
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR C. V. GAUTHIER AND CHARLEE LEBEAU

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charlee LeBeau & The Gambler’s Promise

        Fiction Winner 2020

        Whistler Independent Book Awards (WIBA)

      

      

      
        
          [image: WIBA Winner Seal]
        

      

      
        
        
        “Charlee LeBeau & The Gambler’s Promise is a rollicking adventure of the wild west, packed with tall tales of treasure and romance, tragedy, and the dark deeds of villains. But it is also a deeper story about a young woman struggling with loss and finding, in her grief, the ability to not only cope, but to forge her own identity and independence, even in the face of cruel societal norms that force her to hide who she really is. Charlee is an engaging and spirited character that many young women will relate to as she refuses to allow circumstance or prejudice hold her back.”

        GAIL ANDERSON-DARGATZ, AUTHOR

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “. . .I suggest this be read, and then discussed, by whole families, not only for its evocation of time, place and character, but for the themes it fleshes out so well: the strength of girls, the nonsensical cruelty of racism, the human costs of greed, the redemptive power of friendship.”

        DARCIE FRIESEN HOSSACK, AUTHOR

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “This is one of the best books I have read in a long time. I was captivated from the first word to the cliff-hanger ending.”

        CANADIAN AUTHORS WIBA JUDGE

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLEE LEBEAU HISTORICAL ADVENTURE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charlee LeBeau & The Gambler’s Promise

        (Book 1)

        1st edition 2019

        2nd edition 2024

      

        

      
        Charlee LeBeau & The Salish Wind

        (Book 2)

        1st edition 2021

        2nd edition 2024

      

        

      
        Charlee LeBeau & The Golden Deception

        (Book 3)

        2024

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by C.V. Gauthier

      Second Edition — 2024

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author or publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in book reviews.

      

      TUANN ANDREWS PUBLISHING

      Steveston, British Columbia, Canada

      www.cvgauthier.com/tapublishing@shaw.ca

      Art Direction & Cover Design: Marty Dolan & Raman Dhoot

      

      ISBN

      978-1-7388902-2-4 (Paperback)

      978-1-7388902-3-1 (E-Book)

      

      1. YOUNG ADULT FICTION/Action and Adventure/Survival Stories

      2. YOUNG ADULT FICTION/Coming of Age

      3. YOUNG ADULT FICTION/Girls & Women

      

      Legal Deposit, Library and Archives Canada, 2024.  Distributed to the trade by The Ingram Book Company

      

      
        
          [image: Tuann Andrews Publishing Logo]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      For Mom and Dad, the teacher and the storyteller.

      For Madeleine, who left her X on history.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Chapter One

      

      
        2. Chapter Two

      

      
        3. Chapter Three

      

      
        4. Chapter Four

      

      
        5. Chapter Five

      

      
        6. Chapter Six

      

      
        7. Chapter Seven

      

      
        8. Chapter Eight

      

      
        9. Chapter Nine

      

      
        10. Chapter Ten

      

      
        11. Chapter Eleven

      

      
        12. Chapter Twelve

      

      
        13. Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        14. Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        15. Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        16. Chapter Sixteen

      

      
        17. Chapter Seventeen

      

      
        18. Chapter Eighteen

      

      
        19. Chapter Nineteen

      

      
        20. Chapter Twenty

      

      
        21. Chapter Twenty-One

      

      
        22. Chapter Twenty-Two

      

      
        23. Chapter Twenty-Three

      

      
        24. Chapter Twenty-Four

      

      
        25. Chapter Twenty-Five

      

      
        26. Chapter Twenty-Six

      

      
        27. Chapter Twenty-Seven

      

      
        28. Chapter Twenty-Eight

      

      
        29. Chapter Twenty-Nine

      

      
        30. Chapter Thirty

      

      
        31. Chapter Thirty-One

      

      
        32. Chapter Thirty-Two

      

      
        33. Chapter Thirty-Three

      

      
        34. Chapter Thirty-Four

      

      
        35. Chapter Thirty-Five

      

      
        36. Chapter Thirty-Six

      

      
        37. Chapter Thirty-Seven

      

      
        38. Chapter Thirty-Eight

      

      
        39. Chapter Thirty-Nine

      

      
        40. Chapter Forty

      

      
        41. Chapter Forty-One

      

      
        42. Chapter Forty-Two

      

      
        43. Chapter Forty-Three

      

      
        44. Chapter Forty-Four

      

      
        45. Chapter Forty-Five

      

      
        46. Chapter Forty-Six

      

      
        47. Chapter Forty-Seven

      

      
        48. Chapter Forty-Eight

      

      
        49. Chapter Forty-Nine

      

      
        50. Chapter Fifty

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The night I turned fourteen, I couldn’t sleep on account of it being so blinking hot. The cabin rafters had collected a week’s worth of summer heat, and my bed was wedged in a narrow loft right beneath them. The still night air felt thick and suffocating, even with the cabin door flung wide open. And to think Papa and I had the most shaded cabin in the hired row.

      After I’d counted sheep and tossed around in a sweat for a good hour, I got to thinking about my birthday and how Papa and Miss Molly had been making cracks about me not being a girl much longer. They exchanged knowing glances on the regular. They even talked to me different sometimes, like I was becoming one of the grown-ups. It had left me feeling a mite uneasy for going on two weeks, on top of being a bit short-tempered by the heat.

