

    
            Chapter One





			Idaho Springs, Colorado 1927

			“Come on, nearly there.” Julia gritted her teeth, urging the galloping mule on. Thundering hooves sounded over the cobblestone thoroughfare of downtown Idaho Springs on a cool May Thursday night. Under the half-full moon, the streetlamp at the corner of Miner Street beckoned. She grinned, knowing the two dollars would be hers if she reached it first.

			When she reached it first.

			Over her right shoulder, she found Ralph Davies on his own mule. The poor beast looked haggard beneath Ralph’s sturdy, six-foot-three frame. He caught her eye, his twinkling with the moonshine they’d shared before nabbing Mahoney’s mules for this impromptu race. It wasn’t Ralph but one of the mill men who’d turned from the pool table in the back of Thrasher’s and said there was no way in tarnation Julia could outride him. Ralph knew she could ride. He wasn’t bad himself, only four paces behind and the closest threat as they and four others hurtled along in the midnight hour.

			The other men whooped, hollered, and yipped, the cries bouncing off dormant hardware stores, wagon part depots, and quiet restaurants lining the street. Julia imagined the crowd at Thrasher’s nearly a mile away nestled against the adjoining valley on the edge of town. The collection of shanties strung together to create the gin joint hosted patrons eager for a taste of Jay Thrasher’s homemade liquor.

			Thrasher’s was this town’s version of a speakeasy that Julia had been thrilled to learn existed. A place to go when her mind wouldn’t stop its turning, where she could drown out the dark thoughts that followed her. Now, she grinned, picturing the cheers she’d come back to after she’d won.

			Her mule whimpered from her gentle kicks into its side as she urged it onward. Julia wished she had been on one of her father’s horses. These men would be choking on my dust. She forced herself to focus as she leaned forward, tossing another look over her shoulder. To her delight, the men, including Ralph, had fallen farther behind.

			Her smile fell though as she looked ahead. “Whoa,” she called, tugging the mule’s mane to help it slow.

			Sheriff Lee Volz stood alone in the middle of the road just before the cross street and her finish line, hands casually in the pockets of his brown pants. Julia tightened her thighs, calling out again as the mule staggered to a stop just before colliding with him. Volz didn’t flinch an inch.

			The elation she’d felt moments before vanished with the deafening clamor of the other men halting around her as they recognized the sheriff. Two rode past, then hurried on into the night away from town. Ralph and the rest fell in line behind her, well behind. She glared at each for leaving her to face the sheriff’s judgment.

			“Miss Holte,” he said. His square jaw was stubbled with the start of a beard. She couldn’t see his blue gaze beneath his beige cowboy hat, but she didn’t need to in order to know it gleamed with the opportunity to reprimand her…again.

			“Sheriff Volz.” She slowed her breathing as the mule hee-hawed, seemingly as eager as her to be anywhere but here. She didn’t bother to fix her hair, leaving the strands in a wild mane around her shoulders. She blew some of it out of her face, keeping her gaze fixed on Volz.

			He seemed to study her a moment, then tipped his hat to the men. “Good evening, fellas, or…” He pulled a silver pocket watch from his vermillion-colored vest, “Should I say, ‘good morning.’”

			The men muttered a greeting. Julia rolled her eyes at their pleasantries then cleared her throat, grabbing Volz’s attention. “We’re in the middle of somethin’, Sheriff, if you don’t mind.” She waved her hand as if to brush him aside. “I’ve got a bet to win.”

			His shoulders shook in a silent laugh, and the image made her lip curl. She fought to keep a straight face as he spat just in front of her mule. “I’m afraid the race is over, fellas. Got too many complaints, see. Y’all are disturbing the peace. Townsfolk just trying to get some sleep before work tomorrow.”

			Julia scoffed, starting to point into the hills behind them where the monstrous Monarch Mill sat. Even now, the machinery echoed around them as the night shift worked. The sounds of crushing rock jarred her to the core, and she imagined the metal and steel working to comb through the stone for crumbs of gold. All the nearby mines sent their ore there to be processed. The din was incessant as the mill worked around the clock. She didn’t understand how she was the only one that seemed to be bothered by the never-ending noise.

			“Now,” Sheriff Volz was saying, “who here’s responsible for this race?”

			The clatter of hooves started again as the men, except for Ralph, took off down the street from where they’d come.

			“Cowards,” she shouted after them. Ralph moved his mule closer. She frowned at his look of determination.

			Seeming to read her question, he said quietly, “Not gonna leave you high and dry, Holte.”

			She smiled, then turned to Volz as he spoke. “That’s what I thought,” he muttered, staring daggers at her. “I’d hoped maybe you’d learned somethin’ after our little dance last month.”

