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      Pride. Greed. Envy. Lust. Sloth. Gluttony. Wrath.

      I would love to say these emotions—these seven most deadly sins—are of rare occurrence. Yet… how many of us experience some form of them daily? And what are the consequences?

      This was the prompt given to the Novelitics Writers Collective. Each writer was assigned a sin at random. Each came through with a story rich in the ways we humans stumble.

      None of the sins are labeled. That part is for you, the reader, to discover. After all, one sin can lead to another, and another still…

      Do any lead to virtue? Where are faith, hope, charity?

      Are we all just a mix of light and shadow, good and evil, stumbling forward through the garden paths of our lives?

      We invite you now to walk with us.

      Not through a tidy parable, but through the wild and tangled garden of human nature.

      May you find something true—and perhaps even a bit redemptive—within.

      
        
        Kim Taylor Blakemore

        Editor
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          SHIRLEY PEREZ WEST

        

      

    

    
      There they were again. Small tracks leading from her garden. The sun had not yet cleared the granite cliff above Estér’s claim. The terraces she had hacked into the hillside, long slender rows no wider than a bed or coffin, were still in shadow. She bent close and squinted at the tracks, half the size of her hand, no trace of claws or hooves, nails or toes; not really tracks at all, just smudges in the sandy soil.

      Estér had nurtured this garden for three seasons, eventually growing enough to sustain her and the man who had found her hunched at the side of the road, her skirts soaked in her unborn child’s blood. He had brought her north in the spring of 1848. There were still patches of snow on the ground then. The icy stream that flowed down the hillside had shocked her when she’d stepped into it, barefoot, skirts tied and tucked into her waistband, which hadn’t helped because her legs had buckled with the sting of freezing water and she went down hard on the rocky bottom, flailing, feet slipping, unable to get them under her enough to stand.

      The man had laughed, not cruelly; she could not deny she presented quite a spectacle. He did not reach out a hand to help her to stand. Instead, he raised his arms to the Almighty, then built a fire so she might warm herself when she finally found her feet and scrambled past the boulders along the river’s edge. She did not step fully into the river again until the July sun burned the back of her neck, and the only relief was to lie in the pool formed by an eddy farther down the hill.

      Estér had learned a lot that first year—how to ride a full day in the saddle; to find a straight and true tree to fell with the man’s axe; to steer away from a certain kind of man with a hunger in his eyes for more than gold; and how to spot every trace of gold that winked from the wooden batea she used to sift sand and gravel.

      Estér scoured her budding garden, looking for signs of intrusion, but the small prints ended just outside the stone borders. She plucked a young radish from the long row, wiped it with her handkerchief, and bit into its crisp, piquant flesh. Whatever was stalking her garden had not molested any of its early bounty which, besides the radishes from the last of the precious seeds she had sewn into her hems before leaving for California, included the tender shoots of peas and beans reaching for the trellis she had yet to build. When the sun shone a full day over the terraces, she would plant the cabbages and squashes and onions that would last into next winter. And she would try again with the corn and chiles from the last of her seeds.

      Her shoulders tensed with frustration followed by the familiar cold prickle of fear. Her cache of gold was buried in this garden. Three years of work. Clearly the small indents were not made by an animal, nor had any animal ventured past the stone border of her terraces. Perhaps the marks were etched by something that traveled below the dirt, coming up for air at intervals and leaving a hollow impression. She followed the soft tracks that led from her garden, a low growl in her throat, until, like before, they disappeared into the smooth, granite boulders, some bigger than her cabin, strewn haphazardly down the hillside like God’s discarded seeds.
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        * * *

      

      Estér chiseled a nubbin of tea from the pressed block she had bought on her last trip to the Big Camp and dropped it into the shallow pan of water simmering on the coals of last night’s fire. She stretched her back with a deep sigh, surveying the small domain she and the man had cut into the woods. Her eyes roamed to every corner of the cleared land, past boulders and the small turns of the tumbling river to the edge of the woods.

      She didn’t know what she was looking for. No one had yet bothered her here, though the fear of someone jumping her claim shadowed her. Before he left, the man had given her a folded paper that he said would prove her right to this claim. “Are you crazy?” she’d laughed, because the idea that a woman, a Mexican woman, could claim anything in this land was absurd.

      The only visitor they had received in that first year was a tall Chilean on his way to Sacramento. She’d prepared a salve to soothe the blistered rash covering his face and hands and places he would not show. “Not to a woman,” he’d said, gesturing to her men’s clothing with his chin, letting her know he was not fooled. She looked at him with hard eyes so that he might understand she was done being a woman.

