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Chapter One

 

Pendleton, Oregon 1900

 

Harnesses jangled, voices shouted, horses and mules snorted and brayed, and behind all of that was the hiss of steam and the metal on metal rumble of a train pulling out of the station. Donny Kimball fidgeted beside the wagon he and Jasper had brought to Pendleton to pick up supplies. He’d spent the last fourteen of his twenty-two years in the dark. Using only sounds and smells, he could tell what a town was like better than a person using their sight. 

This one smelled of smoke, horses, unwashed men, and liquor. Every other person who passed had the smell of alcohol wafting from them. He knew liquor meant there’d be brawls, shootouts, and lawlessness. If Jasper didn’t hurry up, their chances of getting caught in the middle of one of those messes increased. It was the kind of place he tried to avoid. While he didn’t consider his blindness a handicap, he knew his limits and navigating in this mass of moving bodies would be difficult.

“Found out where we’s need to go.” Jasper’s voice fell on Donny’s ears at the same time a large hand settled on his shoulder. 

“Good. I don’t like the sounds of this place,” said Donny. “Why did Clay have to use a tannery in this town?” Clay Halsey, his mentor, was getting more orders for his writing book for the blind every day and had added fancy ones with tooled covers. 

“He likes this man’s work. We’s just have to find him. Never seen so many peoples in the streets other than at Fourth o’ July. Climb on before you gets pulled away in the swarm o’ peoples.” Jasper’s voice high above Donny’s head said he’d already climbed aboard the wagon.

Donny grabbed the side of the buckboard and joined him. 

“Hup!” Jasper ordered over the din of the street. The wagon lurched then moved forward.

He’d helped harness the horses this morning when they’d left Pilot Rock. He wondered how the two geldings felt about pulling their load through what sounded like a tangle of teams. 

“The man at the depot says this tannery is over the other side o’ the river.” 

“I suppose that’s on the other side of town.” Donny didn’t know the layout of this town. He wasn’t even sure why Clay had insisted he go with Jasper to pick up the covers. Jasper had run errands to Pendleton before without needing someone along.

“Shore ’nuff. We’re goin’ down Main Street right now. There’s a heap o’ cowboys hangin’ out down the side streets.” Jasper let out a laugh. Not the loud gut laugh he made when he found humor in something. This laugh was more restrained and held a note of embarrassment. 

“What’s that laugh for?” Donny asked. 

“There’s women hangin’ out winders down that last street.” 

“Is the building on fire?” Donny knew he wasn’t much help in a situation like a fire unless they put him in a line to hand buckets along, but he felt compelled to do something if there was a fire.

“Naw, they’s alright. Just tryin’ to catch the eye of a cowboy’s all.” 

“Why would they have to hang out a window to do that?” Donny had been taught a lot by the Halsey brothers, and the younger members of the family, Jeremy and Colin, but he was pretty sure he’d never heard them say anything about women hanging out windows to get attention.

“They’s painted up ladies. The kind can’t be seen on the streets.” 

“They’re soiled doves. Why didn’t you just say that?” Donny knew a little about soiled doves. He’d been on a couple trips with Jeremy when they’d had some ladies, none-too-subtlety, ask them if they’d like to sow their oats.

“I didn’t—”

The wagon stopped abruptly. 

“Hey! Let go dat horse!” Jasper yelled. 

“What’s happening?” Donny leaned forward, trying to hear what had caused them to stop. 

“I’s got this handled.” Jasper said under his breath. “We ain’t lookin’ for trouble. Let my horse go and there won’t be no trouble.” 

“Lookie here, we have us a darkie. We don’t let Chiney walk our streets, I don’t think we should allow you either.” The deep voice held menace.

“Let us pass. We’re only here on an errand,” Donny said, hoping that by entering the conversation the man would know Jasper wasn’t on his own.

“You a darkie lover?” The voice came from directly below him. 

“I’m a friend of the man sitting next to me,” he said.

A hand grabbed his arm and yanked him off the wagon. Donny scrambled to his feet and listened. The sound of a body being struck, oofs, groans, and cussing came from the other side of the wagon. 

“Leave him alone!” Donny felt the wagon, crawled under it, and grabbed the first leg he found. 

Using the man as a ladder, he pulled himself to his feet and started swinging. A hand smashed his face, another shoved air out of his lungs. He landed on the ground. Toes of boots struck his body over and over again until one last blow brought on the darkness of unconsciousness.

***

Callie MacPherson cowered in the stairwell to the underground tunnels. She knew better than to step onto the street when the liquored-up cowboys were riled. The young man Murphy pulled off the wagon had guts to take on the four men pounding on his Negro friend. Her stomach churned at the sound and sight of the men kicking him. He’d curled up, but not before a boot connected with his skull. From her position she was nearly face to face with the man as he lay in a heap against the railing. 

