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As the buggy pulled into the yard of my grandparents’ farmhouse in Donegal, Ireland, I leapt to the ground before it had fully stopped.

“Change your clothes,” my mother called after me.

But she was too late. I was already over a stone wall and into the orchard. Leaving the orchard, I crossed a field, climbed over another stone wall and crossed another field. I was just entering the woods, which sloped down to a burn, my destination, when a cry arrested my headlong flight. I turned and saw a man waving at me. He carried a gun, and had a large black dog by his side.

Fearing that I was trespassing, I dashed into the woods and along a narrow, overgrown path. Despite the whipping branches, I was making good headway when suddenly something grabbed my ankle, hurling me to the ground. Glancing back, I saw the black beast bearing down on me, followed by the man with the gun. Frantically, I yanked my leg, but the biting, invisible hand tightened. Abandoning myself to destruction, I covered my face with my arms and prepared to be torn apart. To my surprise and relief, the black dog nuzzled under my arms and commenced licking my face. Pushing the dog aside, I looked up to see the man smiling down at me.

“You’re caught in one of my rabbit snares, son,” he said. “I tried to warn you. Relax your leg and I’ll get it off.”

When I was free, the man introduced himself as Fergal O’Donnell. His name was Irish, but his voice had an American twang. He invited me back to his cottage. As I sipped tea and ate biscuits, Mr. O'Donnell said that he had bought the land and cottage six months earlier. He went on to tell me about his mining days in America, where he had struck gold at Coyote Creek near Cheyenne Springs, Wyoming.

“Did you see any wild Indians,” I asked.

“Lots of Indians, but no wild ones,” he said with a smile. “Although, one day my partner, Clem Whiteley, and I were working our claim, when the local sheriff stopped by to warn us that a band of young renegade Shoshone had jumped the reservation. He urged us to move to town until the danger passed. We ignored his warning, and that night old Jeremiah, one of our mules, commenced hee-hawing to beat the band. I went out onto the porch and fired a few rounds of buckshot into the air and heard the hoof-beats of several horses retreating into the night. After that we heeded the sheriff's warning.”

To a boy such as I, his stories were pure gold, and for a long time I sat wide-eyed as he described his days in the West.

“My Wyoming adventure suddenly came to an end,” Mr. O'Donnell said, “when Clem took deathly ill and pleaded with me to take him home to Boston to the girl he'd left behind. I agreed, and after exchanging our gold for a bank draft, we headed east on the train.”

After a long illness, Clem Whiteley pulled through, but he had lost his desire for mining. As both men had enough money to last them for life, if they were careful, they never returned to Wyoming. Whiteley stayed in Boston and O'Donnell eventually returned home to Ireland, settling in Belfast.

“Well that’s my story, lad,” Mr. O’Donnell said. “When the wife died last year, I moved here. Now, I spend my time battling rabbits. Over the years while this place has been vacant, they’ve just about taken over. They seem to multiply faster than I can snare them or shoot them. There’s a good market in pelts, so it keeps me in snares, cartridges and such. Not that I need the money.”

Over the next three summers, Fergal O’Donnell and I became firm friends. When I wasn’t helping my grandparents with farm chores, he taught me how to tickle trout in the burn and the ways of his nemeses, the rabbits. I lived for those summers in Ireland.

Years earlier my father had moved from Ireland to Scotland to find work. He eventually got hired on at the Bishopbriggs Colliery near Glasgow. My mother and I soon joined him. From the start, I hated the dirty city and longed for the green fields of home. Although we had little money, each year during the summer holidays my parents allowed me to return to my grandparents’ farm in Donegal. It was during the summer of my twelfth year that I first met Mr. O'Donnell.

At fifteen, my childhood came to an end and my idyllic summers ceased. Reluctantly, I joined my father in the pit. After five years of burrowing in the bowels of the earth, I came home one evening to find a fat, registered letter from a solicitor in Letterkenny, the closest town to my grandparents’ farm. The contents informed me that Mr. O'Donnell had died and had left me the Wyoming gold mine. The lawyer’s letter also contained a draft for one hundred pounds sterling, a crude map and a note from Mr. O’Donnell which read:

Dear Brian,

When first we met, I told you about my gold mining days in Wyoming. What I didn’t tell you was that Clem and me had discovered a new vein. As you know, I never did get back to work it. I'm leaving you my mine.

Just before Clem died, he sent me a letter telling me that he'd never gotten back to Wyoming either. He said that if I ever did work the mine again, he'd consider it a kindness if I'd share some of the proceeds with his daughter, Margie. Would you please honour Clem’s request. If you decide not to go to Wyoming and claim your inheritance—but knowing your love of adventure I don’t see that as a possibility—please sign the mine over to Margie. Her Boston address is enclosed, as is a map showing the location of the mine and the vein in the mine-shaft. The enclosed money should be enough to get you to Wyoming. Good luck, son. I think back fondly to the three summers when we did battle with the rabbits.

Your Friend,

Fergal O'Donnell.

Upon receipt of this letter, and over my parents’ objections, I immediately quit the colliery and within a week was on a train to Liverpool, where I caught a ship for Boston.

* * *
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“A grand place,” I said to the carriage driver as he dropped me off in front of a mansion on Beacon Hill.

“’Tis, right enough,” the driver said, “but rumor has it, it’s goin’ on the block.”

“Going on the block?”

“Being sold for taxes.”

