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Prologue







Canton, China, 1863


“Hang hoi! Hang hoi!”

A rickshaw sliced through the crowds, and Avery veered left with his laden cart. It tipped dangerously, searing his blistered palms anew, but mindful of Cait’s grip on his belt, he pressed onward. Weaving through the crush of humanity, he passed a silk factory where girls sat with hands in boiling water, uncoiling the silk cocoons.

He turned into a narrow alley and braced at the sour stench. Beside the tall, carved doors of an ancient compound, skeletal beggars clutched wooden bowls, hoping for a portion of rice.

He continued on several paces and dropped the cart. After sweeping bits of shattered brick from the packed earth, he unwound layers of bloody strips from his palms. Back muscles wrenched as he bowed in noble fashion and took Cait’s calloused hand. “Have a seat, me princess.”

With a comical simper, she sank to the ground. “Not feeling much like a princess today, your highness. But given time, I’ll be back in me royal mood.” Her brave chuckle faltered as she dug three hard-boiled eggs from her bag and passed him two.

“Ah, a feast fit for a king.” He gave thanks, and they ate in silence for a time.

She fingered the cork of the water jug. “Should we have stayed, do you think? Even despite—”

“Despite losing our heads? Is that what ye mean to say?” How many times must she worry the matter? The warlord’s edict was final—and enforced by the two thugs that trailed their exodus from a short distance.

She pressed her lips together and looked away.

He calmed his voice and reached for her hand. “I’m sorry, my love. Our hearts will always be here. Our prayers ever with the Tang people. Painful as it is, ye know as well as I, ’tis time. Mayhap ’tis only goodbye for now, aye?”

He leaned his head back against the hard bricks, eyes drifting shut, quelling the din of the city. Cait tapped his shoulder. He thought she dozed. More tapping. He opened one eye.

“Jóutàuh.” (Good morning). A boy, not fully Chinese, bowed, continuing in Cantonese, “You are traveler? For small fee, SiAh will pull cart.” A fine-looking goat stood tethered to its rope. Its smooth coat, clean beard, and round belly were an odd pairing with the ragged lad.

“Is this your goat? And do not lie to me,” Avery warned in the local dialect.

“My goat. No one else. Where are you going?” The boy smiled at Cait as she awoke.

“To a riverboat. Then on to Hong Kong.”

“And to America?”

Was the lad just friendly or a conniver? “What is your name?”

“I am SiJin. You are going to America?”

Avery scowled, still skeptical, while Cait stood, yawning.

She brushed the street from her trousers. “Hello, SiJin. We are missionaries from Scotland, traveling to America.” A light touch to Avery’s wounds relayed her thoughts, and the glimmer in her eyes begged agreement. “We are pleased to hire you and SiAh to pull our cart.”

“Cait . . .” She was too trusting. A gong tolled the hour, a reminder of their urgency.

The boy swiftly hitched goat to cart. “SiJin knows shortcut to riverboats. Follow me.”

The alley emptied onto a busy thoroughfare. After several minutes, they turned down a brick path, shaded by a crumbling rock wall, hoary with cinders that dusted much of the city.

“Did you hear that?” Cait raised a hand in silence and stopped. She narrowed her eyes, cocked her head. “’Tis a bairn I hear. A verra new bairn.”

SiJin waved them forward. “I think this way.” He turned to make sure they followed.

The cry mewled again.

Avery pointed. “There!” A basket hung from a gnarled branch—its base wedged against the wall. He reached it in several long strides and gradually worked it free.

Tiny, wrinkled eyelids blinked. “A Go-Away Girl!” The words fluttered on Cait’s breath.

With their gazes rapt on the babe’s sweet face, silence settled over them. The infant squinted back, shiny spots on her red cheeks where tears had dried.

Cait’s eyes captured his, and unspoken words convicted him.

Avery braced his resolve, hating the need for it. “No, Cait. We canna.”

“Don’t you see? God has given us a precious piece of China to have with us always.”

The set of her jaw, the pinch of one eye, the quirk of a smile—all brandished hope. Iron-strong and lethal. Och! It chiseled through his will. Through his common sense. Through the thick barricade he’d built over the years that had guarded him from an impossibility—family. After fifteen years, hadn’t they accepted God’s provision—the men, women, and children of China—as their family? Hadn’t these noble people filled that yawning void in their marriage?

She picked up the child—surely a grave mistake. “She’s so new. But well fed, it seems.” A pink mouth bowed in a yawn as Cait fingered the swaddling cloth. “Such exquisite fabric.”

“Cait . . .” If they didn’t intervene, death would be a mercy, though likely the lass would be found and sold, bound for a hellish existence. The wretched thought coiled tight in his belly.

“She’s but a week or two old, Avery. Not like most Go-Away Girls. Someone kept her for a time—a mother who loved her too much to drown her in the pond.” She quivered at the mention of the horrid tradition.

Och! In her mind, she was already in America with a bonny daughter. But a grand obstacle would squash her douce heart. “Ye have no way to feed the bairn, Cait. If there was a way, but there isna.” He reached to take the babe from her arms, and she twisted away.

“Sīnsāang,” the boy interrupted. “If you wish to take this child to America, Mr. Avery, SiAh will go with you for a few coins. She has very good milk. Baby will grow fast, strong.”

Cait turned, her eyes wide. “You would do that?” Lips atremble, she touched Avery’s arm.

The moisture glistening in her eyes suddenly surfaced in his own. He was a strong man. Always had been. Strong in body, mind, and spirit. But Cait could slay him with a mere look, had she a mind—for a strong spirit was no match for a pure one.

“SiAh will be very happy American goat.” The boy stroked the animal’s knobby head. “Maybe I visit SiAh one day.” His smile leveled as he asked in English, “Where you live, Mr. Avery?”

