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​Chapter 1
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THE BRACELET WAS BEAUTIFUL.  The silver was slender and elegantly woven in a way that made it look as soft as cloth; Cora could already imagine it on her wrist, cold at first touch, but soon warming as though it were a part of her.  Someday she’d have it, though probably not too soon.  As if she didn’t know that the items displayed in the jeweler’s window were a bit out of reach right now, she had the helpful commentary of the two women passing behind her.

“I can’t imagine that there’s anything in there that she could afford,” the first woman whispered to the other, just loud enough for Cora to hear.

“I’m sure you’re right.  Not with honest money, anyway,” the woman’s companion whispered back.

Cora tore her gaze away from the bracelet and looked at the reflection in the glass.  She should have known.  Linda Bixby and Tess Jackson.  They never had anything good to say about anybody except each other.

“But I’m sure she can have some man buy something for her,” Linda said.

“I wonder what she’s going to exchange for it.”

“Yes,” Linda said drily.  “I wonder.”

The women moved away, their heels lightly thumping on the planks of the raised wooden sidewalk, and Cora took a deep breath. There would always be women like that, women who thought that they were better than she was, and it didn’t do any good to get angry about it.  What was she going to do?  And she had to reluctantly admit, as she again glanced in window of the jewelry shop, that they were right.  She couldn’t afford anything in there right now anyway.

Cora pulled her shawl tighter around her, trying to combat the chilly breeze, but it didn’t have much of an effect.  The nights had been clear for quite some time now, and each morning it seemed colder and colder.  It didn’t help that her shawl was more fashionable than practical—or rather, it had been fashionable a couple of years ago.  Now it was just thin.  She had no idea what she was going to do once winter arrived; her heavy cloak had barely survived last year, and it now hung in her closet more a threadbare rag than a functioning garment.

She continued walking, passing the small café with its habitual aroma of fresh-baked pastries, and stepped up onto the sidewalk in front of Gray’s General Store. Cora watched as a young man approached on the other side.  He was walking in the street, leading a horse by its reins, and in his hand he carried a large envelope.  As he walked, he called out to passers-by, getting nothing but shaken heads in return.  With his neat jacket and collar and shiny shoes, he looked like he could have been a clerk in some office or something.  He called out to another man walking by, but this one nodded and looked around, as if trying to find something.

Then he caught sight of Cora, spoke to the young man with the horse, and pointed directly at her.  She glanced around, but there was nobody else that he might have been indicating instead; indeed, as she looked back, the young man who looked like an office clerk—or perhaps a process server, now that she thought about it—was leading his horse across the street, heading directly for the store.  Directly for Cora.

“Are you Cora Rice?” he called.

She quickly turned and entered the store.  The three broad aisles were jammed full of products and people, and she had to squeeze past several women gathered around a display of canned preserves in order to get away from the door.  As she hurried past the bins of vegetables, Cora looked back toward the front windows; the man was leaning against the glass, shielding his eyes and trying to watch her as she went.

Both her pulse and mind were racing.  This couldn’t be good.  Of course, she had no idea at all who he was, but in her experience, strangers with papers in hand were never bringing good news.

The bell over the front door rang as the man stepped inside the store.  Cora quickly ran to the end of the aisle and crouched down to look toward the front, leaning over a neatly stacked display of bags of flour.  The man was walking back and forth, trying to see past the patrons who filled the aisles, and finally began down the center aisle, from time to time ducking down to look under the shelves and see through to either side.  It might take a few minutes, but unless she sprinted up one of the side aisles, he was going to find her.

Cora turned and squatted down, hopefully out of sight.  The rear of the store was also crammed full of every sort of item you could imagine; there was nowhere to hide.  There was, however, a curtain leading to what she assumed was the storeroom, and that was going to have to do.

“You can’t be in here.”

As soon as she had pulled aside the curtain and stepped through, she had found a thin woman seated at a long table, bent over a bolt of sky-blue fabric, shears in hand.

“Is there a back way out of here?”

“Yes,” the woman said, “but not for you.”

