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“Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.” 

Lao Tzu
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Chapter 1
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A long day of hard riding across the rocky ground beside the stream had drained me. A hot meal and a night’s sleep would be welcome. A raft of small birds sang happily from the forest, their constant chatter fluttering over the roar of the gushing South Yuba River as it frothed along, overwhelmed with snowmelt from the mountains.

I headed west on the north bank. The first faint shouts came just after I’d passed three men mining a small bar. The screams set in soon after. Ungodly shrieks that went on and on. A shot rang out. More shouts. More shrieks—louder—longer. Another shot.

Then silence.

An eerie, spine-chilling silence.

The rumble of the river thundered unbroken in my ears, the chirp of birds gone. I’d come upstream this afternoon. Directly downstream, no one camped save those with me, those who now waited for my return. A cold shiver thundered down my back. Sweat flushed from my forehead.

Like a fire built from damp wood, realization smoldered slow before the blaze of truth flashed bright across my mind. I nudged my horse faster. I let him run. He knew the way. A dread welled from deep inside me. It couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible.

The river bent to the northwest. I rode on. Smoke filled my nostrils, the sweet smell of meat cooking, the bitter stench of burning flesh. The camp was close. I reined my horse to a walk and yanked the shotgun from its scabbard.

Here huge pines grew close to the river. A creek flowed into the Yuba from the northeast. The camp sat in a clearing on the far side, past a line of scrub oak. Nothing moved, no sound came save the rushing water, the birds quiet, hiding, afraid.

And so was I.

But I had to know. Two friends were in that camp. Were they okay?

I urged my horse on. He stepped into the open, charged across the stream, bulled past the brush and into the clearing.

And then I screamed.

The body hung above the fire, dangling by a rope tied around his wrists and looped across a limb. Naked but for a sack over his head, slowly twisting to and fro, feet well nigh burned away. High on his left arm a bullet wound, a second one in the heart. The killer, at least, showed some shred of mercy.

I had to get him down, away from a fire set only with the unholy end of roasting a man alive. I leaped from my horse, kicked the unburned wood clear, then stomped embers and coals until they were black dust, threw a blanket down over the ashes and cut the rope. He tumbled into a heap. I drug him away and covered his shame.

One dead, another missing. They had no money, no enemies. It made no sense. I swore a solemn oath to find the killer, make him pay an eye for an eye as it should be. And there my recollections overran me, sweeping me back to where it all began . . .
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Chapter 2
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High above me, an eagle soared against a clear blue sky, but more rode on the wind today than just a bird. The early morning chill had worn off and a welcome promise of the first warm day in months hung in the air. The street, a muddy mess from winter rains, teemed with men scurrying from place to place, a snap to their step, fire in their eyes. My blood boiled with the excitement. I could hardly muzzle the expectation that an exciting adventure would soon come my way.

I left my horse at the stable and hustled down to the freight office, pushed open the door and strode inside. Three men sat at the long plank table on the right side of the room, my friends Joshua and Eban, and another fellow I didn’t know who sat across from Eban with his back to me, a sweat stained brown derby on his head, mud splattered across his blue work shirt and boot heels that were near worn away. He didn’t turn around when I came in and I couldn’t help but think that odd.

At the head of the table Joshua, his beard trimmed neat, hair oiled and combed, shuffled through a pile of papers.

He glanced up at me. “Good morning, Tom. Have a seat,” he said and pointed to the foot of the table.

“Hi, Joshua!” I called out as I took off my tall, wide-brimmed sombrero and tossed it onto the table. I walked over and pulled out the chair.

To his left, Eban slouched on both elbows, the sleeves rolled up on his plaid wool shirt, his gray locks a mess. “Did those mules get on the trail this morning?” he asked.

“They set out at first light,” I answered.

Eban nodded, and I got a look at the fellow in the blue shirt for the first time. He had a full beard trimmed close and a thin, long nose that hooked down in the middle. Then he turned toward me and glowered, a scowl plastered across his haggard face, eyes sunk deep inside hollow sockets. In spite of the warm day I felt a sudden chill.

Joshua motioned toward the new guy. “Tom, meet Kurt Johansen from up north near the Yuba River. Kurt, this is Tom Marsh, the man I told you about.”

“How do you, sir,” I said, but the guy didn’t answer at all, no greeting, no smile, no nod, no nothing. He just stared at me and all the while, his forehead grew redder and redder. Then he pushed his chair back and jumped to his feet. “Just a boy!” he yelled, thrusting a finger as crooked as his nose at me, his j sounding like a y. “Just a boy!”

