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			By Way of Introduction

			For those who have read any of my other novels to date, Winter in the High Sierra will be quite a departure. While it is set primarily in 1900—in the middle of the time period I especially favor—everything else is different from my previous outings.

			The biggest departure is that Sierra is fundamentally a romance. Frankly, that was not a genre I thought that I’d explore, mainly because I’ve never written (nor read) a romance novel. But my publisher suggested that I give it a try. I took up the gauntlet, and this is the result. So I suppose you could say that this is my idea of a romance novel. Or, perhaps more accurately, a love story.

			Writing Sierra led to something and somewhere quite unexpected. I quickly found myself warming to my story, and especially to my characters. To such a degree, in fact, that I could hardly wait to dive back into their world each day and follow them as they confronted both the challenges of survival and the even bigger challenges of figuring out something about the larger significance of their lives—and of life itself.

			I enjoyed the writing so much that I completed the book in record time, and sent it on its way. But to my great surprise—and after I had recorded the entire audiobook version—something very unfortunate happened, and I found the manuscript back in my hands. At first, I was dismayed and disappointed, since I’d been so eager to see the book in print. Just as I was about to despair of the whole project, I decided—without any better plan in mind—to read the manuscript again.

			It was then that the silver lining to my little dark cloud revealed itself.

			In rereading the original Sierra—which was certainly a good book—I discovered hidden inside, waiting to be teased out, the elements of a much better book. So with renewed purpose I rewrote the whole thing, not as a chore but as a labor of love. And out of my despair emerged something beautiful and joyous: a better book, a more satisfying book, a book that made me laugh and cry.

			In this story about two “lost” people, I hope to have captured something of what most of us have to struggle with and through in our lives—personal growth, grief, regret, the problems of self-definition and self-love, and the nature of redemption.

			Whether in the trackless wilderness of the High Sierra, or in the sometimes-bewildering depths of our own hearts and minds, I believe that—while we may wander for quite a while—we are never truly lost, unless and until we give up.

			I’m glad I didn’t give up on Winter in the High Sierra.

			A couple of small final notes. I recognize that ‘Sierra’ is, in fact, a plural noun—though in 1900 ‘High Sierra,’ ‘High Sierras,’ and ‘Sierras’ were all used interchangeably to describe these mountains. Thus I have chosen to use ‘High Sierra’ and ‘Sierras’ in order to stay closer to period usages.

			Last: to understand 1900 dollar values in modern terms, multiply them by forty or fifty.

			Robert Brighton

		

	
		
			

			Où sont les neiges d’antan?

			— François Villon, Ballade des dames du temps jadis, 1461
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			CHAPTER ONE: 
Last Train to Frisco

			November 1899
Eight Miles West of Truckee, California

			The Sierra Pacific train—six passenger cars and a baggage car behind one big steam locomotive and its coal tender—heaved itself painfully up the steep slopes of the rugged Sierra Nevada mountains, its great wheels slipping on the slick rails. As the train strained skyward, heavy snow began to fall and halfway to the summit turned into a whirling blizzard. Even when leaning perilously out of the side window of his cab, the engineer could no longer tell the difference between earth and sky.

			He slowed his engine to a crawl. The slow creep helped avoid the danger of plowing into an unseen snowdrift or fallen tree, but it made it even more difficult to get any traction. The locomotive’s supply of sand—shot from a steam hose onto the rails in front of the great driven wheels—had long since been exhausted.

			Suddenly, just ahead, something enormous loomed up out of whistling whiteness.

			“All stop! Avalanche!!” the engineer called out, and the fireman quickly banked his coals. The train slowed still further, and then stopped entirely—trapped in a narrow pass by a slide of snow at least half as high as the locomotive itself. The iron beast sat there hissing in frustration.

			“Send out the digging crew,” the engineer told his fireman. “The way it’s coming down now, if we don’t get this cleared away quickly, we’ll be stuck for good.” The fireman jumped down from the cab and struggled back through the deep snow toward the passenger cars.