“Help me,” he whispered.

The men had gone back to beating on the Negro. Shouts and a couple of shots sent the cowboys running down the street. 

Callie bit her lip and peered into the face of the man. He needed medical help. When the lawmen arrived, they’d haul him to jail and wait for him to wake up and tell his story. The law would believe the man deserved to be beaten until he could say otherwise. 

She peered over the stairwell. The spectators were walking away. The big Negro lay in a bloody pile in the street. She couldn’t help him. He was too big and out in the open. 

Callie scooted up the wood stairs, grabbed the young man by the legs, and pulled him to the stairs. He didn’t need any more damage to his body or head, but he weighed nearly double her weight and was a good foot taller. She pulled his legs until his backside was on the first step. 

Pushing his back to put him in a sitting position, she straddled his body from behind, placing her wool clad legs on the outside of his. She slid him down the steps, bouncing her backside step by step downward. At the bottom, she opened the door, grasped his arms, and tugged. 

“Missy Mac, what you find?” her friend Yi Wu asked.

“A man who has been badly beaten. Can you help me take him to Mr. Cai?” She released her hold on one of the arms, and together they tugged and pulled the man down the stone tunnel. His boot heels scraped along the hard-packed floor. The sound of boot heels on the board walkway above echoed in the tunnel along with their straining breaths.

The heat and steam of Mr. Wu’s laundry entered the tunnel as they passed his business. Yi called out to her father in Chinese. Callie only caught a couple of the words. “Helping Missy Mac” and “back.” 

Callie and Yi grunted and tugged, dragging the man through the communal kitchen under the Josh house. The scent of fish and spices clung to her nostrils. Several men playing with small tiles at a table glanced up but didn’t offer to help. 

Finally, they passed the opium parlor. Smoke furled out of the door releasing a cloying, sweet, herbal scent. 

The next doorway led to Mr. Cai’s apothecary. He was the resident doctor for the Chinese of Pendleton and anyone else who didn’t want to be seen going to a regular doctor. 

He chattered in Chinese to Yi. She shrugged and stared at Callie. 

“Mr. Cai. He was beat up on the street for riding in a wagon with a Negro. I could tell he needed help fast.” She and Yi slowly lowered the man to the floor. 

Mr. Cai knelt beside the man. Callie’s stomach churned at the sight of the blood and bruising on the man’s face.

Yi nudged Callie with her pointy elbow. 

Callie frowned at the girl the same height and weight as she. They were both small boned. Frail was the word her mother used to say when her father took Callie hunting and fishing. There was nothing frail about either Callie or Yi. They both worked in Wu’s laundry, washing heavy, wet clothes and bedding. 

Yi giggled and leaned toward Callie. “Missy Mac, you found one fine cowboy.”

Callie shook her head. Yi thought about men all the time. Even though she couldn’t marry anyone until her father said she could marry and to whom, Yi talked nonstop about being a wife. 

Callie had watched her mother waste away to nearly nothing when her husband, Callie’s father, died. Then her mother had remarried. Callie’s stomach soured with disgust. The man had made it perfectly clear he’d be sneaking into her bed. When he did, she’d killed the man and ran away.

She’d figured on getting a job and living just fine. Not having any skills other than hunting, fishing, and wrangling horses, she couldn’t find work. No one believed a woman the size of a boy could tame a horse or bring in game. When the men had started saying things like her stepfather, she’d put on mens clothing and ducked into the underground tunnels of Pendleton. She called herself Mac and had the people on the streets and half the people living underground believing she was a young man. Yi, Yi’s father, and Mr. Cai knew the truth. She lived with the Wu family and had been in need of doctoring. That was how Mr. Cai discovered her true nature. 

“Him concussed. Need clean injuries and watch him.” Mr. Cai stood. “Help get him on bed in back.” 

Callie and Yi each grabbed an arm and pulled the injured man to a small room behind a curtain. A narrow bed barely wide enough for the man’s shoulders and shorter than his length stood at the back of the room. 

“Here.” Mr. Cai pointed to the small bed. “Put.”

Callie tugged and managed to get her side of the man’s back onto the bed. She shoved her hands under his other shoulder and helped lift his upper body onto the cot. Then she put his legs one by one onto the bed. His boots hung over the end. 

“I mix medicine.” He pointed to Yi. “Go work.” Mr. Cai pointed to the man. “You. Take off clothes.” 

Callie’s face burned. She’d seen a few men half-dressed staggering through the alleys, but she’d never undressed a man. 

“Not all. Leave johns.” Mr. Cai spun around and disappeared behind the curtain.