      The Chilean and a company of other countrymen had been attacked and routed from their camp, called Spanish Bar. “Do you know it?” Yes, she knew it. She and the man had come through there in the spring of 1848. It was thick with men from Northern Mexico—the first to answer the call to the gold fields of Alta California. She had drawn many stares as they worked their way through Spanish Bar, asking after the scoundrel Alfonso Ruiz who’d given her the ill-fated child and left her behind. There were maybe a dozen other women in a sea of men. Some worked their bateas in the stream alongside men. Others were occupied at their fires cooking food or boiling clothes. The man had insisted they look for Ruiz, intending to hand her off and be on his way. “I’ll not be burdened with a woman and all the temptation of one,” he’d said.

      They did not find Ruiz, and so she’d followed the man out of Spanish Bar. After a week, they came upon this unclaimed portion of the stream that joined the Yuba River. Together, they’d built a cabin of stacked logs—three walls buttressed against a boulder that reached past the tops of their heads. When the snow and rain filtered through the cracks of the roof that first winter, they huddled under an oil cloth, shivering through the night. She’d disliked being in close quarters with him; had not liked the way he smelled, unwashed for weeks at a time. But he did not bother her in the way many men tried. He’d told her he was a man of God who had spent some years establishing missions in Chile for the Anglican Church. When he’d come down the mountains into Valparaiso seeking passage for England, news of the gold discovery had already erupted. She did not know how he came to be in that desolate valley, or why she listened to him when he commanded that she rise from the pool of her own blood. He’d knelt with her and prayed for her baby’s soul, then he’d prayed for her deliverance from grief. She still prayed for it.

      Estér strained hot tea into her cup with a bandana then used the warm cloth to clean her face and wipe sleep from her eyes. Later, when the sun bathed the hillside, she stretched strips of cloth behind the stone ledge of each terrace to further block curious creatures from rooting among the seedlings. Her low fence, made from strips of a threadbare shawl no wider than a hand, fluttered with a light wind that swept up from the valley. She smelled chimney smoke and the rotting carcasses of animals. People.

      She had last walked to the Big Camp in deep winter to replenish supplies and, in truth, to visit with the woman Josefa. The camp, usually quieter in winter, was full of men, mostly Anglos, with a smattering of others. A cacophony of tongues. New houses and tents dotted the hillsides among fresh tree stumps, pinched between hotels and gambling houses, laundries and stables. There was a new mercantile, but she was unable to go inside. A gang of miners had started a commotion because they could not agree upon the day’s date. The commotion had turned into a fight and so Estér retreated, eventually finding a few meager supplies being sold from a wagon.

      A banner stretched across the rutted street between two tall buildings with glass windows. She did not read English well, though the man had read to her from his Bible and left it among his discarded possessions. The woman Josefa told her the banner said, “Bienvenidos a Downieville.”

      Estér had been relieved to find Josefa at home in the small cabin tacked onto the back of a cantina. She’d first encountered Josefa in the street calling to passersby, inviting them to play monte. As Estér passed, she spoke in quiet Spanish, warning her to take care. “The men’s wants for comfort are like a fever,” she said. Though she had cropped her braids and wore the man’s discarded clothes, she knew her stiff brimmed hat didn’t hide the soft features of her face. On this last visit, Josefa had offered to help her find a gun. Perhaps it was time.

      Rain washed away the snow hidden behind boulders and at the base of trees. Could it have been the rain that caused the imprints? But it was not the first time she had seen them. She watched the river rush down the hill, curling upon itself where it passed over rocks she knew well. Smooth, wide rocks she could sit on while panning in late summer. The morning chill hung in the air, but it was time to get to work.

      She pulled off her leather boots near the calm pool and rolled each leg of her pantalones past her knees, then edged into the frigid water. When she found solid footing, she bent and thrust the batea into the gravel and pulled up a panful. The man had said the claim was played out, but every time Estér plunged her greased arms into the water and brought up a batea of wet dirt, she found small bits of gold like baby’s teeth.

      “Mira,” she would say to the man, long-gone. “You of little faith.”

      She had no good sense of how much her cache of gold was worth. But she knew in the depth of her being it was not yet enough. Once, when she had found what the man called a nugget the size of her big toe, he said it would buy a donkey. She had been pleased to think she could dig up a donkey with one day’s effort, but now, two years later, she doubted it.

