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      “You better let somebody love you, before it’s too late.”  
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        California

        1857

      

      

      The midday sun pressed against Emily Merritt’s neck, sending a bead of sweat between her shoulder blades and down her back. She put a hand to her forehead, smoothed the wisps of honey blond hair that had escaped her braid and turned to her husband. 

      Caleb stood, smiling as he often did, and held out his hands.

      “I’ll take her,” he said, and their daughter stuffed one plump hand in her mouth as she reached for him with the other.

      “It’s hot as Lucifer’s oven,” Emily sighed, wondering why she had chosen today to come into town when their cabin overlooked the Pacific, the cool breezes and dusky willows offering a comfort Petaluma couldn’t.

      Caleb clucked her under the chin in a way that made her forget how uncomfortable she was. 

      “Someone’s been wanting a new dress,” he reminded her. “And this young man’s been talking of peppermint sticks so much I’m starting to dream about them.”  

      Emily shook her head, looked down at the young boy holding her hand. 

      “Are you pestering your pa?” she asked, and he nodded, his blue eyes large.

      Emily laughed lightly. “I find it hard to believe you would want to leave the hops and pear trees and the meat you need to cure with Gris. Not to mention the new calf⁠—”    

      “That can wait,” he said. “I’ve had a hankering to see you in a new frock for quite some time.” 

      “Caleb—” 

      “Reminds me of our wedding day.”  

      Emily smiled, looked down at Jimmy, who stood gazing up at them with one small thumb stuck in his mouth.

      “Can we get candy, Mama?”    

      Caleb bent down on his haunches. “Will you stop asking if we do?” 

      The boy nodded. “Can Sissy get one, too?”    

      Emily’s eyes went wide, trying to imagine Alice sucking on a gum drop. 

      “Sis is too small,” she said gently, her heart swelling as she looked at her family, a scene she could have hardly imagined when she fled her Michigan home two years before.   

      “Aunt Wuth?” he asked, his blue eyes hopeful and Emily glanced behind, certain she would see Caleb’s sister in the mix of people strolling the boardwalk. 

      Petaluma had grown in the last few years, and to the north trouble was brewing with the native tribes, making Emily think of her aunt and uncle in the Black Hills, wondering if a letter had come to the post.

      “Auntie Ruth is somewhere with Gris,” Emily reminded him, “And I don’t think she likes candy.”   

      Caleb chuckled, standing again as he touched the top of Alice’s blond curls. 

      “Take him to the mercantile to look at the penny jars. And pick out some fabric while you’re at it. I’ll be at the livery.”   

      Emily smoothed her hair again, disappointed Caleb would not be there to pick his favorite, but she knew he needed to buy their store of coal.

      He seemed to read her thoughts, because he bent closer, touching the tendrils that framed her face.

      “You look a sight in blue, Mrs. Merritt.”  

      She smiled, knowing she would be hard pressed to choose a different color now. 

      “Will Sis be alright?” she asked, wondering how her husband would occupy a one-year-old in a livery stable. 

      “Oh, yes,” he assured her, “The smithy likes to show her hot horseshoes. You should see her try to touch one.” 

      Emily hit him playfully on the shoulder, and he brushed his lips to hers. Then he turned, Alice tucked safely in his arm and disappeared into the crowd. 

      Emily stood for a moment, remembering all they had survived to make the moment possible. She thought back to her parents and younger sister, Maddie, and wondered where she would be had she never married Marvin Jones.

      She’d worked alongside her sister in a mercantile very much like the one they were about to visit. Life had been peaceful, calm and wholly uninteresting until Jimmy’s father came into the store one May morning, his charm masking an evil Emily didn’t recognize until it was too late.    

      “Mama,” Jimmy pulled on her hand, anxious to get to the candy and Emily had to admit she was just as excited to see what new patterns had arrived from the east. 

      “I’m coming,” she said, smiling down at him, her skirts making a rustling sound on the planks of Petaluma Boulevard as they wove their way through the crowd.

      Once she stopped to look in the millinery window, intent on buying Ruth a bonnet. 

      The girl ran around all day without anything to shield her skin, and her freckles had come on brighter than ever. Emily had offered to fetch some buttermilk to smooth them out, but Gris, who had been sitting on a stump oiling his traps, just shook his head and told her he liked Ruthie as she was.

      “Still,” she said to herself while chewing on a fingernail. “It would do her good to have some traveling clothes if we were to visit Clem and Jake in Sacramento.”  

      She’d been hoping to see her friends for many months now. They’d visited once after Alice was born, and again when Clem brought her own infant daughter to the seaside, but the reunions were getting harder to arrange. 

      “Maybe we could take them to San Francisco,” she mused. “The man at Haystack Landing only charges $2 and⁠—”      

      “Mama?” Jimmy asked, pulling on her hand and she touched the top of his head, trying to comfort him. 

      “Just a minute—” she leaned closer to the glass, squinting at a straw bonnet that would complement Ruth’s coloring.

      “Mama!” 

      “Now, Jim⁠—” 

      “No!”    

      “Yeja!” she scolded, using the name her uncle's wife had given him. It meant ‘gift’ in the Sioux language, but Emily often found herself using it when he was acting like anything but.  

      “Make that lady stop,” he said, and she turned, saw him pointing towards an alley that ran between the millinery and the mercantile.  

      A short woman with dark skin stood a few yards away, a colorful shawl draped on her shoulders, both eyes cloudy and Emily knew she was blind or nearly so.

      Emily paused, wondering if she’d performed with the circus that had come to town the week before.

      “Yeja?” the woman asked, and Emily tightened her grip on Jimmy’s hand, thinking back to when they escaped his father outside of Fort Kearny, the night they spent shivering in a thicket as the muddy water of the Platte River dried on their skin. 