			Her jaw clenched at the memory of the last night she’d spent in jail for what Volz had dubbed “an illegal public display of roughhousing” and property damage. She’d challenged Derek Foresight to a wrestling match after he’d beaten her at poker. He’d lost and thrown a glass at a wall in Thrasher’s, but since she was the challenger, Volz had deemed it her need to take the fall.

			“Let’s just get this over with.” Julia dismounted. “Ralph, take these back to the Mahoney ranch. Tell him thanks and that I can pay him once I collect my winnings.”

			“But—”

			“No use both of us going.” She softened her tone, giving him what she hoped was a confident smile. “You need to get home anyway.”

			He looked like he wanted to protest, but Volz added, “She’s right. Just think what that poor mother of yours would say if her son spent a night in jail.”

			Ralph looked ready to reply, his green eyes fiery beneath strands of long brown hair. Julia gave him a reassuring nod until he resigned himself to a glare at Volz before guiding the mules away. Julia’s shoulders relaxed as she watched him go. The image she’d crafted of the patrons singing her praises vanished with him into the night. In its place crept the guilt she’d managed to temporarily stifle.

			When Volz reached for the handcuffs on his belt, Julia swiped the sweat from her forehead, saying, “No one here to see the show, Volz. That won’t be necessary.”

			He raised a brow, then clenched his jaw, perhaps at her being right that there was no one around to bear witness. Seeming to accept that, he gestured for her to move.

			Reluctantly, Julia did, her boots like lead as she headed for the local courthouse and adjoining jail. What was this, her fourth arrest since moving here? She’d lost track. A lick of shame tickled her neck, but she tempered it with anger and clenched her fists at her sides. She nearly asked, “Why is it so difficult to have any fun around here?” before deciding that would probably get her an extra day’s time. She didn’t want to worry her sister more than she was likely already doing, which was exactly the opposite of why Julia had come to this godforsaken town in the first place.

			Her gaze found the hills once again. The harsh music of the mill tolled on, bounding down and diving into every corner of the community, never letting her forget for a second where she was.

			When she slowed, Volz prodded her in the back. “Keep moving, Holte. Your cell awaits.”

			She glared but bit her tongue. God, she thought, I hate this town.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			“Have a good day,” Eleanor called as Peter started up the hill to the schoolhouse. She’d gotten him to agree to go with a reminder that this was the final week before summer vacation now that it was June. She watched him greet another boy around his age. The two began a quick game of chase. She smiled as a trio of mothers passed, each dropping off their respective children. Eleanor tried to recall their names. All three, in fashionable dresses Eleanor wondered if they’d gotten out of town, eyed her curiously. Mrs. Henley stood behind them, promptly cutting her gaze when Eleanor spotted her.

			Giving up on the names of the other women, she was turning to go when the schoolmarm, Mrs. Shearn, called, “Mrs. Perry!”

			Eleanor spun around to find Mrs. Shearn waving frantically. Her chest sank at the sight of Peter on his knees, his hand on his chest. “Oh God.” She sprinted, ignoring the wide-eyed mothers pulling their children aside.

			Mrs. Shearn—a middle-aged woman with small eyes—pushed back her frizzy blond hair as she said, “I don’t know what happened. He was running with young Stuart, then dropped to the ground just like that.”

			A high whistle came with each labored breath Peter took. His wide, frenzied gaze found hers. “It’s his asthma.” The look of confusion wasn’t encouraging, so she said, “Please, he needs room.”

			“Of course.” Mrs. Shearn, looking relieved to have received an instruction, beckoned. “Children, please, follow me.” She pushed those still outside back, then turned and kept the ones crowding the schoolhouse door inside.

			Eleanor sank to her knees in front of Peter. “I’m right here, darling.” She put her hand over his. Guiding him, she made circles over his chest. “Keep breathing.”

			Tears filled his eyes. “It’s…hard.”

			“I know.” She kept the motion on his chest, then took a breath. “Breathe with me.” She brought his other hand to her sternum. “Match me, darling.”

			It took one of the longest minutes of Eleanor’s life for Peter’s breathing to fall in line with hers. Mercifully, the whistling subsided, along with the dread in his gaze. “All right?” she asked. He nodded, and she couldn’t help smiling as she pulled him into an embrace. “You’re all right, my brave boy.”

			The tittering of young children, like inquisitive mice, surrounded them. From the doorway, Mrs. Shearn said, “Mrs. Perry, I think it’s best Peter return home for the day.”

			Eleanor wiped her face and stood. “He’s fine now,” she explained. “These episodes happen now and then. The last teacher, Mrs. Harper, understood.”

			Unfortunately, Mrs. Shearn only seemed offended at the mention of last year’s teacher, who’d left for some place called Seaside, California. Eleanor straightened at the stern look on her face. She also caught the fragment of fear in Mrs. Shearn’s eyes. She recognized that look, the look of not understanding what had just transpired, and sadly, the unwillingness to try. Take him away, Eleanor could imagine her saying. Take him away so he’s not our problem.