			After a long minute, six men with coal shovels bailed out of the first passenger car and attacked the mound of snow. The conductor also waded forward and climbed up into the cab with his engineer.

			“What should I tell the passengers?” the conductor asked.

			The engineer took off his cap and wiped his forehead on his sleeve. “Tell them the truth. That this is the worst storm I’ve ever seen, and that we’re moving heaven and earth to get under way again.”

			“They’re not going to like that much.”

			“You don’t say? I don’t like it much, either—but that’s what we are facing.”

			“Understood,” the conductor said, and jumped down from the cab.

			Two long hours later, the breathless foreman of the digging crew walked back to the locomotive and called up to the engineer through cupped hands.

			“I’ve never seen it this bad,” he yelled. “It’s coming down faster than we can clear it away.”

			“You have to clear it!” the engineer shouted down. “If we don’t get going again, everyone dies!”

			The foreman seemed to gather up his nerve. “Not to tell you your business, sir, but even if we can get her moving again, there’s no way she can pull all this weight”—he gestured down the length of the train—“over the summit. Not with the tracks in this condition.”

			The last train of the season was always a gamble in the High Sierra, a race against the arrival of the first squalls of winter. The engineer knew that the foreman was right—the cards had fallen against his machine.

			He nodded down at the man. “Dig like your life depends on it, then,” he said, “until you can’t dig anymore.” The man trotted back to his crew, and the engineer pulled the bell for the conductor.

			“You have news?” the conductor asked when he arrived, his tidy uniform coated up to his chest in snow.

			“I do, but it’s not good news,” the engineer replied. “You’ll have to get the passengers to move forward into the first two cars. Pack ’em in like sardines, if need be. To have any chance at making it out of these damned hills, I’ll have to leave behind three of the passenger cars, the baggage car, that private car at the end, and every spare pound of coal we don’t need.”

			“You must be joking!”

			“Do I look like I’m joking?” the engineer snarled. “It’s either that or everyone freezes to death right here. These mountains—and this pass—have killed a lot of people, and I’m not about to add to the total.”

			The conductor nodded and went back to his cars, where he began herding the passengers forward. “Hand luggage only!” he instructed. “We have to leave the baggage car behind. The railroad will deliver your belongings to you in the spring.”

			This caused an uproar. “It’s not what any of us wants to do,” he said, holding out his hands. “But there’s no other choice. We either get out of these mountains before nightfall, or we’ll be stuck here.”

			“So what?” a man’s voice called out. “They’ll send another train to pull us out.”

			“Five months from now, they will,” the conductor replied. “And we won’t last five days in this cold. If you want to stay alive, you’ll do as I say and move, and on the double!”

			While the passengers were jostling forward, the conductor jumped down from the train to retrieve the lone passenger in the private car at the rear of the train, just behind the baggage car. It was a so-called palace car, which boasted every possible luxury—fine linens, fine food, and its own iron stove to keep it toasty warm. Unlike the other passenger cars, though, by design it had no through connection to the rest of the train. People who could afford to travel in palace cars could afford their privacy.

			The conductor fought the snow all the way back to the palace car, where he found the door either locked or frozen tight. “Miss!” he shouted, banging on it with his palm. “Open up! We have an emergency! Miss!”

			There was no reply—not a sound nor a movement from inside the car. The conductor hammered on the door for two full minutes more, but to no avail.

			“Mister conductor!” a muffled voice called out behind him. The conductor turned to see the foreman of the digging crew, bundled up to his eyes against the driving snow.

			“The engineer says we’re out of time,” the man yelled. “We’ve cleared as much snow as we can. The cars have been uncoupled, and the coal’s off-loaded. So we’ve got to get under way—now!”

			

			“But there’s a young woman still in this car!” the conductor yelled back. “We can’t leave her here to die!”