      On her last trip to the Big Camp an ounce of gold was worth $16. But a single egg cost $3 and a sack of flour $15. The man had warned her to carry only dust and offer small amounts. This would keep her gold and her claim safe from those who came too late to this bounty and were desperate.

      When she left Sonora, Estér had believed that she and Ruiz, when she found him, would stay only until they’d dug enough gold to buy their own land. She would raise goats and Ruiz would breed horses and their children would thrive. Whenever she remembered this dream, the hollowness inside her filled with sour air, making her bend forward and cough until her ribs ached.

      Estér panned until the sun waned and her arms and legs numbed with cold. She revived her fire and sat on a stout log to sift through the last batea of gravel she’d dug. This habit of sifting one last batea at her fire was something she’d learned to do to distract her from the loneliest part of her day. Her eyes darted this way and that as she scratched through the rough leavings until she spied a slight glint.

      “Bueno,” she said under her breath as she pinched a morsel of gold from the dirt, and then a low hum of satisfaction as a spark coursed through her fingers and warmed her chest. She’d heard of miners who ate bits of their gold.

      “Such fools,” she said, dropping the last bits into the cloth sack tied at her waist. She weighed it in her open palm. It was time to add it to her cache.

      As always, Estér waited until dark to uncover the strongbox, buried in her terraced garden. She’d pieced it together from a discarded crate she’d found at the Big Camp and buried it in the top bed. The box was barely wide enough for her to sit on. If she lay along the terrace, she could reach the bottom where she stowed the largest nuggets. Deerskin bags of smaller pieces were set on top of the nuggets and on top of these she nestled the canvas bags filled with dust and very small bits. The box could hold only two or three more bags. She replaced the wooden lid, covered it with stones and soil, scolding herself for not having spent the dull winter hours making a new box. 

      The man had said the assayer in the Big Camp would weigh her gold and give her dollars or a note that would be honored by banks in Marysville or Sacramento. Perhaps it was time to start exchanging her gold. A small chill rattled her spine. She dismissed the idea. She needed more gold to fulfill her dream of land and a future without deprivation. The thought brought the familiar vision of her with a family, living on their own ranch, unbeholden to anyone. She reveled in the thought until the image faded as if a cloud had passed over the sun, and her chest swelled with emptiness.

      The man had warned her about the desire for earthly things the gold would buy. Every time he ventured among the growing hordes of miners and those that followed in their shadow, he’d spoken of the destruction that would come of gluttonous desires that knew neither bounds nor satisfaction. He himself had woken one day with the conviction that they had retrieved all the gold that God had provided them and, therefore, saved them from destruction. He offered to escort Estér as far as Marysville, three day’s walk. She weighed the wisdom of traveling under his protection or continuing to work the claim. As much as the thought of being alone in this place unsettled her, she knew she needed more gold to make her way in this world. Their claim still held more—enough to provide what she needed.
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        * * *

      

      The morning dawned clear and cold, with no trace of frost. She tended to her ablutions then went to her garden to pluck a radish and enjoy it with her corn mush. She was some distance from the terraces when she noticed a gap in her cloth fence, like a missing tooth. She hastened to the bottom terrace. A handful of radishes lay scattered on the dirt, stripped of their leaves. She scanned for the familiar indentations, but the dirt appeared to have been swept. One half-eaten radish lay among chewed bits. She plucked it up, then dropped it.

      “What is this?” she asked, her heart thrumming in her throat. The teeth marks resembled her own.

      She spent most of the daylight roaming in widening circles, looking for signs that she was not alone. She found nothing but the occasional droppings of foxes. Her palms buzzed and ached with the need to be in the water before more precious bits of gold washed downstream. The farther she ventured, the more her fears prickled around her neck, and the more certain she became that she had to move her gold. She fried the last of the softened garbanzos and warmed two tortillas before the sun dropped too low. She ate ravenously, clearly depleted from her worry over who or what had invaded her garden. Such brazenness to take one of the cloth strips and discard young, healthy radishes. It was a message: I am watching you. She thought again of Josefa’s offer to help her buy a gun.

      She slept uneasily that night and woke before dawn. She lit a torch and walked to her terraced garden. Nothing looked amiss. She followed her usual routine of panning and early on found a good-sized nugget, like a golden quail egg. She eagerly shoveled and scratched through pan after pan of the river’s gravel until the numbness in her arms and hands made it impossible for her to lift anything more. While she had collected the usual number of small bits, there were no more nuggets that day. She checked her garden in deep shadow, but saw no new evidence of the intruder.