			Eleanor helped Peter to stand, noting the flush in his cheeks as he caught classmates watching through the window. Her instinct to berate them all was barely overcome by the need to shield Peter from such judging eyes.

			“Very well,” she managed to say before leading him away.

			At home, Eleanor helped Peter to bed for a precautionary rest. After preparing his tea, she took a moment outside his room at the top of the stairs. She inhaled, anxiety pooling in her chest. It made its way to her hand at her side. Eventually, she couldn’t resist the need to count the lines in the planked ceiling. The tea in her left hand, her right forefinger and thumb found one another. One, two, three. After reaching twenty, she managed to take another breath and forced herself to move on.

			From his bed, Peter glared at the cup. “I hate this.”

			“I know it’s not as good without the sugar, but the doctor says—”

			“No. I hate this,” he said, his small fist banging on his chest. The gesture startled her, and she set the tea on the side table, quickly grabbing his fist before he could hit himself again.

			“Darling, stop.”

			His eyes were so full of anger, Eleanor wanted to cry out. His bottom lip quivered as he asked, “Why am I like this?”

			Eleanor bit her cheek to keep from crying. She swallowed, running a hand down his arm when she was sure he wasn’t going to hit himself again. She took a breath and sat next to him. “I don’t know.”

			He seemed to be fighting tears before he turned his back and faced the wall.

			“Peter?”

			“I don’t want to go back.”

			“Back…to school? It’s the final week.”

			“They hate me.”

			“No, they don’t hate you.”

			“They always stare at me. Last year, I couldn’t breathe after a game of hopscotch. Stuart and everyone said I was a guppy out of water.”

			Eleanor’s blood raged at their cruelty. “Peter—”

			“I hate them.”

			She inhaled to quell her ire. “Darling,” she said, trying to keep her tone even, “I know you’re angry. It can be hard for people when they don’t understand.”

			With a sniffle, he turned back to face her. Tears streamed freely down his face. The sight threatened to undo her. “Please, Mom, I don’t want to go back.”

			The shortened term of endearment struck her, and she feared he had aged five years at that moment. The knowledge of his own reality wrapped around them both, inescapable. She reached out, running a comforting hand down his arm, his back. What could she do but relent? “All right. You don’t have to go tomorrow.”

			He held her gaze for a moment before turning back over. Eleanor felt lost, watching her son’s tiny body rise and fall in his agony. After a time, she said gently, “Don’t forget your tea.” Then, she kissed his temple and left him alone.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			“Morning, Miss Holte,” Ralph’s mother, Mrs. Davies, called from behind the bakery counter. Her stout, short frame could hardly be seen above the high glass cases hosting an assortment of pastries and pies. Her blond curly hair bobbed atop her round kind face. The warm smell of yeast and spices wrapped around Julia like a hug, a welcome relief from the cool Colorado morning.

			“Hi, Mrs. Davies, how are you?”

			“You’re here to see my Ralph?”

			Julia had been eyeing a tray of fruit tarts when she looked up. “Oh, actually—”

			But Mrs. Davies was already scurrying into the back kitchen. Ralph appeared moments later. A green, flour-covered apron was tied over his black pants and light blue shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

			“Mornin’ Jules. I’ve got your pies ready.”

			“Thanks.” Last week, Henry had smelled her lunch and inquired about the pie’s origins. Upon learning it was from the Davies’s bakery, he’d asked her to bring him one on Wednesday. This, of course, was unbeknownst to Rose, who faithfully packed Henry with a bundle of rye bread and strips of meat.

			“I love your sister,” Henry had said on their walk home last Friday, “but sometimes, I can hardly chew through her steak dinner.”

			“Secret’s safe with me,” Julia had said. “That fruit puree gave me a run for my money, if you know what I mean.” Henry had laughed. “My sister has always had an iron stomach.”

			Presently, she took the two meat pies wrapped carefully in butcher paper. “I keep this up, I won’t fit into Rose’s skirts.”

			Ralph laughed. “That ain’t so bad.” He raised an insinuating brow. “Besides, I like a gal with meat on her bones.”

			She shoved him for his comment, which only prompted more laughter. Mrs. Davies, apparently lurking behind the counter, caught Julia’s gaze. Julia cleared her throat and stepped away from Ralph.

			Mrs. Davies practically hopped when she said, “Oh, Ralphie, you ought to invite Miss Holte to the church social.”

			“Mom.” Julia laughed at Ralph’s bemoaning tone. Then, she was surprised by the flicker of what looked like hope in his eye.

			Her face fell as she asked, “You’re not serious, are you?”

			He shrugged. “Might not be so bad,” he said, suddenly interested in the toe of his boot.