“Sit down, Johansen!” Joshua barked. “That man knows more about operating a mule train in gold country than anyone in California.”

Then, out of the blue, a loud knock startled us all. “Who is it?” yelled Joshua.

“Dispatch from Washington City, Sir” came the answer in a thick Irish brogue.

“Come in!” Joshua called. The door popped open wide and a blue uninformed soldier with a pouch slung across his shoulder marched in, took one look at Joshua, stopped well short of the table, snapped to attention and saluted.

“Sergeant Maloney reporting, Sir,” he said.

Joshua returned an easy salute, and the soldier’s hand fell to his side. “At ease, Sergeant,” Joshua ordered and the man relaxed. “It’s good to see you again, Maloney, but you must know I’m not in the military anymore.”

“A great loss for the army, to be sure,” answered Maloney.

“Flattery will get you nothing here, Sergeant. Now what’s this about a dispatch?”

“Aye, sir, tis from President Zachary Taylor his self, sir,” Maloney said respectfully and pulled a packet covered in white paper from the pouch.

Joshua took it from Maloney, untied the ribbon that bound it, pulled out a piece of paper and scanned it. Then he looked up at me. “Tom, this is all for you,” he began, “But I’m asked to read the one from the president aloud. Would you all stand, please?”

It was right about there that things got fuzzy for me. I do remember Joshua reading the letter; mostly a bunch of five-dollar words all strung together and real hard to follow. My head spun like a wagon wheel the whole time anyhow, but I can’t forget how Johansen’s face flushed from pure pale to deep red in no time at all. Then Joshua grabbed his walking cane and hobbled around to me where he took a red, white and blue ribbon with a silver pendant dangling from it out of a thin cedar box and hung it around my neck, and just then Johansen sat down and buried his face in his hands.

I tried to protest that I hadn’t done anything to deserve this but Eban told me to shut up and take my punishment like a man, and I did. Then Joshua and the Sergeant both saluted me and Eban walked up, slapped me on the back and shook my hand. I felt like I floated on a cloud, like it all wasn’t real, but it was.

Joshua folded the white paper back around the packet, retied the ribbon and put the whole bundle on the table, and then he also shook my hand. “This is a mighty big honor, Tom,” he said, “Very few men get a commendation from the President of the United States. But there are two more letters in the packet, both addressed to you and both personal. You might want to wait for a more appropriate time to read them.”

I looked down at the packet then back up to Joshua. “Personal letters, sir?” I asked, my mind still awhirl. “From who?”

He grinned wide. “I guess it’ll be a surprise then, won’t it?” He turned and limped back toward the head of the table. “If you gentlemen are ready, we’ll get on with our meeting. As soon as we’re done, we can have a meal at the Cafe, my treat,” he offered.

Maloney perked up at once. “Pardon me, sir,” he said, “but would that be the cafe that just blessed me poor snoot with the aroma of fresh baked bread?”

“That would be the place, Sergeant.” Joshua said.

‘I’ll wait, and gladly,” Maloney said.

He sat beside Johansen, who slowly pushed his chair back, took his hat off and stood, spinning the derby around and around by the brim. “I was a fool,” he said, his w sounding like a v. Then looked straight at me. “I . . . I—what you say?” A look of worry came across his face. His head jerked to and fro as he searched desperately for the right words. Then his eyes flashed wide. “Oh, ja, ja,” he said excitedly and turned back to me, the hat suddenly still. “I, Johansen, sorry I call you boy,” he pled. Then he sat, his brow furrowed, his eyes narrowed, and his gaze dropped straight to the table.

The freight office suddenly seemed as quiet as an empty church on Saturday night and I felt like everybody here, except Johansen, stared right at me, waiting for my reply to such a heartfelt apology. Folks always said I was too young to do the stuff I did, and for the life of me I couldn’t figure out why. So many things rumbled around in my mind that it seemed like it took a month of Sundays to conjure up my answer, and maybe it did take longer than it should have.

Finally, I reached behind my neck and untied the ribbon. Then, holding the pendant in my hand, I took a long look at it before I put it down on the table. “It sure is a nice medal,” I began, “and, Sergeant, I really appreciate you bringing it all the way up here from San Francisco and I reckon you’ll let President Taylor know how grateful I am that he gave it to me in the first place, even though Mr. Johansen is right. I am just a boy.” I stopped talking and looked right at Johansen. His face stayed down, but he must have felt me waiting because he slowly raised his head and turned until our eyes met.