      As she made another survey of her camp she fingered the nugget in her trouser pocket, letting the smooth side warm in her palm, turning it so that its rough side tickled her skin, then again to smooth warmth. Estér walked wider circles around her camp absently fingering the gold and arguing with herself about moving her cache. It wouldn’t be dark for another hour, and she did not have enough dust to make it worthwhile to dig up her strongbox. The nugget was large enough to warrant safekeeping, but she liked the feel of it in her pocket, on her skin.

      Her stomach rumbled. She could not remember having eaten anything since her morning bowl of corn mush. She returned to her fire and warmed a tortilla, spreading it with the tiny spoon of lard she wished was butter. She sipped her tea and added sticks to the fire as stars began to show themselves.

      Gazing up into the sky filling with twinkling light, Estér wished she had someone here to share this wondrous moment. Her mother had told her stories about the clusters and shapes formed by the brightest apparitions. “See there,” she would say, pointing into the night. “There is a mother bear who cannot find her cub so she has taken in a lizard to care for. And there, look. See the hunter with his machete?” Cold filled Estér’s chest. She coughed to force it out, catching her breath as hot tears dripped. She groped in her pocket for the nugget, caressed its varied surface until she felt soothed enough to bank her fire and find her bed.

      Estér woke with a start. She held still in the black air, listening for the sound that had jarred her from sleep. As her eyes adjusted, she scanned the small space—three walls of stacked logs built around a boulder that radiated coldness in the winter and heat in the summer, a roof of pine boards spread with pitch. Sometime in her second season she had covered the boulder and two other walls with the canvas tent the man had used. She closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep until the whimpering noise she heard in her dream became real.

      Estér crawled from her pallet to the cabin’s door and pressed her ear against the thin planks. The predawn chill seeped through the cracks. There it was again, a small whimper. She held her breath, her heart beating an alarm. She tried to think through what might make such a sound. A dog or wolf perhaps. A coyote. She had never seen any of these animals roaming the foothills, only deer and fox and other small creatures that scurried about. Once she came upon a beaver working to dam a section of the stream. The man had said there were bears and mountain lions in these wilds, but assured her they would cut a wide swath around human stink.

      The whimpering sound came again. No louder or closer. Estér stood and slid the wooden latch, held her breath in her throat as she eased the door open. Her gaze went to the waning coals of her fire some ten feet away. Estér saw the creature at the same moment she heard it whimper. She took an uneasy step outside her cabin and was astonished by the sight of a child, bundled in a thick hide, asleep at her fire. She stepped closer until its eyes flashed open.

      She crouched, hoping to help soothe the child’s fears, taking in as much detail as she could to assure herself she was not dreaming. She tapped her chest. “I am Estér.” Her voice croaked from disuse. The child scampered backward, eyes wide, then jumped to its feet and ran.

      “Wait. I won’t hurt you,” Estér called into the darkness. She trotted after it, repeating her promise that she meant no harm until she found herself in the thick of the forest, shivering, with no good idea of the direction the child had taken.

      Estér lay awake until dawn thinking through what she had seen. A human child, half her size, clothed in rabbit skins, dark cropped hair and plump, smudged cheeks. She was sure this was the creature whose tracks had befuddled her, who had tasted her radishes and spit them out. Had it been watching her all these days? Why had it dared to sleep by her fire? And for how long had it been slumbering within her reach? She felt foolish for not having noticed signs of its nightly visits. She wondered about the discarded radishes and the missing cloth. She imagined the child had been trying to warn her of its presence. Did it know where her cache of gold was buried? But why had it run away? And where was it now?

      She turned these questions in her mind, unable to sleep. When she woke the sun had cleared the hills above her claim. She hurriedly dressed and followed small tracks she now understood were made by the deerskin slippers the child wore, up the hillside, between giant boulders until she came to a cave.

      She sniffed the air for signs of animals living inside then peered into the low opening. At first, she did not see the child huddled against the wall, staring at her, tear tracks cutting a path through cheeks mottled with mud. Estér dropped to her knees and held out her hand. The child looked at it with bunched brows, clearly battling the desire to trust with the instinct of fear.

      Estér glanced about the small cave. There was a mat made of rushes, a carrying basket, and a shallow metal pan for sifting gold.