“Where did you learn English?” This he wanted to hear.

“Mother. Where you live, Mr. Avery?”

“Mitchell, Avery Mitchell.” The lad had spunk. “We will live in San Francisco for now.”

“Very good luck to meet you, Mr. Avery Mitchell of San Francisco. But now we must hurry.” He squinted into the distance before tugging on the goat’s ear. “Riverboats do not wait.”

An hour later, rusty stacks belched black smoke as the dock surrendered their boat to the Pearl River. SiJin waved eagerly from shore, cheeks spread in a toothy grin. As Avery lifted a hand to wave back, two men seized the boy. An open hand clouted SiJin, snapping his head aside. The boy shuddered and turned his gaze to Avery. A jagged grin etched his round face, and he yanked one hand free, waving again—before being knocked down, kicked, and dragged away.


      [image: ]Avery tied SiAh in the corner of the square cabin. He cocked his head to one side to avoid the low ceiling as he rigged a miniature hammock. Cait laid the babe on the woven mattress to undress her. He stared at the bairn as tiny dark orbs probed, beguiling him, casting a spell as a bubble swelled on a plump bottom lip.

“Avery.”

Something inside him waxed warm and sweet. “Mmm?”

“Avery. She isna Chinese.” Cait’s whisper danced at the edges of awareness.

“Nae, my love. Now she will be a Scot or American?” He chuckled to himself.

She stripped the babe and tenderly turned her onto her tummy. “No cabbage birthmark.” Cait’s moist gaze met his. A spark of something he barely recognized flared.

“Oh, Avery. God has heard me cry after all these years.” Rivulets washed her cheeks and dripped from her chin. She pressed palms to her cheeks and laughed. “I feel like Hannah of old. Surely God has a plan for this wee one.”

“Aye, of that, I am sure.” The bairn puckered her pink lips—a private kiss for her new da.

Face aglow, Cait snuggled the tiny form. “Beloved of God, my dear child.” A quick intake of breath. “We shall call her Yakira—beloved.”

He stroked the riot of downy black hair. “And Jean, for she is truly a gift. A verra unexpected gift.” The sweetness of it all pained his chest and burned the back of his throat.

“Yakira Jean. It suits her.” Cait pressed a kiss to his lips, and he returned it heartily.


      [image: ]The weeks tumbled by like sea foam, and wee Yakira stole not just Avery’s sleep but also every nubbin of his heart. Already, in his mind, the future’s every facet gave way to his new daughter.

“Her hair is thicker every day. The same color as my own.” Cait looked up, the blue of her eyes riveting. “Avery . . . I dinna want anyone to know she is adopted.”

Never would he crush her hopes, but this . . . “Wouldna be honest, my dear. We’ll love her like our own. Always she will feel loved.”

“It willna go well for Yakira should others discover her beginnings—that she was unwanted.” Her lids shuttered and throat bobbed. “To think of her thrown away like so much . . . rubbish.” The last word cracked her voice—and his resolve.

“Now, Cait. Listen to me, please. ’Tis only the family need know anything. Others will assume she is ours. ’Tis not so unusual to be adopted.”

Setting the bottle aside, she shouldered Yakira and patted her back. They swayed with the sudden roll of the ship. “But ’tis our daughter I’m thinking of.” Her gaze smoldered to slate. “Avery Mitchell, you look me in the eye and promise you’ll say nary a word to Yakira about her beginnings. I’ll not have our daughter thinking for one minute she was anything but our dearly begotten child.”

“Now, Cait—”

“Promise me, Avery. Here and now, we must agree. Yakira can never know.”

He sighed, raking fingers through his hair. He’d never been a heavy-handed husband. Was there no middle ground here? An ache mounted the back of his neck. Yet he buckled.

She placed the dozing child in the hammock and turned. Her lean frame stretched so her face was within inches of his own. “You’re a good man, Avery Mitchell. ’Twas not an easy thing for you to promise, but I love you for it.” She kissed him softly, and his arms encircled her as a low wail sang through the seams in the ship’s hull.

“My bonny Cait, ye are me first love, and Yakira me second.” His words brushed against her raven locks as the floor listed. The round window framed a charcoal sky on the horizon. “Looks like we’re in for a nasty bit o’ weather.”

Avery checked the door and turned with a stagger. SiAh snorted, and the hammock rocked. “At least Yakira will sleep peacefully through the frolic.” He guided Cait to the lower berth and pulled her down beside him. “I think we’re safest staying right here. Where I can keep me arms about ye.” He winked and nuzzled her neck, rewarded with a girlish giggle.

The tempest plunged the world into shadow, and the shifting room rose higher and crashed lower. The moan and snap of a thousand strands of timber plucked an intolerable tune. Their attention followed the sway of the little hammock as wind whined and ocean battered the square-rigger’s hull. Cait fussed, wanting to check on the babe.

“She’s fine,” Avery assured. The berth shifted. They reeled again. “Finer than we, it seems.”

A shriveled cry vibrated from the hammock. Cait sprang to her feet, and before he could grab her, she pitched forward, hands splayed. Her head cracked the small table with a sickening thud. She crumpled to her knees with a moan.

“Cait!” He stood, thrown immediately back to the berth.

She groaned, cradling her head. He breathed a prayer and reached for her in the dappled glow. “Are ye hurt?” He fixed her onto his lap. She squeezed her eyes, and tears puddled. “Cait? Are ye injured?” Fear goaded him at her silence. Yakira mewed and then quieted.

Cait pressed her face against his neck, muffling the slow answer. “That hurt.”