A young woman answered the door. She had a pleasant face, fine blonde hair, a dimpled smile and a trim figure. I was immediately attracted to her. “My name is Brian Baird,” I said. “I’m a friend of Mr. Whiteley’s former partner, Fergal O'Donnell.”

“Come in, Mr. Baird,” she said. “I’m Margie Whiteley. Have you come all the way from Ireland?”

“I have.” She ushered me into the parlor and bade me sit down.

“Would you care for some tea or coffee?”

“Tea, please.”

She went to get it herself, confirming that the family had fallen on hard times. When she returned, we talked for a few in generalities. I was just about to mention the purpose of my mission to America when a man, dressed in fawn coat and trousers and a yellow, paisley vest, entered the parlor. I had never seen a handsomer or better dressed man. Miss Whiteley introduced him as Fennel Cambridge, her fiancée. I could hardly believe it. The contrast between Cambridge and Miss Whiteley reminded me of the first time I’d seen a peacock and a peahen together. He showed no sign of welcome, only a curt nod followed by, “Coffee, Marjorie.” He could have been talking to a servant.

Rather than divulging my full purpose in coming to America, I only said that I was going west to see Wyoming as Fergal O’Donnell had spoken so highly of it.

“Going to the Coyote Creek Mine, are you?” Cambridge abruptly asked.

I ignored his question. “You'll have to excuse me, Miss Whiteley,” I said, rising. “I must be on my way.”

“Must you go?” Miss Whiteley asked, her brow furrowing.

Cambridge's glower, prompted me to say, “I really must. Thank you for your hospitality, Miss Whiteley.”

She sighed. “Thank you for paying me a visit. Please come again if you are in Boston.”

It pained me to see her disappointment.

As I sat in the newly opened South Station waiting for the train west, I regretted letting Cambridge drive me from Miss Whiteley's presence. I should have asked to see her in private. I noticed a telegraph office across from me. That's it! I'll let her know my intention to share the gold. Later, as the train pulled out of the station, I was free of regret and filled with excitement.

***
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A week later, I stepped down from the train in Laramie, Wyoming. I bought an apple from a vendor and sat on a bench. As I crunched into the apple, I thrilled to be in the place I'd heard so much about. My first stop was the Sagebrush Hotel. Later, I visited the assay office.

“I'm Brian Baird,” I said to the old man behind the counter.

“Eb Quillian,” the clerk said, slowly rising, smiling and extending his hand.

He remembered Mr. O'Donnell and the Coyote Creek mine. I showed him the notarized documents turning the claim over to me. He informed me on how to register the claim, and what supplies I'd need to start mining.

I was just about to leave the office when he said, “Oh, by the way, this comes from your mine.” He held up a gold nugget about the size of a gooseberry. It was attached to his watch chain. “Mr. O'Donnell gave it to me before he went east.”

Thrilled to have the first hard evidence that I was not pursuing some Eldorado, I fingered the nugget. “So this is what raw gold looks like,” I said.

The old man nodded. “There's something magical about gold, son. Like fire, though, it can be a wonderful servant but a cruel master.”

Three days later, saddle-sore and dusty, I rode into Cheyenne Springs on a hired horse and checked into the Lucky Dollar Hotel. That evening, after a bath, shave and hearty meal, I lay on my bed and contemplated the morrow with delightful anticipation. First thing in the morning, I'll register the claim, then rent a wagon, fill it with supplies and head off to my mine. My mine. It surely has a nice ring to it. I wonder if I should continue mining once the vein plays out. Maybe I'll get gold fever and not be able to quit. Gold fever or not, I'll share half the vein with Margie Whiteley. Perhaps I'll be able to save her home.

I'd thought a lot about Miss Whiteley on the long journey from Boston, and the more I thought about her the more I disliked Fennel Cambridge.

A little after noon the next day, I was on my way. That evening, I camped and the next day I arrived at my destination. I was glad that I had bought a tent as the cabin near the mine was uninhabitable. The only thing standing was the chimney. I pitched my tent next to the creek in a little valley below the mine. So full of anticipation was I, that I hardly slept that night. At first light next day, I was in the mine-shaft. Tunnels honeycombed out from a main hub-like cavern. Fortunately, I had a map and knew in which tunnel I'd find the vein. Five hours later, I finished removing a heap of rubble and there before me glistened the gold. My hand shook as my fingers traced the vein. I wanted to immediately start working it, but I was exhausted and forced myself to eat and rest.

Afterwards, I worked tirelessly and was surprised that it was dark when I finally emerged from the shaft. Every muscle in my body ached that night as I lay on a thin blanket on the hard ground. I should have brought a mattress. Despite my pain and excitement, I soon fell asleep.

One night during the third week, the excited whinnying of my horse awakened me. I froze, remembering Mr. O'Donnell's story of Old Jeremiah and the Indians. For a long time I listened, but nothing happened, and I eventually fell back to sleep. However, the scare made me uneasy about having so much gold on hand, although I had it well hidden in one of the side tunnels. By that time, the vein had played out and I determined to take my gold, six sacks in all, to the bank in Cheyenne Springs the next day. That evening I loaded everything, except the gold, into the wagon. That night as I lay abed my feeling of well-being surged: my great adventure was a resounding financial success, and I had the opportunity of perhaps saving a damsel in distress. Life couldn't be better.

The next morning in the mine, I transferred the smaller sacks into a









































































































































































[image: ]



















d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





