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MARIA SHIVERED, AS she looked up into a
cold, dark sky ready to drop more snow. The city of Dawson, in the
Yukon Territories, was already blanketed with heavy snow and hard
men hungry with the lust of gold in their hearts.

The men she saw were drunkards,
heathens, with one thing on their mind and hearts: Gold. She wasn’t
sure why the Lord had led her to this area of the world from her
native land of Mexico, but here she was, following the Lord’s will
over her own.

She was certain, somewhere out there,
someone needed the Lord and she would be used as an instrument of
the Lord. She whispered a silent prayer as a group of drunkard men
passed her and glared down at the bible she was holding. Just as
the drunkard men passed, the dark sky let all the snow it was
holding loose.

Maria looked into the sky. “Lord, give
me the strength I need.” She then opened her bible and took out a
slip of paper holding the name of the man she needed to see. She
had accepted a position as a cook for a group of men at a remote
camp.

The man she was supposed to meet was a
Mr. Belton, and he was located at the local mining claim office.
Maria looked at the only street in Dawson, lined with rough-looking
wooden buildings. She would find Mr. Belton on her own since he
hadn’t come himself to meet her when she got off the
stagecoach.

Maria began to walk toward the street.
She was dressed in a heavy brown coat with a thick brown dress
underneath. She had long brown hair and warm, honest, eyes that
spoke well of the beauty in her face. She looked delicate, but was
very tough and determined.

She was a no nonsense type woman in her
early thirties. She knew how to handle drunks and how to handle
hard men. As she approached a building that had a sign that read
‘Mining Claims Office’ she took a deep breath, clutched her bible
and entered. Warm heat hit her immediately.

A man barked at her from behind a desk
to close the door. “Mr. Belton, I presume?”

He was a short, plump man with a large
handlebar mustache, who sat behind a large wooden desk wearing a
gray suit. He had a cigar in his mouth. “You must be the cook. I
wasn’t certain if you’d come.”

“I have come,” Maria said
strongly, “just as we agreed through the letters. I will remain
through the summer and fall and leave when winter
begins.”

Mr. Belton studied Maria, “A Mexican,
huh? Well, I guess those guys can eat beans or starve.” Mr. Belton
looked down at Maria’s bible. “That won’t do you any good here,
missy.”

Maria stiffened. “Mr. Belton, the word
of God is powerful anywhere, whether in Mexico or in this rugged
frozen land.”

Mr. Belton shook his head. “Suit
yourself, but let me warn you, those men at the camp have gold on
their mind. You go preaching the good book at them and they’ll run
of you off to the wolves.”

“Mr. Belton, this is the
year 1898, and soon we will see a new time. But one thing as
remains the same through the ages: The hearts of men need God. I
will not be intimidated by fear and hard tones. I can turn and
leave now, if that is the case.”

Maria turned to leave. “Now just a
minute, missy,” Mr. Belton pleaded, “no point in getting all testy.
I was just making casual conversation.”

Maria turned. “You will take me to the
camp, please.”

Mr. Belton sighed. “I can see you’re a
tough one. Maybe that’s what the guys need. Shoot, we all need the
good book, missy.” Mr. Belton stood and put on a coat. “Come
on.”

Maria hesitated. “You are
saved?”

Mr. Belton thought for a few seconds.
“My mother taught me the good book and that’s all I can really say.
I know right from wrong.”

“Do you know Jesus?” Maria
persisted.

Mr. Belton held up a hand. “Don’t give
me a sermon, missy.” He walked outside where heavy snow was
falling. “Ah, more snow. It’s going to be a rough winter. I sure
hope you’re ready for it.”

Maria closed the door behind her. “The
Lord will carry me through.”

Mr. Belton looked at Maria. “You get
into any trouble, you come and find me. I’ll make sure you leave
her just as safe as you got her.”

Maria heard the sudden concern and
kindness in Mr. Belton’s voice. “Thank you. May we go?”