			“The engineer says we have no other choice!” the foreman said. “It’s either her or—”

			His voice was drowned out by a deep rumble from the reawakened engine, reverberating over the snow. Ahead of them a column of thick black smoke belched into the sky.

			The conductor and the foreman turned and fought their way back to the second passenger car—now the rearmost of the train, and packed with people. As he swung aboard, the conductor looked back over his shoulder, hoping against hope that the young woman would be following. Or waving. Or anything.

			She was not.

			When the engineer pushed the throttle forward, at first his machine responded by drifting backward, in the direction of the severed rear of the train—seemingly as reluctant as its conductor to abandon the young woman to her fate. Desperate, the engineer laid on every bit of the mighty engine’s power—and with a surly bellow of protest, the great locomotive began at last to advance. The big steel tires slipped and grabbed, but little by little the amputated train gained its footing.

			As what remained of the last train to Frisco laboriously pulled free of its snow trap, the three empty passenger cars, baggage car, and the palace car were left behind in the swirling snow.
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			In the palace car at the rear of the train, Louisa MacGregor—its sole occupant—had taken a sleeping draught shortly after her luncheon. Her father himself had seen her to the station in New York City, as if concerned she might decide not to go at all. Yet Louisa was duly shut up in her gilded cage, and off the train had gone, bound for San Francisco, where her brother and his family lived.

			Her father had thought the change of scenery would help heal his daughter’s broken heart. But as the Frisco Express churned westward, all Louisa could do was replay the past few painful months: her wedding plans wrecked by her fiancé’s parents, who had from the start objected to the union. From their vantage point atop the pinnacle of New York’s old money elite, Louisa’s would-be in-laws saw even the rather distinguished MacGregor family as little more than upstarts and social climbers. Eventually they succeeded in derailing the young couple’s planned nuptials.

			Louisa’s wounds were still fresh when, in a last cruel spasm of fate, her former fiancé—bereft over the loss of his intended—vanished from the afterdeck of the Long Island Ferry. Officially, the event had been ruled an accident, a terrible mishap—but Louisa and everyone else knew that it had been suicide.

			No luxurious trip across country could offer sanctuary from such bitter memories. And so she had begun quaffing her sleeping potion at almost any hour of the day, seeking oblivion in a drug called laudanum—a powerful mix of opium and alcohol. Before being hustled aboard her train, Louisa had taken stealthy care to obtain a fresh bottle from a cooperative druggist on the Lower East Side.

			Thus when the Frisco Express stalled in the deep and deadly snows of the High Sierra, Louisa MacGregor was warmly cocooned in her sleeping quarters, lost in an opium dream. She didn’t feel the train lurch to a halt, didn’t hear the conductor’s shouted entreaties, and didn’t sense the stillness of her forsaken palace car.

			Until, that is, she was awakened by a deep, numbing cold. Louisa sat up in bed, threw off her eiderdown duvet, and watched transfixed as her breath turned to steam in the normally cozy car.

			What the devil? she thought, getting up and throwing a quilted robe over her dress. Groggily she padded into the parlor, to find that the coal stove had guttered out and an opaque coating of ice had formed on the windows of the palace car. Outside there was nothing but white.

			It was obvious that the train had stopped, so she rang the bell for the conductor to learn what was amiss. When after a few minutes the conductor didn’t show up, she screwed up her courage, pulled open the palace car door, and gingerly stepped onto the corrugated iron stairs—or tried to. All but the topmost tread were covered in freshly fallen snow. She turned away from the wind and looked toward the rear of the stopped train.

			Since Louisa’s car was the last one, behind her was nothing, only snow-covered tracks disappearing into the blowing snow. This gave her no particular surprise or alarm—until she turned and squinted upwind. It was difficult to make anything out while being pelted with huge, high-velocity snowflakes, but when she angled her hand just so to shield her eyes, she finally grasped the immensity of her problem. The locomotive was gone, and with it half of the train. Left behind on the tracks, with snowdrifts piling up against them, were three empty passenger cars, the baggage car, and her palace car.

