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			This is a work of fiction. Although the account is based on May Arkwright Hutton’s life, some of the events, characters, circumstances, names, points in time, places, and details are imagined or have been slightly modified to fit the story.
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			PART I
1883–1892

			

		

	
			CHAPTER 1

			Summer 1883

			These mountains could make a woman rich. They jutted straight up to heaven, so steep and magnificent that May Arkwright had to hold on to her flowered hat and tip her head back to see the tops. The way they towered above her and stabbed into the deep blue sky took her breath away. There was nothing like them back in Ohio, where the tame countryside barely rippled with low hills. Here in northern Idaho Territory, the dark green vertical slopes had a glorious presence that made a woman feel as if they really did hold the treasures advertised in the flyer tucked safely in her bodice. 

			She hoped the little town of Eagle City was in the narrow canyon up ahead and not perched high on these forested cliffs. The dusty black pony beneath her was sturdy, but not sturdy enough to haul her up any mountainsides. She couldn’t imagine living in a place where the earth dropped off right under your feet. After twenty-three years of growing up on flat Ohio streets, nothing would be more unsettling.

			She’d best stop gawking and get riding. May brushed off her rumpled blue skirt and tucked her scuffed boots tighter into the stirrups. Sweat trickled down her round face; she swiped at it with a dirty driving glove and stuffed a loose wisp of brown hair under her hat. The men were out of sight now, except for Jim Wardner, who dutifully stopped and waited for her every mile or so. 

			“Hurry up a bit, can’t you, Miss Arkwright?” Wardner fretted as he guided his horse closer. “I don’t like the feel of that breeze. It’s blowing in a mountain thunderstorm, and you’ll want to be situated when it hits. Summer storms come up fast here. You can’t see far enough to know they’re brewing.”

			“You hurry on ahead, Jim. This poor pony can’t do much better with me weighing him down, and I’m not afraid of a little thunder and rain. A bit of rain never hurt anybody.”

			“Well, it’s more likely to be a downpour. And I’m not about to leave you alone. An unescorted lady would be a novelty in Eagle City, believe me. Kick that little chap in the ribs and let’s get moving.”

			May gingerly touched the pony’s sides with her heels, and he broke into a labored trot. She clutched her big wicker basket to her side and tried to keep her belongings from jostling out. Wouldn’t that be a sight! Littering the road behind her with corsets and stockings and knee-length drawers. She probably should have bought a valise like other women, but it seemed a shame to spend her hard-earned money on a carry case and let this good sturdy basket go to waste. Her necessities fit inside, even if they were in disarray. It didn’t matter if her personal things were exposed for the world to see. Who hadn’t already been privy to the sight of a woman’s corset?

			Damn, she was sore from all this riding. Her backside was rubbed raw from the saddle, and trotting wasn’t helping matters. She pulled on the reins, and the pony dropped again to a walk. Jim could go ahead if he wanted to beat the rain. Even though she was glad for his advice, he needn’t think he could boss May Arkwright around. She hadn’t come all this way to be told by a man what to do. But Jim just pulled on his own reins and plodded beside her.

			So far, her decision to come west seemed like a good one. She’d find her fortune out here if it killed her. In the meantime, she could be as independent and improper as she wanted. Western mining towns were so rough and bawdy that no one batted an eyelash if you were unconventional. Maybe she’d fit in better here than back home. And she sure as hell didn’t want to be stuck in the Midwest all her life watching the corn grow, when opportunity out here waited for those bold enough to grab it. By now, she knew exactly what gold fever was. She had a whopping case of it herself.

			She had to admit, though, that there had been a tiny knot of uneasiness in the pit of her stomach ever since they’d left the boat at Lake Coeur d’Alene and begun the last leg of the journey on horseback. But, heck, what woman wouldn’t be a little nervous? Here she was, two thousand miles from home, riding through wilderness so dense that, except for the two meandering wagon tracks her pony followed, it seemed as if nobody had been here before. She took a deep breath and pushed her worries away. No need to dwell on thoughts of surviving the icy winter, and the dwindling number of coins in her purse. 

