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      There’s a freedom that comes with being dead. That’s what I was thinking when I left Jake Miller’s boarding house for the San Francisco docks. When you’re dead, you don’t have to worry about what just happened or what might happen next. All your troubles get left behind or float away. I felt so free and light, my feet barely touched the ground.

      Except I wasn’t really dead. I wasn’t off to tend the golden horses, hitched up to them heavenly chariots that the church people liked to sing about. Nor had I been sent to clank chains through somebody’s house in the wee hours of the morning. I was unburdened though, like some poor mule relieved of its heavy load after a grueling trek up a steep mountain trail. I’d read a story once about a Greek man who had to carry a boulder around on his back everywhere he went. He could never put it down. That’s no way to live.

      It was an hour before midnight when I left the south of town. I’d given myself double the time I needed to find the Sunshine Café on the north end, just in case I got delayed along the way. The old man across the hall from where I used to live had warned me not to arrive early or late. He had given me mysterious, detailed instructions and made me swear not to breathe a word to anyone. I’d kept my promise and didn’t even tell my best friend, Jake, though it killed me not to confide in him. It was the first secret I’d kept from him in all the years I’d known him.

      It was a perfect night for a secret midnight rendezvous at the docks. The sky was clear and dark, with only a sliver of a moon. Lights from house windows and street lanterns cast occasional splinters of yellow into the road. I was a wisp of a figure, an almost invisible silhouette drifting through a quiet neighborhood of San Francisco.

      A sudden rustle in the hedge up ahead put weight back into my ghostly strides. I stepped behind the fat trunk of a crooked oak tree. The last thing I needed was to have a dog tear out of a yard, bark its head off, and draw attention to me.

      The top of the hedge branches rocked. A hunched, cat-like figure dropped to the ground and tiptoed into the road in front of me. I didn’t move. Another one joined the first. When the venture appeared safe, they paused and looked back. I grinned as a baby raccoon tumbled from the hedge and scampered after them. When they had almost crossed the empty road, I continued on my way. They froze at the sight of me, eyes glowing in the dim streetlight, and then darted into the bushes. I had a little family like that once. I wished them better luck.

      Jake’s boarding house was on the hill near Rincon Point, south of the wharf district. With his pretty neighborhood behind me, I descended toward the yellow lights that lined the boardwalks and wharves of the bay. A mix of fear and excitement tightened around my ribs like a lady’s corset. Soon, I would either step into freedom, or I would take the bait and step into a terrible trap.

      I’d left Jake’s house, allowing plenty of time to get across town. Traveling alone at night with a large bag slung over my back, I had to stay out of sight as much as possible. I could be taken for a night thief, grabbed and searched, beaten and robbed. I avoided busy streets and watched for anything that might spell trouble.

      I hadn’t even reached Market Street when men’s laughter broke the stillness of the night. I ducked into some untrimmed bushes and crouched in the shadows. Three figures soon appeared, ambling up the street toward me. They stopped less than ten feet away from my hiding spot.

      “Go on, boys. Shoo,” I said under my breath.

      But they stayed right where they’d stopped, by a path that cut through the shrubs into a yard.

      They hadn’t seen me and weren’t in any condition to notice much more than a glass of whiskey in front of them. I lowered my bag to the ground, tucked myself deeper into the bushes, and peeked through a gap in the branches.

      There were three of them, young men, maybe twenty years old. The one in the middle was flat out, stumbling drunk. His legs wobbled around under him like cooked noodles. He’d draped his arms over the shoulders of his pals and, when he lifted his head to speak, his words came out too loud. One friend clapped a hand over his trap while the other hushed him up. Then they all collapsed into a heap of snorts and giggles.

      Even though I’d dressed in Jake’s old clothes to disguise myself as a boy, it was too dangerous to pass by them. I’d grown taller and stronger over the past year, but I was still too scrawny and thin. A year of hard work and living hand to mouth had cut me into undernourished, lanky angles. Lucky for me, I looked nothing like a girl who’d just turned fifteen. But up close in the dark, I’d be taken for a boy, and the perfect age to be picked on.

      Although posing as a boy didn’t guarantee my safety, it was far better than the alternative. No girl was going to talk her way onto the crew of a sailing ship. And no girl in her right mind would be out on the streets at such a late hour. Well, the ladies of the brothels downtown would be out, but that was their work and even they didn’t wander far from the familiar blocks of their employment.