“Please, you don’t understand,” Cora said, scanning the room.  There, way in the back, nearly hidden behind the huge stacks of crates, she could see a door.  A glimmer of sunlight could be seen leaking around the edge, as if Heaven itself waited on the other side.  “Somebody’s chasing me.  A man is chasing me.”

The woman looked over the rim of her glasses, staring Cora up and down.  “I know who you are,” she said.  “I would have expected that you were used to men chasing you by now.”

Cora said nothing, but stepped past the woman and started through the storeroom.

“Hey!”  The woman dropped her shears onto the table and started after Cora, who hurried to the back door.  

“Sorry!” Cora called as she lifted the wooden plank that barred the door and let it clatter to the floor.  “It’s an emergency!”  She pushed hard and blinked against the bright light as she stepped outside, ignoring the other woman’s grumbling as she closed the door and put the plank back in place.

Cora hurried back towards home, staying off of Main Street and wending her way between the shops and houses, crossing through back yards and trying to keep as low a profile as she could until she reached the boarding house.

“That was quick,” Mr. Harper said as she passed the parlor, where he was sitting with the Parker sisters.  “I thought you were out for the day.”

“Something came up,” she said, climbing the stairs to her room.  Once inside, she sat on the bed and finally took a deep breath.  What was that about?  Do I owe somebody money?  It was almost a silly question; she owed plenty of people money, but she was hard pressed to think of anybody who would send a man after her.  That was the good thing about the company she preferred to keep; she had discovered long ago that married men usually didn’t press too hard to have their loans repaid, lest their wives find out about Cora.  She lay back and tried to think about what to do.

After half an hour, she was still wrestling with whether to stay in her room or go downstairs to spend time with the other guests.  Perhaps this had been a sign.  Maybe she should spend more time here at the rooming house; after all, she paid to stay here but was hardly ever around.  It was wasted money, really.  It might do her good to go down to the parlor and talk with Mr. Harper and the girls.  The Parker sisters always had stories about the old days on the farm.  Dreadfully boring stories.  The more Cora thought about it, perhaps she only needed to lie low for a few hours.

The next sound she heard was oddly unfamiliar; so few people called at Mr. Harper’s that Cora at first didn’t realize that it was the house bell.  When she heard Harper walking through the hall downstairs, however, Cora shot to her feet.  She heard him open the front door, then the low rumble of Harper’s deep voice as he spoke to whoever was at the door.  Then, like the beats of a funeral drum, she could hear footsteps on the stairs and a knock on her door.  It was over.

The young man still had his envelope in hand, and Harper stood behind him with a furrowed brow.

“Miss Rice, you’re a hard one to catch,” the man said.  “I work for Adam Clark.  He’s a lawyer over in Dodgeville.”

Cora couldn’t contain a long sigh, though for the life of her she couldn’t remember owing any money to a soul in Dodgeville.

“I have a letter for you from Mr. Clark,” the man said, extending the envelope.  “It’s regarding your uncle Jack.  I’m sorry to say that he passed away.”

“Jack is dead?”

“I’m afraid so.  Mr. Clark is the executor of his estate, and he needs to see you as soon as possible,” the man said.  “The letter explains it all.  Could you sign this, please?” he asked, handing her a pencil and a slip of paper.

Cora scribbled her name and handed it back to the man, who touched his cap, turned and went downstairs.

“I’m sorry to hear about that, Cora,” Mr. Harper said.  “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“No, I guess not,” she said, turning the letter over and over in her hands.  “Thank you, Mr. Harper.”

He briefly squeezed her shoulder, then returned downstairs as well.

Cora closed the door and tore open the letter.  It told her nothing the delivery man hadn’t already said, but had the lawyer’s large, fancy signature at the bottom.  She sat and thought for a moment.  She’d never had close kin die before—not that she’d been close to Jack, but at least she had fond memories of him—but as far as she understood, there was only one reason a lawyer would need to see you after the death of a family member.  Unless you could pass on debts, of course.  A chill ran down her back and she hurried to the door.

“Mr. Harper, if kin dies, are you responsible for anything they owe?” she called down to him.