			She glanced from him to Mrs. Davies, who looked like she was on the precipice of an earth-shattering breakthrough. All Julia could do was laugh to break the sudden awkwardness. “Ralph—”

			“Just think about it.” He gave a small smile, then disappeared back into the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

			“Church social?” Julia asked the sky her incredulous question on the final leg of the walk to the mill office. She remembered Rose mentioning the event in passing. When was it, July? Her sister had always been fond of church events and Sunday service. She’d taken quickly to the busy religious community of Idaho Springs and enjoyed the communal aspect. Back in Texas, they’d had to take a car twenty minutes to Amarillo to hear a sermon. Julia had stopped attending years ago; Sunday, much to her mother’s chagrin, was for riding and other ranch chores.

			Ralph, meanwhile, had never expressed an interest in attending. Granted, they didn’t talk much about that sort of thing. Cards, horses, his family’s bakery…those were the common topics discussed over a beer at Thrasher’s.

			Inside the mill office, Julia found Henry pouring a cup of coffee at the stove in the back corner. She wove through the desks and tables, greeting a couple of the junior clerks already filing away. A candlestick phone blared behind her, and a beady-eyed man in a suit answered it.

			Julia handed Henry one of the pies. “Is this what I think it is?” He raised it and inhaled, closing his eyes. “Golly, that’s good.”

			“Tastes even better than it smells,” she teased.

			“Thanks, and my thanks to Ralph.” He pulled a handkerchief bundle from inside his jacket pocket, unveiling a brown, rock-shaped thing.

			She frowned. “What’s that?”

			“My breakfast from Rose.”

			She barked a laugh, then tapped the top of what she realized was solid bread. “She tryin’ to take your teeth out?”

			“I think she’s still getting used to the stove.”

			Julia raised a brow. “Six months in?”

			“Something about the elevation.” He shrugged, pocketing the bread and pulling the pie close. “Thank you again.” Taking his full coffee mug, he started past her. “I better head up to the mill. There’s a new set of records for you to organize.”

			“Whoopee,” she said sarcastically, twirling her pointer finger. She poured herself some coffee, then reluctantly found her desk. Sipping, she eyed the documents when someone imitating the sound of driving a car caught her ear.

			She was surprised to find a young boy, maybe eight or nine, plopped at a vacant desk on the opposite side of the room. He pushed a wooden car over every available surface. The color of his hair struck her as familiar, and she thought of Eleanor. His face was elaborately freckled, particularly over his nose and under his eyes.

			Curious, she started toward him. “I bet that one wins a lot of races.”

			He looked up, and Eleanor’s eyes looked back at her. She hesitated a moment, surprised. He answered, “I beat Stuart Weekly in a race last month.”

			Recovered, Julia crouched so she was eye level with the boy, who sat on his knees in a metal chair. “I believe it.” She smiled and stuck her hand out. “I’m Julia.”

			He glanced at her, then vroomed over the top of the desk, driving the car closer. “I’m Peter.” He let go of the car and shook her hand before sitting back.

			Taking his lead, she examined the toy, giving an exaggerated look of approval. “Sleek build. Newer model. I bet the engine runs smoothly.”

			He grinned and nodded.

			“You know, there’s a great course where you could get some practice runs in.” She glanced around the office. The last thing she wanted to do was start on those records. They could wait awhile. “It’s just outside. I can show you, if you like.”

			His eyes lit up. “Is it near the mill?”

			She wondered at his eagerness. “Well, you can see it, I suppose.”

			He scrambled out of his chair. “What are we waiting for?”

			“All right then,” she said, chuckling as he hurried by. She held the door for him. Across the dirt road was an old mineral chute next to an abandoned ore cart. “Over here,” she said, leading him. The thirty-yard chute sat idly amongst the brambles and overgrown bushes. At the top of it, she motioned for Peter to stand beside her and smiled at his wide-eyed look. “Think the wheels can handle it?” she asked, gesturing to the chute.

			He nodded, running his finger along each of the toy car’s wheels as if to test them. “It’s ready.”

			She motioned for him to set the car at the top of the chute. The semi-rusted metal gleamed under the partly cloudy sky. “I’ll head to the bottom to catch it.” She hurried down the slope then called up. “Ready? On your marks, get set…”

			“Go!” called Peter, then let the car fly.

			Julia could hear the wooden wheels making their way over the metal track. Within seconds, the toy came into view, traveling at a high speed. It shot out the base of the chute, and she knelt to catch it, raising it high. “Finish!”

			Peter whooped and hollered from the top of the slope. He looked ready to run after her when the office door flew open.

			“Peter!” Eleanor’s face was wild, and Julia’s smile fell. For a moment, her sister’s voice cried out to her, filled with the same anxiety. Slamming her eyes shut, Julia forced the sounds from her mind. Mercifully, the memory passed, and she started up the hill, her throat dry. “Peter, what are you doing?”

			He pointed to the chute. “We were racing.”

			“We?” Eleanor, who had stooped to grip his shoulders as if to check him for injuries, straightened.