His fingers felt her head, checking for blood. But the great crowning knot he felt there tightened a strap about his ribs. He could fetch the ship’s doctor, but with no wound to stitch . . . He dismissed the notion with a quick prayer. Feet planted wide on the roiling floor, he helped her to lie down and drew up the musty blanket. He kissed her cheeks and settled her head onto the pillow. “Rest now.”

“Yakira?”

“I will tend her. I am her da, after all.”

“You’re my hero,” she said, the darkness hiding the smile that must’ve shaped her words.

Chancing to light a candle, he checked on the sleeping babe. SiAh would not be called into service for another few hours. Avery gathered his bedding from the top berth and settled on the floor to sleep—until a mighty squall from a most tiny lass jarred him fully awake.

Confident that Cait was already at milking, and the hungry cry would soon resolve, he pulled the pillow over his head as he’d taken to doing these last four weeks. Minutes slipped by. Now Yakira’s protests threatened a nuisance to other passengers.

“Cait?” He blinked against the brilliant shafts of light that spilled through the window and striped the floor. “Cait?” Her form lay still upon the bed. Too still.

An anchor crushed his lungs as he kicked furiously to untangle shoes from blanket. He scrambled to her side, desperate. “My love?” The words scraped raw. He shook her less gently than intended, yet on she slept, face pallid and peaceful. Anguish stretched itself into every limb, every sinew of his body.

Even before he laid his head upon her, begging God for a heartbeat—he knew. The truth swallowed him whole.








  
  [image: ]




  
  

[image: ]

one

San Francisco, California





November 1884


Yakira shoved the sweet potatoes into her market bag and skirted a row of tall rice baskets. She parted the caustic space between Azalea and the awful woman, seeking to set things right. “Pardon me, madam—” 

“Mrs. Hickman. Mrs. Reginald Hickman.” A ridiculous feathered hat complemented the woman’s beaked nose and chicken-necked pose.

“Well, Mrs. Hickman, you are gravely mistaken. My lovely cousin here is not now, nor has she ever been—”

“I know a Mongolian prostitute when I see one.” The woman sniffed, scrutinizing Azalea from hat to shoe. “And dressing like a white woman doesn’t change what you are. You . . . heathen!”

Yakira bristled at the venomous insult. God forgive her, she wanted to slap the woman. ’Twould not be the first time her temper dunked her in hot water.

Azalea tugged on her arm. “Yakira. It is all right. Let us leave.” Brows pleated, her gaze jumped to the half dozen spectators gathered for a feminine row. Another tug.

Yakira ignored her and plunged ahead. “You, Mrs. Hickman are an ignorant person for whom I truly feel sorry. And for your sake, I hope you do not consider yourself a Christian woman, since God would surely be inclined to judge you for your hateful attitude toward His children. Children who are simply different from yourself. I, for one am thankful that Azalea is nothing like you—for she is kind to strangers, whereas you have proven sorely lacking.”

“Well, I never!” The woman blustered, and crimson quickly mottled her cheeks.

Pulling on Yakira’s arm again, Azalea gained a couple of inches for the effort.

“And furthermore, Mrs. Hickman, if you were to loosen your corset and lower your nose, you would see that people are people everywhere, regardless of how they look or what they do or from whence they’ve come.” Yakira cringed as Azalea’s fingernails knifed into her flesh. “There is none worthy, Mrs. Hickman. Especially not you.”

The woman gaped like a carp on the fishmonger’s cart.

Azalea squeezed between them, forcing Yakira to step back. “Good day, Mrs. Hickman.” She donned a sweet smile and bowed before trotting away with Yakira in tow.

They’d gone a full block before Yakira unclenched her fists and panic set in. What had she done? She yanked Azalea to a stop. “Please don’t tell Da what just happened. Or Aunt Lara.”

Azalea smoothed her bustle and fingered the lace confection pinned atop her sable plaits. “And let them find out I nearly had to break up a fisticuffs? Why ever would I do that?”

“Women like her . . .” A very un-lady-like growl purled in her throat. With a slow breath, she banked the fire inside and took Azalea’s hands. “I’d fight to the death for you. You know that.”

“You are my laotong—we are sworn sisters for life. Of course, you would. And I for you.” Azalea hooked her arm through Yakira’s, and they turned down Dupont Street, the only other street in Chinatown where they were allowed to walk without an escort.

They sidestepped a huddle of older children tossing sticks while a young child dressed in the split pants of a toddler watched-on. Yakira knelt and smiled at him. “Jóutàuh,” (Good morning). She paused for a return grin before they continued walking. “I’d like one of those someday.”

“A little Tang boy?” Azalea chuckled.

“Any little boy will do, actually.” She hugged the familiar ache of paper dreams. “We are officially spinsters, you know.”

A red-robed Taoist priest skittered past, wide sleeves swallowing his hands and snapping like sails in the breeze. The long hem flailed against black trousers with every clipped step.

Azalea urged her on. “Well, I prefer to think of myself as a lady in waiting—waiting for God’s choice for me. Mother says God chose me. Then she and father chose me. Now God will choose a husband for me in His timing, not mine. For now, I am content.” Azalea bumped her shoulder. “You are not?”

“You know me better than anyone. I am more than content in my work. And I can do without the husband if God will give me the children.” How ridiculous she sounded. But her cousin understood her heart. Did she truly not care if she ever married? Unbidden, her traitorous mind flickered an image—a beardless face, a mischievous smile. It poked at a corner of her heart, still bruised even after all these years.

“God knows your desires, my sister.” Azalea comforted, seeming to read her mind.

An eatery door opened and closed, wafting aromas of boiled rice and fish. On the corner, an enterprising young boy hawked his wares. He rattled a basket of peanuts—a symbol of prosperity. “You buy? Good fortune to you.”