“Not usually,” he answered.  “Once you’re gone, your debts go with you.”

She returned to the bed and took a deep breath.  Out of all the men she’d met in her life, her uncle Jack was the only one that she ever felt that she could rely on.  The only one who’d ever shown her kindness and respect without wanting something from her.  Was he still reaching out to show her some kindness even after he was gone?

She got to her feet, withdrew some money from the envelope she kept hidden under her mattress, and returned downstairs.

“One more question,” she said.  “I’m going to Dodgeville.  Do you know where I can hire a carriage?”

~ ~ ~
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SHE TOOK A MOMENT TO gather her nerves before stepping down to the street.  The office in front of her looked pretty fancy; they’d been sitting here in front for several minutes and she’d seen people coming and going, all dressed well and probably talking about important things as they went.  She pulled the thin shawl closer around her shoulders and took a deep breath, then stepped down and headed up the slate walkway to the front door.

Fancy was right.  The woman at the desk had asked her to wait while Mr. Clark finished with his previous clients, and Cora took a seat on one of the leather sofas.  The waiting room was richly furnished, with an Oriental rug that stretched from wall to wall and shiny brass planters in the corners.  A large oil painting hung on the wall behind the receptionist, showing a sun setting over mountains.

The door to the office opened and a middle-aged man stepped out, the buttons on his jacket straining to contain his belly.  A gold chain snaked from a button into his pocket, no doubt ending at an expensive watch.  This must be the lawyer, Cora thought.  He was followed by a young family; the woman held a tiny baby, swaddled in a blanket; her husband had a paper-filled folder in his hand.

“So sign those and get them back to me as soon as you can,” the man said.

The husband nodded and reached out to shake hands.  “Thanks, Mr. Clark.  I appreciate it.”  The couple passed Cora on their way out to the street, and the man with the belly leaned over to look at the ledger in front of the receptionist.

“Who’s next?”

“This is Miss Rice,” the receptionist said, and Cora tried to sit up a little straighter.

“Miss Rice?  Cora Rice?”

“Yes, sir,” Cora said.

He came forward quickly, his hand outstretched.  “Miss Rice, I’m Adam Clark.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.  I’m just sorry it had to be under these circumstances.”  He led her into his office and closed the door behind them.  “So I see you got my letter.”

“Yes, sir,” Cora said.  “It was some surprise, that’s for sure.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Clark said.  He moved around his large desk and gestured for her to take a seat.

She sat in one of the heavy leather chairs in front of his desk and looked around while he opened a desk drawer and pulled out several folders.  Behind him were built-in bookshelves stretching from halfway up the wall all the way to the ceiling, and running from wall to wall.  Far too many books for one person to have read, Cora decided.

“First off, I have to tell you how sorry I am to be doing this,” he said.  He leaned forward and clasped his hands together, letting out a long sigh.  “You have my condolences.  Were you and Jack close?”

“No, I can’t say that we were,” Cora said.  “To be honest, I don’t even know the last time I saw him.  Must have been fifteen, twenty years ago.  Then he went away and we never heard from him again.”

Clark nodded as she spoke, as if he knew everything already.  “Well, he didn’t even get out of the state,” he said.  “Your uncle spent the last twenty years up north in Ashland.  Ever been up that way?”

“No.”

“Beautiful area,” he said.  “You never saw so many trees.  At least, before your uncle got to them,” he added, and he let a slight smile appear.

“What do you mean?”

“Timber,” he said.  “Your uncle worked up there.  Had his own logging company, in fact.  Sent wood all over the country.  Then last year he sold the company and came down here to retire.”

“I had no idea,” Cora said.

“He had a house built just outside of town.  Moved in this summer and three months later he was dead.”

“That poor man,” Cora said.  “What happened?”

“Doc said it was his heart.  If it’s any consolation, he died in bed.  He probably didn’t suffer,” he said.  He opened a folder and pulled out a stack of papers that had been fastened together.  “But I imagine you’re wondering why I wanted to see you.”

“A little, yeah.”

“Well, your uncle mentioned you in his will,” Clark said, tapping the bundled papers.