I smiled at him and saw the corners of his mouth twitch, so I went on. “I can’t help how old I am, sir, but the miners like me—they like me a lot and they trust me. That’s important. And I’ve got a great horse, too. In the rough gold country along the rivers, he’s as surefooted as any mule, and he’s twice as fast. He loves the job, maybe more than I do, and we make a great team. I might be young, Mr. Johansen, but I give you my word, I’ll do the best job I can. I promise.”

And then Johansen smiled. Not a wide, full out grin, more a kind of thank you smile like you give when somebody does you a favor. “Ja, you will do good job, Johansen sure,” he said and again the w’s sounded like v’s and the j’s like y’s. Still, he had smiled, at least a little, and that made my grin even bigger.

He stood and turned to Joshua. “We do deal,” he said and stuck out his hand.

Surprise popped across Joshua’s face. He grabbed one of his papers and held it out. “But don’t you want to see the figures I put together for you first?” he asked.

Johansen shook his head. “Words on paper hard. Faces better. You tell truth,” he nodded to Joshua then glanced back to me. “Tom tell truth too. We do deal, ja?”

Joshua was standing and had his own hand out by the time Johansen looked back at him. “You’re a good man, Kurt Johansen,” he said. “I’ll be proud to partner with you.” They shook on it and the deal was done.

Joshua picked up his cane. “Are you gentlemen ready to eat?” he asked.

Right off, Maloney jumped to his feet. “By your leave, sir,” the sergeant piped up, “but I’ll be having words with the young Master Marsh, if you don’t mind.”

“Go right ahead, Sergeant.”

“Yes sir,” Maloney replied with a snap, then walked up to me and stuck out his hand, “Tis a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Marsh,” he said real respectfully.

I took a quick look around just to make sure my Pa hadn’t come back from the grave. “Thank you, sir,” I mumbled, my head still cluttered, and took his hand.

Maloney shook it but he didn’t let go. “Twas more than three years past when we marched with Kearny’s dragoons, the good Lieutenant, Eban and meself all a fine part of it. We crossed a desert hot as Hades by day and cold as a whore’s heart at night. And all too soon, we got into a fair scrap with the Mexicans. Too many good soldiers died, and all by the treachery of three men, mind you. But thanks be to you, Tom Marsh, the whole lot of those blackguards have now paid their pence to Saint Peter.”

He leaned in close to me. “I’m an old soldier, Lad, but I tell you straight. There’s not a one who stood with us that day who shan’t stand with you, now. When trouble comes, if there’s a dragoon near, tis help you’ll have. And that’s God’s own truth.”

“For a gruff old soldier that was well said, Maloney.” Joshua added, then he pointed to the door with his cane. “Now, with your permission, Sergeant.”

“Granted Sir,” snapped Maloney. Then he winked at me, let go my hand, turned and started jawing with Johansen as he led him to the door right behind Joshua, but I sat back in my chair and laid my fingers gently on the packet Joshua left on the table.

Eban walked up. “Ain’t you going to eat, Tom?” he asked.

“Not yet,” I answered. “I’ll be down soon.”

“I understand,” he said and gave me a couple of reassuring pats on my shoulder before he followed the others out the door.

As soon as everyone had gone, I picked up the packet, untied the ribbon and unfolded the white paper. The first letter I came to asked Joshua to present the medal. The next was the one from Zachary Taylor that Joshua had read aloud. I’d never seen anything like it. It had a round seal with an eagle holding arrows and stuff in its claws printed at the top next to the words “Office of the President” and right below that “United States of America.” Then, whoever wrote the letter itself had the most beautiful handwriting I’d ever seen. Every word was perfectly formed; each line went across the paper evenly, not wandering up or down like it would’ve if I wrote it. There was another seal at the bottom with the same eagle and the words “The President of the United States of America,” right under President Taylor’s signature.

But Joshua had already read this letter aloud, so I put it down and opened the next one. It was on War Department stationary and not nearly as eye popping as President Taylor’s, and while the handwriting was pretty darn good, it didn’t hold a candle to the other letter. Still, this one was from Webster Lawson, the man whose life I saved when he came close to starving to death after he’s been wounded by the same rotten hombre who’d told the Mexican army that Kearny’s dragoons had finally made it to California. Right after that the dragoons had that battle that Maloney talked about.