“Undress him.” She bit her bottom lip and stared at his feet. Boots. They were safe. 

She stood with one of the boots between her legs, bent, and tugged. “Uhhhg. Come on boot.” She urged the footwear to release from the man’s foot. Slowly, the boot started to release. Rocking the boot back and forth, the socked foot slowly appeared. She placed the boot by the end of the bed and went to work on the second one. The man stirred and called out as she worked on this boot, but he didn’t wake up. She worried she’d injured him, but didn’t know what to do other than follow Mr. Cai’s orders. When the two boots sat at the end of the bed, she stared down at the man. 

Neckerchief. That was also safe.

The warmth of his neck surprised her as her fingers worked at the knot in the fabric. She stuffed the garment into the boots. 

He had on a jacket, a vest, and a chambray shirt. Staring at the clothing she determined to unbutton all three. Then slip them all off at the same time and only have to lift him up once. Working the coat and vest buttons gave her a chance to study the face underneath the blood and bruises. She hadn’t seen his features before the beating, but from what she could tell, he’d be pleasing to look at. The light brown color of his hair reminded her of caramel candy she’d seen in a store once. 

The top two layers of buttons were done. She swallowed, pulled the warm tails of his shirt out of his wool britches and unbuttoned the bottom button. The heat that had built in her cheeks ebbed when her fingers rubbed against flannel. He was wearing a full set of long johns. Knowing he had a layer she didn’t have to remove made the task go faster and with less embarrassment. 

She struggled to get his first arm out of the three garments, but once it was free, she rolled him and drew the clothing off his other arm. Folding the garments, she was surprised by the scents she encountered. Wood, leather, and only a faint trace of horse. He wasn’t a cowboy. He wasn’t dressed like a farmer either. 

“What do you do?” she asked as she pulled his socks off his feet. She ran a finger up the underside of his left foot. His toes didn’t even wiggle. If she didn’t see the slow rise and fall of his chest she’d think he was dead. 

She stood by the cot staring at the last piece of clothing she had to remove. Wool trousers. Drawing in a deep breath, she steeled herself for the task. The red flannels he wore would cover his lower body, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to touch him so intimately. After all, she’d have to slide the britches over his hips and down. 

“Lookin’ at him ain’t gettin’ the job done.” She leaned down and unbuttoned the waist button. Working the other buttons under the flap loose required her fingers to touch a part of a man’s body she shouldn’t be touching. 

She held her breath and worked the buttons loose as quickly as her dry, cracked fingers would go. A whoosh of air relaxed her lungs when the buttons were all free of the holes. Sliding her hands inside the pants and down his hips, she worked the garment down and eventually off his legs. 

Sweat beaded her brow when she stood at the end of the cot holding his trousers. 

The curtain fluttered, and Mr. Cai hustled in carrying a tray with a steaming tea pot and several tiny bowls. 

Callie folded the trousers and laid them over the other clothing and boots. “Do you have a blanket to cover him?” she asked, staring down at the tray Mr. Cai placed on the small table at the head of the cot. 

“We give medicine, then cover, wait.” 

He handed her a wet cloth and a small bowl with salve in it. “Clean face. Spread wounds.”

She gently wiped at the dried and congealed blood on his face. Most of the blood had come from his nose and a cut on his forehead. She’d never administered to anyone. But this man brought out a nurturing instinct she hadn’t experienced before. Setting the cloth down, she picked up the bowl and dipped a finger into the cool ointment. Her hand shook. She’d never touched a man so intimately. Her chest squeezed. He needed her help. Cautiously, she dabbed the ointment onto the open cuts on his face. 

Mr. Cai poured the steaming tea into a cup and added herbs from the various bowls on his tray. He stirred the tea and took the bowl from her. 

“Hold him. I make drink.” Mr. Cai held the cup up in front of the man. 

Callie put her hands under the man’s back and raised him enough Mr. Cai could drip the tea into the man’s mouth. He stroked the man’s neck, making him swallow the liquid.

“Enough.” Mr. Cai placed the drink on the tray, picked up the tray, and left the room. 

She lowered the man’s upper body back to the bed and stood watching him. 

Mr. Cai returned. “You watch.” He placed a stool against the wall at the head of the bed. 

“I can’t. I was just getting fresh air when I discovered him. I need to get back to work.” Mr. Wu paid her twenty-five cents a week to work in the laundry along with a place to eat and sleep. It was a generous offer, especially, considering what she would have to do if she lived above the tunnels.

“I watch when you deliver laundry. Now you watch. I busy.” Mr. Cai left the room and returned with a bowl of broth for her.

“Tell Mr. Wu I’ll be there to make my deliveries. And tell him you’re the one making me stay here.” She narrowed her eyes at the man the same height as her only stockier. 