      I felt the clock ticking as the young men tried to pull themselves together. Drunks are annoying and unpredictable. I’d learned that the hard way, living with one for a year. It isn’t easy to figure out what they’re gonna do next when they don’t know themselves.

      The men gabbed and slurred their words and blew smoke rings into the night air. I cursed and scanned the other side of the bushes. If they didn’t move soon, I’d have to cut past them through the inside yard. I prepared myself to go.

      Just then, a man came out onto the front porch of the house. He held up a lantern and light flooded the yard. I was in plain view. If he turned his head a quarter turn to his left, he’d be staring right at me. I couldn’t fade back into cover. Any movement would make him turn my way.

      “Eddie?” the man said.

      The young men stamped out their smokes and straighten themselves up.

      “It’s me, Pops. I’ll be right in.” The one in the middle was Eddie.

      “Pipe down then. You boys are waking the dead.”

      I’m already fully awake, I thought, crouching perfectly still, trying to make myself feel invisible again.

      “Please don’t look this way, mister,” I whispered.

      The man turned away from me. He hung his lantern on a hook by the front stairs and shuffled back inside. I sighed with relief.

      Eddie’s friends helped him along the path to his front door. As they cut through the opening into the yard, I ducked out to the street side. My bag hooked on a branch and it snapped as I slipped through. I stopped dead.

      “Here, kitty kitty,” Eddie called, smacking his lips in a sloppy kissing sound.

      “Wasn’t that her name?” one of his friends asked. I left them snickering and guffawing in a heap in front of Eddie’s porch.

      The close encounter left me more than just annoyed by the delay. I walked on, keeping to the dirt sections, mindful of the sound my boots made on cobblestones and boardwalks. I glanced over my shoulder a dozen times or more. Every shadow cast from a tree branch was a giant arm reaching out to claw me back.

      Where the hill flattened out, the landscaped streets with trees and hedges gave way to small cottages, then to inns and hotels and rooming houses. I crossed Market Street, relieved to have entered a familiar part of town.

      I considered my route through the next section of the city. I didn’t want to show up at the Sunshine Café in a lathering sweat, exhausted from lugging my heavy canvas bag up and down the wicked hills. The crowded, rowdy streets of downtown weren’t an option. While a person carrying a sea bag wouldn’t get a second look there, it was where I used to live with my no-good Uncle Jack. That was where two bad men who had lost mining shares to him had run him out of town and chased after me for them. I wasn’t about to show my face anywhere near there.

      The wharf district with a boardwalk that followed the water’s edge was by far the shortest route, but it was even more dangerous. The two bad men had been staying at the Nugget Hotel by the water. They had also tracked me to my job at the Livery on the wharf, and set me on the run from there, too. Even without those problems, the waterfront wasn’t safe at the best of times. A random recruiter could snatch me and haul me off. There were still men around who made wages kidnapping unsuspecting boys and men and selling them off to sea against their will. I had to stay well away from the docks. That left one reasonable route to take, and that was off the water, skirting the edge of Chinatown.

      I set out again, unable to shake off a sense that I wasn’t alone. I checked over my shoulder, but nobody was there. I pressed on. A few blocks later, my skin itched, like I’d gotten prickles in my shirt when I’d hidden in the bushes. I stopped and looked behind me, searching for something out of the ordinary. Nothing. Three blocks more and my tingling senses got the best of me. I dropped behind a rock wall at the archway leading into Chinatown. Concealed from the street, I leaned back on my haunches, merged into the shadows and watched the street I’d just come down.

      Papa always said that if something didn’t feel right, it probably wasn’t, and if you gave it a little room, whatever it was would show itself. Papa had been a guide for the Hudson’s Bay Company in the northern territories. He’d taught me everything I knew about survival.

      I counted backwards from thirty. Nothing. “Patience, Charlee,” I heard Papa say. Nineteen. Eighteen. There! I hadn’t imagined it. Someone was coming. Someone was sneaking along behind me!
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      A gentleman in dark clothing approached the Chinatown gate. A long cloak was draped over his shoulders, and a broad hat concealed all but the bottom half of a dark, bearded face. He carried a cane with an ornate head in his gloved hands.

      Maybe it was nothing. Maybe he just happened to be behind me and was unsure of where he was going. He walked in my direction with cautious, silent steps. I held my breath. Across from the Chinatown gate, he stopped and poked his cane into a dark doorway. He wasn’t lost. He was hunting for me.