She fished out a penny, and he dumped two handfuls of peanuts on top of her potatoes. “Dōjeh” (thank you), she said, amused by the way he bit the coin before tucking it deep into his pocket.

They halted at Jackson Street and turned around. Any farther would take them too near the gambling dens. And too near the cribs where the Chinese prostitutes hawked their services through barred windows or beckoned from guarded upstairs rooms. It was Da’s rule, and she’d not give him cause to distrust her. They would return on Friday—but with Miss Culbertson. And a mission.

They crowded together to permit a man room to pass, but he kept pace beside them instead, uncomfortably close. “Please walk,” said a female voice. She wore a man’s quilted jacket and wide-brimmed hat. “You from Mission Home?”

“Yes. I am Yakira.” A finger of warning drew down her spine. She scanned the sidewalks and streets, watchful for the black hat and coat of the Tong.

“I am Dong Ju. I go with you?”

“There.” Azalea indicated two men just exiting the alley across the street. Tong men.

The girl had to come with them now, or she might not live through the beating she’d receive when those men caught her. Think. In seconds, Dong Ju would have no choice. Not ever again.

Yakira shoved her bag into the girl’s arms. “Cover your face,” she said in Cantonese. She tossed a coin to a weaver, asking to borrow a large basket. He nodded, and she propped it onto Dong Ju’s shoulder. “Just keep walking.” Two more blocks and they would be out of Chinatown and too near the police precinct for the Tong to trouble them.

“Jaahm iyuh (stop)!” One of the Tong men pointed straight at them; his face twisted with rage.

“Hurry.” Azalea caught the girl’s hand, and they all ran.

“Follow me.” Yakira turned into a shoe shop and rushed straight out the back door. She cut across the alley, into another shop, and out through the front. Blood thumped in her ears as she strained to hear shouts or heavy footsteps.

“Wei Ming.” Azalea’s breath puffed behind her. “He will help.”

Yakira darted into the herb store, her senses slammed by the sharp aroma of ginger and wormwood. Wei Ming sat behind the counter, pretending to read an American newspaper.

“Tong. Behind us.” Her frantic words spurred him into action.

He tossed the paper, ducked under a rack of hanging herbs, and locked the door before pulling down the shade. His long queue swung with a quick turn. “You wait here. They go.”

Four sets of eyes stared at the door. Breaths heaved in the stillness. Yakira squelched a ripple of fear and reached for Azalea’s free hand.

The doorknob rattled. A booted foot bashed the door, quaking a shelf of clay jars. One crashed to the floor, casting shards of crockery and dried seahorses across the floor. Curses. Fists pounded. Wood shuddered.

Soundless minutes ticked by before Wei Ming chanced a peek. “They gone. Think you go out back.” He unlocked the door, and they thanked him. He turned to Dong Ju, tenderness softening his brown eyes. “Síusām di” (be extra careful).

Running now would only call attention, so they walked up Sacramento Street with a comfortable silence between them. The familiar brick building with its rounded windows and stately chimneys rose into view. Yakira caught Azalea’s gaze and smiled knowingly. Dong Ju’s entire world was about to change.
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Aunt Lara descended the stairs—dignity and sweetness gracing every inch of her tall frame. “And who have we here?” Her fingers grazed the few silver threads at her temple. “I am Mrs. Campbell,” she told Dong Ju in Cantonese.

Azalea hugged her mother, and Dong Ju’s eyes rounded at the sweet exchange. It was likely she had never seen such love between a white woman and a Chinese girl.

“This is Dong Ju, and she found us this time.” Yakira set the borrowed basket beside the door. “Where is Miss Culbertson?”

“She is in the classroom.” Aunt Lara dipped her head. Searching out the girl’s gaze, she touched her hand. “You are most welcome here, Dong Ju.”

The girl nodded, a quivery tilt of her lips adding to her striking beauty. She took in her surroundings with a hundred questions scribed across her face as she scratched one arm.

“Let’s get you to your room, then I will show you around,” Azalea told their guest, removing the man’s hat from her head. “Do you speak English?”

“Little,” she said, staring in wide-eyed wonder at the framed photos on the hall bookshelf. Dozens of Chinese girls, all wearing lovely Western dresses, smiled back at her.

“Every one of those girls lived here, or still do. You will meet some of them soon.” Azalea motioned for her to follow and led her by the hand. “I will show you the Home.”

Garlic and herbs permeated the house, taunting Yakira’s stomach more with each step closer to the kitchen. She greeted Cook and deposited the sweet potatoes and peanuts on the counter before heading down the hall to the main classroom. Her fingers caressed the warm woodwork as she walked. How hard her father and Uncle Errol had worked to start the home—just a year after Azalea came into their lives.

Perhaps she would never leave this place. Perhaps she would die here—a happy spinster, content to impart God’s grace to all who walked these halls. Or perhaps God would grant her fondest desire—a mission home of her own. She tussled with Him at times, racked between contentment and hope, between what is and what could be. If only she could build on her father and mother’s legacy—blaze her own mission field with her own Home for Girls.

Miss Culbertson sat at the desk, hedged-in by stacks of papers. She looked up, and her drawn face brightened. “Well, you are a welcome sight. I can’t seem to find the repair list.” She sat back with a huff and smoothed a lock of pewter hair that had eluded her snood.

Yakira opened the desk drawer, dug for a moment, and withdrew the list. “Don’t feel bad. I looked for it for ten minutes only yesterday.”

Chagrin tilted Miss Culbertson’s smile as she snatched it from her. “Your father is due from a meeting. I want to make sure he has it. The door hinges will not replace themselves. Oh, I do wish he would approve a new handyman.”

“I brought home a new girl. She found us at the market.”

“She found you?” Miss Culbertson stepped around the desk. “Were you followed?”