He grinned, showing off small, smoke-stained teeth. “Dwee, dwee. I tell him. You find man. You watch man.” 

Callie sat on the stool and leaned her head against the cold stone wall. She sure did find the man. What was she going to do with him when he woke? 


Chapter Two

 

Each breath sent shards of pain piercing through his chest. Donny’s head pounded and burning spasms shot up his left leg. 

His eyelids felt like they were nailed to his cheeks. He couldn’t open them. Why did he hurt so bad? The scents reminded him a bit of Rachel’s front parlor. The one she used to take care of patients. But the air wasn’t as medicinal smelling, it had an earthy aroma. 

He raised a hand to touch his face. A creak, like someone getting up from a chair, filled the silence. A whoosh of air fluttered across his hand. 

“Mister? Mister are you awake?” 

The voice sounded young, and he was pretty sure feminine. 

He drew in a breath to say yes and winced instead. 

“Don’t talk. I’ll get Mr. Cai.” 

Soft footsteps and air fluttering around him proved the person had left. He hadn’t heard the sound of skirts rustling. It must be a young boy. 

“In here. He moved and tried to talk.” The same voice drew closer. 

Two sets of soft footsteps drew near the bed. 

A small pair of hands touched his neck and moved down each arm feeling and testing the parts that should move.

Donny steeled himself for the pain and said, “Chest. Hurt.”

The hands deftly moved to his chest and found the spot that radiated the pain.

“Ahhh!” Donny couldn’t stop the agony-filled cry as the man pressed on the spot.

“Rib broke.” The man moved his hands down Donny’s legs. “Other pain?” The man asked in a funny way Donny hadn’t heard before.

“Left leg. Head.” Donny forced the words and found the pain wasn’t near what he’d experienced when the man pushed on his ribs. 

The hands moved down his left leg. “Broke.” 

He heard one of the people move away from the cot. “Who is he and who are you?” he asked. 

“That’s Mr. Cai. He’s the Chinese healer. I’m Mac. I found you in the street and brought you here.” 

He listened intently. He was pretty sure the person talking was a girl. But Mac was a boy’s name. His head pounded harder trying to hear more. 

“Where am I?” He vaguely remembered being pulled off a wagon, and then being beaten. 

“You’re in the underground tunnels in Pendleton.” 

Underground? That’s why he smelled dirt and dankness.  

A rustle and footsteps revealed the doctor returning. 

“Chest first,” the man said. 

Hesitant fingers worked the buttons on his long johns. They weren’t the nimble, knowledgeable fingers that had inspected his body for injuries. It must be the young person. His body heated when the small, cold fingers touched his skin as the garment was opened. The hands slid toward his shoulders, sliding the garment down his arms.

“Lift. All off,” the man ordered.

The small hands slipped under his back and raised him to a sitting position. 

He gasped for air as the strain on his ribs added to the pain. 

“Sorry,” the young voice whispered in his ear, as his flannels were drawn off his arms and settled around his waist. 

“Arms up,” the doctor said. 

Donny tried to raise his arms, but he couldn’t hold both up at the same time. The pain was too much. 

“I’ll help,” said the young person. The small hands grasped his arms at the elbow. 

Something wide wrapped around his chest as one arm was raised and then the other. The pressure of the bandage on his ribs helped ease the pain a bit. His leg hurt worse than his ribs now. He grimaced as the doctor leaned him forward before the small, hesitant hands lowered him back to the bed. 

“Fix leg, then more medicine,” the doctor said. 

His flannels on his left leg tugged. The shrill sound of ripping material and cool air hitting his throbbing leg meant the doctor had opened the flannels in the area of his leg that was broken. 

He heard a sharp intake of breath. 

“No faint,” the doctor admonished.

“I-I won’t. I’ve never seen a broken leg before it was set.” The shaky voice made Donny wonder if the young person would be able to help the doctor. 

While he hadn’t actually seen a broken leg, he had helped Rachel set one. She was the perfect wife for Clay. She helped her blind husband do things most blind people wouldn’t even consider doing, and she had opened Donny’s mind to doing things he hadn’t thought possible either. The day Donny tripped over Clay Halsey at the blind school had started Donny’s life to a better situation than he’d been headed. Clay had helped him leave the school and become a businessman. Both things Donny thought he’d never be able to do.

“Ahhh!” He shouted as pain radiated up his leg. “What’re you doing?” 

“Set leg.” Small strong hands grasped his leg just below the knee. “Mac, put hands here.”

The firm hands were replaced with the small, cold hands. 

The doctor grasped his leg below the pain. “Hold tight!” he said. 

“Ahhh!” Donny exclaimed as pain ripped through his lower leg, shot up his thigh, and landed as a nauseous spiral in his gut. 