      How long had he been following me? And why? No way he was some common crook seeing a chance at a quick grab. He was dressed too well and didn’t act like the street thieves I’d come to know. I figured him for some kind of special investigator because he knew exactly what he was doing, like he’d trained at it for years. Nobody but my papa could follow me that close and get away with it.

      He retraced his steps to pick up my trail, like a hound that’d gotten ahead of a scent. He’d caught up with me where there had been no place to turn off without being seen. He knew I was there somewhere, and he was eliminating every place I could hide. It was only a matter of time before he worked his way back to the rock wall.

      Whatever he wanted with me couldn’t be good and I didn’t want to stick around to find out what it was. Most of all, I didn’t want him to blow my rendezvous at the Sunshine Café. I had to ditch him and fast. I couldn’t outrun him carrying a heavy bag, but no way would I leave my mining shares and worldly possessions behind. There was only one way out of the situation and it was right behind me.

      Chinatown was full of alleys and unexpected obstacles. Its maze of cramped spaces and dead-end lanes was a nightmare for an unfamiliar traveler, even in broad daylight. It would take me a little out of my way, but I knew it like my own backyard. I doubted this gentleman had made hundreds of trips through its streets like I had. I could use that to my advantage.

      Chinese men might eye me suspiciously, passing through at such a late hour. They’d track me through their streets, as they always did. They wouldn’t bother me if I minded my own business. At least, they never had. I’d never pushed my luck at this late hour of the night.

      Seconds ticked by like the last ones left on an unwound clock. I waited for the opportunity to make my move while massaging a sudden cramp in my shin, brought on by tense muscles in a nervous crouch. Watching this investigator, I’d determined he was on his own. It would come down to good timing and keeping my wits sharper than his. I was ready.

      The investigator turned his back to look behind some stacked crates. I leaped to my feet, threw my bag over my shoulder and took off into Chinatown. He didn’t call out, or holler for me to stop, which pretty much told me he wasn’t official police. He lit out after me as soon as I showed myself. I had maybe twenty paces on him.

      I made a quick left, aware of him gaining ground behind me. I made a right, and another left, choosing streets that had many places to exit or hide. I turned onto a main street, certain I’d thrown him off in the switchbacks. But when I looked over my shoulder, I saw him round the corner right behind me. He was reading the changes, as I would have done. He picked up on my direction using the expressions on faces, the unusual parting of a group, the exclamations of surprise, the sound of my boots echoing off the cobblestones and narrow walls. I couldn’t shake him and I couldn’t outrun him. I needed help.

      I’d reached an area controlled by the most powerful tong in Chinatown. Ahead was a street with opium dens, seedy gambling houses, and dangerous criminals. If the man followed me in there, he’d have to deal with his own share of troubles.

      I turned right and barged into the crowd. Late-night people jammed the street, drawn to the debauchery and the thrills. I was an obvious, unwelcome intruder. As I pressed my way through the smoky haze, a man came at me. He was a whole head taller than everyone. Dressed in the traditional buttoned tunic and pants worn by Chinese men, he balanced a long pole over his broad shoulders. The pole sagged from the weight of the heavy baskets on each end. People stepped out of the way of both of us. I altered my path. He matched my position. I braced myself for a hard collision, but at the last second, he stepped aside and I ducked the swing of his pole and the crushing blow of a basket coming at my head.

      There was a loud commotion behind me. The tall man took it in and then scowled at me. I didn’t know him, but I’d seen men like him before on the many nights I’d passed through these streets. He was a community watchman, a man chosen by the tong leadership to protect and serve. He was not someone to mess with.

      “Why jing chut,” I said, gasping for breath. “Hak jing.”

      I tipped my head a certain way, hoping he’d understand what I was trying to say.

      He replied with a particular tip of the head back, an acknowledgment so slight that people in other parts of the city wouldn’t have noticed the exchange between us.

      Corrupt police, I had said to him.

      He had my back, is what he’d replied.

      I’d learned a few Chinese words and phrases from my friend Taitai, who had a laundry a few blocks over, but the subtle gestures I’d learned from her were even more useful. They could explain a situation in a split second. It was a whole other way of communicating when words weren’t possible.

      The watchman let me pass and swung his pole in behind me. The investigator would have to get past him, too. I took off while I had the chance. At the end of the lane, I looked back to see the huge watchman forcing the investigator back to where he’d entered. By the time he found another way around the block, I’d be long gone and all traces of me would have vanished.