Cora swallowed hard.  Try not to get too excited, she told herself.  “He did?  After not seeing me for so long?”

“Well, you must have made an impression,” he said.  “He only named two heirs: you and your cousin Emma Walker.  By the way, are you close with your cousin?”

“Not really,” Cora said.  “Not anymore.  Why?”

“Just curious,” he said.  “She told me that she didn’t know where you lived.  Made it quite a bit harder to track you down, I have to say.  You almost ran out of time.”

“What do you mean?”

He leaned back in his chair.  “Your uncle was a very particular man.  He wanted things done just so, if you understand me,” he said.  “Even when it came to his will, he didn’t want things dragged out.  He wanted his estate settled within a month after his death—in fact, he specified that if I weren’t able to locate you two by that time, then the estate would pass to the city,” he said.  “The mayor was not real happy when I found your cousin a couple weeks ago.  Your uncle left quite a substantial estate.”

“So Emma knew about this a few weeks ago already?”

“Yes, I found her pretty easily,” he said.  “But you, on the other hand—well, my messenger told me that he spoke to nearly everybody in Mineral Point before he found out where you were living.”  He pulled a pencil and tablet out of the top drawer of his desk.  “But none of that matters now.  I found you in time to comply with your uncle’s wishes.”

Cora forced a smile.  No thanks to Emma, she thought.

“Before we begin, I have to ask you one question, however.  What is your marital status?”

“Marital status?  You mean am I married?”

“Precisely.”

“No,” she said.  “No, I’m not.”

A soft clucking noise escaped his mouth.  “Oh, I see,” he said, and he flipped through a few pages of the will, reading to himself before raising his eyes to hers again.  “Miss Rice, it appears that your uncle left you two hundred dollars.  Congratulations,” he said, although his tone sounded more like he was trying to console her.

“Two hundred?”

“Yes, Miss Rice.  You come back next week and we’ll write you a check.”

“Well, that’s...nice, I suppose.”  It was a good piece of change, she had to admit.  Now she’d certainly be able to buy a new cloak for the winter, as well as a lot of other things that she needed.  Pretty good timing, in fact.  Still, the look in Clark’s eyes made her uneasy.

“I was just wondering one thing,” she said.  “Why did you need to know whether I was married or not?” 

“Yes, I should explain.  Your uncle made it very clear, both in his will and in conversations with me, that one of the biggest regrets he had in life was never having children.  From what I understood, you and your cousin Emma were the only children that he ever really got to know,” Clark said.  “The older he got, the more concerned he was about the family line dying out.  He told me that he wanted to reward whoever was married, in order to make it easier for her to carry on the family line.  Still, even though you’re not, he obviously felt kindly toward you, otherwise he wouldn’t have left you this little portion.”

“So you’re saying that if I were married, I’d be getting more?”

“Oh, yes,” Clark said.  “Substantially more.”

“Well, I am engaged.”  The words flew out of her mouth almost without thought.

His eyes widened in a flash and then narrowed almost to slits.  “Engaged?  Why didn’t you mention that when I asked you?”

“Well, sir, you asked if I was married,” she said.  She could feel her heart pounding furiously in her chest.  “I’m not.  I’m only engaged.”

“When are you getting married?”

“Sunday.”

“Sunday?!  You’re getting married this weekend and you didn’t say a thing about it?”

She could feel the heat building in her cheeks.  “Sorry,” she mumbled.  “I didn’t know it would matter.”

“Well, it matters,” he said.  “Matters a great deal, in fact.  What’s the fellow’s name?”

Cora glanced at the wall behind him.  “Booker,” she said.

“What’s his first name?”

“His first name is...Paul,” she said, though her throat had suddenly gone dry.

“Paul Booker.”

“That’s right, sir.”

Clark studied her quietly for a moment, then began to write on the tablet.

“So I’ll be getting more than two hundred dollars?”

He glanced up at her quickly.  “Well, to be honest I’m a little bit leery about what you just told me,” he said.  “But if you show up here by noon Tuesday with Mr. Booker and a marriage certificate, then yes, you’ll be getting more than two hundred.”