			Julia waved, though her bravado withered at the look in Eleanor’s eyes. “Hi. We, uh, we were doing a test run.” She smiled wide as Eleanor’s look of bewilderment and fear shifted. Julia thought she saw pleasant surprise cross her face, but it was gone in a flash, chased out by a formidable glare.

			One hand on her hip, she asked, “Do you always wander off like this?”

			Julia frowned, mildly offended. “We were only playing.” She handed the car back to Peter. “He’s practically a professional driver,” she added, tossing him a wink.

			The muscle in Eleanor’s jaw flexed. Despite herself, Julia traced the line of that muscle to her mouth. She forced her gaze to meet Eleanor’s, forced herself to pay attention, but…fiery eyes met hers and thick red hair flowed around her soft face. God, she thought, Eleanor was utterly breathtaking.

			Blinking and reminding herself to focus, Julia held up her hands. “I didn’t mean anything. Just thought we’d have a little fun.” She caught Peter’s eye. He smiled.

			Eleanor pulled him closer. “I think we’ve had enough fun for the day.”

			He looked up. “Mom, Julia was helping me win races.”

			“I’m behind schedule, Peter,” Eleanor said, ignoring his comment. “We need to get home. Those uniforms won’t clean themselves.” She nudged him toward the door.

			Julia reached out. “Eleanor, wait.”

			“Good day, Miss Holte,” she said over her shoulder, her voice curt.

			Julia stepped back, Eleanor’s tone hitting her. It wasn’t often women spoke to her like that. Collecting herself, she made sure her voice had an extra layer of jolliness and called, “Have a nice day, then.” Her words had their intended surprise effect as she caught Eleanor hesitate and glance back. Julia flashed another smile and waved before Eleanor and Peter disappeared inside.

			Sighing, Julia kicked at a loose rock. The jarring sounds of the mill reentered her frame of mind. The few minutes with Peter had been the first moments since moving here that she hadn’t felt inundated by the incessant millwork in the background. But now, the machinery pulled her back into the misery of another day here, another day at that desk.

			Well, she reasoned, at least she had another piece of the Eleanor puzzle. She had a son whom she was fiercely protective of. So protective that her fair cheeks had flushed, and her eyes had danced with a daring that made Julia’s heart race. That image would tide her over until they saw one another again.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			“Set those in the wash basin, please, Peter.” Eleanor held the front door for him once they arrived home. He did as he was told, untying the canvas bag and dumping the uniforms in. She followed with her own bundle. When he started for the backyard, she called, “And where are you off to, sir?”

			He swung back around on the doorjamb, an innocent smile on his face. “Heading to check my traps.”

			“You can do that later. If you’re not going to school today, you’re going to help me with the laundry.”

			“Mom.” He dragged out the vowel, leaving Eleanor wondering at how long such a short word could become.

			“Peter,” she replied. “That seems perfectly fair.” A desperate attempt to keep his mind on school found her adding, “And you’re going to recite your math facts as we work.”

			His face fell into disbelief.

			“You heard me,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. “Now, go fetch the pails so we can boil water and fill these bins to soak.”

			He harrumphed and set his toy car on the kitchen table before heading outside for the water pail. Eleanor watched him until her gaze found the toy. Her mind drifted to Julia. She grimaced as she replayed their interaction. “Maybe I was a bit hasty in my judgment,” she muttered. It wasn’t like Julia had taken Peter off the premises. He had disappeared into corners of the office before, and he certainly loved to do so at home on their land. She sighed, realizing Julia probably thought she was one of those awful mothers who never let their children have any sort of fun.

			Peter returned, a full bucket sloshing at his side. “Well done,” she said, rolling up her sleeves. “Now, let’s get to it.”
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        * * *

      

			Julia didn’t stop at Thrasher’s after work, though she was tempted after the day she’d had. Ralph’s comment that morning about the church social had left her leery about where he thought they stood. She thought he had known she wouldn’t go for a man like him…or any man. She wasn’t necessarily subtle in her flirting with women. She dressed like the men, talked like the men. She’d always been free to do so at her family’s ranch. Her mother, having dubbed her a lovable heathen since early childhood, had given up trying to change her ways. Julia had rarely gone to town with her parents in Texas since doing so had led to unflattering conversations with other families about how she should present herself. The ranch was her haven to be who she pleased. She hadn’t realized how lucky she had been all her life in that respect.

			She supposed that was something this mining town had going for it. Big cities were easier to hide in, and she had initially feared sticking out like a sore thumb in Idaho Springs. But maybe, because everyone kept their nose to the ground, its people hardworking and giving everything they had to the mountains, no one had much energy left to bother with what folks should have been wearing. Sheriff Volz being the exception, of course. And despite dressing in the least ladylike way she knew, there always managed to be men who, somehow, never saw the writing on the wall. Ralph being one of those men surprised her.