      I thought about slipping out for a quick swim in the river, but it would be no fun without Jake. He’d stopped sneaking out at night ever since The Missus caught him tiptoeing into the ranch house last month, soaking wet and cool as a frog on a lily pad. She was right mad about that. Her big fuss over Jake’s midnight dip made me grin all over again, except for the part that made Jake fall back into line out of guilt. I lingered on the best parts of that memory until I nearly wore it out. Then I moved on to more serious business—what I was going to do when I got rich like Jake’s father.

      Mr. John Miller, our boss and the ranch owner, was what folks called a forty-niner, one of the thousands who tore up half the Sierra Mountains looking for gold back in 1849. As the story goes, he bolted off a trail to relieve himself and dropped his trousers right on a pile of gold nuggets the size of lemons. So, he staked a claim on the spot, got very rich, and used some of his gold to buy a big spread just outside of Santa Rosa. Papa and I had been working for him pretty much ever since.

      Somewhere around midnight, when I’d just imagined stumbling upon a whole vein of gold myself, probably in a secret cave on some ordinary hillside, a rumble of cattle in the ranch yard broke the quiet of night. I propped myself up on an elbow to listen. Something was wrong. Something had spooked the resting herd. The steady rhythm of hooves rose into a chaotic thunder pounding the hard ground. I groped for my ladder and stuck a bare foot on the top rung as the drovers whistled to settle the cattle back down. Good thing Papa was out there with them.

      I’d just started climbing down when the cabin lurched from side to side, as if some gigantic hand was shaking it like a box of matches. My legs shot out from under me. I caught my wooden bed rail with one hand and hung on, hoping it wouldn’t break from my weight. Everything trembled around me as my feet slammed into the ladder. I hooked my toes around the rungs to ride the shaking out. A lantern hanging in the cabin window swung so wild it banged against the glass. Tea mugs on the kitchen sideboard below clink, clink, clinked against each other. Then the cabin jolted hard a second time. There was a loud boom right after, like that same big hand slammed the door. And that was it, except for the fading din of hooves in the ranch yard.

      I scrambled down my ladder and ran out onto our porch. Miss Molly Jefferson, the ranch cook, lived in the cabin next door. She was already out on her stoop, white nightgown flowing around her like a ghost, skin barely visible in the dark. I followed her gaze down the path after someone. Papa donned his shirt under the indigo light of the full moon as he hurried to the cattle pens.

      Miss Molly swung around and our eyes met.

      “Y’all right?” she asked softly.

      I wasn’t sure if she was asking about the quake or what I’d just seen.

      “I’m fine. You?”

      She nodded. “Caught me by surprise though.”

      She looked around and then down the path Papa had taken. Again, I wasn’t sure which situation she was talking about, but it didn’t matter to me if she meant what I’d seen. It wasn’t like I didn’t know what went on at night when eyes were closed. We waited a few minutes to be sure the earth was done with her shaking and tossing things about. Then Miss Molly gave a slight wave and disappeared into her cabin.

      If you’ve lived in California long enough, you know earthquakes. What you know about them is they’re mostly unpredictable. Sometimes the earth trembles and shudders a couple of times, and that’s the worst of her bad mood. Sometimes she gets downright ornery and eats things. I heard tell of a miner and his mule that got gobbled up during one of the bad ones, never to be seen again. Now that could just be somebody making up a story, as I’m inclined to do myself, but Papa said he knew a man whose whole house got swallowed up in a gigantic crack. Most of the time, there’s rumbling like distant thunder followed by some shaking of the ground, and you hold on until it passes. It happens when the earth blows off her steam, it says in one of Jake’s science books, and you never know how things are going to turn out when she does it. Something shifts somewhere deep inside. You don’t know when it’s coming, so you can’t hide from it. You just get through it, put things back the way they were if you can, and carry on.

      “Mornin’ Charlee. Feel that shake last night?” Papa asked when I climbed down from my bunk just before six o’clock the next morning.

      He obviously hadn’t looked back and seen me on the porch. Miss Molly mustn’t have said anything. He’d come in sometime after I’d finally fallen asleep.

      “Sure enough. It nearly bucked me right off my ladder,” I said.

      Papa grinned through a soapy face and dipped his razor into a basin of water. He perched on the edge of a high stool and tipped his angular chin into the lantern light.

      “Thought we had a wild cat prowling the herd till the ground started rolling.”

      “It’s like the cattle knew before it happened.”

      “Animals pick up on things we don’t,” he replied.

      I peered over his shoulder at our reflections in the looking glass. I had Papa’s black hair and straight nose, but that’s about where our similarities ended. My eyes were dark brown to his steel grey. My cheeks round and broad where his were sharp and chiseled. I could be pretty when I wanted to be—Papa told me so—but the truth is I didn’t have much occasion for it working as a ranch hand.

      His razor scratched as he dragged it up his neck to his chin. He followed the exact same pattern of strokes every morning. Papa didn’t like a beard, claimed if he let it go, he’d look like a cattle rustler. I told Papa he was far too handsome to be a proper outlaw, not to mention he was law-abiding and mannered to a fault.

      I redid the last part of my long braid to give Papa a chance to forget last night’s events and remember it was my birthday. But when he’d scraped the soapy stubble off one whole cheek with no mention of it, I left him there, whistling and content with his morning routine.