      I left Chinatown and headed for the bay, confident I was rid of him for good. I figured he’d just happened across me, took me for a naïve and petty criminal, and hoped to lure me into a protection racket. If he’d known what I was up to and where I was going, he’d have gone straight there and waited to ambush me. Nonetheless, I reminded myself to be vigilant near the Sunshine Café, on the outside chance he had a partner working with him waiting to do just that.

      Although I’d vowed to stay off the wharf and approach the Sunshine Café from behind, I couldn’t risk losing any more time on the unknown backstreets surrounding the north wharves. At the corner of Washington and Wharf Street, I stopped in a doorway to mop the sweat off my face and make sure the boardwalk was clear. I shifted my bag from my aching shoulder and turned north, slipping along at a steady pace. With nobody giving me a second look, and nobody in hot pursuit anymore, the light, ghostly feeling came back over me. I felt almost invisible. Griffin’s Wharf was just ahead.

      Just then, the bells of a distant church chimed midnight.

      “No! I’m almost there!” I broke into a fast trot.

      I’d explored these streets many months earlier, when I thought the café was called The Midnight. Jake had also looked for the café one day after school, to check out its location for me. I knew where it was. I could picture it, on a cross street up from the wharf. I had to find it fast and get in the door. I turned west, away from the docks and the water. One more block to go.

      The streets weren’t busy, but I’d never set foot in this area after dark. I kept my head bowed, cap pulled down, bag hoisted on my shoulders like a sailor. I hurried to the place where it was supposed to be and looked around. There was no place called the Sunshine Café in sight!

      As a clock in my head ticked off precious minutes past midnight, I read the shop signs in a panic. I had the old man’s words in my head saying, “Don’t be late!”

      What would happen if I arrived late? He hadn’t told me what would happen. My heart raced. The café had to be here! After all the waiting, the checking, the rehearsing, it couldn’t end like this. I couldn’t have made such a careless mistake. I spun around and looked frantically in all directions. Just then, a wagon across the street pulled away. Hidden behind it was a tiny café with a yellow awning.
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      The Sunshine Café looked different from what I expected. Its yellow awning, faded and weathered, was almost colorless in the dark street. I’d expected something brighter. Something sunnier. It was a good thing Jake had mentioned the awning. I never would have spotted the café name engraved on a small wood shingle hanging in the steamed-up front window.

      I sized up the street outside the café one more time, searching for a sign of anything out of the ordinary. I looked back along the street from where I came. Nobody had paid me any mind. The old man’s warnings circled like vultures in my head. My palms and armpits prickled. I took a deep breath, strode across the street and lifted the latch on the weathered door.

      A little bell tinkled as I walked in. The café was small and narrow, with little tables jammed together and a counter with stools along one side. The room fell silent and every head turned to look. Black men filled the seats at the tables. The warm air carried the aroma of apple pie.

      “Take the second to last stool, far end from the door,” the old man had said.

      The second stool was open. So were the two stools on each side of it. I hadn’t even thought about what I’d do if I’d come in and found the seat taken. Lucky for me it wasn’t. I made my way through the tight rows of tables, feeling the eyes of every man in the café watching me.

      The customers quietly resumed what they were doing as I made my way to the stool. Complete silence would have been terrifying. Still, the hum of their voices seemed too flat. There was no laughter, not a single sound that stuck out and might cause a head to turn. I kept my eyes glued straight ahead, afraid everyone could hear my fast breathing. I slid my bag off my shoulder and placed it on the floor by the stool. I laid my cap on the counter, wiped the nervous sweat off my forehead and sat down.

      A huge Black man approached from behind the wooden counter. He was so big that the counter top barely reached the top of his thighs. He placed his hands down in front of me. They were the size of dinner plates.

      “Late for a boy to be dining,” the waiter said, his penetrating eyes searching every thread of my coat, every hair on my head for some kind of clue why I’d darkened his doorway at such an hour.

      “I’d like a coffee. Black, please,” I said, following the old man’s exact instructions.

      My voice quaked, came out quieter than I intended, but the waiter heard me clear enough. He stiffened at my request. As he lifted the pot and poured a cup of coffee into a chipped cup, his eyes swept over to the door and he motioned with his head. The bell over the door tinkled, signaling someone leaving the café.