“At first, but Wei Ming took care of that.”

“Bless that man. Well, she is safe now. What is her name?” 

“Dong Ju. She is very young.”

“Who is verra young?” Her father filled the doorway and tipped his head to clear the threshold. “Do we have a new resident?”

Yakira greeted him with a kiss to his bearded cheek. “We do, and she is thirteen at most.” Hopefully, he wouldn’t ask any questions about her outing today. She could only pray he didn’t learn of her exchange with Mrs. Hickman. “How was your meeting with the Chinese Consul?”

He dropped into the nearest chair and tossed his derby onto the table. “It seems Six Companies is engaging the services of a fancy east coast lawyer. The Chinese Consul, Mr. Bee, isna particularly happy about it at this juncture, but says he will abide by the Federation on behalf of China’s districts. I think he’s expecting more trouble in some of the other Chinatowns across the west.”

“There you are.” Aunt Lara strolled into the room, a twinkle in her blue eyes. “What did I miss?”

Yakira excused herself, hoping for a bit of rest before the noon meal. She found Azalea stretched across their bed, her brother’s picture in one hand.

Azalea looked up and brushed away tears. “Do not say it, Kira.”

“Do not say what?”

“Do not say, ‘Why do you do this to yourself?’ That is what.”

“Is that the way I sound?” The bedsprings complained when Yakira plopped down beside her. A worn-smooth, years-old weight pressed on her conscience. “I’m sorry.”

Azalea sniffed and rolled onto her back, setting the frame back on the bedside table. “I know you miss him too. What if he never comes back?”

Yakira shared everything with her laotong—all but her deepest feelings about Grant. He’d been so much more than a cousin. He’d been her closest friend and confidant, her only playmate before Azalea. His presence tangled with all her best memories. And just when Aunt Lara needed him most, he left. He left her. Her fourteen-year-old heart had missed him so fiercely that she had cried herself to sleep every night. Pierced anew, she drew in a quivery breath.

Her finger grazed the bronze frame. She had memorized every nuance of that sixteen-year-old face—the dark brows and firm jaw, the serious indigo eyes that had probed her deepest thoughts. Would she even recognize him today? Was he tall like Aunt Lara or shorter like Uncle Erroll?

“Kira?”

She swiped at her wet cheeks and squeezed Azalea’s hand. “Just reminiscing.”
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two

Truckee, California





“Truckee!” 

California. Nearly home. Grant Campbell leaned over the velvet-tufted seat and buffed a misty spot on the fogged window with his sleeve. Cloaked in white, the Sierra Nevada enfolded the town in its wintry embrace. Three days on his backside, even in first class with an entire country for viewing, had taken a toll on his long legs. The idea of striking out over stationary ground appealed to him. And no amount of snow was going to stop him.

He collected his papers, sliding them into his valise as brakes screamed against iron and steam billowed outside the window. Truckee was just an overnight stop to meet with railroad magnate Charles Crocker. Establishing a strong alliance with the man was paramount to leveraging Six Companies’ influence in Truckee. And he was just the man for the job. And if he wasn’t? He snuffed a hiccup of doubt. He was home to stay, come what may.

People milled about on the wide platform of the Truckee Hotel, apparently only a simple one-stop layover. But it would do. He signed his name in the register and collected his key from the clerk.

“Room 205, Mr. Campbell. Enjoy your stay,” the older man attempted a weary smile. “The train pulls out at eight o’clock sharp tomorrow evening, continuing to Sacramento and San Francisco.”

“Thank you.” Grant passed him his baggage claim ticket and slid a dime across the counter. “Might you point me toward the Sisson and Crocker offices?”

The clerk’s eyes widened at the coin. “Across the tracks and to your left, just past the restaurant.”

Grant thanked him and struck out for his first official meeting on behalf of Six Companies. The first of many he hoped would make an impact. An impact on something that truly mattered for once.

Across the tracks, to the visiting eye, Front Street bustled with the familiar attractions of a mountain town, but he’d done due diligence. With more than its share of saloons and bordellos, Truckee also harbored the second largest Chinatown in California—and the reason for this meeting. He stepped into Sisson, Crocker, and Company’s General Merchandise, stomping muddied snow from his shoes and doffing his hat.

“Mr. Campbell?”

Grant turned to a mountain of a man, fully his own six foot plus. A patch of snow-white hair topped his round face, a match to the uncut goatee that reminded Grant of the old Tang men.

“Yes, sir. You must be Mr. Crocker.” His photos hadn’t done his formidable presence justice.

“I heard the train and decided to come down and meet you myself before my clerk got any notions about the handsome young lawyer in town.” His eyes creased with humor.

“Mr. Crocker. I would never . . .” A mousy young woman behind the counter blushed furiously, her bespectacled eyes pinned to the floor.

“I jest, Milly. I jest.” A chuckle quivered his words. “Well, Mr. Campbell, do you prefer we speak in my office or the restaurant?”

“Your office will do. I have everything I need right here.” Grant patted his valise and perused the store. Canned goods, kitchenware, and groceries on one side. Saddles, sewing machines, paint, and hardware on the other half. As finely stocked as any city mercantile.

Once they settled into the office, Mr. Crocker laid out the town’s ongoing problem with anti-Chinese activities and troublemakers among the businessmen. “Moving Chinatown across the river was the best option. Hate-mongers burned it down so many times I believe I lost count.”

“It was good of you to donate the land, Mr. Crocker. The Chinese deserve a safe place to live and run their own businesses. Six Companies believes this is key to minimizing the aggression toward them. While we would prefer peaceful integration, segregation is a far better option than the violence Truckee has experienced over the years.”