      The old woman moved closer, and Emily instinctively pulled back, her mind fixating on Caleb and where he might be at that moment.     

      The woman approached, and Emily saw in the deep lines that creased her face a mixture of native Miwok and Spanish.

      “Can we help you?” she asked, but the woman didn’t answer, just continued to step forward and Emily found herself frozen to the spot.

      Petaluma had recently started to regulate some of its rowdier establishments, but the town was still too wild for her liking.

      “Mama, go,” Jimmy whispered, pulling on her hand.  

      “You have suffered for this child,” the woman whispered, her cloudy eyes seeming to look through Emily. “And you will suffer again.”      

      Emily lifted her chin, her anger rising from a long-buried place. 

      “What do you know about me?” she asked. 

      The old woman smiled, her teeth like a piano.

      “His song will be of walking rain.” 

      “What?” she managed. 

      “He will hear it. And he will follow.”          

      Emily didn’t answer, her ears seeming to fill up until she could no longer hear the people passing behind her in the street or the wind in the branches of the live oaks above. 

      “Stop talking nonsense,” she snapped, thinking again of Caleb and Ruthie and Gris, Jimmy’s hand the only thing tying her to earth.

      “He wears the hair of his father,” the old woman said. “I see him covered in round rocks.”   

      Emily swallowed, remembering Marvin Jones and the stones they had stacked above his body. 

      She’d spent many nights thinking of those rocks, praying they stayed in place.

      “Mama,” Jimmy whimpered, and she looked down at him, thankful he couldn’t understand the woman’s words even as his eyes brimmed with tears.

      “You’re frightening my son,” she said.  “And believe me when I say there’s nothing I won’t do to protect him.”   

      The woman tilted her head. 

      “There is something dead inside of him,” she said. “His father was the same.”    

      Emily straightened her spine, pulling Jimmy away.   

       “If you’ve come from the circus, we have no use for your fortunes⁠—” 

      The woman laughed, taking one step back, and then another. 

      “Only life can pay for death.”  

      Emily stood, her knees shaking as the old woman turned and ambled back down the alley. 

      Jimmy clutched her skirt, his face mottled, his eyes a brilliant blue and she bent before him, pulled him into a hug. 

      “Why did she call me Yeja, Mama?”  

      Emily smoothed his hair, kissed his forehead. “She heard me say it.” 

      “She didn’t have eyes,” he said. “How did she see?”   

      Emily put her hand on his cheek, thinking of walking rain and what the lady had meant about Jimmy following it. 

      “You mustn’t think of her,” she whispered. “She’s gone now.”  

      “Like Pa?” 

      Emily drew back, fear making her dizzy.

      “What?” 

      “He went to the horse place with Sissy.” 

      “Yes,” she nodded. “He did⁠—” 

      “I want Pa!” 

      “Here now,” a voice over her shoulder and Emily stood suddenly, her head light. “Why’s Little Man crying so hard?”  

      Jimmy looked up and ran to Ruth. 

      “Em—” she said while scooping up the boy. “You’re white as a sheet.”   

      “I,” Emily began, trying to take a breath. “I imagine so.”   

      Ruthie cocked her head to the side, the two braids she always wore making her look younger than her twenty years.  

      “Where’s Gris?” Emily asked, knowing he would make her feel safe.

      “With Caleb,” she replied. “Thought he might need some help with Allie.” 

      Emily put a hand to her chest, felt her heart beating beneath her fingertips.

      “There was an old woman.” 

      Ruthie laughed, adjusted Jimmy’s weight as he laid his head against her shoulder. 

      “And she scared you?” 

       “She said Jimmy wore the hair of his father.” 

      She laughed again.

      “He does.”  

      Emily shook her head. “How did she know?” 

      Ruthie shrugged her shoulders.

      “She said she saw Marvin lying under the round rocks and that Jimmy had something dead inside of him.”      

      Ruthie stopped patting Jimmy’s back. 

      “Now that’s a step too far,” she frowned, squeezed him tighter. “Little Man’s got a heart as big as all California. Don’t ya, Yeja?”   

      Jimmy pulled back, rubbed at his tears with a fist.  

      “She called me that,” he said. “She didn’t have eyes.”   

      Ruthie looked at Emily, who stepped inside the mercantile, intent on getting off the street. 

      “You’re wound tight as a clock,” Ruth said. “And no wonder. She might just be someone left off from the circus. They’re always good at making guesses.”  

      Emily nodded, praying she was right. 

      “Cheer up,” Ruthie continued. “We’ll go look at some muslin to make new dresses. Although I’m gonna need to take the waist out over the next nine months.”

      Emily stood, unsure she’d heard her right and searched her face for signs she was joking. 

      “What?”

      “I’m due in the spring,” Ruthie laughed. “Didn’t want to say anything until I told Gris.”  

      “Oh, Ruthie!”  

      “Now Caleb’ll make us getting married.”  

      Emily nodded, wanting the same thing.

      “Don’t you start. Some ring didn’t make my folks fight any less.”  

      Emily stood, tears falling over her cheeks, the old woman forgotten as she imagined Ruthie as a mother.

      “You’re not mad at me?” she asked, “For doing things backwards?”  

      “No!” she reached out to hug her, squishing Jimmy between. “What does Gris think?” 

      The girl smiled. “He just stood there with his mouth open, like he was surprised or something. And I told him he shouldn’t be, since he knows how babies are made!”  

      “Ruthie!”  

      “Come on, then, let’s get a peppermint stick for Jim. He’s been plenty patient.”  

      Emily nodded, looping her arm through Ruthie’s, knowing she would have to send a letter to Clem and Jake right away.