			Maybe she should give her poor pony a rest. That wouldn’t get her to Eagle City in time, though. The forty men she’d traveled with from the Midwest would be scattered to the hills by then; they were that eager to begin staking their claims. May wanted to send them off with hearty good-byes and good wishes for a lucky find. Some of those fellows felt like brothers now that they had traveled so far together. She had been the only woman in the group, and they’d treated her just fine.

			The dirt tracks disappeared into the canyon. It seemed as though the twisting trail would never end. She shifted irritably in the saddle. Riding a pony was a lot harder than it looked.

			Just when she felt she couldn’t endure another step, they rounded a corner and spotted fresh gashes on the slopes and piles of reddish tailings spilling toward a handful of dilapidated shacks below. 

			“That’s not Eagle City, is it, Jim? Those shacks up ahead?” A few rough buildings with false fronts were squeezed close to the mountains on the banks of a bubbling creek that flowed down the center of the gulch. There was a cluster of lopsided cabins that looked as if they’d been thrown together from unpeeled logs. Off to one side were some sagging gray tents. If this was the “town” Jim had described when she’d met him on the train, she wondered about the restaurant where he’d asked her to cook. As they had hurtled west, he’d told her that he was searching for a woman to feed the miners in the boomtown of Eagle City. He had a shipping business there and knew the men wanted something besides their own bad grub. 

			Heck, she could cook anywhere there was a stove. It would be a fine way to get started in her new life. But it would be nice if there were a place to sleep, too, and a privy not far from the back door. 

			“Yep, that’s her all right.” Jim’s deep voice sang out. “That’s the residential district up there. I’ll take you to the saloon where the restaurant is. That wind’s picking up.”

			May scanned the mining camp again and then turned her eyes to the foothills. A few shacks climbed the slope, scattered among piles of dirt, trash, and machinery. Their sagging doorways and dreary walls faced her. The ground was raw dirt. One hard-packed, rutted street slashed the town in half. A couple of scruffy men leaned on shovels and watched her curiously. May swallowed, sat up straighter, and drew her shoulders back.

			Jim glanced at her. His coat had dust in the creases, and his face looked weary after the long ride. His long brown mustache blew in the breeze, hiding what looked to May like a small grin. 

			“The restaurant isn’t a palace, Miss Arkwright,” he said, as if he knew what she was thinking. “It’s pretty small. The pack rats aren’t bad, though. Just watch the stove so you don’t set the roof on fire. ’Course, most the time the roof is covered with snow. It doesn’t leak much, only in the spring during the melt—and when there’s a gully washer.”

			May gazed across at him and lifted her chin. 

			“I can cook under a leaky roof, Jim. And just wait until I get my hands on a pack rat or two.” She winked. “Maybe they’d be good in a nice hot stew.” 

	
			CHAPTER 2

			Summer 1883

			May opened her eyes in the darkness and pulled the scratchy wool blanket to her chin. Damn, was she cold! The nights at this altitude didn’t stay warm like they did back home. She buried her face under the blanket but immediately felt as though she were suffocating, so she poked her nose out again. Wriggling onto her side, she tried to get comfortable. This so-called bed—just a couple of planks nailed to the shanty’s walls—was as hard as the rusty iron cookstove on the other side of the wall. It didn’t help that her whole body ached from the two-day pony ride. 

			She turned over again, but the planks pressed into her shoulder and hip. With a sigh, she sat up, leaned against the splintery walls, and pulled the blanket up around her neck. Moonlight poured through the vertical cracks in the wall and made stripes across the dirt floor. Something rustled in the corner where her basket was stowed. May peered into the darkness. Heck, it was probably just a mouse, but Jim’s comment about pack rats bothered her. She wasn’t squeamish. Rats, though, weren’t her favorite of God’s creatures. Why He created a bold, beady-eyed rodent that gnawed on people’s good boots and apron strings was a mystery to her. They smelled bad, too. The musky stench rose from every corner of the shack. 