      “Estás solo?” Estér asked. “Alone?”

      The child looked away. Of course it was alone. But how could this be?

      “Come,” she said, beckoning with her hand and slowly backing out of the cave.

      A morning breeze lifted her hair, reminding Estér it was time to cut it. She wondered if the child thought her a man or a woman. She hummed then sang a song her mother had sung to her—one that made her smile and dance. She glanced back at the empty cave opening. Maybe the best thing to do was to go back to her camp, build up the fire, and cook a pot of corn mush.

      “Come, let’s eat,” she called in Spanish. Her voice echoed off the boulders. She wondered what language the child spoke. She guessed that it was from one of the tribes that lived in this part of California. She was a distant relation to the Yaquis who lived in the hills north of her town. She retreated down the hill, still singing, filled with a new purpose.

      The child did not follow at first, though by the time Estér had scooped mush into her tin bowl it appeared at her fire.

      “Bueno,” she said as she filled another bowl with hot mush. She smiled softly at the child as she handed over the bowl and a spoon the man had whittled from pine. It seemed a familiar implement.

      Estér let the silence settle between them, though a river of questions coursed through her head. The child had dark hair cropped to shoulder length. Below a rabbit skin vest was an oversized, canvas miner’s shirt that dropped past its knees. Doe skins were wrapped and tied around its legs. Of the native women and girls Estér had seen on her journey north, most wore fitted woven hats and short skirts of reeds or skins and shawls made from skins. A few she encountered wore calico blouses over linsey-woolsey skirts. The child’s head was bare. She decided it was female. As to her age, not knowing her people, Estér guessed she was five or six years old. Her breath caught at the thought that one so young would have to survive on its own.

      “Soy Estér,” she said softly, tapping her chest.

      The child’s eyes widened. “Tayo,” she said, mimicking Estér’s gesture.

      Tayo licked the last of the mush from the bowl and spoon, then stowed both in the basket Estér had seen in the cave. What did it mean that the girl brought her possessions? Would she retreat now that these newest gifts were packed? Estér could feel herself sink into the comfort of company and the shadow of loneliness that followed close. She shook the thought and set about washing up in the river.

      As she scoured the mush pot, Estér could not resist picking through the gravel bits. Here and there a fleck of gold shimmered for her attention. No matter its size, she would drop it into her sack. On her last dip into the river, she found a piece the size of a small bean. She turned to Tayo, holding it between her thumb and forefinger.

      “Do you know this? Gold?” she asked in Spanish.

      Tayo’s gaze dropped. She nodded. Estér sidled back to her and knelt.

      “Where is your mother?”

      Nothing.

      “Your father?”

      Tayo looked at Estér, dark eyes glossed with sadness. With broken Spanish, another language Estér did not know, and many hand gestures, Tayo related the story of gold mining with men from a rancheria in the north. Estér felt she understood what was important. Tayo did not have a living mother and had been part of a mining party when white men had attacked them, stealing their gold, and shooting many of the men with guns. Tayo’s father hid her in a cave and went back to find others. Tayo waited through a turn of the moon, and then walked to lower elevations as the snow melted. She found the river and took fish from the river and found a good cave.

      Estér guessed that Tayo had been in her vicinity for several weeks, perhaps a month. But she had no good idea of when Tayo’s father had left, or if he was dead or still roaming the hills searching for his lost child. Perhaps she would ask the woman Josefa if she knew of a rancheria to the north.

      Tayo pulled something from beneath her rabbit skin vest: the missing cloth from Estér’s garden. With a wide-eyed look at Estér, she tied the swath around her waist.

      “So, it was you.” Estér stood and started down the hill to her garden. “Come,” she said to Tayo. She walked the girl along the borders of the three terraced beds, naming every plant and seedling that was showing itself, naming their uses.

      “This one,” she said, pointing to a pale, heart-shaped leaf, “is a chayote. Delicious roasted and mashed with tinned milk. We’ll have to make a trellis soon for it to climb. The fruit is very heavy.” She cupped her hands and let them sink from the weight of a phantom chayote. She glanced at the sky, achingly blue, the sun at its peak. “Another week or two like this and we will plant beans and squashes.” She swept her hand to take in the bounty that would feed them.

      “This is like gold,” she said, though it did not have the solid feel of truth. “It was very wasteful of you to pull the radishes.” As she thought of it, Estér believed it was the girl’s way to get her attention. No matter. She pointed her finger at Tayo. “Wasteful,” she repeated.