      She imagined the three of them sitting down at the kitchen table, Alice and Jimmy and Clementine’s daughter playing at their feet—joined soon by the baby that would come in the spring and marveled that she could feel joy so quickly.

      “You always bring the sunshine with you,” Emily smiled, the sights and sounds of the store making her forget about what the old woman had said.

      “You should talk,” Ruth laughed. “My brother hasn’t stopped smiling since you lost your wits and married him.”   

      Emily lowered her gaze, thoughts of Caleb making her blush. “I do an awful lot of that myself.”  

      Ruth took her hand, squeezed it. “You’re made of different stuff than the rest of us, Emily Merritt. I knew it when I saw you standing on French Creek, your blouse stained with blood from that Blackfoot arrow.”    

      Emily thought back to that moment, the scar she carried a reminder of how close she’d come to death.     

      “Whatever they were handing out that day, Ruth, you got your fair share.”  

      The girl laughed, and for just a moment Emily’s mind returned to the old woman, her white eyes seeing everything she kept locked in her heart. 

      “Don’t worry,” Ruth said, reading her thoughts. “Jimmy’s come through all that’s been thrown at him. And that’s plenty. The Good Lord won’t turn his back now.” 

      Emily swallowed, took Ruth’s arm and pulled her towards a bolt of blue muslin that was just the color Caleb favored. 

      “I hope you’re right.”
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      Jimmy Merritt stood digging the toe of his boot into the dirt, wondering when Doris would get around to meeting him like she promised.  

      He’d been waiting for a good spell by Tomales Bay, and with every passing moment, his heart seemed to grow jumpier in his chest.  

      They’d been courting for almost a year now, and he’d been hoping to talk about their future today.

      He didn’t necessarily want to get married, but he had a mind to know if she would go with him if he pulled up stakes and headed for San Francisco—or Sacramento, or anywhere, for that matter. 

      He didn’t like the thought of moving away, but after years of helping his parents on their farm, he was anxious for something different. 

      “Maybe she’ll want to stay in Petaluma,” he mumbled, thinking of her big house, or the cottage where her family spent their summer months. 

      He’d first seen her on one of the misty, windswept hills that lay between their homes, and when he’d seen her walking, a curious feeling had come into his stomach. 

      She’d lost her hat, had chased it up the shore and he’d gone after it, always wondering if she’d let go on purpose. 

      Now he went to Petaluma quite often, sometimes staying overnight in a boarding house and his ma had remarked how he would have to buy a new horse or risk wearing Boots, his Appaloosa gelding, out. 

      He ran a hand through his hair.  

      The color had deepened to russet, and he’d never thought much of it until Doris brought it up one day while they were strolling through town, her arm tucked in his. 

      Where’d you get your red hair, James? Your ma is so fair…

      Both his folks were fair, his mother’s hair turning a lovely shade of honey in the summer while his pa’s was a darker hue streaked with gold.

      His sister Allie was the spitting image of their mother, while his brother Isaiah looked like their pa. 

      But Jimmy…

      His Aunt Ruth and her daughter were the only kin who came close to resembling him, and even they carried a smattering of freckles he didn’t favor.

      He thought of his cousin Frank—a lean fellow with a head full of curly hair that made the ladies go weak in the knees.

      He was three years Jimmy’s junior, and wild as a mustang, having taken off for the Black Hills to pan for gold despite his parents’ protests.

      Jimmy stroked his chin, wondering why he was thinking of Frank when he should be wondering about Doris. 

      She might be mad if he didn’t go looking for her, as her parents had instilled a sense of decorum that included punctuality—a thing that intrigued Jimmy as Doris was often late. 

      He often wondered if she made him wait on purpose, and what he would say if it proved to be true. But Jimmy thought Doris was pretty, and lighthearted when she chose to be, and he’d learned to charm his way around her moods.  

      Why try? His pa had asked. Your ma’s prettier yet and I’ve never had to walk on my tiptoes.

      The thought gave him pause, made him wonder if he wasn’t walking on tiptoe this very moment. 

      “Wonder what’s taking her so long,” he mumbled.

      Truth be told, Doris had done an awfully good job of making him wait in the past year, since the first time he’d seen her walking on that hill, to all the stolen kisses in between—there’d been an unspoken understanding that she would put herself first.  

      And now he was watching the road, hoping to see dust kicking up from the old mule she liked to ride on, an ornery creature she alone was able to touch without getting kicked. 

      It seemed a strange thing for a banker’s daughter to do, but she’d always had a stubborn streak that mirrored the beast she favored.  

      And Jimmy was known to be hard-headed as well.

      Don’t settle for someone who’s too much like you, his ma warned. Your pa and I went ‘round and ‘round when we were falling in love. He drove me crazy because he didn’t think like me, but it’s the glue that kept us together.”  

      He heard a noise up the road, turned and saw Doris and her mule plodding down the lane followed by a cloud of dust.  

      She came to a stop in front of him, and the mule put its ears back, brayed at him in a way that said he’d better step back or be bitten.

      “Columbus,” she scolded him. “That’s not nice. You know James is my friend.”  

      Doris was the only person who called him James—a thing that seemed to annoy his mother.

      “More’n a friend, I hope,” he smiled, and Doris went red, slid from the mule in a flounce of skirts and petticoats. 

      “You got the nicest smile in California,” she said. “Seems you could use it on any number of gals if you chose to.”  

      He grasped her waist, pulled her away from Columbus.  

      “I only got eyes for you.”   

      She smiled, her teeth straight and white, her brown eyes dancing with mischief and Jimmy touched her hair, rubbed the strands between his fingers. 

      “You got a nice smile yourself, Doris Parker.” 

      “So, I’ve been told.” 