			She leaned over and plucked her basket from the floor. There was a loud squeak, more rustling, and then silence. May guessed the animal had squeezed through the nearest crack to the outside. She put the basket on the foot of her bed anyway.

			Despite her fatigue, she didn’t feel sleepy. She rose and, trailing the blanket, stepped into the main room. Her apartment, as Jim had called it, was just a lean-to abutting the back of the rough structure that was his restaurant. The main room was warmer, since the stove still held some heat from the supper she had fixed for herself. She stood for a moment in the curtained doorway and studied the lopsided stove and the moonlight pouring in a small square in the door, where someone with lofty ideas about glass windows had cut a hole. Then she crossed the room, the dirt floor cold on her bare feet, and looked outside. The mining camp lay silent, bathed in silvery moonlight that silhouetted the mountains and the jagged tips of the pines. A creek burbled quietly through the clearing.

			A shiver of excitement ran through her. She’d done it! Despite everyone’s warnings, she had come west. Her half-brother Lyman had pointed out every danger and impropriety, including the fact that there would be no place to live when she arrived, and no chaperone. But, heck, she could take care of herself, and quite capably, too. Hundreds of women came out here without the proper gentlemen to accompany them. Most of them were red-light girls, but that didn’t mean a hardworking cook like herself couldn’t do it—and maybe get rich at the same time. She would earn an honest living but also keep an ear cocked for news of lucky gold or silver strikes. Maybe she could buy interests in a few diggings, or try panning for gold herself. Why couldn’t a person just use a pie pan instead of one of those expensive gold pans?

			When she was rich someday, she’d have the means to change the world. She hadn’t spent her childhood listening to political speakers for nothing. For years, she had led her blind grandfather by the hand to the town square so he could listen to every orator, politician, and preacher who traveled through—and formed her own strong opinions about how the world should be. It was time to change a few things, that was for sure.

			May pulled the blanket tighter and tugged open the creaky door. It dragged across the dirt, sagging on its metal hinges. She stepped into the night air. Only the brightest stars twinkled through the moonlight. Every tree and blade of grass cast a distinct shadow. 

			She’d seen enough misery and wrongdoing in her life to have some big dreams. Children who had lost both parents grabbed her heartstrings the most. She herself had been lucky enough to have Granddad, but there were plenty of other little tykes cast out into the world alone.

			And then there were America’s women, who, in her opinion, were treated like second-class citizens. They weren’t even allowed to vote. She didn’t want to start thinking about it at this hour. It would get her so riled up she’d never go back to sleep. 

			She took a deep breath of mountain air and went inside, forcing the door shut behind her. A star twinkled at her through the hole where the stovepipe shoved up through the flimsy roof. May pushed the curtain aside and lay down on the hard planks again. Tomorrow would come too soon, and with it her first customers. She’d better be rested and ready to cook up a big, tasty breakfast for them.

			It was a humble beginning here in Idaho Territory. This shed left a lot to be desired. But it was a start. She could leave the past behind and never mention it again if she wanted. Goodness knew she didn’t want to advertise that she had been born to parents who both deserted her when she was only ten, or that she had already been married twice. 

			She didn’t want to think about those marriages, much less talk about them. As far as she was concerned, they were in the past, and that was that.

			Oh, she had a few good memories, especially of Granddad. But now she was on her own. And here she was, deep in the Rocky Mountains far from any real civilization, hell-bent on making her fortune. Then she would light out to change the world. 

	
			CHAPTER 3

			Early Summer 1887

		Cooking in someone else’s restaurant—first in that saloon in Eagle City and then in nearby Murrayville—had been a jim-dandy way to get settled, but already four years had passed without making her any richer. So May had finagled a change: She had opened her own place in this one-room shanty beside the new rail line at Wardner Junction. A big gray board with the word Café scrawled across it leaned against the front wall of the weathered building. Now she could take in all the profits, not just a meager wage. 