“How much more?”

He leaned back and clasped his hands together, resting them on top of his stomach as a smile crept onto his face.  “Your uncle Jack wanted to divide things between you and Emma, but it’s not an exact division,” he said.  “You’ll split the money evenly, but the younger of you two gets the house.  That’s you, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, Emma’s two years older than I am.”

Clark nodded.  “So you two newlyweds will have a home to call your own, plus quite a nice bank account.”

“How much, exactly?”

“Your uncle left a total of three hundred thousand,” Clark said.  “So your share is half that.”

Cora felt as if the room were spinning.  It can’t be, she thought.  So much money, and a house besides?  I must be dreaming.  Or I misheard him.

“How much did you say?”

“You’ll be getting one hundred and fifty thousand dollars.  I know this must be quite a shock,” he said.  “Would you like a glass of water?”

Cora reached for the armrest to steady herself.  “No, thank you,” she said.  “I’ll be fine.  It’s just a big surprise, like you said.”  She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.  “So if I weren’t about to get married....”

“Then you’d get nothing,” Clark said.  “Your cousin would have claimed it all, except for the two hundred I mentioned earlier.”

I’m going to have to have a talk with Emma, Cora thought.  Her heart was pounding like a kettledrum inside, and she suddenly noticed that the office was very, very warm.

“Are you sure I can’t offer you some water?”

“No, thank you,” Cora said.  “I just need some air.  So what happens now?  Is there anything else I need to do?”

“Not today,” he said as he stood up.  “We can’t do anything until I see your marriage certificate.  I’d suggest you go home and get some rest.  You’re going to need it.”

He showed her out to the waiting room and shook her hand.  “Remember, you and your husband have to be back here by noon on Tuesday.  After that it’ll be too late.”

“I understand.  Thanks, Mr. Clark,” she said.  

“Don’t mention it,” he said, then leaned over the receptionist’s ledger to see the next appointment.

Cora went outside to her waiting driver, who helped her back up into the carriage.  “Back to Mineral Point now?” he asked.

She nodded and settled back for the ride.  A house and so much money.  She still couldn’t believe it.  For a girl who had grown up with no man to provide for her and her mom, living in a dirt-floor shack and always wondering where her next meal would come from, it was more than a little overwhelming.  As the carriage rolled down the street she could feel tears welling up in her eyes.  How silly, she thought.  Sitting here crying when everything might be about to turn around for me.  She wiped the tears away and took a deep breath of the crisp air, pulling her shawl closer around her.

So I show up married on Tuesday and my life will change forever.  So far so good.  Now I just need to find a husband.
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NATHAN WATCHED AS THE waitress crossed the bar, returning to his corner table with his drink.  She placed the glass of whiskey in front of him and stuck out her hand.

“That’s twenty-five cents,” she said.

He reached into his pocket and fished around for coins, praying that he actually had the money.  When he opened his hand, he found a scrap of paper, some lint, and a quarter he had forgotten about entirely.  Guess this is my lucky day, he thought, handing her the coin.  She took it without saying a word and spun on her heel, heading back to her perch behind the bar and stopping only to roughly shake the shoulder of an old man at the next table.

“Hey, wake up,” she said loudly.  “If you’re gonna sleep, then you gotta go.  This ain’t a hotel.”

The old-timer nodded softly, but as she walked away his head drifted down to the table again and Nathan was pretty sure he could hear snoring shortly thereafter.  So this is what I’ve come to, he thought.  They should name this place Rock Bottom.  As it happened, the bar was called Miners’ Oasis, though there was nothing remotely green nor fertile about the place; its only attraction was that it was the cheapest of the three saloons in Mineral Point.

When Nathan had first arrived in town only a few weeks earlier, he had spent his first day looking for work and his first night at Sally’s.  Sally Paar owned the nicest tavern in town, complete with a piano player, a full kitchen and the cutest girls you ever saw, delivering smiles with every drink.  He would have returned the following night too, but good sense got the better of him once he counted the rest of his money the next morning.  