      Another bray from Columbus, who’d taken a step closer, his ears still back. 

      Doris turned to look at the animal. “Stop it, Fussy Bus!”  

      “Tie that critter up, why don’t you?” Jimmy teased, but Doris puckered her lips, intent on the kiss she’d been expecting.  

      “Tie him up yourself⁠—” 

      Jimmy laughed, “I’d just as soon⁠—” 

      She stopped him with her lips, her hands wandering to his waist, and lower. 

      Jimmy always thought it strange that Doris would do such things, knowing where it could lead. He’d asked her a handful of times to go down to the cove where his pa kept a boat tied to a sturdy copse of bishop pines, but she always refused, saying she would go to her bridal bed unsullied.    

      When Jimmy reminded her that he’d touched a certain part of her body with his hands already, she’d feigned disgust, then anger, before climbing on Columbus and plodding back the way she’d come.  

      “Doris,” he said, his body stirring, unable to push things further for fear of what her father would say.     

      She pulled back, her bottom lip between her teeth.

      “Why’d you stop me?” she asked. “Thought you wanted more than this.”  

      He raised his eyebrows, unsure what she meant.

      “You wanna go down to the cove?”   

      She pulled a strand of hair over her shoulder, twirled it.

      “Maybe…”   

      Jimmy’s heart skipped in his chest.  

      “Doris—” 

      “But I’ve come with fretful news. It’s what kept me so long.”    

      Jimmy pulled back, the fever that swept his skin cooling.

      “What is it?”  

      Doris looked down, her pretty face pinched.

      “Now I feel bad kissing you the way I did when your cousin Frank is in such a bad way⁠—” 

      Jimmy’s spine snapped straight, and he took a step back.

      “Frank—”  

      “Pa was in town yesterday and ran into Gris at the post office. Seems Frank sent a note saying he was in with some rowdy folks and needed a sum of money right away.”   

      “Rowdy folks—” Jimmy echoed, thinking of those dark hills and the aunt and uncle who called him Yeja—people he had met only through letters.    

      “You should ask your ma and pa. Although it’s unlikely Gris is home yet as he was selling his furs,” she said. “Which gives us time to visit the cove.”   

      Jimmy backed away, unable to understand what she was saying. 

      “Why would he need money? His last letter said he was using gold dust to pay his way and doing a fine job of it⁠—”   

      “There’s plenty of reason,” Doris interrupted. “Frank was wild as a raw onion and likely’s no better. Why, it would take only one bad card game to get on the wrong side of a bandit. And in Deadwood, no less.”     

      Jimmy couldn’t argue that point.  

      “I always thought you should wash your hands of him.”  

      “Doris—”    

      “Did you hear me ask about the cove, James?”  Doris repeated and Columbus turned his head as if curious what his answer would be.

      “I heard ya,” he said with a snap, and Doris stiffened.

      “It seems you would be eager to take me, after almost a year of asking⁠—” 

      “What did the letter say?” 

      Doris balled her hands into fists.

      “I told you.” 

      Jimmy shook his head, took another step back. 

      “I should get home, see what the fuss and feather is about.” 

      “No one will know anything for some time. I told you Gris had to finish selling his furs.”  

      Jimmy put a hand to his chin, rubbed back and forth. “He’s probably halfway there if he set out before dawn. Aunt Ruth will be in a state when she hears. She never wanted him to go in the first place and now Lucy is acting up something fierce.”   

      “I see where I stand with you, James Merritt. One word from your cousin and you forget all about me!”  

      He turned to her, seeing her for the first time in the light she stood in.

      “I’m not forgetting about you. We can meet up tomorrow when things have settled and⁠—” 

      “And I’m just supposed to leave Ma alone to host the Ladies Auxiliary Supper?”  

      He scratched the back of his head. “Ladies… what?” 

      “Pa’s taking us to town tonight. I told you yesterday.” 

      “Yesterday?” 

      She puffed out her cheeks. “You never know what I’m about!  Why, I could be standing stark naked in front of you and you’d just go on about Frank.”  

      She stomped one foot on the ground and Columbus turned, bared his teeth at Jimmy again.  

      “Believe me,” Jimmy grinned. “I’d notice if you were naked.”  

      She stomped her other foot. “That’s not the point.”  

      Jimmy scratched his chin, a strange thought forming. 

      “Are you jealous of my cousin?”     

      She looked down, her cheeks red.   

      “Are you?” 

      She met his eyes. 

      “I wasn’t sad to see him go.” 

      Jimmy came closer, took her shoulders in his hands. 

      “Is that why you asked me to go to the cove?”

      She raised her chin, the look he knew so well playing across her face.

      “I just heard it from Pa and thought you should know. And then I was thinking about how I would feel if you were to go to Deadwood and get yourself shot like Frank probably will… and how a part of me would hate for you to leave before things were… settled between us.”   

      Jimmy frowned, shoved his hands in his pockets while looking out at the bay.

      “I thought you wanted to be untouched on our wedding night.” 

      “I do, but,” her hand went to her mouth, her eyes large. “What did you say?”  

      He kicked at the dirt, suddenly shy.  

      “I was planning to talk to you about that today.” 

      She took a step back, her eyes seeking his.   

      “James Merritt, are you asking me to marry you?”   

      He swallowed, the thought of Frank making his chest burn.

      Doris stood still, so still he could hardly tell she was alive but for the slow rise and fall of her chest. He watched her hair blow in the breeze, thinking of this one moment and what she would say when he spoke the words he knew would come next. 

      “I do wanna marry you, Rissy. I just need to see about this business first. If it’s just a matter of sending some money, we can do that. But if he’s in a bad way…” 

      Her eyes got wide, and she looked like she might cry. 