			She was helping chop onions in the kitchen while they waited for Henry to get home and listening as Rose described the neighbor’s garden. “It’s quite the sight, Jules. Tomatoes, cabbage, carrots, beets, turnips…it’s practically a market! Mrs. Jarda and her husband started it fifteen years ago when they first bought land here. These were pulled right out of the ground not fifty yards from this kitchen.” She hummed as she chopped. “She helps cook for the church social each summer. I volunteered my efforts. That should keep me busy. Afraid I’m not much use at sewing like some of the ladies who put together a quilt for the donation bin.”

			Julia looked up. “Church social?”

			Rose raised a brow. “Oh, so you were listening?”

			“Half listening,” she replied. “The church social…when is it?”

			Swiping the onion into a bowl, Rose added it to a simmering pot on the stove. “Last Saturday of July. One month away. You’re not interested in going, are you?”

			“I might be,” she said, moving to wash her hands. She could feel Rose’s gaze on her, and added, “What? Is that so surprising?”

			Placing a hand on her hip, Rose said, “You know it is.”

			Julia shrugged. “Ralph invited me.”

			The look of astonishment was followed by a curious frown. “Ralph Davies is a sweet man.”

			“He is.” But Julia wasn’t thinking about Ralph. She was thinking about Eleanor and a way to make things up to her after giving her what was apparently quite the scare. An invitation to the social could be just the thing. If she did decide to go with Ralph, she could ensure Eleanor would be there. What better time for them to get to know each other better? Eleanor would see she was harmless. Church seemed like a safe place to do that.

			“Well,” Rose said, stirring and looking pleased, “how about that? Julia Holte is interested in a community event. Someone better mark the calendar to commemorate such a memorable day.”

			“All right,” Julia said, tossing a piece of carrot at her. She laughed and added it to the pot. “That’s enough, now. It’s no big deal,” she added. “It’s just what folks do around here.”

			She could practically hear Rose’s thoughts over the boiling water. Since when do you care about what most folks do? Just the idea of being surrounded by bluenose biddies all day made her skin itch, but a plan was forming. Now, she just needed to make sure Eleanor was going to attend.

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen





			“Louis?” Eleanor leaned against the wall just inside their front door and took several slow, deep breaths. The trek from the market had taken more out of her than she’d expected. As her breathing evened out, she found the underside of her belly, running her hand up and down. Peter kicked twice. She smiled, saying softly, “We made it home, my love.” Glancing around, she added, “Now, where’s your father?”

			After setting the kettle to boil, she followed a steady hammering sound out the back door to find Louis working on something. “Louis,” she called, “I’m home.”

			He turned, a pleased smile lifting his pale cheeks at the sight of her. The gesture also revealed his work: a wooden crib.

			“Oh, Louis.” She walked over to join him, crossing a smattering of tall grass and columbine swaying in the breeze.

			“Careful,” he said, pointing with the hammer. “Few stray nails down there. Mind your steps.”

			Smiling, she did so, then carefully ran her hands along the wooden frame. “It’s beautiful.”

			He beamed, his brown eyes shining. “I’m glad you like it.”

			“I love it.” She wrapped her arm around him. “Thank you.” She kissed his cheek, then ran a hand over his stubble. “My husband, always in need of a shave.”

			He laughed and stood. After brushing off the crib with a rag, he nodded and said, “I shus a glenip.”

			Frowning, Eleanor asked, “What was that?”

			Louis blinked, shaking his head. He licked his chapped lips, looking uncertain. “I should glenup.” His brows furrowed, apparently as confused as she was by his words. He glanced at her, and worry sat in his gaze.

			“Did you mean that you should get cleaned up?”

			The anxious look lasted only a moment more before he smiled and reached for her hand. Kissing it, he said, “You always know exactly what I’m tryin’ to say.” He grabbed the crib. “I’ll bring this in. Our son will be here before we know it.”

			Eleanor watched him go, rubbing her belly, pondering his strange phrasing. Louis was just tired, she told herself. Words were hard enough, let alone after a day of labor. She forced the apprehension away and followed him inside.

			 

			Eleanor woke with a start. She blinked, orienting herself. The fireplace in her bedroom came into view, then the fading sunlight through the window. The basket of mill uniforms sat at her feet, and the vial with three flecks of gold was tucked beneath her leg. She didn’t even remember falling asleep in her chair. The smell of stew wafted through the air. Peter.

			She made her way through the kitchen. “Peter, time for supper,” she called from the open back door before ladling stew into two bowls, placing spoons carefully next to them on the table. When Peter still hadn’t come in, she called him again.

			No answer, only the wind as the men’s uniforms snapped in a strong gust where they hung on the lines. She scanned the wide field, the distant line of trees growing darker as the sun set.