“Mac. Hold here. Man. No move.” The doctor ordered both of them.

If the man’s voice hadn’t been so insistent, Donny didn’t think he would have heard it through the pain radiating in his body. 

He remained still, fearful of more pain if he moved. The small hands dug into his leg above his ankle. 

The doctor pressed on the sore place on his leg then began wrapping the leg. 

Donny felt the pressure of something long and hard pressing on four sides of his leg. The sound and rhythm of the wrapping started again. 

“Nothing for head,” the doctor said. “Make more tea.”

The sound of the man leaving the room was followed by movement around the bed. 

“What are you doing?” Donny asked. 

The person stopped. “It’s pretty plain to see I’m cleanin’ up.”

“It would be plain if I could see.”

“Oh! Mr. Cai! Come quick he can’t see!” The voice rose an octave. 

He was pretty sure it was a young woman and not a boy. 

“Shhh… don’t raise a ruckus.”

“That kick you took must have injured your eyes.” The small hand fluttered across his forehead.

“I couldn’t see before I was attacked.” 

Air whooshed out of the young woman. “You mean you flung yourself into that fight not seein’ a thing?” She made a snort sound. “You’re either foolish or brave. I’m not sure which.” 

Talking about the beating started things coming back to him. “Jasper. My friend. Is he here too?” 

“No. He was too big and out in the middle of the street. I couldn’t get to him without bein’ seen. You were layin’ right next to the stairwell where I was sittin’.”

Donny tried to sit up. The pain seared through his body, but not as piercing as the fear in his heart. “We have to help Jasper.”

“Lay down. You can’t go anywhere until you heal. I’ll go by the jail and see if that’s where he’s at. That’s usually where they take men who get in fights.” 

“But we didn’t start the fight. Someone stopped us when all we were trying to do was cross town.” He relaxed onto his back but wasn’t content to lie around here while Jasper could need help. “Get the doctor in here. I need to know how soon I can get out of here and help Jasper.”

The sound of footsteps faded.

Callie was pretty sure Mr. Cai wouldn’t let the man leave until he was healed. But let the two of them talk it out, she needed to make deliveries for the laundry. She walked up and stood beside Mr. Cai as he measured herbs into the small bowls. “The man wants to know when he can leave. He’s worried about a friend who was also beaten.” She shot a glance to the curtain separating the two rooms. “He’s blind. Can’t see.”

“I check.”

“No. He was that way before he was beaten.” She took two steps toward the door leading to the tunnels. “I have to deliver the laundry now.”

“When finish, come back. Sleep here.”

“He’s your patient, not mine.” She held up her hands as if she could ward off the power Mr. Cai had over people to make them do his bidding.

“He not mine. You found. You responsibility he not cause trouble.” 

Callie sighed. She knew the unspoken rule. If an outsider, like herself when she first arrived, was brought in by someone, in her case Yi Wu, that person was responsible for the actions of the outsider. 

“I’ll bring my sleeping pad.” She wasn’t looking forward to sleeping in the small room with the injured man, but she also didn’t want to get tossed out of the underground refuge she’d found. 

Callie followed the tunnel back to Wu’s laundry. 

“How your man?” Yi asked, glancing up from the bedding she was folding. 

“He isn’t my man.” Callie was getting tired of people calling the blind, foolish man hers. 

“You found, you keep.” Yi giggled and continued folding the bedding.

Mr. Wu glared at his daughter, as was usual. Yi must have received her good spirits and playfulness from her mother. Yi said she didn’t know because her mother had died when she was born. Her father and mother had paid to come to America to live better before the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. 

“Mac deliveries.” Mr. Wu waved his hand toward the four bundles wrapped in brown paper and tied with a string sitting inside the door. “Golden Rule. Pendleton Hotel. Academy. St. George.” 

Callie mentally fixed the routes she would take to deliver the bundles of bedding. The Academy was the farthest away and the Golden Rule was the closest to the courthouse and jail. 

She picked up the bundle for the St. George Hotel and headed down the tunnels to the stairwell closest to the street she would travel to deliver the laundry. Not being Chinese or a soiled dove, she could have popped out anywhere and carried the laundry down the street like anyone else. But she didn’t like anyone taking particular notice of her. 

Her picture could be on a wanted poster. When Ma found her husband stabbed to death in her daughter’s bed, Callie was pretty sure Ma would have sent the law after her.


Chapter Three

 

Donny drank the nasty-tasting tea the man gave him. He knew the man was of another culture, but he’d never heard the words the man said or the way he said them. Even his English words had a funny sound to them. 

“When can I get out of here?” he asked, when the cup pressed to his lips disappeared.

“Leg two months. Chest one month.” 

