a wingback chair and the stone fireplace hearth in the far wall, and the woman in it calmly surveyed our tiny hotel. Next to the fireplace was a closed door that led to my bedroom. The closed door at the foot of the stairs went into the dining room. The last door, the one on my immediate left, swung open as Hattie came through with a tureen of pole beans swimming with salt pork.

      I leaned away from Hattie and nearly bumped into Winters. After a brief nod to me, he set the suitcases down and followed Hattie into the dining room.

      I summoned my best hostess smile. “Welcome to Idyllwild. Please sign the register, here.” I navigated around the suitcases and set the birdcage and blanket on the desk next to the guest book.

      The woman glanced at the suitcases, and I dragged them out of the way.

      “Thank you,” she said, and rolled her chair up to the desk. Everything about her was soft, fair, and tidy. She reached for the pen and signed her name in the book with a pale, elegant hand. Skirts covered her long, motionless legs and her shoulders nearly reached the chair top. Not a young girl, but a woman, then, despite the youthful air and wide violet eyes.

      Hattie came back through with a platter of steaming corn on the cob. The woman straightened and some life came into her weary face.

      “Supper is nearly ready, if you’d like to freshen up first, Miss…” I glanced down at the book. “Roster?” I twisted the engagement ring on my finger. “You are Jim’s… wife?”

      She seemed shy about it and some color grew in her face. “Call me Delilah. Del, if you will. I know who you are, Miss Brown. Jimmy’s written me all about you. I feel I already know you.”

      “He never mentioned you,” I stammered. It was the shock speaking, but he might have warned me first.

      “I live in Hemet.” She ran a hand over a wheel. “I don’t go out much.”

      Even as the heat rose in my face, I said, “How rude of me to keep you lingering.” I looked frantically around as Hattie came through with a pitcher. Jim lodged two miles away at the stagecoach station, in a rough room provided by the Keen family, and he was almost never there. Of course, he wanted her to stay somewhere else.

      I put a hand over my stomach and came to the only conclusion. “You’ll have to use my room. I’ll have the maid get it ready at once.” The staircase had never seemed downright hazardous until now.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to put you out.”

      “The Idyllwild Inn is much larger,” I said, sidling past her and heading for my bedroom door. “It’s all one floor with wide halls and spacious rooms.” I hesitated with my hand on the doorknob. “You would be more comfortable there.”

      Delilah turned her chair with some effort to face me. “Thank you, no. I’m closer to Jimmy here. If it is at all possible, I truly want to stay.”

      My voice was firm. “And I truly want you to. You’ll have to tell us all about yourself.” I opened my door and went inside to gather my things. “If Jim’s been harboring a wife, it’s going to be the biggest news on the mountain for a month, and I want to be the one who spreads it.”

      “There isn’t much to tell, Miss Brown.” Her words held regret and a little humor.

      “My engagement is old news. I’m happy for anyone else to take the spotlight.” I gathered an armload of clothes. “And another thing.” I stepped out with my arms full. “Why does Jim insist on calling me by a nickname?”

      “He is a terrible tease,” she admitted.

      “No!” I shrieked, tossing clothes in the air and lunging at her. “Scat!”

      Delilah shrank into her chair as I tripped past her and swatted at the large ball of gray fluff crouched in the blanket on my desk. Spoon sent me an evil look through slitted eyes and leapt to the floor. Hattie came into the room in time to open the front door, and the cat streaked outside.

      The canary fluttered wildly against the bars.

      “Maestro!” Delilah held out her arms, but was nowhere near enough to lift the cage.

      “I’m so sorry,” Hattie said, her face red. “I should have been paying attention.”

      I ignored my things on the floor and retrieved the cage. The little bird was frantic as I headed for my room.

      “Cover him with the blanket,” Delilah called after me. “He’ll feel safe and hold still then.”

      “Spoon never goes in here,” I said, trying to reassure her while dragging a suitcase with my other hand.

      When I popped out again, Winters stood in the dining room doorway and Karine peeked out from the kitchen. It was altogether too crowded. The woman seated in the center of the ruckus went pale and her lips trembled.

      “Let’s get you settled in the room with him,” I said. I shot a look at Winters, and he went back to his supper.

      “It’s been a trying day,” Delilah said quietly. “Thank you.”

      “You poor thing,” Hattie said. “I’ll bring you a tray.”

      I scooped up her last suitcase, then stood and fidgeted with it. “Can you manage alone, or do you need help?”