      My hands trembled when I reached for the coffee. I thought I’d spill it if I tried to drink, so I cupped my fingers around the warm mug and hung on, waiting for the next step. I didn’t dare look up.

      He pushed a menu over to me with a large forefinger. This was it. I politely pushed it back to him and summoned confidence to deliver my next line.

      “I already know what I want. I want the Midnight Express.”

      “The Midnight Express,” he repeated. “It’s past midnight.”

      I looked up and swallowed hard. Nothing in his face gave away what he was thinking.

      “Only a couple minutes past,” I said, determined not to be deterred.

      “You want that with gravy?”

      Gravy! What was this about gravy? The old man didn’t mention any gravy! I stared into my cup for an answer that wasn’t there. Think, Charlee! Did I want gravy or not? He leaned toward me, towered over me, forced me to look up. His eyes burned a hole in my face as he waited for the right answer.

      “Well?” he said.

      Just then, the bell over the door tinkled again. I shot a quick glance over and saw two men come back in. One looked to the waiter behind the counter and shook his head slightly. They’d gone out to check the street. That brief interruption gave me enough time to recover.

      “I want the Midnight Express,” I said to the waiter. I stuck with the exact words the old man had told me to say. I’d rehearsed them every night, waiting for this day to come.

      The waiter squinted at me. Then he leaned back and threw his dishcloth over a shoulder.

      “Today’s special. Not sure if we have any left. I’ll check.” He disappeared into the kitchen. The saloon-style doors slapped back and forth behind him. The café resumed the noisy buzz I’d heard when I came in.

      I took a nervous sip of coffee. I sensed every pair of eyes in the place on my back. I had to look really out of place, a young whitish boy in a colored café. That part didn’t bother me much since I wasn’t an immediate threat to anyone. I tried to forget about feeling out of place and concentrated on the important conversation with the waiter.

      I hadn’t asked the old man why I had to get to the Sunshine Café right at midnight. I was running for my life at the time. I’d accepted his warning as the secret instructions I needed to find Amos Jefferson, who was the only one who could help me. I’d memorized the instructions without question, branded them into my frantic brain so I’d have them when the time came.

      Was the gravy some kind of surprise test the waiter made up? Why else wouldn’t the old man have told me about the gravy question? Maybe he didn’t know. He’d said I had to be ready for anything and not let myself get distracted. I had to use my head.

      I was half way through my coffee when the waiter returned with a bowl of hash. He plunked it on the counter in front of me with a dull thud and laid a spoon down beside it. The small bowl of steaming food smelled rich and spicy.

      “If they bring food,” the old man had said, “it means they’re checking on you. That’s good. Eat it. Means you understand.”

      I picked up the spoon and dipped it into the hash. I lifted a small bit to my mouth and blew on it, pretending that it might be hot, while telling my clenched stomach to calm down, cooperate, and do its job. I took a small nibble.

      The waiter busied himself with dishes but had his eyeball on me the whole time. I reloaded the spoon and ate it heartily. I had to be as ordinary as possible, and that meant behaving like a hungry boy. I took another, bigger mouthful. Then another. It was delicious. Nerves buried in wonderful food, my stomach decided hunger was more important than fear. Eating something calmed me down.

      “More coffee?” the big man asked as I scraped the bottom of the bowl. Another unexpected question would not throw me off.

      I shook my head and pushed the bowl away from me.

      “No thank you, sir. I need to see Cook.” It was the last line I’d been told to say.

      The muscles in his thick forearms twitched. His eyes searched me again.

      “Come around then,” he said. He looked again in the direction of the door.

      I picked up my cap and bag. He lifted the hinged counter beside me and beckoned to me. Once I was through, he grabbed my arm, his big hand clamped around it, and steered me through the swinging doors into the back of the café. I was certain he could break my arm if he wanted to. I knew one other thing. Even if I wanted to run, it was too late for that.

      The waiter shoved me straight through the kitchen, past a handful of Black men and women, who gaped at me, like I was a rat that had suddenly dropped out of the ceiling. We stopped at a back room. The waiter pushed the door open with his foot. In the low light, I could tell it was the pantry and supply room.

      “Sit,” the man said. He flung me across the floor toward a chair beside a bin of apples. His sudden shove and the weight of my bag made me lose my balance. I stumbled and fell to my knees, clutching at the chair and knocking it over with a loud bang.

      This was not going well. “Stay calm. They won’t hurt you unless Cook gives the order,” the old man had said.