He heard the scoot, clink, and thunk of the man placing items on a tray.

“I can’t stay here that long. I have a friend who was beaten up like me. I have to make sure he’s getting help.” Donny tried to sit up and fell back against the bed as pain shot through his chest and leg. 

A hand rested on his shoulder. “Rest. Quicker heal.” 

“Mac isn’t like you. What is she doing down here? Why are you hiding underground?” Donny needed to learn all he could about this underground living. Without sight he had to rely on other senses to get him out and help Jasper.

“Missy Mac story. She tell when return.” 

The shuffling gait and fading herbal scents told him the man had left him alone. 

He couldn’t even get up and check out the room. He had to rely on the muffled voices in the language he’d heard the doctor mutter to know he wasn’t alone. He ran a hand over the wall. Rough square stones made the wall he laid next to and above his head. Dangling an arm over the edge of the cot, he winced but touched a cold, dirt-packed floor. 

Maybe he wasn’t underground. But why would the girl say so if they weren’t? He searched his mind to try and remember everything he’d heard about Pendleton. It was wild and unruly most of the time. He placed a hand on his swollen face. Why had those men stopped them? And why hadn’t anyone stepped in and helped? Where was the law in this town?

***

Callie dropped the last bundle of laundry at the back door of the Golden Rule and set out at a brisk pace toward the courthouse. The jail was in the bottom of the courthouse. She didn’t like walking around out in the open, but would feel guilty if she didn’t help the friend of the man on Mr.Cai’s cot. 

Dr. Vincent walked out of the courthouse. He was stopped by the sheriff. She walked up the path to the front of the courthouse, listening intently.

“That Negro insists he didn’t do anything and I believe him. He’s big enough if he’d started something there would be more than one person needing medical attention,” Dr. Vincent said. 

“He insists he had someone with him. I sent a deputy back down to see if he could find anyone,” the sheriff said. 

She hurried on toward the courthouse then ducked around to the side. The Negro had doctoring. She could relay that news. Now to get back to the tunnels without anyone taking notice of her. 

Callie trotted through the alleys and cautiously crossed the main streets. While she looked like a boy from a distance, she had a hard time looking like one when someone took the time to peer under her hat brim. Yi told Callie, her face reminded Yi of a doll she’d seen in a store window. Pink cheeks, big blue eyes with long eyelashes, and pretty bow-shaped lips. That wasn’t how you’d describe a boy. Her hands were rough, red, and cracked from doing the laundry. They didn’t give her away. 

One block from the tunnel entrance and ten feet from the entrance to one of the saloons, a fight broke out. Three men were shoving another man around. 

“Where is it, Hubert?” one man asked, slamming Hubert in the mouth. The man stumbled backwards. 

“I don’t have—” Before he could finish the sentence another fist sunk into the man’s belly. 

He staggered, turned, and started to run toward Callie. She tried to dodge the man but stumbled. The man lurched forward and fell on top of her. 

“Get off me!” she huffed and shoved at the man. He smelled of liquor and sweaty male. Just like her step-father the night he…She screamed and shoved. Her mind leapt back to that night. His hands grabbing, pinching. His nasty breath. His body pushing against her. She tried to reach down, but she wasn’t on a bed. There wasn’t a knife hidden under the mattress. Her hand grasped something small and round. She clutched it in her fisted hand.

The weight lifted off her, and she rolled into a ball, crying. 

A rough shake pulled her out of her memory. 

“Hey, boy. Nothin’ to fret about. Hubert’s just had too much to drink.”

She sprang to her feet, but before they could carry her away, the same hand that shook her shoulder, grabbed her arm. 

“Ain’t you the boy that delivers laundry for the Chiney Wu?” 

She ducked her head. Dusk had settled in, but the light from the open door of the establishment spread across the steps and the man’s back. Her face would be drenched in light if she raised her head.

“Yes. I need to get goin’.” She struggled to pull her jacket free of the man’s grip. 

“The boss has been wantin’ to visit with you.” The man hauled her up the steps. He turned back to the street. “Take care of him,” he told the other two. 

She glanced over her shoulder as the man hauled her into the building. The men were digging through Hubert’s pockets. 

Callie hadn’t set foot in a saloon before. There was a bordello upstairs and a gambling hall in the basement. She delivered laundry to the back steps of two places similar to this one. Mr. Wu only dealt with the two. He said he owed the owners, since they’d helped him when he first arrived in the area. 