      She tightened her lips, and her chin rose a fraction. “I’m capable, thank you. I can manage.” She eyed the doorway. “The chair is narrow enough to pass, I think.”

      I’d offended her on top of nearly killing her canary and spent the next twenty minutes in penance, clearing my bedroom and settling Delilah’s things into it. I would never forgive myself if harm came to Jim’s wife the minute she was left in my care.

      Delilah’s eyes darted around the room, and a hand fussed at her collar. “Is the window open?”

      “In this heat, always, but I can shut it if you like.” The curtains hung straight and were closed for privacy, but without a screen, the canary could escape.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” she said faintly as I lit the bedside oil lamp. “Thank you, Miss Brown.”

      She lifted a corner of the blanket to peek at the bird, and I took advantage of the distraction to remove the last important item from beneath my pillow.

      A Colt .45.

      “Please call out if you need anything,” I said as I worked my way to the door. I glanced over my shoulder as I closed it behind me.

      Without turning her head, she stared at the gun tucked into my skirt.

      And for the first time, the ghost of a smile crossed her face.
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      Deputy Winters had three empty cobs on his plate.

      “I see you carried on,” I teased, sliding into my chair at the dining table at last.

      Winters reached for a yeast roll and grinned. “All moved in upstairs?”

      “I guess it’s time I experienced my hotel from a guest’s point of view.” I spooned beans onto my plate as Hattie came in with a match to light the candles. We had electricity in the kitchen from a line leading to the veranda from the post office, but wires had not been extended into the rest of the hotel. It was cozier to eat by soft, dancing flames.

      “The bird will drop seeds into every crack in your floorboards,” Hattie warned, picking up an empty platter.

      “I’ll clean it myself after she leaves,” I said.

      “Who brings a canary in their luggage?” Hattie huffed. “Spoon was only following his instincts.” She blushed at the look I gave her and murmured, “I’ll make sure he stays away from your room.”

      “What did you make of Mrs. Roster?” I asked Winters as the door closed behind Hattie.

      “Hard to believe Jim kept a secret this big,” he grunted. Winters sucked a strand of corn silk from between his teeth. “She seems the high-strung nervous type. I wouldn’t have pegged Jim for that kind of lady, but I guess you never know. What about you?”

      I shrugged and refilled my glass in silence. Sometimes, my stomach niggled at me when things seemed odd, but at the moment, all it wanted was supper.

      Winters continued. “The sheriff says Wyman got back yesterday from his trip to Los Angeles. Have you seen him yet?”

      “No.” I dabbed at my lips with my napkin. “It’s a long, hot ride. After two weeks gone, I’d think they’d both want to clean up and rest.”

      “Are you worried?” Winters’ words were carefully moderated. Sheriff MacDougall and Deputy Winters were strong, young, smart, and single. They took safeguarding the mountain locals as a personal mission.

      Winters had felt overly protective of me while my fiancé, John Wyman, was out of town. I sensed he was eager for me to marry and move out to the cabin John was building. While I wasn’t in a hurry to leave my hotel, it was common knowledge that trouble found me on a regular basis. What could anyone expect when you welcomed strangers into your home all summer long? Once in a while, you got a bad egg.

      But I was comfortable with my own worries and there was nothing Winters could do about it.

      I rolled my eyes at him. “The news will keep. John took Charlie down to see if there were any family left.” I kept my hand steady and reached for the butter. “And if Charlie wants to stay in the streets where he came from, he has that choice.”

      Winters leaned back in his chair and watched me. I ignored him. Charlie was ten years old, a street urchin dragged from the gutters in Los Angeles by people who should have known better and abandoned in Idyllwild. As far as we knew, he had no family. And as far as we knew, he wanted to stay here.

      I swallowed hard and buttered my roll.

      It was important to us that the boy have choices about his future. John had gone for the legalities. Charlie had gone to get the itch out of his feet.

      But had they both come back? What if the familiar paved streets called to the boy? What if John found a relative?

      “Mack didn’t say,” Winters said.

      “You should take a job as a mind reader.” I changed the subject as Hattie returned for the rest of the empty dishes. “Speaking of Los Angeles, what did you think of the post office invasion? Mr. Hannahs took full advantage of it.”

      “Karine says they sounded like a flock of wild turkeys,” Hattie offered.

      “Let’s hope the mules aren’t the worse for wear.” Winters waited politely for me to finish my meal.