Mr. Crocker went on about how the rough logging town had grown, graduating to all the problems of Virginia City, just one hundred miles away. “It was my idea to bring the Chinese laborers to America, Mr. Campbell. The way I see it, I can do no less than everything in my power to see them allotted the same privileges as any immigrant who comes to these United States in search of a better life.”

Better life? He couldn’t agree more. But the Exclusion Act cut the throat of that concept with its new category of inadmissible aliens! And after two years, it still boiled his blood thinking about it. Even Congress was working against the Tang people.

Mr. Crocker’s broad shoulders slumped, and he shook his head. “I am ashamed to admit this country isn’t ready to swallow their prejudices for yet another race of people. As a nation, we have a weak citizenry.”

“Thank you for all you do to herald the Chinese man’s plight, Mr. Crocker—to give them a chance to make their way. You have been instrumental in saving the lives of perhaps millions of starving Chinese in Kwangtung Province.”

A slight nod acknowledged the statement before Mr. Crocker’s gaze targeted the window. His vision seemed to lay hold of something beyond the frosted panes. “Mr. Campbell, this town is a powder keg.” He snatched a folded newspaper from the desktop and slapped it against his palm with a grunt.

Mr. Crocker stood, his bulky frame dwarfing the carved desk. “The increase in vigilante violence is not ‘nonexistent’ as The Truckee Republic and other papers claim. Not a fortnight passes without gunfire between the rival Tongs and cruel vigilante acts toward the peaceful Chinaman.” He tossed the newspaper back onto the desk and tapped his finger on an article. “Propaganda. Every word of it.”

Grant read the article, its words denying in black and white everything he had already discovered about the environment here in Truckee. He looked up. “Who is this Robert McGleason?”

Mr. Crocker crossed to the window, looking over the street and railroad tracks with a scowl. “Depends on what he’s up to, I guess.” He walked over to the humidor and retrieved a pipe but no tobacco. “He’s a lawyer first and foremost, but worse than that, he’s the editor of The Truckee Republic newspaper. Likes to raise folks’ eyebrows, if you get my meaning. He’s your best friend or your worst enemy, depending on the issue. And he takes his meals with the most devout of haters. The most vocal. And even the most vicious.”

“Vicious?”

“A few years back a secret society called the Order of Caucasians was formed. Had more than 10,000 members throughout California. Three hundred of them right here in Truckee, meeting in the open every Saturday night—not so secret, eh?”

Grant nodded, already familiar with the white supremacist group. A Ku Klux Klan of a different color.

“Howard Dannon, a grocer here in town, started the whole thing along with the doc, William Curless. Now, Dannon, he’s got some pretty harsh ways of dealing with what he calls the ‘Chinese Problem.’”

He was reaching, but this kind of opportunity to glean information was hard to come by. He’d dig if he had to, but if he didn’t have to? All the better. He retrieved a small notebook and pen from his coat pocket. “Was he behind the vigilantes who attacked the Chinese woman last week?”

“Not that a person would testify to. The sheer number of blind eyes in this town is mindboggling. Upstanding citizenry, church-going folk, all completely unaware of any wrongdoing—right under their own noses.” Mr. Crocker shook his head and resumed pacing.

“What can be done on our end, Mr. Crocker? What will save this town’s Chinese citizens? What will douse this powder keg?”

“There are still a number of good, God-fearing folks here, Mr. Campbell, don’t get me wrong. They just have real timid voices. Right now, the lot of them are afraid we’re going to find ourselves in the middle of a war—and it won’t just be the Chinese Tongs. It will be a blood bath. Send us a marshal, Mr. Campbell. It’s the only way. Maybe then, men like Dannon will back off. The weight of the U.S. government on his head just might be what it takes to squash him and his cronies.”

Grant stood and offered his hand. “Thank you for meeting with me, Mr. Crocker. I believe you’ve opened our eyes to an area where we might affect some influence.”

Mr. Crocker smoothed his chin hair and shook the proffered hand. “I appreciate you taking my request to your employers, Mr. Campbell. Tomorrow, I have business to tend to, or I’d show you around town.”

“I’m comfortable making my way alone, sir.”

“Chinatown can be a bit . . . surprising for some, Mr. Campbell.”

“I was raised in San Francisco’s Chinatown, sir. I doubt I’ll see anything I haven’t already.”

“Is that right? I didn’t think you a purebred Harvard man. Good for you! Are you familiar with the Occidental Mission Home for Girls, then?”

Grant gulped. He’d thought to remake his beginnings as he had back East. “Um . . . yes, sir. Many people are.” That was truthful. He followed Mr. Crocker down the stairs and to the door.

“A fine work Miss Culbertson is doing. I’ve financially supported the home from its inception.”

Dangerously close to a conversation he didn’t want to have.

“Would that we had a mission home in Truckee. That is one venture I would surely get behind. Say, you wouldn’t happen to be related—”

“I will have a full report on Mr. Huang’s desk Monday morning.” Grant donned his hat as fresh fire kindled within him. At last, something on the agenda besides lining someone’s pockets. “Good bye, Mr. Crocker. It was an honor meeting you.”


      [image: ]San Francisco, California

“Why am I not meeting with Consul Bee this morning, Mr. Campbell?” Judge Kerrington shuffled the papers and removed his glasses. Wheaten brows drew down as he peered across the bench.

“He’s tending to a situation in Washington Territory, Your Honor.” Three grueling days of depositions and paperwork had robbed Grant of all but minimal sleep. His stomach growled. His temple pulsed. He could feel the searing gaze of the churchwomen behind him, fanning their miasma of smug ideals.

“I believe we have a cause of action for presentation?” the judge asked.

“Yes, Your Honor. You will find the documentation thorough. All requests are signed by both the Consolidated Benevolent Association representative and Mr. Huang, Consul General.”