The man hauled her across the room by the back collar of her jacket. The large room had tables and chairs, a long bar, and a small stage where a woman, in a short dress with too much of her bosoms showing, was singing and kicking up her legs, showin’ her lacy underdrawers. Cowboys, merchants, and businessmen puffed on cigars and lifted mugs of beer and shots of whiskey. Sweat, stale smoke, and stench of tobacco spit assaulted her nose. The man continued through the noisy room without anyone so much as glancing their way. The next door he opened had a half-dozen scantily-clad women standing and sitting about the room. Men were scattered among the ladies. They all held glasses with amber liquid. Smoke hung in the air just like the opium den in the tunnel. But this smoke wasn’t sickly sweet, it was the opposite. Between the acrid smoke and sweet perfume her nose started to tickle and burn.

She didn’t get a good look at the people or the room before the man stopped at a door. He knocked and went in, dragging her behind, without waiting for an invite.

A man sat in a chair with a girl not much older than Callie sitting on his lap. The dark-haired girl showed off more skin than was proper. Callie ducked her head and shoved her fisted hand in her trouser pockets. She released the object she’d picked up in the street. 

The man’s probing gaze landed on her. 

“I thought you were taking care of a matter for me, Mort?” The man’s deep booming voice was riddled with accusation. 

“Mr. Bentine, I took care of that problem. This is that boy that works for Wu. The other day you said to grab him if I seen him.” Mort shoved her toward the man with the girl on his lap. 

Keeping her brim tilted downward, all she could see of the man and woman were their feet and legs. The man had on shiny brown shoes and brown wool trousers. The girl had fancy slippers and bare legs. 

The girl slid off Mr. Bentine’s lap and walked toward her. 

Callie gulped and continued to stare at the floor. 

“He’s shy,” the girl said, walking in a close circle around her. She sniffed. “Smells funny too.” 

“Go find something to do Iris,” Mr. Bentine’s deep-voice ordered. 

The girl left the room. 

“What’s your name, boy?” Mr. Bentine asked. 

“Mac.” She tried to make her voice sound huskier. 

Mr. Bentine laughed. “I think we got us a boy that’s not quite a man.” 

Mort joined the laughter. 

“I want you to tell Wu, I’ll be dropping off laundry tomorrow morning. And I expect it back here tomorrow night.” The deep voice lowered to a near growl. 

“He can’t get your laundry back in one day. We’ve others to do as well.” 

A hand snaked out and grabbed her wrist. He turned the hand palm up. “You work in the laundry too?” 

She nodded. No sense lying, her hands gave her away. 

He didn’t let loose of her wrist. He pulled her closer. “Look at me when I talk to you.” He whipped her hat off her head. 

Callie cursed Yi for talking her into not cutting her hair. It had grown since she started working in the laundry. It fell below her shoulders. She glared up into the face of Raymond Bentine. She’d watched him from a distance, listening to what others had to say about him. 

His eyes widened in surprise before his mouth twisted into a smirk. “You look like a china doll. Men are going to pay good money to bed you.” His grip tightened. 

She curled her lips back. “I killed the last man that tried to bed me.” She bit his hand. 

He roared and released her wrist. She snatched her hat from his hand, smashed it on her head, and dashed by Mort, using the door the girl had left open. Dodging through the shrieking women and stunned men, she grabbed the door and swung it open. She heard hollering behind her as she dashed around tables in a direct line for the door. 

The cold night air stung her lungs as she drew in gulps of air. She ducked around the corner and down an alley. Her legs pumped as fast as she could make them go, carrying her to the safety of a stairwell leading to the tunnels. 

Inside the tunnel, she slid down the wall, clutched her knees to her chest, and gulped the moist, earthy scent of the sanctuary. She was of no use to Mr. Wu now. She couldn’t deliver the laundry. Mr. Bentine would have men waiting for her. One of the stories she’d heard about him was the fact when he set his mind to getting a woman in his house, he got her by any means. He’d been linked to the murder of a pretty woman’s husband. When she could no longer pay her debts, he paid them, then put her to work in his bordello.

She had to remain in the tunnels or move on. 

Once her breathing was normal, she stood. Using the moonlight shining through the metal grids on the boardwalk above, she scurried down the tunnel to the communal kitchen. Her belly had been aching since before she hauled the last bundle of laundry to the Golden Rule. 

The scents of fish, spices, and tea wafted to her as she neared the large area with a wood cookstove and long table. Mr. Wu paid to have his food cooked by Lin Huang, the cook. Mr. Wu didn’t want Yi to socialize with the single men who ate in the communal kitchen and slept in the three high bunk beds in a dormitory-type area under the Josh house, a building the Chinese used as a place to worship. He also paid for food for Callie. She liked to eat in the kitchen area. It gave her time away from her employer and time to learn what was happening up on the streets. 

Tonight, her heart beat in her throat as she approached the area. After her encounters, she really didn’t feel like eating with the others, but she also didn’t want to be alone. 

Mr. Cai walked out of the kitchen carrying a tray.