			Stunned, Louisa hurried back inside—the car was cold, but at least she was out of the wind—and sat down weakly on the velvet couch in the parlor. She almost began to weep, and then reminded herself that tears were useless. She had to do something. But what?

			Wait for the next train? That wasn’t a possibility. She knew very well that hers had been the last of the year, and that her father had taken pains to persuade the Sierra Pacific to allow her car to come along with it. Hope for a rescue mission? Without a doubt, her father would mount one—but by the time word got to him in New York that her car had been abandoned, she would be long dead of starvation or cold.

			That left only one thing: a hike out of the mountains, however improbable it seemed to cross the spine of the Sierras on foot and in the teeth of winter. At least I would die trying, Louisa thought. She drew her robe closer around her and was envisioning the probable end of her life, when outside one of her snow-smeared windows she spied a large, dark shape shambling down the hill toward the tracks. It resembled one of the grizzly bears she had heard and read about. So much for walking.

			She studied the creature as it lumbered down the snowy slope, and as it came closer she could make out that it was no bear at all, but a man shuffling along on snowshoes, wearing an enormous buffalo robe over his shoulders and a battered hat tied to his head with a woolen scarf. He was accompanied by a large and ferocious-looking dog. Louisa had learned the hard way that humans are at least as deadly as bears—and considerably less direct—so she shrank down below the windowsill, peeping out every few seconds to follow the bear-man’s path.

			He reached the side of her car, looked one way and the other, and then trudged toward the first car of what remained of the train. She lost him to view for quite some time, until his shadow suddenly blocked the early light sneaking through her icy window. Louisa shrank down again, just as the bear-man began thumping on the door.

			She assumed he’d give up in time and go back to wherever he’d come from, and after a few seconds the pounding did indeed stop. But then she heard a quieter sound—that of the man tinkering with the lock. A bandit! she thought. He thinks that there must be valuables in here! Crouching low, she slunk into her sleeping compartment and wriggled under the bed, though first grabbing the tiny derringer that was sitting on her nightstand. Her father had given it to her at the station, without any explanation whatsoever—as though she could divine how in the world to use a firearm.

			Louisa had pulled the edge of the bedspread down to conceal herself when she felt a sudden blast of winter whip along the floor of the car as the carriage door opened. Then it slammed again.

			“Is anyone here?” a voice said.

			She tried to hold her breath and listen as the man began nosing around in her parlor. She heard the sound of loud, appreciative chewing—he must have found the remains of her luncheon sandwich. She heard his voice say, “Try this, mutt—it’s delicious!”

			Why, he’s eating my luncheon! And giving it to his horrid dog, at that, she thought.

			The bear-man’s footsteps approached her sleeping quarters, and from the entryway his deep voice was as clear as if he were under the bed with her. “Is anyone in here?” he repeated. She could see his snowy boots dripping meltwater onto the Oriental rug.

			Huddled on the freezing floor of the palace car, Louisa had never been so cold—and just as the man’s feet turned to go, to her horror her teeth began chattering like castanets. The feet slowly turned back around. “Who’s in here?” he said, more softly, and the feet approached the bed. She held her breath again until she thought her lungs would burst, but damned if the telltale chattering didn’t begin again. She gripped the derringer as the feet came to rest beside her hiding spot.

			The bedspread slowly rose, and the man knelt to peer under it. At first, all Louisa could see was a big beard caked with gobbets of snow, and a pair of very blue eyes. She thrust out her little gun.

			“L-l-leave m-m-me alone!” she said. “I m-mean it. I’ll p-p-pull the tr-tr-trigger, I swear!”

			The man’s face creased into what might have been a tiny smile, making little ripples around the sides of his eyes. “You could, Miss, but it wouldn’t do you any good.” With that, he reached under the bed and gently removed the derringer from her hand.

			“Now come on out of there, and let’s talk like regular folk,” he said, still looking at her under the bed. “I won’t hurt you.”