His rooming house charged seven dollars a week for full board, but after seeing the damage that Sally’s had inflicted on his wallet, Nathan decided to pay only for his room and breakfast.  That brought his weekly bill down to three-fifty, which would be much more manageable until he could find work.  Fortunately, Mineral Point was a large, vibrant city—especially when considered next to his native Plainfield—and he’d certainly find a job in short order.  And if he were hungry after only one meal a day?  The better to motivate him.

Nathan managed to spend the next several days surviving on the egg, toast and weak coffee that the rooming house provided every morning, while spending much of each evening at Bill’s Bar, which was not nearly as nice as Sally’s.  There was no music, and Bill was nowhere near as pretty as the girls over at Sally’s, but for the prices, Nathan couldn’t complain.

After a couple of weeks of this, however, he began to realize that he was on a truly untenable path.  Every day was turning out to be the same: he’d go from business to business, door to door, asking about available work, and it was beginning to appear that there was none to be found.  He certainly didn’t want to return to Plainfield, hat in hand, when he’d bragged about going off to make his fortune to everybody he could find.  After speaking to the innkeeper, he’d decided to forgo breakfast, which brought his weekly bill down to a dollar seventy-five.  If he only ate when he was absolutely famished, and he found a job quickly, he’d be fine.

It hadn’t quite turned out that way, however, which is why he was now sitting at the corner table in this dim and dirty tavern on a Saturday night, instead of enjoying the music and fine food over at Sally’s.  Today had been the last straw.  He had gone to the Point Plaza hotel in the afternoon, explained to the woman at the desk that he was looking for work, and she had asked him to have a seat in the lobby to wait for the hotel manager.

He had tried to mask his excitement as he sat there, his stomach gurgling and his feet tapping; after weeks of asking around, this was the first time that he’d made any progress.  In a few minutes, the door to the office opened and a middle-aged, potbellied man with a fine set of whiskers came out.  The receptionist said a word to him and nodded in Nathan’s direction; as the man approached, Nathan stood up to shake hands.

“I understand you’re looking for a job,” the man said.  “I’m Albert Gates, the hotel manager.”

“Good to meet you, sir.  I’m Nathan Larrimore.”

“Let me show you around so you get a feel for the place,” Gates said, leading Nathan through the lobby and up the wide staircase.  They went from floor to floor as Gates explained the history of the hotel, taking care to point out the fine details that—he said—set the Point Plaza apart from its competitors, from the hand-cut crystal wall sconces to the thickly woven carpets that covered the floors.  Nathan could hear the pride in his voice as he narrated the tour, and by the time they arrived back in the lobby, Nathan was sure that he had found just the place he’d been looking for.

“So, it looks like you’re in pretty good shape,” Gates said.  “A bit thin, but you’re healthy?  How’s your back?  No problems?”

“My back?” Nathan asked.  “Uh, no, it’s fine.”

“And your legs?  You have strong legs?”

“Well, strong enough to get me around, I guess,” he said.  “Why do you ask?”

Gates pointed to the stairs.  “Well, our bellhops go up those stairs a hundred times a day,” he said.  “If your legs aren’t strong now, they will be pretty soon, I assure you,” he added with a grin.

“Bellhop?”  It felt like Nathan’s empty stomach had just dropped into his shoes.  “That’s what you’re hiring for?”

“Sure am,” Gates said.  “You got lucky—we haven’t had an opening for months, but one of our guys just moved away.”

“Mr. Gates, I appreciate you taking the time to show me around and everything,” Nathan said.  “But to be perfectly honest, I was hoping that there might be something else available.  You know, something maybe more...professional?  Like assistant manager, perhaps?”

Gates couldn’t conceal the faintest hint of a grin as he looked Nathan up and down, from his dusty shoes and slightly frayed pant cuffs to the too-loose shirt collar around his neck.

“Have you ever had a job, son?”

“Of course, sir,” Nathan said.  “Back home in Plainfield I worked on the farm.”

“Did you finish school?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How long have you been here in Mineral Point?”

“Going on three weeks now.”  His stomach growled as if to emphasize the point, but Gates pretended not to hear.