Mr. Belton nodded his head. “I have the
supplies waiting and a man waiting at the store. Let’s go.” Mr.
Belton walked up the street. Maria followed, clutching her bible.
She looked up into the dark sky. She knew beyond that dark sky
there was a beautiful heaven.

But sadly, all men saw most of the time
was the dark sky. She promised herself she would not forget the
beautiful love of God that stood beyond the dark sky.

Mr. Belton walked up to a young man
Maria’s age loading supplies onto a wagon and stopped. The young
man was tall, strong and looked like he had seen his shares of many
hard winters. He had short blond hair and wore a heavy brown jacket
over a pair of pants and boots. He had on a brown hat.

Maria studied the man carefully as Mr.
Belton introduced her. “This is Feodor--he’s from Russia. He’ll be
taking you back to the camp. Feodor, this is Maria, she’s from
Mexico. You make sure you take good care of her.”

Mr. Belton hesitated, looked at Maria,
and then walked off. Maria watched him go, knowing he had his
concerns.

Feodor looked at Maria. “You are a long
way from home.”

Maria looked Feodor straight in the
eyes. “Yes, I am, as you are.”

“I have come for the
gold.”

“And I have come to
cook.”

Feodor pointed a finger at Maria’s
bible. “And maybe more, yes?” he asked. He gave a polite smile,
loaded the rest of the supplies and helped Maria up and onto the
wagon. “The camp is a far ways off. I come into town once a month
for supplies. You can come with me if you want when I
do.”

Maria looked down at the two horses
hitches to the wagon. White steam seemed to be coming from their
noses,” Poor horses to be out in such cold. I would rather walk
than force them to carry me.”

Feodor smiled as he got the wagon
moving out of town. “I have built a warm home for them. They earn
their keep, as the rest of us do. I take care of them, as they take
care of me. Spring is coming, and they will be happy.”

Maria settled in for the long ride,
feeling a sadness enter her as the town of Dawson slowly
disappeared behind her into heavy, snow covered wilderness. She
hungered for the warmth of Mexico and the sounds of children
playing and laughing in a warm sun. She missed her Papa and Mama.
She felt like crying. “It is good you take care of the horses,”
Maria managed to say.

Feodor heard the sadness in Maria’s
voice. He turned his head and looked at her. “You are sad,
yes?”

Maria nodded her head. “I am here
because the Lord brought me here. But that does not mean I am sad
to be away from my home and in this strange, frozen
land.”

“Why did this Lord bring
you to a place that makes you sad? Is that not mean?” Feodor asked,
confused. He did not know who the Lord was.

Maria searched for an answer. “When you
hunt, sometimes you have to go far into the forest to find the
meat. I was sent far into the forest to search for lost souls and
my bible is my weapon.”

Feodor looked forward at the
snow-covered trail. “But is not hunting a man’s duty, and not a
woman’s?”

“Not when most men have a
bottle of liquor to their lips and sin in their hearts. Sin can
blind a man to make a straight shot.”

Feodor thought about Maria’s words. He
himself did not drink and focused on finding gold. But most of the
men in the camp were rowdy and did drink. He had not seen any man
there carrying a bible as the woman sitting next to him was doing.
“My mother tried to teach me when I was very young, but my
step-father beat her until she pledged to be silent.”

“I am sorry.”

“My mother is dead now.
What is done is done.”

Maria looked at Feodor. His eyes were
not hard and they held a life to them that made her curious. “You
are alone in the world?”

Feodor shook his head. “I have four
brothers. They are in Russia. I am the youngest. They thought me
foolish to chase the gold. Maybe I am?” Feodor laughed a bitter
laugh. “Maybe I’ll go home empty handed and have them ridicule me
and let me work in one of their shops sweeping the
floors?”

Maria saw Feodor’s eyes turn bitter.
She intervened. “Is it foolish to chase gold?” she
asked.