      Cook. I’d dealt with the waiter and it was no picnic so far. I had to pull myself together, brace myself for the next round of interrogation. I was on my own now. The old man said he could get me a meeting, but he couldn’t guarantee anything more than that. The rest was up to me.

      I turned to look back at the huge waiter blocking the door. I tried not to cower, to look as frightened and frail as I felt. At that moment, even in the poor light, I saw a flicker of something gentle on the big man’s unsmiling lips.

      “You pretty feeble, boy.” It was easier for him to accuse me of weakness than apologize for flinging me across the room so hard.

      “I’m fine. Lost my balance in the dark is all,” I said defiantly, and then told myself to clam up. This conversation wasn’t in the plan the old man gave me. It was a mistake to talk when it wasn’t needed. Mistakes could cost me everything.

      The waiter stared at the floor between us. Then he shook his head as if he hadn’t heard me, or wished to pretend I hadn’t said a word.

      “Take that chair, get comfortable. Cook’s busy. You gonna have a long wait.”

      He went out and banged the door shut. A latch clicked from the outside. A key clattered in the lock.

      I was alone in the pantry. Trapped. At the mercy of these strangers. I’d got a meeting, thanks to the old man and his instructions. But I still had to get through the man called Cook to find Amos. I hoped by the time he showed up, I hadn’t missed my chance.
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      Half an hour dragged by in the gloomy pantry. The air was still, warm, and smelled of damp dirt and garlic. I shuffled around in my chair, shifting from one hip to the other, and fiddled with a broken button on my coat. My right leg bounced up and down like a puppet on strings. It was well past midnight now. I tried not to worry about passing time.

      While waiting for Cook to come or someone to check in on me and see if I was still alive, I listened to the sounds beyond the door and tried to picture what was going on. Pots and dishes banged around in the kitchen. Nothing unusual there. How many people were out there? I’d passed seven in the back, not counting the big waiter, and fifteen in the café out front. Voices leaked through the gaps and cracks in the wooden walls, but were muffled by the time they reached me. A man gave orders while passing the pantry door. All I caught was one word—“trouble.”

      Trouble. That was me, all right. Or at least, that’s what the rotten half of the Miller family, on the ranch where I grew up, would’ve said. They hated me. Mr. Miller and his son, Jake, were the good half. They liked me enough to stick up for me, unless it ruffled too many feathers. Mr. Miller even told my papa once that I had a future.

      When Mr. Miller struck it rich during the California gold rush, he bought a ranch in Sonoma, north of San Francisco. He didn’t know the first thing about what it took to run a big spread. So when Papa rode in with a little girl tucked behind his saddle, he was in bad need of a foreman. That was back in 1851. He offered Papa a job on the spot, and from then on, we lived and worked on the Miller ranch.

      Not long after I arrived at the ranch, I became best friends with Jake Miller. At first, the only thing we had in common was we’d both lost our mamas. But we also liked what the other knew. I taught Jake to fish and track and shoot, stuff I’d learned from Papa. Jake taught me how to read and write. I caught on so fast, Mr. Miller let us do school together.

      The good times didn’t last long. Two years later, Mr. Miller remarried and the rotten half of the family moved in. When Mr. Miller brought his beautiful new wife and her spoiled daughter to the ranch, everything changed. The Missus, as all of us hands called her, didn’t like me one bit, since I was the daughter of the poor ranch foreman and I spent all my time in an unladylike manner working in the barns with the men and the horses. She didn’t want me doing school with Jake and her daughter, Bernadette. Mr. Miller wouldn’t let her boot me out. But I got moved to the back of the room where I could only sit and listen.

      Bernadette, Jake’s sickly and irritating new sister, was almost the same age as me. She desperately wanted to be best friends. When that didn’t work out, she made it her mission to ruin my friendship with Jake. Bernadette would cause trouble, I’d be in the middle of it, and then The Missus would blame me.

      Jake knew I wasn’t the cause of the trouble, but he did think I had a knack for stepping in it. He shrugged off Bernadette’s antics and kept his distance from The Missus. I suppose he had to adjust to their arrival on the ranch like all the rest of us. He would never admit it, but I know he steered clear of them whenever he could. The other day, I’d slipped and called his mother “The Missus” to his face. Whatever his own feelings for her were, he wouldn’t abide any disrespect. So it was pretty clear where his loyalty would be, when push came to shove.