“Nathan, I’m sorry, but this is the only position we have available right now,” Gates said, extending his hand.  “I tell you what—why don’t you take some time to think about it, and if you change your mind, you come back and see me.”

“Thanks for your time, Mr. Gates,” he said, shaking hands.  Nathan left the building and the heavy front doors swung shut in a rush, as if the hotel itself had wanted him gone.  For the rest of the afternoon, he’d wandered the streets, passing by the same shops and businesses that had turned him down previously, and eventually found himself back at Bill’s Bar.  He had been defeated.

Nathan stared down at his drink.  There was a trace of lipstick on the rim of the glass; he wiped it off with his thumb and tried to ignore the other dirty smudges.  This wasn’t the kind of place where they took constructive criticism well.

He leaned back and looked around at his fellow customers.  Surely the only thing that bound them to him was their common interest in a cheap place to drink.  There was the table of miners on the other side of the room, all of them uniformly covered in mud and grime and getting louder with every passing minute.  There was the repulsive middle-aged woman, her skin yellow and her hair stringy, passing from man to man like a crow picking over corpses; once in a while she would convince somebody to step outside with her and they would only return in five or ten minutes.  Nathan had a pretty good idea of what they were doing, but he didn’t care to imagine it.  Then there were the patrons like Nathan: sitting alone, not attracting attention, not concerned with anything but the drinks in front of them, each man presumably wrestling with his own problems.

He took a sip of whiskey and gritted his teeth at the scorching trail it left down his throat.  He sniffed the glass.  It smelled like whiskey, but in less than a month in the big city, Nathan had become suspicious and cynical.  It wouldn’t have been too much to believe that they had poured him a shot of grain alcohol with some kind of coloring added.  He let out a long sigh and took another drink.  I guess it doesn’t matter anymore, he thought.  Tomorrow I have to head for home.

It was a trip he was not looking forward to.  In retrospect, it might not have been his best idea ever to explain exactly how he felt to all of the people who had annoyed him in Plainfield.  His parents.  His neighbors.  The mayor.  Nope, it was not going to be a happy homecoming.  Nathan rested his forearms on the table and let his head drop down.

“No sleeping!” the waitress shouted from behind the bar.

He sat back up again.  Still, he had no other options.  The job at the hotel had been the only possibility he’d heard of since he’d arrived, and if he was going to do physical labor, then he might as well go back home and work on the farm, where he wouldn’t have to pay rent every week.

A loud burst of laughter from the miners’ table drew his attention, and he watched as the men called the waitress over to order another round of drinks.  Whatever savings the miners found by drinking here must have been offset by the volume of liquor they consumed, but it didn’t appear to bother them in the slightest.  Nathan had even briefly considered working in the mines, but that combined hard labor with the added attraction of a possible death far underground.  No, thank you, he thought as he shivered and took another drink.  

While he watched the waitress shuttle back and forth between the bar and the miners, he reviewed his plan for the next day.  He would get up as usual at the ungodly hour of eight o’clock in the morning—his landlady had an almost maniacal insistence that her lodgers get up at that time, and she roamed the halls with an old cowbell to enforce it.  He would try to clean up as best he could with the single small basin of hot water he was allowed, and then he’d attend to his shoes and clothes to make himself as presentable as possible.  Then he would walk the twenty minutes to the church he’d discovered earlier in the day.  If the poster he’d seen was correct, he’d probably only have to sit through an hour or so of sermonizing before the potluck lunch began; hopefully nobody would notice that he hadn’t brought anything himself, and he could finally eat a full meal before heading for home.

From Mineral Point to Plainfield on foot.  He shuddered at the thought of the long walk; it would take him several days to get up there, and the weather wasn’t getting any warmer.  He could almost feel the cold wind, and he shivered again before realizing that somebody had just entered the bar, letting in a wave of cold air.

Nathan turned to see who had come in.  Standing just inside the door, surveying the crowd, was a blond woman he had never seen before.  She looked like she had had a rough day.  He could see mud on her boots and the hem of her dress, as if she’d been stomping around the same streets he had.  Her hair, which appeared to have once been styled, lay collapsed and limp; as he watched, she brushed a strand out of her face and tucked it behind her ear.  She’s pretty, Nathan thought.  Looks kind of tough, but pretty.