      Over at the ranch cookhouse, I slid behind the counter and poured myself a mug of coffee from a big metal pot on the stove. Miss Molly didn’t give me a second look as she bustled around tending to breakfast for the hired men. She tolerated me and Papa behind her counter. If anyone else dared set foot in there, they’d see the wrath of God come at them in the shape of a skillet.

      “Mornin’ Charolat,” she said as she bumped past me with a tray of biscuits.

      That’s how she pronounced my real name, and she greeted me with it every single morning. But every day, she’d say, “Mornin’ Charolat” and add a little extra something such as, “Ain’t the wind in them birches whispering like angels this morning?” Not an extra word on this day. No mention of last night or my birthday. I dropped a hint when she passed by a second time with another tray.

      “Say, what’s the date today?”

      “Why, it’s Tuesday, July 27, in the year of our Lord, 1858.”

      Anno Domini and Jesus, she remembered. But saying the date out loud and in long form didn’t bring me to mind. It wasn’t like her to be forgetful. Still, I didn’t want to seem desperate for a birthday wish, so I let her be with her work.

      My last shot was Jake Miller, the only other person who knew what day I was born. We left notes for each other in the knothole of a dead oak outside the main stable, usually secret messages about our plans and what books to bring along on our daily ride. I dug out the concealed piece of paper. It was the same one I’d left for him yesterday. He hadn’t even made it to the tree to see it.

      It crossed my mind all of this forgetfulness might be yet another sign of me getting on in years. When Papa had his birthday, nobody remembered except for me. He just laughed it off and said he’d plumb forgotten, and Miss Molly shrugged and said you stop counting after a while. That’s when you know you’re really old. It starts real subtle-like. First you forget other people’s birthdays. Like Jake. Then you forget your own. Like Papa. Next thing you know you’ve lost count of your age altogether. Like Miss Molly.

      I wasn’t ready to be that grown up. I still wanted my birthday to be special. Papa and Miss Molly were older. Busy, too. They could be forgiven a little bad memory. Jake didn’t have that excuse, but in his defense, he had a habit of getting lost in his studies and losing track of time. Lately, all he could think about was his schoolwork. Plus he had The Missus breathing down his neck about anything to do with me.

      The oddest thing is I wasn’t upset my birthday felt like just another day. I would have to say I was more puzzled by it. If that isn’t a sign of growing up, I don’t know what is. Puzzling is what adults do all the time. Puzzle and ponder and contemplate over everything. Jake had been doing a lot of puzzling since he turned sixteen. It’s definitely a sign.

      Just days earlier, Miss Molly told me things aren’t all black and white when you grow up, and what’s important one day suddenly isn’t the next. She said I was almost there. It was all very mysterious, I’d thought at the time, but Miss Molly is never wrong about these things. No sooner had she shared that bit of wisdom and there it was, offered up like a strange birthday present you can’t see and don’t get to open.

      I set to work with the horses and wondered for the first time what would become of me once Jake left for school. I’d avoided thinking about what it would be like on the ranch when he was away. What was I going to do? What was next for me? It was pretty clear some things had to change.
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      By the time I’d groomed half the horses, I’d puzzled over so many things I felt unsettled, like the cattle had been before the earthquake. That earthquake bothered me. Papa didn’t think it was a big deal. He barely mentioned it. Miss Molly was business as usual, and she’d throw salt over her shoulder at the spill of a shaker. If it had worried her, she’d be talking about it to everyone and wringing her hands all day and hanging sprigs of sage and such over her door.

      I decided it couldn’t have been as bad as I thought. At the same time, I knew it was worse than any I’d felt in my whole life. That was the most puzzling thing of all, holding two opposite beliefs in my head all at once. It was like one of those maddening dreams where you know something bad is about to happen. You don’t know what it is, even though you’re the one making it up, which means you must know. To top it off, you can’t stop any of it from happening even though you’re the boss of it. This was all grown-up thinking, and it made my head hurt.

      I’d done most of the horses when Bernadette Miller, of all people, appeared at my stall door. She’d probably spied on me, waiting to catch me working on her horse. I didn’t turn to acknowledge her. I kept my brush moving across Magic’s shiny black haunches.

      “Good morning, stable boy.”

      Four words and she’d already landed an insult. Added to that, her voice squeaked like a rusty hinge on a garden gate. Magic’s ears twitched with irritation.

      “What do you want, Bernadette?”

      “That’s not very friendly of you, Charlotte.” She used my real name like a weapon. “I’ve come to see my horse.”

      No way it was the horse that brought her to the stables. She’d either come to pick a fresh fight or the scab off an old wound.

      “Your horse is fine, as you can see.”

      “I want to know what you did to him. Father said he’s injured.”

      I bit my lip. Now why did Mr. Miller have to go and say that to Bernadette? Of course, he meant well. He always meant well. But even though Mr. Miller was a smart man, he wasn’t very sharp when it came to womenfolk. Maybe he hoped Bernadette would take an interest in her horse. Instead, all he’d done was stir things up between us.

      “I didn’t do anything to him. He took a bad step last week, tweaked his leg a little is all. He’s fine now.”

      “No thanks to you. Be just like you to steer him into a hole, out fooling around with my silly brother.”