Feodor looked at Maria. “Is it foolish
for a woman to come alone to a hard land where men want gold and
liquor?”

Maria looked away from Feodor. She
focused on the snow-covered trail. “The Lord has his
reasons.”

Feodor forced his bitterness away. “I
do, too. I show my brothers when I return home rich with the
gold.”

“The love of money is the
root of all evil,” Maria whispered.

Feodor looked at Maria.
“What?”

Maria opened her bible. She ran Feodor
two bible verses. “The love of money is the root of all evil,” she
read and then turned to the second Bible verse. “What shall a man
profit if he gains the whole world and loses his own
soul?”

Feodor brought the wagon to a stop. He
stared at Maria. “What does that mean?” he demanded.

Maria stared into the eyes of Feodor
and felt an emotion that warmed her. “It means we are not to love
money or sacrifice our souls just in order to have things in this
world.”

Feodor keep staring Maria in the eyes.
“My oldest brother told me the same thing when I left Russia.”
Feodor shook his head. “I have been a while and I have yet to find
gold. I will go through the winter, and if I find no gold, then I
will leave. Perhaps I was foolish to leave Russia and come here. I
was adventurous, yes? Working in my brother’s shops was very
boring. They teach me money, accounts, and inventory. I wanted
more.”

Maria took a gentle hand and patted
Feodor’s shoulder. “You wanted to get rich very quickly and live a
life of luxury and adventure, but then what after that? We all grow
old.”

Feodor looked at Maria’s hand. Through
his thick jacket, he felt the warmth of Maria’s hand touch him.
“Let us get to camp. It will be dark soon.” Feodor got the wagon
moving, but suddenly something changed inside of him. He thought
about what Maria said to him all the way to the camp.

Gold couldn’t last forever. Even if he
found the gold, what would he do when it ran out? How would he
spend it? Where would he go? His brothers invested into an honest
business, but he was out chasing a yellow rock to let him be rich
long enough to have an adventure, and then what?

What would he do when he turned the age
of his oldest brother? He could barely deal with the winters at the
age he was, let alone deal with them at an older age.

Maria sensed the change in Feodor was
they made their way to the camp. She let Feodor sit in silence as
they did, thinking about what she had said, praying her words had
struck deep into his heart. But when Feodor pulled the wagon into
the camp, her heart sunk.

The camp was filled with tents, mining
equipment and a horse stable that held the horses and two mules.
Rough looking men were walking around, complaining about the snow
and carrying wood for a fire they had started in the middle of the
camp. When the men saw Feodor pull the wagon in, they cheered and
ran to the wagon, ignoring Maria. “Where’s the liquor?” they yelled
happily.

Feodor shot a thumb toward the back of
the wagon. The men rushed to the back of the wagon, found the
liquor, cheered even more and rushed off in groups of two and three
to the tents, where Maria assumed, they would all be drunk while
playing cards. “Nice welcome,” she said.

Feodor took a deep breath. “You are the
fifth woman cook we have had. They make it a game to run them off.
The last cook lasted two days.” Feodor helped Maria down. “There is
no shame in leaving.”

Maria clutched her bible. “Please, show
me to my tent and to the kitchen. I will prepare dinner and feed
these men before they are too drunk to eat.”

Feodor showed Maria to her tent and to
the area they used as the kitchen and then unloaded the supplies,
bringing Maria the food. Maria said a prayer and began cooking. She
cooked a strong meal of beans, cornbread and boiled potatoes, and
then went around to each tent, one by one.

She ordered the men in each tent out
and told them to come and eat and she would not take no for an
answer. The men stared at her, amazed, that a woman would talk to
them in such a way. However, they obeyed, one by one. Some men were
already somewhat drunk, but even they obeyed.

They all sat down and ate a sensible
dinner. As they did, Maria sat with them, opened her bible, and
began to read from the Book of Matthew, Chapter 6. The men moaned
as they
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