      “They’re college women,” I said over my fork. “Bright, young, and attractive.”

      He snorted. “And they’re camping at the Inn. Mack says they won’t come into the resort on principle.” He set his napkin on his empty plate, and Hattie carried it out.

      “Why do society girls insist on camping?” he asked. “It’s nothing but rocks under your bedroll and rattlers in the firewood.”

      “Al fresco suppers by moonlight are romantic.” I glanced at him. “I’m glad to hear Mack is there to hover around them and make sure they’re behaving.”

      The somber look he sent me cut through the banter. “You know he isn’t.” Winters frowned at the frosted glass window pane, as though seeing images in it.

      “Are you worried?” My question hung in the air, and I ate the last of my roll.

      Sheriff MacDougall had been staying at the Idyllwild Inn. A half mile down the road from my humble hotel, the sprawling resort catered to a hundred guests at a time, if necessary. The owners, my dear friends Mr. and Mrs. Lindley, were happy to have the sheriff in-house.

      When he was around at all. Mack had gone further and further afield in the last several weeks, riding into the mountain range and leaving Winters in charge. Surveillance, he said. Getting to know who lived in the surrounding valleys and ridges. Keeping the peace.

      Mack wasn’t interested in sweet, young collegiate things any more than Winters was.

      There was a time when Mack ate every meal with us. He was Karine’s favorite diner, but he hadn’t been around to spoil in a long while. In my heart, I knew why.

      Winters stared at his empty plate, deep in thought. What if Mack was staying away deliberately?

      I looked at Winters and rose from my seat. “Mack didn’t say.”
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      A scream ripped me from my bed. Dawn light poured through the window, and I managed to drag my robe on as I flew out of the guest room and down the narrow staircase.

      Hattie and Karine met me in the lobby, and we stared wildly at each other before another shriek from my bedroom caught our attention. I yanked the door open at the same time the lobby door opened.

      “Mercy!” Hattie gasped, ducking behind Karine.

      John Wyman stood in the doorway, the knob still in his hand and his Stetson in the other, looking completely at a loss. His wide eyes scanned the room. “It’s me,” he said.

      I peered into my room. Mrs. Roster was in the bed with the quilt pulled up to her terrified eyes.

      “Loveda,” John said without moving. “I’m sorry. I thought…” He winced. “I guess I thought you’d recognize my voice.”

      My heart pounded and I held firmly to the bedroom door until my breathing slowed. “Did you scream?” I asked Mrs. Roster. “Are you hurt?”

      The quilt lowered enough to let her words out. “I heard someone outside on the veranda,” she said. Her voice squeaked in fright. “Footsteps getting closer.”

      I turned to John.

      “Is…” He leaned back. “Is someone in your room?” Color rose in his handsome, tanned face.

      Mrs. Roster clutched the quilt to her neck and scowled. “Someone was coming in the window!”

      Karine, Hattie, and I stared at John, mouths open in shock.

      “I was not,” John said. He shook his head at me, but it was Karine he pleaded with. She seemed ready to box his ears. “Come see for yourself.”

      “Hattie,” I said, “bring Mrs. Roster some tea right away.” My business voice came to the rescue, and I filled it with all the reassurance I could muster. “I’m terribly sorry for the confusion, Mrs. Roster. I’ll get to the bottom of it immediately. You are in no danger.” I sent John a look that told him clearly that he, however, was.

      “It’s terribly upsetting,” she said, and sniffed. “What can anyone be thinking, creeping up on a body like that? My nerves are undone.”

      “For shame, Mr. Wyman,” Karine said under her breath.

      Jim was going to kill me. But first, I was going to kill John. He saw it on my face and pressed against the wall, holding the lobby door open for me and gesturing with his hat to step outside, presumably without stepping on him in the process.

      Karine waited for me to remove my hand from the bedroom door, then moved inside, making the low, comforting words that had completely failed me.

      With another cinch on my bathrobe tie, I passed John and stepped onto the veranda.

      Winters pounded down the boardwalk toward us, tucking in his shirt and looking in every direction.

      “It’s all right,” I called out. “No one needs you, Winters.”

      He came to a stop between the post office and the hotel. “You don’t have to put it like that, do you?” He ran a hand over his face and went back to his office.

      The post office door was open and a fair woman in a black dress watched Winters go by, then turned worried eyes our way.

      “We’re fine, Emily,” I called. “I’ll be over by and by.”

      She disappeared into the post office.