      Jake was nothing like his nasty little stepsister Bernadette. She hated that Jake and I were best friends. From the moment she’d arrived on the ranch with her mother, she’d made it her mission to get between us. Neither one of us could stand to be around her, although Jake would never ever admit it.

      I clenched my grooming brush and turned to face her.

      “It isn’t called steering. It was a misstep. They happen. Somebody has to ride him since you don’t.”

      “I’m not allowed.”

      She leaned on the top of the door and let her feet dangle and thump against the wood. Her thin blonde hair was tied back with a blue ribbon that matched the satin on the collar of her dress and the veins under the skin of her pale hands.

      “I know. Ever since he tossed you into the bushes.”

      She stuck out her bottom lip. “That’s not why. I have a condition and you know it. You watch your insolent tone.”

      Her feet thumped a little harder, a little louder on the door. Magic snorted and sidestepped into the corner of his stall. He didn’t like Bernadette Miller either, even if he’d been her birthday present last fall when she’d turned thirteen.

      “Stop doing that. You’re bothering him.”

      “So what? He’s a mean horse. No wonder he likes you. You’re the same.”

      “He’s not mean at all.” Magic was picking up on our fight. I reached for his halter and soothed him.

      “Don’t be thinking since you ride him and groom him that he’s yours. Majestic is still my horse. Your job is to take care of him for me and mind what I say.”

      “My job is to tend the horses. I don’t take orders from you,” I said, punctuating my last sentence with a brush stab in the direction of her head. “And one more thing. His name’s Magic. He doesn’t answer to Majestic.”

      “You can’t change his name! I’m reporting you to Father!”

      “Go right ahead. See if I care.”

      Her head bobbled on her scrawny neck, her thin white fingers let go, and she disappeared.

      I put my arms around Magic’s neck and hugged him. He pulled me close with his nose.

      “Don’t you worry,” I said. “You’re gonna be mine one day. Bernadette says she’ll ride you again, but we both know she never will. I’m saving up to buy you off Mr. Miller.”

      I pulled a carrot out of my pocket and Magic snuffled it out of my hand before I could stretch out my palm. He perked his ears, and I caught the familiar jingle of spurs. Moments later, Papa let himself into the stall. He jammed his leather gloves in a rear pocket and untied a blue kerchief from around his neck.

      “Shoot. It ain’t any cooler in here,” Papa said. He was covered in dust from the corral where he’d been breaking Thunder, a new stallion the color of a dark grey storm cloud. “What’d Miss Bernadette want?”

      I chewed at the inside of my cheek. He must have seen her slither out of the stable on his way in from the yard. “Checkin’ on Magic,” I replied.

      I gathered my tools and heaved them into my grooming box. Papa raised an eyebrow.

      “Huh. Thought her riding days were over.” He mopped beads of sweat off his forehead with his kerchief. “Anything left in your canteen?”

      I handed it to him. He guzzled most of the water and splashed what was left down the back of his neck.

      “Magic’s good today. He’s back to his old self,” I said.

      Papa studied Magic’s leg and laid a hand on his side. The sleeves of his grey work shirt were rolled up to the elbows. His thick forearms were patterned with white scars, healed nicks from years of work on the frontier. Under his brown skin, cords of muscle twitched as his fingers searched for the telltale signs of injury.

      “Any limp?”

      “None.”

      Papa pushed his hat to the back of his head and a curly lock of hair tumbled out from under the brim. A streaked web of dried sweat and dirt marked the creases around his eyes. He whispered something to Magic. The horse blinked and shifted his weight onto the leg that had been sore.

      My eyelids drooped, and I stifled a yawn. Whenever Papa healed the horses, I felt like I had a spell cast over me. Time swung in a lazy hammock, and the sounds of the stable faded into a quiet hum. I tugged an earlobe to fight off drowsiness.

      “Here.” Papa took my hand and guided it about a half inch away from Magic’s shoulder. “Feel anything?”

      I closed my eyes. Papa felt injuries like he was running his hand over an open flame. I’d tried to feel the same thing but couldn’t get it to work. But then I learned where Papa felt heat, I got a buzz in my hand and a tingle in my fingertips.

      “I’m not getting anything.”

      “Me neither,” Papa said. He patted my hat down on my head and smiled. “He’s ready. Ease him back in.”

      “Hear that, Magic? You’re good to go.” The horse lifted and dropped his head as if to nod. I picked up my box of grooming tools and headed for the stall door.

      “Whoa there. I come to tell you Miss Molly needs you at the cookhouse. Pronto.”

      “The cookhouse!” I let go of the box and it clunked onto the straw-covered dirt floor. “But I’ve still got Rascal and Jazzman to do.”

      “One of the boys’ll handle ’em. Miss Molly’s hurt her wrist. Told her you’d give her a hand today.”

      “Why can’t one of the boys help?” I asked, scowling as I bent over to pick up my things. When I straightened up, Papa stood in front of me with his arms crossed, his brows furrowed in a serious frown. His eyes latched on to mine like a magnet to fake silver. I melted my scowl into a stubborn pout. He waited. I forced the pout into a tight little smile.

      “That’s better. You’d be glad to help, I told her.”

      “What about her kitchen folk? Their hands busted, too?”

      “They’re busy. She asked for you special, and you’ll oblige her.”

      “Well, I’m taking Magic out with Jake later. I can help her till then.”

      “You’ll help as long as she needs it. Magic ain’t in no hurry, and Jake’s studying.”