       “You wanna leave Tomales and save him from getting shot by a bandit?  And probably for some fool thing he did⁠—” 

      “Don’t say that.” 

      “You should let his bear of a father go after him, or his wildcat of a wife.”  

      “They aren’t married.” 

      Doris crossed her arms over her chest. 

      “That’s even worse!”   

      Jimmy felt his annoyance rising.

      “Don’t speak against Aunt Ruth and Gris.”   

      Doris uncrossed her arms, her color rising as Columbus switched his tail, his ears still flat on his head.

      “Will you wait for me, Rissy?” he asked. “If I do go out and fetch him? I promise I’ll speak to your pa as soon as I get back.”   

      She took a deep breath.

      “What if you end up getting hurt. Or worse?”  

      “Then know I died thinking of you.”  

      “That isn’t funny⁠—” 

      “It’s not supposed to be.” 

      She tapped her foot against the hard earth.

      “I’ll wait for you. But there will be no going to the cove now. I’ll not give myself to a man I may never see again.”  

      He took a step closer, pulled her into an embrace. 

      “I’ll come back,” he said, his lips closing over hers, kicking himself for not taking her to the cove when she’d first brought it up.

      Moments later she pulled away, her eyes bright with unshed tears. 

      “Promise?” 

      He nodded, ran the back of his fingers along her cheek. “And we’ll get married right here by the bay.”    

      She nodded, her gaze shifting to Columbus as he stood looking at her. 

      “And maybe Fussy Bus could pull our carriage⁠—’” 

      “Now, Riss⁠—” 

      “I don’t know how I’ll manage without you. Your ma will surely throw a fit.”  

      “She has Pa, and Allie and Isaiah.”   

      “But you’re her pet.” 

      Jimmy looked into the eyes of the girl he’d just asked to marry him, and felt his chest burn for the second time. 

      “What if you meet another girl who’s prettier than me? You’ve never been far from home and⁠—” 

      Jimmy laughed. “Deadwood is full of women who look like men or get paid to sleep with them.”    

      “James!” she cried. 

      “I won’t be thinking about anyone else because all I want is right here, in California. I got a necklace my ma’s sister used to wear. She said I could have it when I found the girl I wanted to marry.” 

      “James—” 

      “Will that do, Rissy? Until I get a ring?” 

      She paused, and Jimmy thought of all the things she’d been used to getting from her father. Would she love the misty bluffs when she knew she wasn’t going back to her mansion in the city?

      “Of course,” she smiled at last, throwing her arms around him and he let out a whoop, lifted her in the air and swung her around, his joy outweighed only by his fear for Frank.   

      Columbus brayed again, his ears set back as he took a step towards Jimmy. The next moment he lashed out, caught the leg of his pants with his teeth.  

      “Stop it, Fussy Bus!” Doris cried while smacking his nose. “That’s my husband!”  

      Jimmy laughed, his thoughts tumbling towards the cabin by the sea and what his ma and pa would say when he told them about Frank.

      “Let’s go see my folks,” he said while taking her hand. “Give them something to celebrate.”   

      Doris nodded as he helped her climb on Columbus’ back, waiting a moment before speaking, “I don’t know if this counts as something they will celebrate.”

      Jimmy drew up his eyebrows. “Rissy⁠—”  

      “Your mother doesn’t like me.”    

      His smile faded as they turned and began to walk towards home.

      “That’s not true.” 

      “Tell her we’re getting married and just watch the look she gives me.”  

      Jimmy gazed ahead, afraid his ma would prove her right. 

      “She’s worried is all—had her heart broke when she was young.”    

      Doris turned to look down on him. 

      “What happened?” 

      Jimmy shrugged. He’d heard his folks talk about what life was like before they came to California, but he didn’t pay much attention. 

      “Her family died in a fire. And there was a man who tried to court her, but her pa ran him off. I’m not sure if she loved him⁠—”     

      Doris flipped her hair over her shoulder. 

      “Not like your father, I’m sure.”  

      Jimmy nodded, wondering if others would say the same about him and Doris. 

      “How did your folks come to be here?”  

      Jimmy shrugged again. “They met on a wagon train. She was going to live with her aunt and uncle after her folks died, but Pa scooped her up and took her to California instead.”  

      Doris smiled. “It sounds very romantic.” 

      Jimmy nodded. Even though he only half-listened to his mother’s stories, there was no denying the depth of his parents’ love.  

      “She came out with Clem and Jake. That’s why they’re so close.” 

      “Ooo!” Doris clapped her hands together. “Let’s go to Sacramento and visit them after we’re married. It can be the start of our honeymoon.” 

      Jimmy raised an eyebrow.  

      “Start?” 

      “Pa will pay for it!  Why, he might even send us to Paris!” 

      “Paris?” Jimmy echoed, unnerved by the thought.

      “I’d love to sail down the Seine, and visit London Bridge… and maybe even Vienna—can you imagine?” 

      He paused, thinking of these strange places when what he really wanted was to settle on a piece of land he could call his own.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, and he shook his head, a strange sound seeming to come from the high hills around them. 

       Columbus’ ears pricked up and he turned his head.  

      “What was that?” he asked, and Doris took a deep breath, a smile on her face that said she was dreaming of Paris.  

      “Hmm?”  

      “Columbus heard it.” 

      “Well, I didn’t.”   

      He listened, the breeze replaced by something he’d never heard before. “Sounded like a storm. But It’s gone now.”  

      Doris bent down, touching the side of his face with her hand.

      “Oh, James,” she whispered. “It was never there to begin with.”
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      Caleb Merritt was working in the potato field, his wife and daughter in the garden when he heard the baying of a mule. Turning, he looked at Emily and saw her shade her eyes.