      For the most part, Tayo hung back acting as if Estér’s Spanish was gibberish. When Estér insisted the girl replace the piece of woven fabric, Tayo scampered out of sight.

      “I did not give this to you, I gave it to the garden. This was not a gift,” Estér called into the boulders. But Tayo did not return. When Estér walked past the fire pit, the girl’s basket was gone. A hollow bubble caught in her throat. For a moment she wondered if she had imagined Tayo out of her need for human company—a need she usually denied.

      Estér forced herself through her day’s work, digging gravel and sifting through it. Her thoughts turned to the need for provisions and her dread of the Big Camp. It was calling itself a town now, with a name. So, what? Going there would still be like stepping into a river hiding nests of cottonmouths. With so many desperate, insatiable men, she risked being discovered as a woman and assaulted, or worse, followed back to her camp.

      By the time the shadows grew too long to see much in the water, she gathered her implements and walked back to her cabin. Her heart leapt when she saw Tayo feeding twigs to the fire.
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        * * *

      

      Estér put off going to Downieville day after day, wanting the girl to get used to her and to feel safe. At first, Tayo continued to sleep curled by the banked coals of Estér’s fire and did not care to enter the cabin. Estér did not force the matter, though she thought her vulnerable to prowling animals. The season was warming and mild enough to leave the cabin door aloft, the sound of Tayo’s faint snores lulled Estér to sleep.

      The girl followed Estér around most days, absently digging through pans of gold and occasionally finding bits. When she tired of this, she gathered and wove grasses into mats, or dug tubers. When Estér began limiting their meager rations, still talking herself out of going to Downieville, Tayo showed her where to find wild lettuce and small, tart berries and how to catch trout from the river. The man had occasionally done this, but more often preferred the beans and bacon that were a staple of the supplies he bought at the Big Camp.

      It wasn’t until Tayo had removed the leggings and canvas shirt to enter the stream to fish, that Estér confirmed she was a girl. In the next few days, she stitched a blouse and pantalones from an old skirt of dark blue broadcloth with red stripes. Tayo liked the cloth very much, though at first, she did not like the way the pantalones covered her bottom when she squatted to relieve herself. So, she went about with her blouse and rabbit skin vest tied with a piece of fabric Estér had given her. Tayo completed her covering with a reed hat she had woven and decorated with three flicker feathers.

      One evening as the two of them sat by the waning fire, a lone coyote took up a desperate high-pitched howl somewhere in the trees above their claim. Tayo sat up, eyes wide, listening hard, and then answered the call with a bright trill, like an owl. It wasn’t unusual to hear coyotes calling to each other, but Estér couldn’t recall ever having heard just one. She gathered Tayo under her arm and sang a lullaby. “Los pollitos dicen, pio pio pio, cuando tienen hambre, cuando tienen frio…” She felt the child relax against her, but she could not shed the shadow of loss that followed her since Tayo appeared, and the guilt sometimes throbbing deep in her chest when she thought of the child’s father, perhaps still alive, searching for his lost daughter.

      Tayo said she had come from a rancheria in the north, an area Estér had not yet ventured. In truth, she knew she had to make an effort to find Tayo’s people; at least ask the woman Josefa what she knew of the rancheria. Anything less would be dishonorable.

      Estér let the idea simmer the next morning while she panned, watching the girl come in and out of her sphere. The girl was in her charge, and it was Estér’s duty to keep her safe. By midday she decided she would go to Downieville tomorrow. Alone. By the end of the day, she decided it was time to buy a donkey to transport her cache and leave the claim and its dangers behind.
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        * * *

      

      The sun sunk toward the horizon as Estér hoisted two new saddlebags over her shoulder and turned east toward her claim. The bags, filled with flour and beans, fatback and salt, were meant to be carried by a donkey, but for now, Estér would bear the burden. The gold nugget she had brought with her to Downieville that morning, the one the man had told her would buy a donkey, was not enough, even with the small sack of dust she’d brought. Ten more ounces would be needed, she was told by the woman Josefa whose help she sought in making the transaction. She left the nugget with Josefa and spent the rest on a few provisions and the new saddlebags. She would return the next day with more gold.

      As she tried to keep a steady pace under the weight of the new bags, she felt a lightness in her step. She would finally leave this place. She would buy a donkey, take her gold to Marysville, and buy land somewhere north near where Tayo’s people lived.