			May shoved another log into the old cookstove and took a deep, lingering breath. Wood smoke mingled with the smell of the fresh coffee that was brewing for her early morning customers. Careful not to knock over the pail of milk on the floor beside her, she tied the strings of her red calico apron. Her fingers were stiff with cold, despite the hot blaze. That was Idaho Territory for you. Hotter than heck one day and colder than ice the next. No one would guess it was summer. Cold hands or not, she’d better make sure her flapjack batter was ready.

			Anyone with an ounce of smarts could see that the best place for business was down here beside the new tracks that ran near the Bunker Hill and Sullivan mines. Her customers had followed. By now they were so fond of her savory venison stew and generous slices of huckleberry pie that she could move to the moon and they’d tag along. May chuckled. Nothing like decent home cooking to draw men like flies.

			She hoped that handsome Al Hutton would spot her sign from his locomotive. There was something about that man. Whenever he showed up for her fluffy flapjacks on these cold mountain mornings, she felt her face flush more than usual. Her breath came in quick little puffs as she called out to greet him. Usually men didn’t affect her that way. She could pal around with the best of them, slapping backs and guffawing at their jokes and acting like one of the boys. But with Al it was different. His good-looking face and quiet manners made him stand out from the crowd of crude miners and grubstakers. There was intelligence in his gray eyes, and none of the silent demands that some men telegraphed to women, as if females were put on earth only to please them. None of that. Al seemed to recognize that this was the 1880s, not the Dark Ages. 

			The first time she’d met him, she remembered to use her manners and greeted him as “Mr. Hutton.” Before long, though, she began calling him Al. Why call him “mister” when the two of them were exactly the same age and he had a perfectly good first name?

			May doubted that he was interested in her, although she didn’t consider herself homely like most folks did. After all, those old European masterpiece artists had always chosen plump women as their models. She was tall, and a bit more than plump, she admitted, but her features and pale complexion were nice. Her straight nose and dark-fringed eyes weren’t bad, and she kept her wavy brown hair as clean as she could. Anyone would agree she had flair with clothes. Ruffles, lace, glass jewels, flowers, bright colors—the more the better—defined her attire. More than anything, she loved wearing dresses that trailed shimmering ribbons and hats heavy with artificial fruit or silk roses. A person could fancy up the plainest of dresses with a few cents worth of embellishments from the dry goods store.

			In fact, her dresses—the few she had—were like decorations for her crowded living quarters, separated from the cafe by a yellow gingham curtain. They hung from the back wall in a hand-stitched rainbow of flowing colors—magenta, royal blue, gold, serviceable black, and emerald green. Her bed of boards and a hay-stuffed mattress lined one wall, covered with a knitted purple spread. She’d made a shelf at the head of the bed—hammered those nails herself—for her hairbrush, cracked mirror, and kerosene lamp. The big basket she’d used as a valise on the trip west lay in a corner, filled with potatoes, yams, and squash. Her hats hung around the edge of the ceiling, each on a separate nail. 

			The door banged open and Jim Wardner stepped in.

			“Well, Miss Arkwright, I knew I’d find you where the commerce is—Wardner Junction. You’ve stepped up in the world. I’m right proud of you—you’ve got a diner of your own. And here beside the new tracks, too.”

			“Hullo, Jim. It’s a little undersized, but it’ll do.”

			Wardner glanced around before dropping into a chair. The plank walls were weathered gray, with an occasional knothole that offered a glimpse of the outdoors. The curtain that separated the stove and eating area from May’s living quarters was half pulled back, exposing her personal belongings. One small window let in the early morning light. May had used pieces of brown burlap as curtains, and they hung crookedly over the window frame. A slit of daylight showed under the sagging plank door and a braided rug lay under the solitary table, which was covered with stained red oilcloth. Around the table, four mismatched chairs were interspersed with a few log stumps.