      I sighed, loud and dramatic, for all the good it did.

      “Get moving. She needs you for lunch.” He swatted me out of the stall with his gloves.

      Papa had his mind made up, and that was that. I was hired help just like everyone else. Even if I was the foreman’s daughter, I still had to do as I was told, work where it was needed.

      The hot sun clobbered me as soon as I left the stables. I felt a headache coming on. It was my birthday, and I’d be spending it in a boiling kitchen. On top of that, Bernadette was going to squeal to Mr. Miller, tell him I was ruining her horse.

      I set my sights on the red adobe roof of the ranch’s outdoor kitchen. Fourteen was off to a shaky start.
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      The cookhouse roof kept the rain and sun out, but it had no walls to close it in. Stoves, ovens, and chopping blocks filled the inside square. Long counters with benches and stools formed a square border around the outside. It hummed all day long, with Miss Molly, the queen bee, keeping food on the plates and coffee in the mugs of the hungry ranch hands who’d come by for meals.

      The cookhouse was Miss Molly’s pride and joy, and she kept it spotless and orderly. But when I arrived after my short hike up the hill from the stables, her kitchen was in an uproar. Unattended pots simmered on the stove, mounds of unwashed vegetables sat on the chopping blocks, and stacks of dirty dishes were piled everywhere.

      “Miss Molly?” No answer.

      Everyone called her Miss Molly—even Mr. Miller—which was a bit funny with him being the boss and all. Nobody could say how she came by the title, so I’d asked her straight out one time. “It’s my name,” she’d replied, offended I’d even asked the question. And that was the end of that.

      “Miss Molly?” I called out again.

      A dull thump came from behind the cookhouse. Miss Molly appeared, long arms wrapped around an overloaded wicker basket. She took a couple steps, let out a terrible moan, and staggered around in a circle. I caught her before she toppled over.

      “You should have waited for me!” I snatched the basket away from her. It wasn’t as heavy as it looked, but the fright may have given me a burst of strength.

      “I ain’t helpless, Charolat,” she said. “I couldn’t wait for you to dawdle on up.”

      She rubbed her wrist and winced. I plopped the basket on the chopping counter and shook my head.

      “I came as soon as Papa told me. Whatever you’ve done to yourself, you probably just made it worse. Lemme take a look at it.”

      I sounded just like her then, the way she’d give me a piece of her mind while tending to one of my bumps or scrapes. I’d get a bandage and a lecture on waiting for a horse to stop moving before I got off, or on how God invented gloves for a reason, or some such other wisdom.

      She straightened her arm out for inspection, sighing with impatience, exactly like I would have done for her.

      “Growin’ like a weed,” she mused, knowing eyes watching me. Her mouth almost broke into a smile but she pulled her lips tight and winced instead.

      True enough, I’d snuck by her in height over the past year. But I knew her remark meant to distract me from her injury. I frowned and slid my hand over her long palm and along her smooth brown forearm, so soft and familiar.

      I ran my fingertips up to her elbow and back, but couldn’t feel a buzz in my fingers at all. She’d put up such a fuss, her arm should have been vibrating my hand off. Before I could do another run, she yanked her arm away.

      “It’s not like you to fall,” I said, now suspicious of the entire scene. It wasn’t like Miss Molly to even let on she was hurt.

      “My feet got going too fast, I expect. Stop fretting over it now.” She cradled her bad arm and batted me away with her good one. “A little liniment’ll fix it up in no time.”

      Liniment. Miss Molly’s answer to every ache and pain.

      “Where is everybody?” Miss Molly usually had two helpers in her kitchen.

      “Working the social. The Missus has her lady friends over today.”

      I’d heard buggies in the drive when I was doing my morning chores and figured the Millers had something going on up at the house.

      “She could’ve left you with at least one of them. Now you’ve gone and hurt yourself.”

      “Lord’ll strike me dead the day I tell The Missus how to run her ranch.”

      Miss Molly never complained. No way she’d overstep her role, even though she ran the ranch just fine before The Missus came. The Missus was terrible at running the domestic stuff. She wouldn’t notice a fire if her bonnet strings went up in flames. But Miss Molly was right. Better to just handle it. It’s what all we hired folk learned to do.

      The cooking area was a mess of bowls, pots, and pans. I rolled up the sleeves of my shirt.

      “All right. Show me what you need done.”

      She motioned to a stack of pans over by the washtub.

      “Start by scrubbing them skillets. I’ll set you on the lunch dishes after that. Then the tea party dishes when they’s done up at the house.”

      Dish washing! I scanned the piles. I’d be stuck in the hot kitchen for hours. I yanked an apron off the hook and tied it too fast and hard around my waist.

      So much for my afternoon ride with Jake. We’d planned to ride to the river. Have a swim. Do some schoolwork at our favorite spot under the shady oaks. Jake’d come looking for me at the stables, and I’d be up in the cookhouse doing the lowest hired job of all. I didn’t even think to leave him a note. I stood over the horrible pile of crusty pans and cursed under my breath.

      Why did I have to be the one to help in the kitchen? Since it was just dishes, why couldn’t one of the other stable hands come up and help Miss Molly? I pulled a greasy pan from the pile and slapped it so hard on the water that suds flew up and hit me in the nose.