      Even at almost forty years old, she was as beautiful as the day they’d met. But he knew her face would be bunched up, knew the young woman sitting on top of the mule would put her in a sour mood. 

      “Company!” he called, and the two women picked up their skirts, moving to meet Doris and Jimmy in the yard.  

      He’d planted some live oaks for shade, and added a nice room for visiting, something Emily had wanted for quite some time. With their children growing and now welcoming callers of their own, it seemed like the next step in a life that was passing faster than he imagined. 

      Sometimes it felt like only yesterday since he’d first heard Jimmy’s cries in the back of Clem and Jake’s wagon. 

      Twenty-one years had passed since that day. Years of loving and losing, of worrying and praying and welcoming new babies and still the knowledge that his son might wed Doris Parker made Caleb melancholy. 

      They celebrated Jimmy’s birthday in the spring, and now summer was half over, and Caleb knew things would change as quickly as the weather that rolled in from the bay.  

      Caleb took off his hat, ran a hand through his hair and made a mental note to have Emily cut it.

      She’d been performing the simple duty since they met, and he looked forward to the light touch of her hand, the way she would press her lips to the side of his neck when others weren’t looking. 

      He squinted at the girl sitting atop the mule and prayed she would be like Emily.  

      She was a pretty thing, if well-known in Petaluma for her airs—a thing Caleb could overlook if his son was happy. 

      Emily, on the other hand, was not so obliging. 

      She called his name and he picked up his pace.

      He saw her waving at him from the front porch of their cabin, Jimmy and Alice beside her, Doris sitting straight as a ramrod atop her terrible mule.

      He thought of Isaiah, who’d left the week before to visit Clem and Jake’s youngest daughter and prayed nothing had happened to him.  

      “Caleb!” Emily called again and he broke into a run, his eyes moving to Alice.

      She was a mirror of her mother, and as she raised her hand to shield her eyes, he saw the mottled scar that ran from her elbow to her hip.

      “Pa,” Alice said as he reached her side. “It’s Frank.”   

      Caleb felt the sharp sting of relief, then guilt.  

      Isaiah was safe in Sacramento with Clem and Jake. Then he thought of his sister and Gris, already worried about their son while trying to control their willful daughter.

      And Caleb couldn’t help but wonder if an old-fashioned wedding would have solved the lion’s share of their problems. 

      “What happened?” Caleb asked, looking to his wife and she pressed her lips together, glanced at Doris as she slid from Columbus. 

      “Pa saw Gris at the post yesterday. He’d just opened a letter from Frank, then took off straight away for the bank. Ruth doesn’t know, I’m sure.”  

      “Should I fetch her?” Emily asked, but Doris shook her head. 

      “She’ll want to hear it from Gris.”   

      “What did it say?” Caleb asked, trying to hide his impatience.

      “She hasn’t told us yet,” Emily said, her speech tight and Caleb knew she was trying to keep her emotions in check.  “Just that Frank was in a bad way.”   

      They stood looking at her as she reached back to fondle her mule’s ears. 

      “Go on, Rissy. Tell ‘em what you told me,” Jimmy prompted and she straightened her shoulders, her eyes on Emily.

      “Seems Frank has made friends with the wrong sort in Deadwood. He needs money and I’m sure it’s to cover the sum of his debts if he’s still playing cards like he used to.” 

      Emily shook her head, her foot impatiently tapping the earth.

      “Did the letter say what sort of trouble he was in?”  

      Doris continued to stroke Columbus. 

      “Just that he’d gotten in with some ruffians and didn’t know how much longer he could put them off. Said his very neck was at stake if they got it into their heads to lynch him⁠—”  

      Alice gasped, covered her mouth. 

      “You never told me that,” Jimmy said, his tone harsh and Doris wrinkled her nose. 

      “I didn’t want to worry you all that much. Not at least until you read the letter for yourself.” 

      Caleb took a step towards his daughter and placed his hand on her shoulder.

      “If Frank needs help you can count on us to give it.”   

      A pause, and in the interim he saw Emily glancing at their son.

      “That’s what I was thinking about, Pa,” Jimmy said. “I couldn’t stand by and let ‘em hurt Frank.”   

      Doris touched Jimmy’s arm. “And the postmark shows it was sent 12 days ago. Who knows but he might already be⁠—”    

      “Lands sake!” Emily cried, “Hold your tongue.”    

      “Ma—” Alice began, her voice shaking. “Do you think Frank’s dead?”  

      “Of course not,” Emily shook her head. “He’s… Frank.”  

      Caleb tried not to chuckle even as his eyes sought Emily’s. He’d been worried about Frank going into Dakota Territory ever since the gold they’d found twenty years ago had been ‘discovered.’ 

      “James asked me to marry him,” Doris said quickly and Caleb’s eyes widened, stunned by her words.

      As if on cue, the mule let out a long, mournful bray.

      “Jimmy,” Emily said, while Alice looked over, her blue eyes bright with tears.

      “It’s true,” he said. “But we weren’t gonna say anything right away, were we, Rissy?”  

      She cocked her head. 

      “And we aren’t gonna do anything until I get back from Deadwood.”    

      “Back from Deadwood?” Emily echoed, and Caleb tensed, his heart beating in his ears. 

      “Pa—” Jimmy said, one hand up. “Ma, Allie⁠—” 

      “Do you have any idea what that country is like?” Emily asked, her voice rising and Caleb knew she was seeing her own journey through the high hills on horseback. 

      “I have an idea of sort⁠—”  

      “An idea?” she said and Caleb reached out, laid a hand on her shoulder. 

      “The way is rough, son,” he said. “With trouble at the Bighorn and General Custer dead. The Sioux will be making war⁠—”  

      “I know,” Jimmy cut him off. “I’ve seen plenty in the papers.”  