			“You’d b-b-better not,” Louisa chattered as she crawled out of concealment and stood.

			The man’s dog—a big, brindled thing with an enormous, flat skull—cocked his head and looked at her quizzically. The bear-man himself was tall, at least six feet, and under his giant buffalo robe he seemed to take up twice as much space as any normal man. His big beard and thick, wavy brown hair framed a rugged, handsome face punctuated by those two piercing blue eyes.

			“Hello,” he said in a soft baritone, taking a half step toward her.

			“You stay b-b-back!” she said, summoning all of her martial spirit. “I’ll have you know that I’d sooner die, right here and now, than be r-r-ravished by the likes of you!”

			There was that little could-be smile again, which the dog seemed to share.

			“I didn’t come here to ravish anyone,” the bear-man said. “I saw the smoke from the locomotive stop for quite a while, and then start up again. I figured they were stuck, so I came down the mountain to see if I could help out.”

			“Unfortunately,” Louisa said, drawing her robe still more tightly around herself, “you’re a little late. As you can see, the train has gone and left me behind.”

			“I noticed that,” he said dryly.

			“You have quite the nerve, sir, to make sport of my predicament!” she said, flustered. “Now, if you please, leave me in peace and go back to wherever you came from.” She waved at him with the back of her hand.

			“Well, that might not be possible.”

			“And whyever not?”

			“I’m from New York.”

			She stamped her foot. “I did not mean literally for you to return to whatever place from which you might have originated,” she said. “I meant, go back up that hill to wherever your . . . lair is!”

			“My lair,” he said thoughtfully. “For the record, Miss, that’s not a hill. That’s a mountain. But in any case, you can’t stay here. You’ll have to come with me. To my lair.”

			“Over my dead body!”

			“That’s exactly what I’m trying to avoid. Look how cold you are already. You’ve got no heat, and whatever coal the train left behind is already two feet deep in snow. If you think it’s cold now, you cannot imagine how much colder it will get as soon as that sun goes down behind the trees. I have a cabin—or lair if you prefer—about an hour’s hike from here. If you want to live, you’ll come with me and stay there.”

			“And if I refuse?” Louisa demanded.

			“I haven’t thought that far ahead,” Bear-Man said. “We’ve only just met.”

			“Oooh, you! You are impossible! I knew I ought to have shot you when I had the chance.”

			“You wouldn’t have shot me.”

			“You don’t think so? In case you didn’t notice, I had my finger on the trigger and was ready to fire!”

			“But you hadn’t pulled back the hammer and cocked the thing,” he said. “You could have tried to fire it for all you were worth, and I’d still be standing here unharmed.”

			“You are a terrible, awful man!”

			“Look, Miss, maybe I am, and maybe I’m not. But if we don’t get going pretty soon, we’re going to be stranded for good. Here, you’ll need this.” He slipped the giant buffalo robe from his shoulders and draped it over hers, almost collapsing Louisa under its weight. From a small pack he had kept under his robe, he removed a pair of big, furry mittens.

			“Hold out your hands,” he said. She did, and he stuck them on one by one. He finished her ensemble by removing his hat and plopping it down over her eyes.

			

			“You look very fashionable,” he said. “Oh, and before we go, may I ask whom I have the pleasure of rescuing today?”

			“You are quite a smart aleck,” she said. “But if you must know, I am Miss Louisa MacGregor. Also of New York, as it happens.”

			“Miss MacGregor,” he said with a courtly little bow. “A pleasure to meet you, if under difficult circumstances.” He turned before she could ask his name in return.

			“Now wait here until I come back for you,” he said. “And don’t lock me out, or you won’t make it through the night.”

			“If only,” she muttered, and watched him and his dog go.

			Outside, the bear-man shook the snow from two aspen saplings, cut them down with a hatchet he removed from his pack, and then lashed one end of each sapling loosely together with cord. Between this V-shaped frame he strung straps of leather from his pack to fashion a kind of pointed ladder. He attached this contraption to his dog with what looked like a horse’s harness, though much smaller. When he had finished, he shuffled back to the palace car.