      The mountain’s shadow reached for her as she walked east toward her claim. She did not follow the river closely, but kept south of it to avoid leaving tracks. As darkness settled around her she listened for the echo of rushing water.

      The night before, the girl had watched intently as Estér dug up the strongbox and removed the sacks then took a large nugget from her cache. Tayo had dipped her arm deep into the box and brought up fistfuls of small nuggets. When Estér asked her to put the gold back into the box, Tayo shook her head and trotted away. She’d worried then about the girl’s fascination with the gold. She wondered if Tayo understood its value. As they lay in the dark of the cabin, Estér told Tayo of her plans to buy a donkey to carry her cache away from this place.
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        * * *

      

      Estér could almost feel the relief of dropping her saddlebags at the fire, almost smell the salty bacon she would sizzle in the pan. She would add leeks the child had gathered and green radish tops and lettuce to the fry and two precious eggs she had bought. Her stomach rumbled with anticipation. This emptiness could be filled.

      The man had warned her that she would never come to feel she had enough gold. He’d read a passage from his Bible about gluttony, deadlier than greed because it could not be fulfilled. A part of her had believed him, felt it as one year passed and then another, her cache growing far larger than what he had taken with him on his horse. It had never seemed enough because she had no life she could envision. With the child, she could see her purpose. Whatever she had, with Tayo at her side, was enough.

      She walked toward the sound of the river, letting it guide her to her claim. As she drew closer, she sniffed the air for the scent of smoke. Tayo knew how to rekindle the coals of a banked fire. Past the small pool at the bend, she caught the first whiff of horseshit. She slowed her pace, her jaw tight, but she did not raise her head to look about.

      It was full dark when she reached her cabin, the door open and all her belongings strewn about. The fire’s coals were covered in white ash with barely a glow from one or two. She set her saddlebags down and stirred the coals, adding sticks from a pile Tayo must have gathered. She let her gaze dart here and there as the light grew. Where was the child? Dare she call for her? She gathered some of her things lying in the dirt: A shawl. Tayo’s feathered hat. The man’s Bible.

      The shovel lay outside the cabin. Inside, the packed earth floor had been gouged and hacked. She shuddered at the violence of it. Josefa had told her to buy a gun, but the price was well beyond what she had with her, more than the price of the donkey. Another chill shook her body as she backed out of the cabin. She added sticks to the fire, unable to summon a clear thought. She should have stayed in the cabin, the shovel in hand. Someone had been here. They might be here still.

      A man stepped into the firelight.

      Estér gasped. She looked past him for others, for Tayo, but saw only darkness beyond the fire’s corona.

      “Evening,” he said in a high voice that quavered like a goat’s. He lifted pinched fingers to his forehead as if to grasp a hat brim and lift it in greeting, but his head was bare. His clothes resembled those the man, the reverend, had worn—a vest and dark coat—and for a moment Estér lost her anchor of time and place. A horse called out nervously. Tayo. Estér imagined the child moving about unseen, undetected by this intruder. Her gaze dropped from his eyes, small and close set, to the pistola handle peeking from his waistband.

      “All right then,” he said. “Maybe your ingles ain’t so good.” He rested a hand on the pistola.

      Estér’s feet were frozen as if caught between two boulders in the icy stream. She could not think of any words or deed that would lead her from this. An owl trilled weakly from the direction of her garden, the sound vibrating down Estér’s throat. The child. She wanted nothing more than to run to her and see her safe. The man’s quavering voice came to life.

      “Okay now. Don’t look like you’re armed.” He nodded toward her saddlebags. “Push those on over.” He made a gesture with his foot to show her she should kick the saddlebags toward him. She carried a small knife in her trouser pocket. She had thought it so clever when she found it at the mercantile, the way it folded into itself. It was useless. Better to have a blade sheathed at her belt. She dug a toe under the saddlebag and lobbed it toward the fire.

      “Easy now.” The intruder pointed his pistola at Estér as he squatted to drag it closer.

      She watched him impatiently pull her provisions from the saddlebags, slowly sliding her feet back, claiming distance from him and his pistola, trying to fade into the dark. The owl trilled again, closer.

      She couldn’t think through any way to be rid of this intruder without giving him what he came for. But what had he come for? Her gold or her claim? Josefa had told her los Mexicanos were being driven from the diggings. Also, Chileans and French, Chinese and Africans, all forced to flee their claims or work for the Americans who claimed all of California. The injustice burned in her. But fear drowned her anger. She could smell it seeping from her skin, feel it hammering at her temples, tightening around her throat.