      Hoofbeats sounded on the road, followed by a cloud of dust that could only mean a rider approaching at a fast pace. 

      Caleb stepped aside as Gris rode past on his black gelding. 

      He jumped from his horse, disappeared down the little hill that hid all but the roof of his cabin and they stood, unsure what to say to each other when Columbus brayed again, his ears flat against his head. 

      “Well, at least someone’s congratulating us,” Doris laughed. 

      Alice covered her face, let out a little sob.

      “Sakes alive!” Doris continued. “Most likely he’s fine and James will be back after a week or two. I thought you all would want some happy news.”  

      Emily raised an eyebrow. “Depends on what you consider happy.”  

      “Em—” Caleb whispered.  

      “I told you!” Doris said, turning to Jimmy. “Didn’t I say she would give me a look when we told her!”   

      “A look?” Emily asked, her eyes on her son.

      “It’s not that,” Caleb tried to make his voice soothing. “We’re still trying to get our heads around what’s happened to Frank.”     

      “Ain’t that the truth.” 

      They all turned to see Ruthie stomping up the hill, her red braids flying behind her.

      “Aunt Ruth,” Jimmy said, moving towards her and she grasped him by the shoulders, pulled him into a hug. “I don’t want you to fret⁠—” 

      “Frettin’s all I’ve done since that scalawag was born,” she said. “And now he needs money. And Gris is hard pressed to scrounge up enough to feed a flea.”  

      “Don’t start with me,” Gris said, lumbering up, letter in hand and Caleb took stock of his neatly-trimmed beard and wild, black curls.

      His sister had certainly cleaned the old bandit up, but at times like this he looked as ornery as ever.

      “I’m not starting anything,” Ruth reprimanded. “Just stating a clear and honest fact. Thank goodness Lucy’s in Tomales or she might’ve jumped on that mare and lit out after him.” 

      Caleb looked between his sister and the man she’d never married, knowing their banter concealed a love as deep as the roots of a live oak.  

      “I wouldn’t put it past her, “Gris barked. “Especially if she knew his neck was at stake.”    

      “Who’s to say it is?” Ruthie countered, and Caleb knew she was scared, knew she was trying to talk up the opposite side to keep from thinking about what might be happening. “He’s been in plenty of scrapes right here and always seems to come out smelling like roses.” 

      “Deadwood is different.”   

      A silence settled on the group.

      “Goodness,” Doris said suddenly. “Y’all are so solemn. I’m sure Frank will be fine once James checks on him and then there will be a wedding to plan and such…” 

      Jimmy took her by the arm, led her back to Columbus.

       Caleb watched as they talked, wondering if his son’s infatuation would last beyond the wedding night.    

       Moments later she climbed on top of Columbus, who gave a parting bray, and plodded up the trail towards her cottage.

      Jimmy stood looking after her for a long moment, then turned and came back to his family. 

      “You’re not leavin’ to fetch him,” Ruth said, her hands on her hips. “I won’t allow it.”   

      Caleb cleared his throat, wanting to say the same.

      Jimmy looked between his mother and aunt; his blue eyes as pained as Caleb had ever seen them.

      “Ma,” he turned to her. “It won’t take me long to get there, if I ride the train and take a stage in Cheyenne.”       

      Emily tightened her hold on Alice, who was looking at her brother as if he was already dead.

      “That place is as dangerous as it gets.”  

      Jimmy nodded. “I’m not arguing that.”    

      “Ehawee’s people can’t help you,” she said, her gaze never wavering. “Their time in the Black Hills is over.”  

      Jimmy paused. “I won’t go without your blessing.”  

      Gris came closer, putting a hand on his shoulder. 

      “It was me he wrote to. Should be me that goes.”   

      Jimmy turned. “And I’d welcome your company, but Lucy is giving you fits, and you’re the only one she’ll listen to.”  

      He let out a sigh, his eyes on Ruth. 

      “What do you think?” 

      She crossed her arms, and Caleb saw her chest rise and fall rapidly. 

      “I don’t think your kind of help will do Frank much good,” she admitted. “Unless you want to shoot your way out of that gulch.”    

      Gris nodded. “I’d have to if that bounty’s still good.” 

      Ruth chuckled. “It’s like to be.” 

      Caleb looked at Jimmy. 

      “Bounty?” the boy asked. “Gris⁠—” 

      “I done some bad things to folks who don’t forget.” 

      Jimmy nodded, and Caleb stepped forward.

      “Can I see the letter?”

       Gris nodded, handed him a piece of paper that had been folded and refolded many times, the edges torn and smeared with what looked to be dirt. He imagined Frank wiping his hands on his pants, trying to get them clean before picking up a pen and writing the letter in the low light of his kerosene lamp. 

      He looked at Gris, who nodded slightly. 

      “Go on.” 

      Caleb began to read out loud.

      
        
        Pa—                                                                                

        I don’t mean to worry you none but I’ve gotten in with some mean folks out here in Deadwood. I know Ma warned me against it, and that Lucy was sore mad at me for coming, but I’m in a tight spot and there’s nothing to be done about it now. 

        I owe a sum of money to a man who seems to be in charge of the Gulch. It’s true, I’ve been playing Faro a bit, but this is a deeper matter, and I fear his anger goes past what can be fixed with money. 

         If you can spare some, I would gladly take it, but I’m writing for fear of my very life as men like myself have a way of getting their necks stretched.

        Please soften this for Ma and Lucy, and sweet Allie and Aunt Em. Jimmy can take it, and Uncle Caleb. And Isaiah if he isn’t mooning over that black-haired gal in Sacramento.