      While I’d been thinking about the ranch, it had become silent outside the pantry. I got out of my chair and pressed my ear to the door. Nothing but a distant hum of muffled conversation. The kitchen sounded like it had shut down. No clanks of pots and utensils, no aromas of cooking food.

      I wondered what trouble the voice outside the pantry door had been referring to. I’d been extra careful after that investigator tailed me. Some men had also gone out to make sure I wasn’t followed while I was sitting at the café counter. A fresh round of panic caught in my throat and I swallowed hard. What if I was the trouble? It crossed my mind they could be hatching a plan to get rid of me.

      I didn’t have to examine the tiny room to know it had no windows and only one door that locked from the outside. Even if I made it out the door, a kitchen worker would probably clobber me with a fry pan on the way by. The huge waiter would crush me like a handful of grapes before I got past his counter. I had zero chance getting past all the men in the café. I felt the room get smaller and the men on the other side of the door get bigger as I waited. Sweat beaded on my forehead.

      Mulling over my situation spooked my thoughts and spurred them out of control. I paced the small patch of floor between the shelves. Had the old man across the hall from Uncle’s place sent me into a trap? Maybe somebody paid him for every orphan he could snare. But snare for what? To be shanghaied and taken off to sea? Uncle had warned me about that. He’d told me to never trust anyone except for him. It was good advice in this crazy town. I’d learned that in a hurry. I’d spent the past year surviving in the worst parts of San Francisco, doing a man’s job for pay that my Uncle Jack drank and gambled away.

      It turned out that Uncle couldn’t be trusted either. The old man took me in when I’d come home one day to find Uncle Jack gone, and two of his gambling associates after me. Uncle had relieved them of their shares in a gold mining operation, which they’d foolishly used to secure a gambling loan.

      Uncle tried to find the share certificate the day he took off. He turned our place upside down, but it just happened I’d stashed it in my coat. He had to settle for stealing all my hard-earned life savings. And when the bad men somehow figured out I had the certificate, they came after me. I crafted an elaborate plan to fake my death and get rid of them. It was brilliant, I had to say so myself.

      A flood of guilt came over me again. Jake still thought I was dead. He’d find out soon enough that I wasn’t. I didn’t mean to hurt him with my plot to get rid of the bad men, and I hoped he’d forgive me for what I’d done by the time I returned to San Francisco with my riches. He wasn’t one to carry a grudge.

      Where was Cook? I’d been in the pantry a very long time, hunkered down in a root cellar while a twister was bearing down on me. These people at the Sunshine Café were up to something all right, and I’d gotten myself into the middle of it. They’d sized me up like a gunslinger who’d moseyed in off the street, a big pistol hanging off each hip, a trigger-finger looking for trouble.

      Maybe the words the old man taught me were part of a secret evil code. Maybe I’d be locked up in an underground vault or sacrificed in a late night ceremony. I shook my head to keep from imagining the worst. Whatever the case, it was pretty clear I meant trouble for them, or I’d unwittingly dragged it in behind me.

      Muffled voices got louder outside the door. I scurried back to my chair. I straightened myself and waited for the door handle to move. There was a dull thud and a couple of boards squeaked. Then nothing again.

      To pass the time, and to keep my mind from coming up with horrible outcomes, I distracted myself by doing an inventory of supplies in the pantry. Numbers had a way of making me feel in control and alert. To the right was a pallet of goods, stacked a good fifteen hands high and tied up neatly in tarps. It looked like a new shipment. Or were these goods on their way out? Unable to identify or count anything under the wrapping, I had to leave them out of my calculations.

      The shelves on my left were organized and full. The bottom shelf held eight tins of coffee, three sacks of flour, six bags of rice, and nine small barrels of something. I worked through all the shelves, calculated the sums, multiplied, divided, and played with averages and percentages. I could recall every inch of the room and its contents without ever looking around again. It was a skill I had, Papa had said to me when I was five, when I’d noticed a small hand shovel missing from its place in our shed. My mind made detailed pictures of things I saw and read.

      I’d just worked out the size of the pantry in square feet, and estimated the area of the pallet of goods under the tarp, when a key turned in the lock. I hoped I was about to meet Cook. I’d know pretty fast if he was a friend or a foe.
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      The latch clicked. A person of average build slipped into the room and closed the door. He wore delivery clothes and didn’t look to be much taller than me. His steps were so smooth and light on the floor planks, it was as if he wore slippers instead of heeled boots. He sat down on a step stool tucked in a corner behind the door, folded his arms, and leaned against the wall. I could only make out his angular jaw from under the brim of his hat.