      He stood, pistola wavering in front of him. “Don’t go running off. Not yet.”

      Estér swallowed, dry-mouthed.

      “Word is you been workin’ this claim some time now. Word is you’re looking to buy a pack animal. I suspect you got a good load of gold buried hereabouts.” His eyebrows shifted with the quaver in his voice.

      Her gold. She stared back at him, momentarily provoked despite her fear. Tu madre, she wanted to hiss. Days and weeks, months and years of digging and sifting.

      “Let’s see what you got for your trouble,” he said, waving the pistola for emphasis. “Go on and step lightly now. Lead the way.”

      She turned toward her cabin, picked up the shovel laying in the dirt. Would he shoot her once she uncovered her cache? She glanced at him, his face in shadow, his gun aimed squarely at her gut. He nodded, and she proceeded toward her terraced garden. She trudged forward, eyes darting here and there for a glimpse of Tayo or a hole to drop into.

      What if she had left when the man did? Or when the Big Camp filled with more and more Anglo miners. Each time she had ventured there she felt the need to become smaller, invisible with so many ungoverned men filling every space. The chaos kept her away, but how did it escape her that, eventually, someone would come here?

      What if she had gathered all her gleanings and left this place before Tayo had found her? She pictured her body hunched against an icy loneliness, the cold, hard gold piled at her feet. She pictured herself standing in a river valley, the child at her side, a field of tall corn fluttering in a warm breeze.

      She took big steps, digging the shovel in for balance. She felt strength, not fear, vibrating through her. She would let the intruder have the gold. She would find Tayo and together they would disappear. She had enough. The gold Josefa held for her would be enough.

      She stepped onto the top terrace of her garden. The space was indented from her earlier digging, the moon’s shadow creating a bowl as big as the shovel’s head. She pushed it into the dirt with a hard thrust of her foot, expecting to hit the stones that covered her strongbox. She teetered off balance, confused. The man had followed her onto the terrace and stood out of the shovel’s reach. What if she had already been robbed? She tried again, this time scooping and throwing off shovelfuls of dirt. The man started whistling in his quavering way. Underneath the shush of her shovel and the whistling, she heard the owl’s trill, quiet but close.

      Tayo. At last, Estér’s shovel met the nest of bags piled like plump balls of masa. She knelt and pulled a few bags from the hole, quickly counting ten. Far fewer than she had stashed. No nuggets. No strongbox. She stood and backed away, her fist tight on the shovel. “There,” she said nodding toward the cache with her chin. How would he know much of her cache was missing.

      He peered into the shallow hole. She could swing the shovel with enough force to knock the man off the terrace. Her body trembled as she imagined him tumbling backward, the pistola arcing from his grasp.

      “Moo-oo-oove on now,” he said, cocking his pistola with a soft rattle. With his free hand he pulled up one of the laden canvas sacks and grunted like a gluttonous boar.

      Estér stepped back, nearly tripping on the piled dirt, sweat stinging her eyes, her feet dancing to regain her balance. Again, she danced back, her legs lifting with their own momentum, her body pivoting toward the giant boulders. She dropped the shovel and dashed into the shadows, expecting the report of the pistola, the searing pain of a lead ball piercing her flesh. She slid and climbed and ran past the boulders into the tall pines, unwilling to look back or stop until she could no longer hear the river.

      She woke in a hollow with the sound of an owl trilling.

      The sun had not reached Estér’s garden, but even in shadow she could see the chaos of churned earth. Even the stones that once bordered each bed were strewn like dice. The deep hole that hid her strong box was nothing more than a dip along the slope. She stood with an arm holding Tayo close for the relief it gave her. The part of Estér that had lived through scarcity did not want to abandon whatever food might be salvageable, but Tayo pulled at her, insisting she come away. The girl was right. It was not safe to stay.

      Tayo had had the good sense to retreat to the cave when she first spied the intruder and his horse following the river toward their camp. Estér followed the girl up out of the camp to the cave. A weariness hummed through her bones, or perhaps it was a release from the obsession with her cache of gold and the fear that someone would take it. It was gone. But she felt no great loss inside her.

      The girl took Estér’s hand and pulled her into a dark recess. The deerskin Tayo had used as bedding lay in a heap beside her basket.

      “Look, look.” Tayo pulled the deerskin away, revealing the strongbox.
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