			“One table might not be enough,” Jim commented.

			“It’s all I’ve got. I could squeeze plenty of men around it if I had more chairs.”

			“I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, how about some of that homemade bread and a couple of fried eggs?”

			“It’ll have to be flapjacks. I didn’t have time to bake bread yesterday.”

			“Flapjacks will do. Say, did you hear about the discovery in that gulch near Wallace? They say someone found an outcropping of galena yesterday—a sure sign of silver.”

			May’s pancake flapper stopped in midair.

			“It’s so steep up there they’ll have to use mountain goats to get it out, if the rumor is true. Men are saying there’s a good streak of it. If it’s so, it might draw the interest of outside investors just like the Bunker Hill and Sullivan mines have. I’m going to ride up . . .” The rest of his words were lost in the loud rumble of train cars and the shriek of a whistle. The window rattled in its frame.

			May covered her ears, still holding the flapper, as a black locomotive sped by the window. She craned her neck. It was Al Hutton’s, all right. “Damn, I didn’t think it would be so noisy in here. I know I’m close to the tracks, but…” May uncovered her ears. “Good thing those trains don’t run at night or I’d be shootin’ out their headlamps to keep ’em quiet. Say, Jim, let me know what you find out about that galena discovery, will you?”

			“I will. I’m going to keep my ear to the ground, I can tell you.”

			“By the way, what do you think of that train engineer, Al Hutton?” May kept her eyes on the flapjacks and tried to make her question sound casual, as if she’d just been reminded by the train’s passing.

			But Jim’s eyes twinkled. “Why do you ask, Miss Arkwright?”

			She felt her face flush. “I just want to know who’s making all the racket out there, that’s all.”

			“Well, Hutton’s a good man—one of the best. He’s smart as a whip. Honest and reliable. Pleasant to speak to, and polite, too.” Jim winked. “Maybe you’d best flag him down and invite him to breakfast.”

	
			CHAPTER 4

			Summer 1887

		May pushed aside the bushes, thankful that she’d worn her overalls. People in these parts peered down their noses at a woman who wore pants, but to hell with them. They weren’t the ones clambering around these mountains picking berries for pies. By now, a dress would be ripped and dirty, but these sturdy overalls didn’t tear or show the dirt on her knees and the huckleberry stains on the front. Her fingers were purple from the juice. The color had crept under her fingernails. She didn’t care. Clean hands weren’t all they were cracked up to be. 

			From her vantage point on the steep slope above Wardner, May could look out over the scenic valley and watch the silver South Fork snake its way west toward Lake Coeur d’Alene. The railroad cut a path down the valley’s length, along with meandering dirt wagon roads. In the afternoon sunlight, the canyons etched themselves into the surrounding mountains, each promising riches. From here, only the town of Wardner was visible, but May knew that little mining settlements dotted the length of the forty-mile-long valley. To the east, out of sight, was the town of Wallace and, beyond that, the mountain pass that led to Montana Territory.

			It would be nice to have a companion today, but the men were too busy working their claims to bother with berry picking. The women she met around these parts didn’t cotton to her for some reason. Maybe they shied away from her earthy comments and loud voice, or the way she joshed with their men. Even their dresses were different, although May wasn’t about to change her style. Most of the local ladies wore flowing dark dresses with high collars and modest sleeves. May liked flashy colors and occasional low necklines.

			The stillness was shattered by that everlasting train whistle. You could hear the thing all the way to Timbuktu the way it echoed off the mountainsides. If she didn’t know better, she might have thought Al Hutton blasted it just to disturb the quiet. But the more she got to know him, the more she was sure he’d have a good reason to toot his whistle. That’s how he was. She picked another handful of huckleberries to stir into tomorrow’s flapjack batter for him.