      “Loveda, I swear,” John began when the door closed. “I didn’t mean anything by it.” He glanced through the large plate glass window, but the lobby was empty. His voice lowered. “I missed you.”

      I crossed my arms and took a deep breath in and out. It was a mistake. I was barefoot in my robe and my hair tumbled in a messy braid down my back. He was freshly shaved and cleaned up, right down to his boots. The scent of soap combined with crisp morning pine softened my spine.

      John was taller than my four foot ten inches by another foot, but I refused to look up at him and stared squarely at his plaid shirt, waiting.

      “Yes,” he said, running a hand through thick, collar-length brown hair. “I crept up to your window and said good morning. How was I to know you weren’t on the other side of it? Since when do you put guests in your room?”

      “Since never,” I admitted.

      “I didn’t even touch the window. Look. Please.”

      With a sigh, I turned and walked the few steps down the veranda to my open window. A posy of wild white roses graced the sill. I no sooner had it when one of Karine’s hands appeared through the curtains and slammed the window shut.

      I peered back at John. The man was handsome beyond all reason. He was also mature, steadfast, responsible, and—I brought the roses to my face—romantic.

      The anger in my voice dissipated. “You scared the daylights out of Jim’s wife.”

      “He’s married?”

      “And she’s crippled. She can’t get up a staircase. So I gave her my room.”

      John was nearly done building our new home. It was no secret he was in a hurry to set our wedding date. I watched a few cheeky comebacks cross his mind before he decided that this occasion called for his best behavior.

      “I can apologize to her personally,” he said.

      “You can apologize to Jim. I’ll take two days off the bill.” I shook the posy at him and walked back. “You owe me two days’ room and board.”

      His smile brought me to a halt. I stayed lost in his eyes for a minute.

      “John?” He was here early. And alone. “Where’s Charlie?”

      He sobered and looked at his feet.

      “John.” The air left my lungs, and I collapsed in the nearest chair.

      “It’s not what you think,” he blurted. He chose the chair next to mine. “My lawyer made a thorough search. Charlie’s father was lost at sea, and his mother died two years ago.” John paused. He knew my own parents had gone down with their ship in the Atlantic.

      “He’s an orphan?”

      “Yes. There’s no more family that we know of. Charlie is free to choose.”

      I bit my lip to keep from crying. We’d already discussed it. As much as we hoped Charlie would choose us, the boy was old enough to know what he wanted and was used to fighting for it. The boy had known a lot of loss in his short life. How could we ask him to risk more?

      “We got home yesterday.”

      I stared at John.

      “He chose here. Us.” He swept his hand in the direction of the road. “But I’ve misplaced him.”

      “You… misplaced him?”

      “He went to bed in his room last night.” John shrugged. “He was gone this morning when I got up.”

      I stood. “But where would he go?”

      “Wherever he pleases, for now.” John stood and looked at the road. His palomino stood patiently hitched in the shade of a sprawling oak tree. We both looked up and searched the branches for any sign of boys’ trousers.

      “It isn’t safe for him to run wild,” I said. “Anything could happen.”

      “I can’t check every tree in the forest,” John said, putting on his hat. “And I won’t chase him. He knows where we are. Here and there. I’ll get back to work.”

      Checking a few trees along the way didn’t seem cumbersome, but I kept my thoughts to myself.

      His eyes asked for more, but I offered my hand. “Next time, arrive during calling hours, please.”

      He gave my knuckles a quick peck and said, “You’ll likely find Charlie at tea time. The boy never misses a meal.”

      I considered it as I watched John walk away. City habits still followed Charlie. He stole things once in a while. He had no formal manners of any kind. He ran off when he was uncomfortable around people. But he was grateful for his meals. He owned a tattered stuffed bear he kept close. And a precarious thread of trust had grown between us.

      I hoped it was enough.

      John wheeled his horse into the road and raised his hand in farewell as he rode away.

      “I missed you, too,” I said.

      I dallied on the veranda for another minute, putting off the uncomfortable reckoning that waited for me inside. Morning on the mountain was beautiful. Idyllwild nestled in a small valley at the base of a craggy, naked granite pinnacle named for a roaming ancient Cahuilla tribal shaman. Tahquitz Peak.

      Dawn and dusk were lingering things here. Towering over us in the east, Tahquitz held back the sun and forced it to seep up from the desert in furtive, probing rays. Once the sun crested and lit the town, the pine forest, the dusty road
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