      “What’s your name, son?”

      A young man’s voice. Not deep or scary, but he meant business. His tone was even, his words quick.

      “Samuel. Sam,” I said, my voice lower than his without even trying. I decided not to push my luck by adding Fitzquiddick, the full name Jake had come up with when checking out the mining shares certificate at the land office a week earlier.

      “Who sent you?”

      He leaned near to me, elbows on his knees, and studied my face. I glimpsed a clean-shaven face, strong cheekbones, straight nose. The whites of his eyes flashed in the lantern light. A sudden burst of nerves made my palms clammy. I croaked out an answer.

      “The stationmaster on the Tender Line.”

      He jolted up from his elbows.

      “What’s his name?”

      “I dunno. Never knew his name. Never told him mine neither.”

      “How’d you know him then?”

      “I didn’t know him. I was . . . I mean, he took me . . . he lived across from me at my tenement.”

      The questions rattled me. I wasn’t prepared. I should have been thinking about what I’d be asked instead of reminiscing about growing up, tallying supplies, and measuring spaces. I knew why the old man had told me how to find the Sunshine Café. It was because I knew about the Midnight. I wouldn’t say anything about that if I didn’t have to.

      “I need to see Cook. Are you . . .?”

      “I’ll ask the questions here,” he snapped. His bossy reply made me think I’d guessed correctly. “What’s your business with Cook?”

      “I need him to get me to Amos Jefferson.”

      The man cursed under his breath and mumbled something that I took to be less than flattering.

      “What’s the password?”

      “Password?”

      He drummed his fingers on his knee. “The one the stationmaster gave you.”

      “I don’t know any password! He didn’t give me one. Look, I lived across from the old man is all. He hid me in his place one night. Saved my life. That’s a long story that doesn’t need telling right now. I had no place to go, so I told him I had to find Amos Jefferson at the Midnight. He didn’t know Amos, he said, but he knew the Midnight all right, so he told me when to come to the Sunshine Café and what to say when I got here. He even made me practice what to say. He definitely didn’t give me a password. He said, ‘Tell Cook the stationmaster on the Tender Line sent you.’ Are you Cook?”

      He held up his hand for me to stop. I’d gone off, barely taking a breath. Telling a little story to gain some sympathy isn’t a bad idea, but it’s risky when it crosses over to loose lips and a careless rant. I reminded myself to stick to the questions asked.

      The man got up and paced the room, steps so soft I could only hear the swish of his bulky coat as he moved. He was very unusual, but I couldn’t put my finger on what was off. After watching him walk back and forth half a dozen times, it struck me. He was in disguise. He wasn’t a delivery man at all. He didn’t have the hard, choppy gait of a workman.

      He stopped behind the stack of supplies, almost hidden from view, and ran a hand along the tarp cover as if it were a huge horse standing in a dark stall.

      “How is it you know Amos?” he asked, finally. The gruffness was out of his voice. His words were thin, emotionless.

      “I don’t really know him. I mean, we met a long time ago. His sister told me if I had trouble in San Francisco to find him at the Midnight and he’d help me. Please. I don’t mean anyone any trouble. I just need to find him. He’s very hard to find.”

      “She told you about the Midnight.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes. Miss Molly Jefferson.” I blurted out her name and cringed. Had I now dragged her into my trouble by mentioning her name? “She’s Amos’s sister . . .”

      “Yes, I know who she is.”

      “You must know of the Miller ranch in Sonoma then. I used to live there. She . . .” I was going to say “practically raised me” but changed my mind. “She’s head cook on the ranch.”

      “Mmmm,” was all he said, and then he sat back down on the step stool and said nothing more.

      I took the moment to do some thinking myself. If this man knew Miss Molly, he must have met Mr. John Miller and probably was an acquaintance of his. The more he talked, the more I could tell he was an educated sort. I was dying to ask about Mr. Miller and the ranch, but held back. I thought it best not to aggravate the situation further and let the unusual man think things through in peace. I had already said way too much.

      I put my chin in my hands and looked down at the mysterious floor that made no sound when the strange man walked on it. A bug was trying to haul a huge piece of rice past the toe of my boot. I slid my foot back to let him
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