      The Missus and her stupid tea party. It wasn’t fair to drag Miss Molly’s kitchen help off and leave her short-handed. Miss Molly was getting on in years. Pushing forty, she liked to say, though she wasn’t exactly sure because they didn’t keep track in the south where she’d come from. Every birthday she’d say, “Pushing forty” like she was stuck closing in on that age. But she didn’t have a speck of grey in her black hair, so I figured she was still younger than Papa, and he was forty-four last time he checked.

      I sized up the stack of skillets and pans and calculated the work. Eleven pans, three minutes a piece. Half an hour at least. Then lunch dishes. I estimated another seventy pieces. An hour. Probably another hundred pieces from the tea party, all delicate china and fussy stuff that couldn’t be handled fast. Another hour.

      And when would Miss Molly get her help back? She couldn’t peel and chop all the meat and vegetables for supper by herself with only one good arm. I fumed as I plunged my hands into the sudsy water and scrubbed the daylights out of a skillet. I’d be there all day.

      Miss Molly muttered something behind me.

      “You got something else you need done, I’m happy to oblige,” I said, a little too sing-song to sound like I meant it. I couldn’t help myself sometimes. Jake said I had a wicked streak for sarcasm.

      “Surprise! Surprise!!!”

      I dropped the skillet into the tub and spun around.

      Miss Molly, Papa, a few of the stable hands, and the missing kitchen help had snuck up on me. Miss Molly held out a beautiful cake! A candle as big as a fence post burned in the middle of it. Everyone grinned as I stood there with my mouth hanging open, hands in the air like a banker stuck up by a gang of outlaws.

      “For me?” I couldn’t find anything better to say.

      “Happy birthday, Charlee!” Papa said, and others joined in with good wishes. They broke into a ragged birthday song, sorry to say not much of it sung in tune, except for Miss Molly, whose voice rang out like a choir all by its own self. But they sang from their hearts just the same.

      Miss Molly eased the platter onto the counter, her wrist suddenly healed. Soft white icing covered the cake in frothy peaks and waves. But the cookhouse heat threatened to melt the works of it into a flat white lump. I wiped my finger over a drip on the edge of the plate and licked it off. It was sweet and delicious.

      “Make a wish and blow the candle out ’fore our smoke signals make the church ladies nervous,” Papa said. Miss Molly elbowed him in the ribs. “Wha . . .?” He grinned with mock innocence.

      As I leaned in, the candle sputtered and the flame flared up in my face. Its heat burned at my cheek with a sudden warning.

      Be careful what you wish for. A grown-up voice rose inside me.

      I backed off for a moment, then closed my eyes with renewed determination. I’d wish for whatever I wanted.

      I wish I could go to school in San Francisco with Jake.

      That wasn’t possible, but what did it matter? This was just child’s play anyways, this making of birthday wishes. I smiled at my secret all the same and blew out the flame to claps and cheers.

      Miss Molly handed me a cake knife, and I cut slices for everyone. Well, not everyone. Jake wasn’t there. Up until lunch, he studied in his room. No way The Missus would let him come to my party, even if he had been invited, which he probably wasn’t because that wouldn’t look right, him being invited and not Bernadette. It always came back to Bernadette. She ruined things even when she wasn’t trying. I’d save a piece for Jake and get it to him later on the sly.

      “Open your presents,” Papa said. He shoved three cloth packages across the counter. The first was from Papa’s boys. They’d chipped in and got me a fantastic leather tool set and a bundle of leather pieces. Miss Molly’s little package had a pretty red bandana with “Charlee LeBeau” embroidered in black along one edge. The smallest package, the last one, was from Papa. Inside was Papa’s folding pocketknife with the buffalo bone handle.

      “Your knife!”

      It was his old Hudson’s Bay knife, and he treasured it. He wouldn’t even let me touch it until I was ten. I had a plain knife, and I’d learned to use it well. But it was small and blade-worn and not very useful anymore. He must have noticed.

      “I promise I’ll take good care of it, Papa.” I pulled it open. The sun caught the blade and gave it a deadly glint.

      “Mind yourself. It’s freshly sharpened,” he said. I closed it with care and dropped it into the front pocket of my trousers. It felt weighty, significant against my thigh.

      It was a grand little birthday party, even though it lasted just long enough to wolf down a few bites of cake. That’s the way it was for hired folk.

      “Quite the fib you made up about your wrist,” I said to Miss Molly after the cake was handed out and everyone but Papa had left. I wagged the gooey cake knife at her as she lifted a huge side of pork onto the chopping block with no trouble at all.

      “A little fib for a good reason. Right, Luke?” Papa shrugged like he’d had no part in any of it. “But the work ain’t made up. I am short of help today. That’s the dear Lord’s honest truth.”

      “I’ll help you as long as you need it.” I caught Papa’s smiling eyes and added, “I’d be glad to.”
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      I finished at the cookhouse around seven o’clock. Papa was sitting on the porch of our cabin fixing a harness when I trudged up the stairs.

      “I was about to come looking for you. Thought maybe you fell into a washtub and couldn’t get out.” I smacked him on the shoulder.

      “That cookhouse is the hottest place in the county. You should try a day in there. It never lets up. Tough as a cattle drive, minus the dust, but square root on the grease.” I leaned my back against the cabin wall and tugged my boots off. They felt two sizes too small.