			“Your carriage awaits, Miss MacGregor,” he said, trying on what she had grudgingly to admit was a very charming smile. “Shall we?”

			Louisa grabbed up her carpetbag from the luggage rack and followed him into the blinding snow, where she found the big dog waiting patiently in his traces, his flat head already an inch deep in fresh flakes. “What’s that?” she yelled over the wind, pointing toward the wooden frame.

			“It’s a dog,” he said.

			“Not the dog, smarty pants! The other . . . thing!”

			“Oh! It’s called a travois,” he shouted back, pronouncing it trah-vwah. “We use them up here to haul heavy loads over the snow. Speaking of which . . . just how much do you weigh?”

			“I do beg your pardon, sir!” she said indignantly. “Heavy loads? And moreover, my weight is no concern of yours.”

			“Look, Miss, while you’re busy relaxing on this travois, my mutt and I will be lugging you all the way up that . . . hill. He’s strong, but even he can pull only about seventy-five pounds, and that’s on level ground. Together, he and I can manage a hundred and a quarter—on a good day. So you’ll forgive me if I’m a little concerned about your weight.” He squinted at her. “Because I’d say that—while it’s difficult to tell under all that—I’d say you go a good buck-ten. Maybe a buck-twenty.”

			“I refuse to engage in this discussion.”

			“As you wish. I was merely being polite by asking. In these mountains one learns to estimate.” Bear-Man cocked his head and examined her. “So . . . I can see you have brown eyes, dark hair, and are approximately five feet, five inches tall. And since your velvet dress fits you closely, I won’t be far off if I estimate that you run . . . one-fifteen. Give or take.”

			“My dress, fit notwithstanding, does not allow you to examine and assess my physique.”

			He shrugged a pair of broad shoulders. “Have it your way. In any case”—he looked up the mountainside—“with you on board, this is going to be a long haul.”

			

			“You really don’t know when to stop, do you?”

			She received in reply another rather charming smile. “Now then, Miss MacGregor, I will ask you to lie down on the travois and hang on tight,” he said. “Put your bag on your stomach and hold on to it with your free arm. Now snuggle up under that big buffalo robe, and enjoy the ride.”

			She grumbled, but did as she was told, and watched as he buckled a pair of long straps to the dog’s harness and then to a broader band, which he secured across his chest. Leaning forward against his chest strap, he called out, “Mush, mutt!” and they were off.

			It was a surprisingly smooth ride on the springy travois, and it was much warmer under the buffalo robe than it had been in the palace car. It was clear, however, that Bear-Man and his dog were straining every muscle with each painful, gasping step in the cold, thin air. She wondered if they might not make it to wherever they were going. Bear-Man had given up his hat and robe and mittens for her, and now was facing both a steep climb and a frigid wind whipping down the mountainside. Both must be sapping even his obvious strength, she thought.

			After a solid hour of hellish labor, though, they crested a ridge and then—to the great relief of dog, man, and passenger—began a long, snaking descent through a thick stand of lodgepole and ponderosa pines and down into a deep and narrow mountain valley. Everywhere around them was snow, snow, and more snow—except in the distance, where the peaks of the High Sierra bared their teeth. Above the mantle of white draped around their broad shoulders, the jagged mountaintops—vast, muscular masses of cold, bare rock, eternal and unforgiving—shook their fists defiantly at the sky, as though unwilling to concede its crown.

			Just as this all-powerful, terrifying landscape seemed ready to swallow her up entirely, Louisa smelled the soft and comforting scent of woodsmoke. Craning her head around the panting dog, she saw ahead a small, tidy cabin with a little half-frozen brook trickling by in front, and with a thin trail of vapor rising gently from its chimney.