She searched the room with narrowed eyes and a pinched look, like she wasn’t expecting to find what she was looking for.  Her eyes passed over Nathan as if he were a table or chair before her shoulders slumped and she went up to the bar.

Nathan watched as the bartender, a tall man whose shoulders were as broad as a barn door, went over to the woman and began to pour a whiskey, though she hadn’t said a word to him.  She dug in her small black purse and eventually pulled out a coin, which she slid across the bar to him, then took her drink in hand and turned to look at the patrons again.

Yes, she was definitely a good-looking girl.  Nathan would have guessed that she was about twenty-five or so; she was just at that age that finds a balance between the beauty of youth and that of maturity.  Still, there was something in her eyes that made her seem older than she looked.  Perhaps it was a hint of sadness, or a weariness that hung about her.  It was hard to say.

He looked down at his drink.  There was about one swallow left, and he would need it if he was going to go talk to her.  This was no wilting flower by the roadside, waiting for anybody to pick her; from the looks of it, she was probably the one who did the picking most of the time.  Still, nothing ventured, nothing gained.  He downed the last of his drink and stood up.

Just at that moment, the door to the bar opened again and a small, wiry man blew in along with the cold air.  He also paused to look around, and when he caught sight of the girl at the bar, a lopsided grin revealed his crooked yellow teeth.

“Well, if it ain’t Cora Rice,” he said, heading more or less straight for the bar.  He stepped uneasily at times, as if this weren’t the first tavern he’d been to this evening.  Nathan sat down.

“Evening, John,” the girl said as he arrived at her side and gripped the edge of the bar to keep himself upright.  “Looks like you’ve been out and about a little bit tonight.”

“Honey, I’ve been out, about, all over town tonight,” John said.  He pounded his fist on the bar.  “Get over here, Henry!”

The bartender slowly looked over at them, as an ox might regard a fly that was buzzing around his ear.  “Let’s see the money first,” he said.

John shot his hands into his pants pockets and dug around, coming up with nothing.  The bartender snorted and turned back to his conversation with the waitress.

“Let me get one for you,” Cora said.  She withdrew another coin from her purse and laid it on the bar.  “Henry, can you get him a whiskey—”

“Brandy!”

“Oh, okay, a brandy then,” she said.  “It’s on me.”

The bartender looked at her closely for a moment, then shrugged and reached for a dusty bottle on the back bar.  He uncorked the bottle and poured a healthy shot, then took the coin and tossed it into the cash box behind him.

“Now maybe you can do me a favor,” she said, once the bartender had gone back to the other end of the bar.

“Just a second.”  He picked up the glass and held it unsteadily as he looked at it; even from his seat Nathan could see the liquor sloshing against the sides of the glass, threatening to leap out at any second.  John set the glass down on the bar again and leaned over to inhale.  As the brandy fumes filled his lungs, he smiled broadly.  Then, in a flash, he picked up the glass and drained it dry in a single gulp.

“Now what were you saying?”  He turned and leaned back against the bar, wiping his mouth on his sleeve.  “Something about a favor?”

She took a deep breath.  “Yeah, a favor.  But I want you to promise to hear me out, okay?  Just let me say everything, and then you decide.  Deal?”

“Sure thing, honey.”

Cora leaned close and began to speak quietly in his ear.  The man’s face was like a tableau of emotions as she whispered.  He at first had the pleased expression that you would see on any man’s face if a beautiful young woman had just bought him a drink and then sidled up to nestle against him.  Then lines appeared on his forehead as his eyes widened, and the smile melted away as his jaw dropped lower.  He nodded a couple of times as she continued speaking, then a look of pure confusion spread over his face and he pulled away to look at her.

“What?”

She leaned in again and whispered.

“Married?!”  he nearly shouted, throwing back his head as he burst out laughing.  Nathan could see the rotten teeth in the back of his mouth.

Cora’s cheeks were burning brightly.  “Would you keep
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