“I understand, Mr. Campbell. You have everything well in hand, but nonetheless, the people will be heard in this courtroom today.” The judge turned his attention to the plaintiff as Grant sat. “Mrs. Hickman?”

The woman stood, garnering a hush from her compatriots. She stepped into the aisle with a sheet of paper and cleared her voice before eyeing Grant with a schoolmarm’s scrutiny. She bore a stork-like stance and an air of old money, which rankled him to no end. Another deep-pocket mogul. The very reason he’d left Boston.

“Your Honor, I represent San Francisco’s Christian Women for Chastity. It is my understanding the SS Oceanic is carrying fifty-three women and twenty-two female children. All are celestials, brought to our lovely city for immoral purposes.” A dramatic pause extracted admiring looks from her allies and stoicism from the judge.

“I ask that you ponder the backbone for your decision before making it, Your Honor, taking into consideration the base purpose of this ship’s mission. Is it not to add to the current excess of Mongolians in our city, whose sole purpose is debauchery, hedonism, and vice? Is it not to lay further waste to a city awash with a most despicable race of slothful, addicted, prostitutes who spread disease even unto respectable citizenry? Is it not—”

“Objection, Your Honor.” Grant sprang to his feet. “Mrs. Hickman may believe she has demonstrated due diligence as it pertains to the Chinese Consul’s request. Indeed, she apparently is insinuating a breach of moral law, waving the banner of malfeasance, which does not apply to this application of Civil Law.”

“Objection sustained,” the judge. Shoulders slumped beneath the black robe as he sank back in his chair and motioned for Grant to sit. “Mrs. Hickman, is there any cause of action you can plead under the civil law to not dismiss your organization’s claim at this time? And what remedy do you think you are entitled to?”

“I . . . uh.” She wavered, then spurred on by her cohorts, “We would like for you to demand that ship return to a Chinese port and take those heathens back to where they belong . . . Your Honor.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Hickman. You may sit down.”

A simple request had turned into a dog and pony show. And a miserable showing for Grant’s first case back home. He needed to turn the tide quickly. He stood, shooting his opponent a weighty gaze.

“Mr. Campbell, would you like to say something before I hand down my decision?” Judge Kerrington sat forward and cocked an eyebrow. A reporter in the corner scribbled madly in his notebook.

“Yes, Your Honor. I implore the Bench to consider the totality of the crew and passengers who await your decision, some of which are white Europeans. They have been anchored beyond the harbor for six days awaiting entry—sustenance and fresh water dwindling. Is it fair to leave them to languish? Or is it right to return them on a thirty-day-plus voyage because a faction of white European American women has misgivings about the morality of a minority of the ship’s passengers?”

He raised open palms at his sides in a dramatic gesture, chuckling inside a matronly gasp from the gallery. He imagined the women behind him, hankies clenched and faces pink with exasperation. “The Chinese Consulate rests, Your Honor.” He sat, gaze pinned to the judge, watching for some sign of pragmatism.

Judge Kerrington glanced at the clock and scrawled ink across a document. “I am granting temporary landing rights to the Steam Ship Oceanic until such time as Mr. Huang can be heard on his writ of habeas corpus.” The gavel cracked. “Good day, Mr. Campbell.” He nodded as he stood. “Ladies.”

A flutter of I-nevers and we’ll see about that and this isn’t finished flapped about the courtroom as the gaggle of women migrated through the exit to champion yet another cause.

Grant stepped to the front of the room and waited for the judge to sign the clerk’s documents. He would deliver them himself to the harbormaster and other official channels. If he hurried, the ship could dock by morning.

Briefcase in hand, he jogged to catch a cable car. There’d been no time to take in many of the sights since was put to work the moment he arrived. A yawn claimed his entire face before he could free a hand for cover, and he suddenly realized just how little sleep he’d had since leaving Boston. Plans to sleep away the entire train ride were upset by The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, begrudgingly rationed for the evenings. And then there was the riveting countryside he’d not seen in seven years.

Now, the familiar chink of the cable car rails and the conductor’s prattle tugged him backwards in time. He found himself counting the tiers of homes on the hillside, just as he had as a boy.

He sucked in the sea air, and a torrent of memories drenched his heart. And all of them included Kira. He grinned, trying to envision a grown-up version of her. He didn’t even know what his own sister looked like. Did Azalea still possess that indomitable optimism that used to drive him mad?

Guilt gnawed a hole in his conscience. He should’ve telegrammed his mother that he was coming. But it will be a nice surprise this way. He pounded his thigh. Who was he kidding? He was a selfish fool to leave the way he did. And a bigger fool to stay away. But it was the only way. An escape. It was supposed to be but a couple of years. Then three became five, and the pull of success was just too strong.


      [image: ]Grant crossed Waverly Place and continued up Clay Street with buoyant strides. The sights and sounds of his childhood enveloped him, a familiar blanket he had shed in desperation, exchanging it for the raucous Boston milieu. He dodged two small-footed Chinese women with several servants in their wake. When he tipped his hat, they shrank back, wide-eyed.

More Joss houses had sprouted—places where the Qing worshiped any number of deities, ancestors, or folklore saints. Da had called them houses for lost souls. Behind them were just a few of Chinatown’s many cribs, where pale faces peered out from locked rooms. Even now, shattered voices advertised their trade in a crude, but businesslike fashion. “More lost souls, owned by other lost souls,” Da’s voice echoed in his head. A voice Grant had successfully ignored—for years. But here in San Francisco’s Chinatown, his father was everywhere.

He stripped off his jacket and flung it over his shoulder and strode on. The pungent stink of opium assaulted his nose—a reminder that men don’t change. Had he changed? He’d certainly grown wiser. More self-possessed. Would his mother forgive him? But the simple truth was razor sharp. Even a mother has limits.