      “Jake come by ’bout twenty minutes ago. Headed to the stables,” Papa said as he tug-tested a repaired piece of leather.

      “Oh? What’d he want?” I didn’t want to sound too interested. He hadn’t come by the cookhouse even though he must have seen me working there. Jake never came by the cabin anymore, not that he wasn’t welcome. Bernadette and The Missus were behind that. Bernadette had tattled on him coming by for lemonade and visits, and the next thing you know he wasn’t allowed over anymore.

      “He left some school things for you. Put ’em on your bunk.” Papa pushed himself out of his chair. “I’m gonna take this down to the tack room, check on a few things.”

      “If he’s still down there, tell him I’m home.”

      I flopped into Papa’s chair and sniffed at the glass he’d left on the side table. Warm lemonade. I polished off what was left in the bottom.

      Evening air on the ranch usually came from the ocean some twenty-five miles west. It would bring a freshness, sometimes a fog or a chill, and on windy days, a sweet salty smell. On this day, stale air hung over the valley hills like an old wool blanket, thick and musty and stifling. Birds settled in the trees, their chirps muffled and tired behind the leaves. A fly, slow and noisy, landed heavily on the rim of the empty cup. It rubbed its front feet together. I thought about swooping a quick palm around it, the way Jake and I used to do for fun to see who could catch the most. We hadn’t played that game for years.

      It struck me then why Jake may have taken the bold step to come by. It wasn’t because we couldn’t go on our afternoon ride. It was his schoolwork. We didn’t get to work on it and now he was in a jam. For the last year or so, I’d been helping him with math. It was easy for me, but he couldn’t figure some of it out on his own.

      Long before Bernadette showed up with The Missus, before Mr. Miller remarried, Jake taught me how to read and write. I caught on fast and chewed through everything he gave me in no time flat. One day, I complained that the work he gave me was for babies. Well, he thought he’d show me. He puffed out like some old rooster and made up a test on one of the books he’d loaned me. That’s when he found out I’d memorized it cover to cover. After that, he gave me the same lessons the teacher gave him, except for that dead Latin language he was so fond of and the manure he had to read on government. I drew the line on those things. So, he snuck me fine literature from his father’s library instead, to fill the gaps on broader matters, he said.

      I aired out my sock feet on the porch rail and took in the view of the ranch. Up the path to my left was the two-story white adobe house with the pretty green shuttered windows, the Miller ranch house. It was surrounded by beautiful shade gardens with so many blooms their scent soaked the breeze all the way to the cookhouse. A stone path wound its way through beds of colorful flowers and a little stream behind the house fed water into a statue and trickled into a fishpond. One man had a full-time job tending to the grounds around the house, which always seemed like a waste to me and Papa. On the other hand, the man Mr. Miller hired was pretty old and in need of an easier job. Mr. Miller could afford him plenty times over, and it made The Missus happy. Still, I liked the garden when it was just ordinary shade trees, the way it was before The Missus came.

      Up on the second floor, I imagined the governess herding the younger Miller children to bed, them crawling every which way, paying no mind to her instructions. Bernadette wouldn’t be with them. She’d be in her own room at the end of the hall, the one with the canopy bed and the crisp white linen sheets. I pictured her in a fancy silk nightshirt practicing her French or doing needlework. The Missus would be hovering nearby, maybe brushing her pale hair or giving her the medicines she had to take. Ordinarily, Jake would have been in his room doing last minute lessons for school. His room was on the opposite end of the house, the farthest away from Bernadette. That was no accident, he as much as told me so.

      Part way down the grassy hill, the ground flattened out for a stretch forming a long bench that started with the ranch cookhouse, followed by a big vegetable garden, and then trailed off in a long line of cabins for the hired folk. Our cabin was first in the row, and Miss Molly had the one next to us. The cookhouse, busy as an anthill during the day, was abandoned now. Miss Molly was still there though. One day done, she always wanted to get a head start on the next.

      The stables and corrals were at the bottom of the hill. A hired man came out of the barn, leaned against a fence, and lit a smoke. The corrals and pens were empty now, the cattle driven off to market early in the morning. The dust around the stables had settled for the night.

      A familiar figure came out of the main stable and started up the path. Jake. Grimy with sweat and kitchen grease, I sprung out of my chair and ducked into the cabin. The few minutes it took for him to climb the path gave me enough time to wash my face and smooth my rumpled hair. His boots hit the first step as I did up the last button on a fresh shirt and stepped outside.

      “Hey,” I said. “Sorry I missed our ride.”

      “It’s all right. I couldn’t go either.” He pushed his thick strawberry blond hair back from his eyes, long lashed and deep green as a winter forest.

      “I wondered. Didn’t see you go by.”

      “Stayed out of the heat.” He paused, as if deciding whether he should say more. “Too much schoolwork to do besides,” he added.

      “Did you get your math finished?”

      “Nope.” There was an edge in his voice. He leaned against a porch post and looked out at the western hills, round black silhouettes against a pink sunset.

      “Well, where’s that stupid workbook?”

      He pushed himself straight and looked back at me. “Now?”

      “Why not? It’s way too hot in your room. Come back here. The porch is cooling down nice. Papa won’t mind if we sit out.” I motioned toward the ranch house. “C’mon. You can always say you took your books into the garden. Nobody’ll have to know.”