Afterwards, that same rattlesnake had come to the mining country with his two cohorts and started jumping claims and bilking honest miners out of their gold. He’d killed some good men doing it, too. Nobody misses him now. But Colonel Lawson didn’t talk much about that. Instead, he told me about the journey he made with Lacey from San Francisco back east. They’d sailed to Panama on the Pacific Mail Steamship California then rode on a crude wagon into the hills before they got into a small boat that went down a river that took them all the way to the Atlantic Ocean. There another steamship waited and they sailed to New York City and spent a few weeks there.

Lacey did a lot of shopping in New York before they rode on a train to Washington City where Colonel Lawson started his new job in the War Department and Lacey enrolled at Mrs. Priscilla Winslow’s Academy for Refined and Gentle Ladies. They’d moved into a nice home only a short carriage ride from the White House and were very happy. Both of them missed me a lot and wished me well.

I refolded the paper and put it back in the packet. My hand trembled as I pulled out the last letter. It was different. The paper was soft, even to the touch of my rough fingers, and the smell, faint at first, grew so strong as to fill the whole world. It was the same wonderful scent that had come into the cafe with her that first day, and now it was with me again. I pulled the paper close to my face and inhaled deeply.

My eyes closed. My mind, already awhirl, spun even faster, back into the past, back to the days when we were together. My arms wrapped around Lacey’s slender waist and I pulled her close. I felt her warm body against me, her breath hot on my cheek. Then my lips found hers, our tongues met. “Oh, Lacey,” I moaned.

I sat there as my memories of her, spurred by the sweet smell of the letter, unwound in my mind. Then, like a dream, came a vision of what could have been if only I hadn’t let her leave. But at last, as suddenly as it had appeared, the dream faded. Footsteps thumped from the plank walkway outside. Someone was coming. I put the letter on the table and sighed. I would read it tonight, when I could be alone again.

The door pushed open and I spun to see to Eban walking toward me. “You’re still here?” he asked as he took off his hat and tossed it on the table. “Weren’t you hungry?” he went on as he sat down. Then he must have noticed the packet in front of me. “Oh, you were reading your mail. I understand,” he said with a smile. “How’s Lacey?” he continued and I couldn’t help but catch sight of a sparkle in his eyes.

Everyone liked Lacey. They all still asked about her. It made her leaving that much harder. “I guess she’s okay,” I answered, hoping it would satisfy him. I didn’t want to admit that I hadn’t read the letter yet. I didn’t think he’d understand.

Eban shuffled through the papers Joshua left on the table like he was putting them in order or something. “Well, you made a big dent on Johansen. He talked about you the whole meal. He’s a strange one, hard as the dickens to understand, and with all Maggie’s good food he ate only beef and bread, headed home without even having a slice of pie.”

I didn’t say anything, my mind still on Lacey. Even with her letter sitting on the table, I could smell her perfume. It was on my fingers, in my clothes, on my face, and very much on my mind.

Eban picked up the pile of paper and stood. “Take Link Holcombe with you when you leave tomorrow. He’s a good man with mules and I don’t know for sure if Johansen has a clue which end goes in front,” he said as he walked around the table, heading towards Joshua’s desk on the other side of the room. “Besides,” he went on, “Link knows how to set up the schedules and talk to the miners. You’ll have to stay up north till everything runs smooth. Could be on into summer.”

I grabbed the medal from the table and looked it over once more. It was shiny and bright and must have cost President Taylor a pretty penny, but I still didn’t feel like I deserved it. I dug out the cedar box and opened it. There, off to the side of the box on top of the purple velvet lining and looking as lost and out of place as anything so finely made possibly could, sat a beautifully carved silver locket attached to a silver chain. I gingerly picked it up then quickly stuck the medal back into the center of the box and snapped the lid shut.

I held the locket in my palm and for a while I simply stared at it, lost in the tiny curls, swirls and itty bitty flowers that framed the outer edge of the oval. It dawned on me that I’d never held anything so fancy. Somehow, I knew it had come from Lacey and that it just had to be the most special thing I’d ever had, way more than the medal ever could be. The backside had been polished, so fine I could almost see my reflection like in Maggie’s mirror. On one side a tiny hinge, on the other a clasp, I pried open the locket.

And my jaw dropped to the floor. I’d never seen anything like it.

My eyes gazed at Lacey, standing half sideways with her head turned directly toward me. No doubt it was her even though she’d shrunk to the size of the locket and everything was in different shades of brown. Still, she looked fantastic, her hair up in a bun like the first time I saw her and she wore a dress I’d never seen. It buttoned all the way up to the top where a high collar left just enough of an opening in the front to glimpse her slim, beautiful neck.