        I’ve looked for Rand and Ehawee but they’ve moved to the High Country and I’m being watched.   

        Jimmy can come if he wants.             

        Your obedient son, 

                   Frank   

      

      

      “Pa,” Jimmy said, and Caleb nodded, knowing there was no way around fetching Frank now.

      “Mark my words, there is a woman involved,” Ruth said. “I know that’s what all this ‘deeper matter’ is about. That boy could never keep his pants buttoned!”  

      “Ruth!” Emily said quickly, and Alice blushed, but everyone knew she was telling the truth. In his eighteen years roaming the countryside, Frank had left a trail of broken hearts as wide as the California Trail itself.

      There had even been talk of a child, and an angry father had ridden up on Ruth’s door only to be turned away by Gris and his shotgun. 

      Jimmy took the letter from his father, turned to Emily.     

      “I won’t go if you don’t want me to.”   

      “I don’t want you to,” Emily said, her eyes full of something he couldn’t name.    

      “No one wants you to,” Alice spoke up. 

      “Allie—” 

      “But you’ll be miserable if you don’t. And poor Frank!”     

      Emily looked sharply at her daughter. “Alice.”  

      “If anyone can save him, it’s Jimmy,” she came to her mother, took her hands. “He always makes the best peace.”

      To Caleb’s surprise, Emily chuckled.

      “Wonder where he got that from?” 

      “Em—” 

      “Am I right?” she asked, a hint of a smile on her lips and Caleb felt the heaviness in his chest lift.

      “Always.”  

      Emily straightened her shoulders, looked between Ruth and Gris, Alice and their son.  

      “I don’t want you to go,” she said. “But I won't stop you.”  

      “Ma,” he said simply, and the word broke Caleb’s heart.  

      “I always knew I’d lose you.” 

      Alice’s eyes cut to her brother.

      “You’re not losing me,” Jimmy said, his tone tender. “I’ll come back with Frank and never set foot outside California again.”    

      His mother slipped her hand in his, squeezed hard.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about,” she paused, the look in her eye reminding Caleb of things he’d rather forget. “That place… you don’t understand it the way we do.”  

      Jimmy looked to his father, and for the first time Caleb regretted not telling him the truth about the man his mother had married.

      “What do you mean?” he asked. “Ma⁠—” 

      She smiled, placed her hand on his chest. 

      “Come back alive, and I’ll tell you.”
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        Dakota Territory

        1876

      

      

      Frank Merritt stood looking out the upper window of the Satin Slipper, an establishment recently built and smelling of sawdust and watched the street below. 

      Men were lounging in doorways, talking in the street and gathering together in a way that made them look thick as mosquitos. 

      He squinted, trying to spot the one who’d taken a special interest in him and came up short.  

      He heard the woman in the bed make a soft noise and knew he would have to leave. It was unlike him to stay so long, and with people watching his tent down at the placer mine, he couldn’t be too careful.

      He turned, saw Tildy open her eyes and smile at him, a thing that made his stomach kick over despite the uneasy feeling that twisted it.

      He remembered the first time he’d seen her stepping off Charlie Utter’s miserable wagon train. She was wearing yellow silk, a thing that made her dark hair shine, a slight lift to her chin that made her look like the Queen of Sheba stepping off a barge and not a whore disembarking in Deadwood. 

      He stepped into the street, and she’d seen him, tipped her head and smiled and he made up his mind then and there. 

      Which happened to be at Dame Mollie Johnson’s brothel.

      He’d visited her almost at once, and then again, the next day, never minding the cost and it was that sentimental feeling that had landed him in his current fix.

      But he still had his wits about him, still wondered about the letter he’d sent to his folks and if his ma would forgive him if he came home clear of trouble and rich as Midas.  

      He was thinking of a certain young lady in Petaluma as well, wondering if she was indeed with child and wanted to kick himself for lying with her in the first place.

      She was known to tell tales, and her pa was as ornery as that mule Jimmy’s gal rode around on.

      If there was a child, and she should know by now, he would go home and face his duty. But if she was fooling with him as she’d been known to do…

      Frank scratched the stubble on his chin, a thing that made him look older than his eighteen years and thought about Jimmy.

      As wild as he was, Jimmy was just the opposite, his devotion to that everlasting trial named Doris an indication of what Frank considered foolish loyalty.   

      Frank knew he wasn’t as good-looking as his cousin, but his lean frame, dark, curly hair and green eyes had gotten a fair amount of attention even if he was far from settling on a steady gal.

      Frank scratched his chin again, these thoughts and more swirling as he stood in the window of the Satin Slipper. 

      Tildy stirred again, made a soft sound that said she was happy he’d stayed, even though the Dame would expect him to pay double for it.

      He fished in his pocket, tossed a couple of coins on the bed and she smiled, touching them with the tips of her fingers. 

      She was more than pretty, with a fair share of spunk to keep him on his toes and Frank had thoughts at times of taking her from the Slipper and setting up house away from the Gulch. He’d even considered introducing her to his folks but knew that would take some fancy footwork.  

      And Frank didn’t want to be tied down, not while his position was precarious and Tildy was under the thumb of the most powerful Dame in Deadwood.   

      Mollie Johnson liked handsome women, and they were scarce as preachers in these parts, so it went without saying she would raise hell if her prized dove flew the coop.  

      “What are you thinking?” Tildy asked, her voice lazy, and Frank left his place at the window to sit on the side of the bed.

      He’d been seeing her quite regularly, so much so that he began to miss her when they were apart.  

      He wondered if this was what love was like, as Jimmy had talked about missing Doris when she kept him and another fellow dangling for a spell before deciding who should court her.  

      He remembered Jimmy moping around the farm, unable to do his chores and looking off in the distance as if she might
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