			She pressed her thumb to each finger on her right hand. One, two, three, four. The rate of her heart slowed, and she stepped outside. “Peter?”

			She pushed through the first line of clothes, each brush of cloth like a hand trying to pull her aside. Her stomach sank with each step and still no sign of Peter. She called for him again.

			This time, he answered, “Mom!”

			“Peter?” She shoved through the last line of laundry and tore toward the river forty yards away.

			At the top of the sloping knoll, she stopped, one hand landing on the bark of a pine. Below, near a rocky stretch of boulders lining the water, Peter waved and smiled. “Look!”

			She exhaled and wiped the sweat from her brow as he revealed a hare snared in a makeshift trap. Her left hand went to her thundering heart as she called, “Peter Louis Perry, you get up here right now.”

			His smile fell. She counted each finger touch two times more before Peter grabbed the unfortunate hare and scampered up. She pulled him into a hug.

			“Mom,” he said, dragging out the vowel again. “You’re squishing me.”

			“You gave me a scare, darling.”

			“I wanted to show you what I caught.”

			She held him within arm’s reach, kneeling to be eye level with him. “You didn’t have to ignore my dinner call. What if something had happened to you?”

			The excitement in his face dimmed. He moved out of her grasp and started past her. “Dad would’ve been proud of me.”

			A scalding burn shot across her chest. Tears sprang to her eyes, but she kept them at bay. He’s only upset. He knows the rules. He knows to tell me if he wanders to the river.

			She took a breath, slowly starting after him. Her mind cleared. He’d been down to the river hundreds of times. It wasn’t a surprise to find him there. Perhaps she had been too quick to chastise him. Perhaps, she thought, rubbing her right hand up and down her left arm, the dream of Louis had left her feeling on edge.

			Catching up to Peter, she grabbed his shoulder to slow him. “That is quite the catch,” she said.

			A smile cracked his sullen face. “Not as big as last summer.”

			“Well, I think this one will make the tastiest stew yet.” She took the hare once they were inside. “You go wash up. I’ll get this ready to clean.” He headed for the washroom, but she called him. He turned. “I know your father is proud of you. And so am I.”

			He grinned, but a distant forlornness sat in the back of his gaze. The look felt like Eleanor had stepped in mud, her feet eager to move but her body trapped. She started to go to him when he turned and closed the door.

			





    
            Chapter Fourteen





			“Here’s to another day on the job,” Ralph said, clinking his mug against Julia’s. “You sure proved me wrong. Thought you’d have cleared out of there by now.”

			She downed several gulps of beer at the low table where she sat with him on a Friday night. She had to admit, it was a surprise she hadn’t quit or been fired after a month and a half. She had been late four times, twice this week, each time on the days Eleanor had come by with the uniforms. Just my luck, Julia had thought, falling into the uncomfortable office chair after Henry had informed her Eleanor had already been by.

			“Let’s not talk about work,” she said, swiping flecks of the drink off her chin. The clack of billiard balls echoed nearby among the rowdy voices of men eager for the weekend.

			Ralph scanned the crowded room. “All right, then,” he said. Someone played a tune on the rickety old piano next to the bar at the front, opposite where they sat. Mill men mingled, and a handful of traveling merchants conversed at tables and at the bar. A couple of women sat amongst everyone here and there, mostly young wives. “You give any thought to the church social?”

			Coughing on her drink, Julia asked, “You were serious about that?” Part of her had hoped he would forget about the whole thing. Not because she wasn’t planning to go—and make sure Eleanor attended—but she didn’t want Ralph to get any ideas.

			He shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

			“Lots of reasons,” she replied, eyeing the crowd over her mug as she took another sip to stall. The same woman from a month ago—the one who had pulled her into the back of the bar—had sidled up to a gentleman near the taps. Her long red skirt matched a ribbon she wore in a braid. She gave a loud laugh to something the man said before catching Julia’s eye. Her smile evened out, and her gaze grew sly. Clearing her throat, Julia refocused on Ralph. “Besides, you do everything your mother tells you to do?”

			“Hey, ain’t nothin’ wrong with respecting one’s parents.” He ignored her scoff. “She likes you, Jules. Yes, it’d make her happy, but it could be fun.”

			Julia set her mug between them. “You’ve said that before.” She glanced back at the woman at the bar. Her mind shifted to Eleanor. She’d hoped to ask if Eleanor was going to the church social this week but had never gotten the chance.

			“It doesn’t have to be anything formal,” he was saying, looking nervous as he ran his fingers around the base of his glass. His gaze drifted to somewhere near the pool table. “It’s just a fun day out.” Her mind was stuck, still wondering what Eleanor was up to. She didn’t feel like answering Ralph yet and was grateful when he said, “I’m gonna get us another round.”

			Rose wouldn’t be thrilled about her staying for another drink, but it was Friday. She deserved to let loose a little. Besides, she needed the alcohol to dull her thoughts about what the words “church social” meant. She knew what folks would say when she and Ralph showed up together.