Her eyes burned into mine. Her smile seemed frolicsome, almost mischievous, like she had some clever trick in mind to play on somebody. I couldn’t help but think that the smile was meant for me and I wondered who she meant to trick. I wanted to kiss her full lips and hold her tight like I once did.

A clatter came from across the room. I looked up to see Eban rummaging through one of the drawers of Joshua’s roll-top desk. He must have felt me gaping.

“I wish Josh would keep stuff where I can find it,” he carped and slammed the drawer shut, then yanked open another one. “There it is,” he crowed, and dropped in the papers, slammed the drawer shut before he turned back toward me. “Take Joe with you.”

“Joe!” I yelled. “Why?”

“He can cook.”

“I can cook.”

“You’ve got enough to do, keep your mind on the job. This deal with Johansen is the biggest thing we’ve done. We can make a pile of money, or we can lose our shirts.”

“But—”

“No buts,” he said. “And see Maggie before you leave.”

“Yeah,” I said. I snapped the locket shut and slipped it into my pocket.

~~~~~~
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The small bell hanging on the cafe door jingled as I walked in and looked around. There must be twenty men here, but I quickly found Joshua sitting with the sergeant at a table near the kitchen door. He saw me right away and waved me over. I took off my sombrero and sat down in front of a basket of biscuits left from their meal. I grabbed one and slathered butter on it.

“Tom, I’ve been talking with Maloney,” Joshua said in that way he had of starting a conversation that let me know right off he would be doing most of the talking. “Did you know that he resigned from the army, effective today? He doesn’t have to go back to his post. He’s a free man, and a good one. We spent a lot of time together in the dragoons so I’ve hired him on at the freight line. He’ll be going north with you.”

“But—”

“Now don’t worry about a thing,” Joshua went on after cutting me off. “Army sergeants know all about mules and supply trains. He’ll be a big help.”

“Eban said—”

“Aye, that I shall,” Maloney barged in, ignoring me completely. Then he started in about the mules on the trip west with Joshua and how they’d had to eat them after the Mexicans surrounded them on Mule Hill and Kearny’s whole force ran out of food. My eye’s rolled back in my head. I must have heard that story a thousand times by now. And I’d already figured out that if Maloney went along on this trip, it would be a tough task for me to get a word in edgewise.

So I tossed the sombrero on my head, grabbed the biscuits and butter, and headed towards the kitchen. “I got to find Maggie,” I said over my shoulder, not really caring if I interrupted anyone or not.

I heard Maloney say, “Tis a brash bairn he is, aye, but a bonny one.”

Joshua chuckled just as I ducked through the kitchen door. Pots steamed on top of the iron stove that sat in the middle of the wall to my left. Juan, the Mexican fellow Maggie hired a few weeks ago, stood in front of the washtubs at the back of the room, scrubbing hard on a pile of heavy cast iron pans. I looked off to the right and saw Maggie by the cot in the corner, fussing over baby Josie.

I sat down at the table in front of the stove and started in again on the biscuits. A real good smell came from one of the pots. The spicy, hearty food Juan cooked had become a big hit with the miners and with me. Then I heard Maggie let go with a stream of baby talk and little Josie started giggling and talking back to her in that way she had and I forgot all about my hunger.

Maggie answered Josie with a lot of the same kinds of nonsense noises but threw in some real words too. Somehow it always seemed like they were having a chat in some weird language that only they could understand. Josie had only been around since last summer but she seemed to understand everything as easily as Maggie.

Another burst of giggles erupted just as Maggie sang out, “Whee!”

Her long red hair flew out from her neck as she swung Josie around in a circle, her hands tight under Josie’s armpits. When she noticed me, she pulled the baby into her chest. “Hi, Tom,” she said and without waiting for me to answer she went on, sounding all excited. “Look, Josie, Tom’s here. Are you going to say hi to Tom?”

“Hi, Josie,” I said, waving my hand real wide, my voice carrying my idea of the same kind of baby talk tone Maggie used.

Josie answered with a loud squawk followed by a gurgle of giggles, then blessed me with the brightest smile I could ever imagine.

I couldn’t help but beam back at her. “I’m happy to see you, Josie,” I went on and meant it from the bottom of my heart. It always amazed me how such a little girl always managed to shine a beautiful light into my day no matter what kind of rotten mood I came in with.
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