One block beyond the white brothels, he stopped. A gleaming bronze sign read CHINESE CONSOLIDATED BENEVOLENT ASSOCIATION. He stood there outside the Six Companies headquarters, wondering if his office door sported a new nameplate yet. It felt good to be a part of something bigger—with more reach than his meager efforts in a courtroom.

He sailed through the front door and smiled as he opened his office, one finger swiping over the shiny letters of his name. After slipping a folder from his desk and another from his valise, he headed down the hall to meet with Yung Wing and Mr. Huang.

“Tea, Mr. Campbell?” Yung Wing’s ample cheeks obscured his eyes as he smiled. “We have a victory today I hear.”

“You heard correctly. Are you spying on me?” Grant grinned, lifting the fragile cup, letting the herbal steam touch his face. Trussed up in western suits, both men were impeccably dressed—and obviously more relaxed than he was.

Mr. Huang laughed. “No, no, no. I was not spying. I received a telephone call from Judge Kerrington. He said you have now met Mrs. Hickman.”

“That I did. I assume she will become a regular thorn in my side.” Exactly what he didn’t need.

“Actually, unless Mrs. Hickman decides to leave the city, I doubt you will see much of her. There are a number of concerns for you to tend to in other cities. I hope you do not mind the train.”

The train? His bones were still bereft of rigor from his cross-country ride. Thank goodness for the stop in Truckee. “Did you read my report about the meeting with Mr. Crocker, sirs?” 

“Yes,” Yung Wing said. “You have confirmed some of what we suspected. Do you think a marshal will make a difference?”

“I do. If it is the right man. A man who cares for justice and holds no prejudice. A wise man. Unfortunately, we are at the mercy of the U.S. government to assign the marshal.”

Mr. Yung leaned in. “But surely a qualified marshal would be recommended for the job?”

“Let us hope so, sir. I will send a telegram.”
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three




Yakira dangled the cloth bag in the air, testing its weight before untying the string. With one quick jerk, coins clattered and money bundles struck the tabletop. “Oops.” She lunged to slap a hand onto four runaway coins. 

Azalea squeezed her eyes tight, rocking back and forth to some unheard rhythm. “I am praying for a loaves-and-fishes miracle. Count slowly so the money will grow.”

“Good. That is exactly what we need at the moment.” Yakira laid out the paper money and then counted silently, sliding small piles of coins into larger piles. “Fifty-three dollars and sixty-two cents.”

“Count again.” Azalea clasped her hands beneath her chin, and her lips moved in a soundless plea to heaven.

Yakira scooped the bills and coins into a mound and began counting all over again. The Oceanic would soon dock, and there was but a small window of time for them to act.

Aunt Lara stepped up to the table and added another folded bill to the piles. Her brow rumpled, eyes glued to the meager piles. “How much?” 

This money would make the difference between life and death for one Chinese girl on that ship. “I’m counting again.” Yakira twitched her head toward Azalea. “Waiting for the loaves and fishes to multiply.”

“Well now, they just did, did they not?” Aunt Lara settled an arm around Azalea’s waist. “Did you check the safe twice?”

“No, but you can,” Yakira said, disappointment rusting through her hope. “Sixty-three dollars and sixty-three cents.”

Azalea opened her eyes, her typical smile not quite blooming. “But God will still use what we have.”

Da breezed into the room, teeth gleaming between grizzled whiskers. “That He will, ladies. That He will.”

Aunt Lara stepped toward him, sparking of mischief. “And ye’ve a reason for such optimism, I assume?”

“That I have.” He waved an envelope. “Our latest benevolence from our favorite benefactor. And I’ve permission from the board to assign its use.”

Yakira kissed his cheek and craftily slipped the envelope from his fingers to peek inside. “Two-hundred dollars?” But for her commitment to adulthood, she would’ve bounced up and down and squealed like a six-year-old.

Azalea grinned from ear to ear, her eyes closed, hands still folded piously beneath her chin. “Thank you, Father, for your provision. And for the loaves and fishes.”

“Loaves and fishes?” Da turned a quirked eye to Yakira.

“Yes! Loaves and fishes!” Azalea beamed, hands clapping and feet bouncing—a complete lack of commitment to adulthood.

Yakira laughed and touched Da’s hand. “I’ll explain later. Now we have two hundred, sixty-three dollars and sixty-three cents. Let’s pray all the way to the docks.”

“I heard that. Praise the Almighty!” Miss Culbertson rushed in from outside, her face flushed. “We must hurry!”

They bustled out the door, but Aunt Lara barred Azalea with one arm. “I’m sorry, my sweet girl. You know we canna have you down there this time. Someone could snatch you up, and we could lose you.”

Azalea stepped back, her enthusiasm soured to a pucker. “I thought I’d grown old enough to not have to worry about that, Mother.”

Aunt Lara wrapped her in a quick hug. “You know you are my treasure. And I will keep you from harm, always.”

It stung her sweet friend to stay behind, but she bore it with dignity, something that would’ve come hard for Yakira. “Perhaps next time a disguise?” She squeezed Azalea’s wrist. “Pray, dear cousin. Pray our money will be enough!” She kissed her cheek and rushed after the others.


      [image: ]Seagulls soared, their cries complemented by the milling crowds along the wharf. The Oceanic bobbed gently as workers attached a gangplank. Stevedores stacked crates and trunks on carts and then worked in tandem to prevent them from rolling away and crashing into the dock. A cargo net swayed mid-air, suspended by a long beam, prepared to deliver the heaviest cargo. Yakira stumbled backwards when the net above her groaned loud and long with its burden. Da pulled her closer, always her protector.
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