			She finished her drink, stretching as Ralph waited at the bar. It wasn’t long before the woman in the red skirt was in his seat.

			“Hiya, honey,” she said, her legs crossed toward Julia after scooting Ralph’s chair closer.

			“Evenin’,” she replied, eyeing the line in the woman’s stockings that disappeared beneath her skirt. She was trying to recall her name when the woman seemed to read her mind.

			“Sylvia,” she said, one hand on the very low neck of her blouse. The gesture drew Julia’s gaze to the freckles along the top of her chest.

			“How’re you, Sylvia?”

			“Better now,” she replied with a Cheshire grin. Julia was accustomed to women like Sylvia finding her in establishments like Thrasher’s. Back in Texas, when Julia did go to town, there had been a couple of ladies who, when tired of the men, had sought her out. Julia had been happy to oblige their needs and have hers met in return during late night, clandestine rendezvous. It had been a small point of pride for Julia to please those women the way she had heard most men never bothered to.

			Sylvia had a pretty face, with gentle lines around her eyes and smile. Her eyes were a blue green that shone under the hanging lights. Julia wasn’t surprised she’d let herself fall into this woman. Her lips were painted a bold shade of red. “Care for another turn tonight?” she asked, her voice low as she leaned next to Julia’s ear.

			She swallowed, the smell of liquor and heady perfume enveloping her. The scent took her back in time. Fragrant coral bells lined the flower boxes at the ranch. The sun glared. Rose shouted, fearful.

			No. She squeezed her eyes closed, forcing herself to the present. “I’m with my friend,” she said, placing a hand on Sylvia’s bare shoulder to nudge her back.

			“That didn’t stop you last time.” She smiled again. Under the table, Julia felt her heel start up the inside of her calf.

			Julia’s mouth went dry. “Sylvia—”

			“Miss Holte.”

			Sitting up, Julia turned to find Sheriff Volz standing behind her. He wore black trousers and a white dress shirt. His revolver sat in a holster on his right hip. He looked like a specter with his light eyes shadowed beneath his cowboy hat.

			“How you doin’, Officer?” Sylvia said, turning her fawning smile at him.

			He didn’t seem fazed by her charms, though, as he said, “I’m sure Miss Holte was just about to excuse herself.”

			Frowning, Julia said, “Excuse myself? This is my table, Volz.”

			“Miss Holte.” He used one finger to tilt the end of his hat up ever so slightly. “You know this sort of fraternizing ain’t allowed.”

			“Neither is this ‘den of sin,’ as I’ve heard you call it, yet, here we are,” she replied. “Here for a drink? Or another secret meeting with Jay?”

			His mouth tightened beneath a glare. She glanced from him to Sylvia, who gave her a sympathetic look before standing. “I’ll be on my way,” she said and wandered away. Julia felt the eyes of patrons on her. She also noticed Sylvia’s colleagues draped over several mill men.

			“You gonna go after them, too?” she asked, pointing to each in turn.

			Volz didn’t bother to look. “You know that ain’t the same.”

			“Isn’t it?” she fired back, standing to face him. She hated being shorter than him by several inches, but she pulled back her shoulders. The murmur of the room seemed to go a little quieter as she said, “You got a problem with me, Volz, come out and say it.”

			He only gave a small smile. His right hand went to his holster as he squinted, as if contemplating if it was worth arresting her again. She knew she hadn’t done anything wrong, though. Come on, you scoundrel, she thought, matching his gaze. Try me.

			“Julia,” Ralph said behind her. It was as if his presence broke the spell of their showdown. Sounds rose to their original octave, and conversations resumed.

			She sighed, wondering if it wouldn’t have been such a terrible thing to punch Volz in his stupid face. “Hi, Ralph,” she said. Volz stepped back a bit like most folks did when Ralph was nearby.

			“Everything all right?” he asked, setting two full mugs on the table.

			An idea struck her then. “Just dandy,” she said, then grabbed Ralph’s sleeve and tugged him next to her. She wrapped an arm around his back. “I was just telling the sheriff here that I hope to see him at the church social next month. We’re going together.”

			She didn’t miss the surprised look on Ralph’s face, and she felt a little guilty at the flicker of joy that followed. But if Volz insisted on hounding her for being herself, this could help keep him off her back. And it solidified her reason to be at the social, hoping Eleanor would be there. Two birds, one stone.

			Volz looked between them, glaring at Ralph’s wide smile. He didn’t say anything before mercifully moving on to the back of the room.

			Exhaling, Julia fell into her chair. “That man is worse than scum.”

			“He sure ain’t like his dad before him.”

			Julia shook her head. “I still find it hard to believe his father is the one you named the park after.”

			“Night and day, those two,” Ralph said, pushing a beer toward her. “So
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