He thrust the tray at her. “Eat. Feed man.” He turned and walked back into the kitchen area. 

She smiled at his abrupt manner and giving her the perfect situation to stay away from the others, yet not have to eat alone. 


Chapter Four

 

Donny smelled food and heard the swish of fabric. 

“Doc, I need to know more about this place.” 

“I’m not Mr. Cai.” 

Mac’s voice put a smile on his face. She was easier to talk to than the abrupt doctor.

“Do I smell food?” he asked, to ease her into a conversation. She hadn’t acted friendly during their last conversation. 

“Yes. I hope you like Chinese food. It’s a bit different from what you’re probably used to.” 

Dishes rattled and the sound of something scooting across the floor tilted his head toward the sound. 

“Help me sit up. I can feed myself,” he said, starting to push up with his hands. The twinge in his side reminded him that he couldn’t move like before the beating. 

Small, rough-skinned hands lifted his back, tucking scratchy wool blankets behind him until he was halfway propped up. 

“That’s all the blankets.” 

“I’ll figure it out.” He held his hands up, waiting for a plate or bowl. 

The weight and roundness of a bowl settled in his hands. He raised it to his lips and sipped. The broth was close to the chicken soup his ma made but with a fishy taste. Chunks of something bumped his lips, but he continued drinking until no more broth slid between his lips. 

“You have a spoon?” he asked.

“No. Down here we use chopsticks.” 

He released one hand from the bowl. A small hand cupped his hand. He felt two wooden sticks about the size of Kelda’s knitting needles placed in his hand. 

“How do I use these?” He tried stabbing the sticks into the bowl, but when he put the end in his mouth there was nothing on them. 

Smothered giggles tittered in the air beside him. “For you it would be best to put the bowl to your mouth and use the sticks to scoop it in.” 

He tried several times and finally found the right angle to get the food into his mouth and operate the sticks. When three tries brought nothing into his mouth he decided the bowl was empty. 

“Is there anything to drink?” he asked, enjoying the soft slurping as Mac ate her food.

“Yes, tea with your healin’ herbs.” 

The bowl lifted from his hands. The sticks were removed, and a warm small cup nested against his right palm. He closed his fingers around the cup. The medicinal smell of the tea wasn’t the refreshment he was looking for. 

“From the way you’re scrunchin’ your nose, that tea doesn’t taste too good.” 

“It’s not as bad as some of the medicine Rachel gave me. The smell is actually worse than the taste.” Donny held his breath and gulped down the whole cup at once. Better to get it over with. 

“Who’s Rachel and what’s your name?” The question didn’t sound curious, more like conversation. 

“I’m Donny Kimball. Rachel is the wife of my boss, Clay Halsey.” Donny’s chest clenched with emotion thinking about how Rachel and Clay had brought him to Sumpter and allowed him to be treated like a whole man and not a man without sight. 

“Your boss? How can you hold a job when you can’t see?” 

He bristled at the young woman’s assumption he was worthless without his sight. “I can do just as much as most men. I taught others how to make brooms at the blind school since I lost my sight at the age of eight. Then Clay gave me a job at his business making writing tablets for the blind.” He shoved his cup at her. “Soon as I can stand on this leg, I’ll find Jasper and get back to Sumpter.” 

“Jasper the name of the Negro you were with?” 

“Yes.”

“He’s at the jail. I heard the doc talking to the sheriff. They’re tryin’ to figure out who started the fight.” Mac’s tone told him something else had happened.

“You can tell them who started the fight. You saw it. Then bring Jasper here. He’ll get me back to Sumpter.” This was the first good news he’d heard since waking up from his beating.

“I can’t talk to anyone. Especially the sheriff.” The finality in her words struck him.

“What do you mean you can’t talk to the sheriff? That’s how you can get rid of me.” He didn’t understand anything. “Why are you and the doctor hiding under the ground?” 

“It’s not just me and Mr. Cai. There is a community of Chinese people who use the tunnels and some who live down here. The soiled doves use the tunnels to get about town too.”

That was why he heard voices on the other side of the wall. 

“Why are you all living down here?” 

“The Chinese are here because the cowboys get liquored up and beat them, like they did you, if they walk the streets during the daylight hours. All a Chinese man has to do is look at a woman or cross the path of the wrong person and they find themselves dead or almost dead. The tunnels allow them to move about without being harmed.” 

“You made it sound like they live down here.” 

“Some do. There are a few families who have businesses and living space and there are single men who live in a dorm under the Josh house. There is a kitchen and bath for those of us who choose to live here. There are businesses, both Chinese and a few of our kind, down here. Laundries, baths, milliners, and gaming halls.” Mac’s voice hardened at the last comment.
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