			Just the thought of Al Hutton made her heart beat faster. Why, the man was as good looking as a stage actor. He was tall and slender—but powerfully built from handling that locomotive—with wavy brown hair that fell over his forehead. It was all she could do sometimes not to reach over and brush it aside for him. And his eyes! Those piercing gray eyes could bewitch a woman. When Al fixed them on her, they seemed to penetrate to her very soul. He was as self-assured as a man could get, yet he wasn’t cocky. His quiet confidence made him seem more powerful than ten of those loud-mouthed, brawny miners. 

			Something was crunching through the underbrush. May stood up and hugged her full tin berry pail, ready to drop it and run. There were bears in these mountains—she’d seen plenty of them on her other expeditions—not to mention cougars, wolves, and moose. She peered through the brush and tree trunks as the crunching got louder, half expecting a wild animal to come loping her way.

			“Miss Arkwright, I declare. I run into you in the oddest places. Here I am prospecting and I find you halfway up the mountain.” 

			It was Gus Paulsen, a young miner who trudged these slopes looking for a promising show of galena or a gold nugget in the creek beds. He hadn’t had much luck, but it wasn’t because he hadn’t tried. Months of scrambling up gulches and steep mountainsides with his miner’s pick were beginning to show on his face. His clear, pale blue eyes were set narrowly above a bushy blond beard, but May could see that his cheeks had hollowed out underneath. He was muscular and tough, and when he took breakfast at May’s cafe, he sat on the edge of his chair as if he could hardly stop long enough to eat. After wolfing down his breakfast and wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he put in another long day of prospecting. 

			“Hullo, Gus. Whenever you find that lucky vein of ore, I’m ready to pitch in,” May reminded him. “I’ve been saving my pie and butter money to throw behind whoever finds the most promising claims, you know. I didn’t come to this country to bake bread all my life.”

			“I’m a-trying, but these hills, they sure do hide their riches. I think maybe I’ll head east to Wallace next.”

			“They say someone found a good outcropping of galena up there just two days ago.”

			“I heard that, too. Not sure it’s true, though.”

			“It’s worth a look, don’t you think?”

			“Yep, I do. Say, are you ready to head back? I’ll carry your bucket for you. I promise I won’t eat too many of your berries.” Gus’s eyes danced. “Or spill them. One stumble and they’d land on the rooftops down there.”

			“Thanks, Gus.” May handed him her pail with a smile. It wasn’t easy getting down these steep slopes with only one hand. Time after time, her scuffed old boots would slip and she’d fall on her backside. Still, the lure of these heavenly berries made her forget how tough the trip was. She could just smell the flaky brown crust and bubbling purple filling of tomorrow’s pies and tarts. It was worth the climb.

			“I sure am glad you came to this here valley, Miss Arkwright. I probably would’ve starved by now if I had to depend on my own cooking.”

			“Well, I love feeding you all, Gus. Cooking’s what I do best, I guess. And I like those miners. They’re a jolly lot. So many of them are just boys, really.”

			“Yep. They’re all sure they’re going to be rich.”

			“I feel right sorry for them, Gus. When they work in one of those company mines, they get worked to the bone.” May grabbed a tree trunk to steady herself and continued her cautious trek down the mountainside. “I’ve been talking to them about labor unions and such. Nobody thinks about what would happen to them if they got hurt underground someplace. A union would take care of that. And what about better wages? Some of them have families to support.”

			“I dunno, Miss Arkwright. Folks around here hate them unions.”

			“I know they do, but damn it, Gus, unions are the only way everyday folks will get what they need.” 

			“It seems to me those guys are too simple and scatterbrained to organize. But you’re right. They sure get taken advantage of.” 

			“Maybe someday, they’ll see what I mean.” May paused for a moment. They had almost reached the bottom of the slope. “Say, come by the diner tomorrow for a piece of huckleberry pie or a couple of tarts—your payment for carrying the bucket. I’d have spilled it for sure by now.”

			“That I’ll gladly do.”

			May took the pail from Gus’s work-roughened hands, said good-bye, and headed toward
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