      The only place we could study together anymore was on our afternoon rides. If we met up anywhere near the house or stables, Bernadette would track him down and tattle to The Missus that Jake was with me again. Next thing you know, Jake’d be called off to do some made-up chore. But it was getting late. Bernadette would be in bed soon. We’d be safe.

      “You sure? Your father . . .?”

      “He won’t mind. Hurry before it gets too late.” Hope tickled his lips and made them smile. He sped off toward the house.

      Papa got back before Jake did. I told him me and Jake had to go over some lessons for school the next day.

      “That’s mighty kind of the boy to help you,” Papa said. I didn’t let on it was the other way around.

      When Jake came back, we laid his books out on the porch floor and set to work. Papa brought us cool tea and leftover birthday cake. Jake didn’t say much about the cake, except that it was mouth-watering good, so I guessed he hadn’t been invited to the party and forgot what day it was.

      About an hour after dark, Papa stuck his head out the door. “You two nearly done? It’s getting on.”

      “All finished, sir,” Jake replied. He gathered his books and papers in record time.

      “I’m not rushing you off. Just askin’ how much you got left. Finish what you’re doing.”

      “We’re finished, and I have to go. Got a test to study for yet tonight.”

      “Remember that proof. Zero divided by zero is indeterminate,” I reminded him.

      “Can’t be defined.”

      “Right.”

      It was all there in his terrible math book. He just needed someone to explain it better, show him in plain language.

      “Thanks, Charlee. See you tomorrow then.” He put on his hat and touched the brim. “Goodnight, sir.”

      “G’night, son,” Papa answered with a warm smile.

      Jake took the porch stairs in two strides, books tucked under his arm.

      “Good luck,” I called behind him. He waved without looking back.

      Papa and I watched him hurry up the path to the house. He veered off through the north garden, a route that led around the back, where he could enter through the kitchen and go up the stairs to his room unnoticed. We settled into the two rocking chairs Papa had made. A hint of breeze whispered to the nearby trees.

      “That teacher sure gives him a lot of work to do,” I said.

      “He’s built for schooling, that boy. He’s gonna do well at college.” Papa used the toe of his boot to set my chair moving back and forth. “But how is it you’re helping him with the numbers? I thought he was helping you.”

      “That bit of math? It’s nothing. I just cotton on to it faster. He helps me all the time. Lends me all his books, teaches me whatever he learns. If it weren’t for him, I’d still be thumbing through picture books.”

      I knew Jake was back at work in his room when his bedroom window filled with lantern gold. He’d study now into the night, until Mr. Miller made him put out his light. His math problems were done. He’d be relieved about that. He’d manage the rest on his own with ease.

      Later, when I crawled up to my bunk, I found the little bundle of supplies Jake had left. As promised, he’d brought me a couple of decent pencil stubs, a chunk of rubber eraser, and a bundle of fresh paper. But he’d left something extra—a small book with a brown leather cover and metal clasp. It looked brand new and expensive. As I flipped through the blank pages, I spotted handwriting on the inside cover.

      
        
        For your stories. Happy Birthday.

        From Jake Miller

        July 27, 1858
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      “Mornin’, Charolat,” Miss Molly said as I walked out of the dark yard into the glow of the cookhouse the next morning. “Ain’t you the early bird come singing for the sunshine this morning.”

      I smiled. “School day.” The aroma of a fresh brew beckoned. “Coffee ready yet?”

      “Just.”

      Miss Molly poured me a cup. I swiped two biscuits fresh out of the oven and juggled them to cool them off.

      “Set yourself down for five minutes,” Miss Molly said as I picked up my mug and turned to leave. “Horses have their routines. They don’t take kindly to you banging around their stalls in the dark, waking them up so blessed early.”

      She was right about that. It wasn’t much past five when I left the cabin. Papa hadn’t even gotten out of bed. I plunked myself onto my favorite stool at the end of the counter.

      The teacher came to the ranch twice a month. On those days, I was excused from chores. I didn’t even lose pay because Mr. Miller told Papa it was my job to go, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer. But I didn’t like the idea of other hands getting saddled with my work. It wasn’t fair I should get special treatment. So, I got up well before daylight to get my stable chores done before school started.

      Mr. Miller had already hired a teacher by the time I came to the ranch with Papa. In those days, it was just me and Jake and a teacher in the parlor. Jake was pretty shy at first. He didn’t say a word until I flat out asked him if he’d lost his tongue. He stuck it out at me and said maybe he just didn’t want to talk. But outside of school days, he peeked at me from behind things, his thick mop of hair sticking up like a mushroom cap. He kept popping up everywhere I was. Finally, I asked Papa if he was allowed to play and that’s what started the greatest friendship on earth.

      Two years later, The Missus and Bernadette showed up, and I almost didn’t get to go to school. Fortunately, Mr. Miller put his foot down with The Missus on that. I got to stay and listen as long as I stayed quiet in the back. But the worst part was they expected Bernadette would replace Jake and become my new best friend.

      Miss Molly poured herself some coffee and slid her bake trays across the counter. Her slender hands coaxed biscuits off the tin and she tucked them into wicker baskets lined with checkered cloth. Miss Molly was already in charge of the ranch cookhouse when Mr. Miller hired Papa in ’51.

      Before that, we’d lived on a homestead up in the territories someplace. We didn’t see anybody way out in the bush, and the nearest school was a hundred miles
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