			They drew up alongside the cabin, and Bear-Man dropped the band from his chest with an exhausted sigh. He unharnessed his dog, helped Louisa up from the travois, and the three of them went inside.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO: 
Snowbound

			Inside, the cabin was as tidy as it appeared on the outside—and surprisingly warm—but the air was so foul with what smelled like sewage that Louisa unconsciously pinched her nose shut.

			“Sorry about that,” Bear-Man said, looking sheepish. “I guess I forgot something this morning.” He strode quickly over to a bed in one corner of the cabin and pulled a chamber pot from underneath. He took the offending item outside, was gone for a minute or two, and then returned with the pot, sparkling clean.

			“Once I get the fire stoked up again, the air will clear,” he said, waving the cabin door open and closed, letting in sharp pulses of cold. “I really am terribly sorry about that, but as you may imagine, I wasn’t expecting guests.”

			“It’s quite all right,” she gasped.

			“I promise to be more careful in the future. But who knows—you might well stink up the place yourself sometime.” He chuckled.

			“Sir, must I remind you that you are addressing a lady?”

			“You don’t say?” he said with a snicker.

			Bear-Man opened the iron door of the woodstove and threw in a few lengths of wood. The flames responded instantly, leaping up behind the mica panels.

			“Here, sit down by the fire,” he said, pulling up a sturdy chair for her. “I’ll make you some coffee, and you’ll be warm again in no time.”

			He busied himself making the coffee while Louisa huddled in front of the stove. From out of nowhere a large, grey cat with copper eyes appeared and curled up quietly at her feet.

			“You have a cat, too,” she said. “She’s beautiful.”

			“That’s Deborah. She keeps the place clear of mice—and does a fine job of it, too. She’s so good at it, I almost pity the little things.”

			Louisa made a face. “I wouldn’t spare any sentiment for mice.”

			“Ordinarily I wouldn’t mind them, but up here food stores are precious, and mice will spoil them quickly. You may be interested to know the humble housecat was once the most valuable animal in the old mining camps. In the gold rush days, a good mouser could easily command five hundred dollars, which was more than a decent mule. In fact, there were men on Wall Street who made considerable fortunes shipping trainloads of cats out to the goldfields. I suspect that Deborah here is one of their great-great-grandchildren.”

			“I didn’t know that,” she said, reaching down to rub the cat’s soft belly. “Where did you find her?”

			“She found me. Like you did.”

			Bear-Man’s dog sauntered over to examine their new guest, his toenails clicking quietly on the board floor. Louisa was afraid of the big brute but forced herself not to pull her hand away when he stuck out his snout to give it a sniff. Someone had told her as a little girl that dogs can sense fear.

			“Now will you look at that!” her rescuer said over his shoulder. “Mutt likes you. Which is saying something, because he sure doesn’t like most people.”

			“I’m relieved to hear it.” She smiled uneasily at the big dog, who smiled back, his tongue lolling pinkly out of one side of his massive jaws. “What’s his name, if I may?”

			Bear-Man looked at her, somewhat perplexed. “Like I said. Mutt.”

			“His name is Mutt?”

			“What’s wrong with Mutt? He likes it, and it suits him.”

			She tentatively patted the dog’s flat head, and he squinted in delight.

			“Hello Mutt,” she said. “My name is Louisa. Good Mutt. Nice doggy.” The animal looked steadily back at her, gleefully wagging his tail, and then his whole backside, at the sound of his name in her mouth. He snuffled her hand again and lay on his side beside her chair.

			“You’ve made a friend for life now,” Bear-Man said, pouring out two mugs of steaming coffee and handing one to her. “Here you go. I’ll fix us something to eat in a little while, after you have a chance to settle in.” He took his mug and lay down on the floor, pillowing his head on Mutt’s side and stretching his long legs toward the stove.

			Louisa blew on the black liquid to cool it, and ventured a sip, expecting it to taste ghastly. To her surprise, it was delicious.

			“I am compelled to say,” she said, “this is almost as good as the coffee at Delmonico’s.”

			“It ought to be. It is Delmonico’s.”

			She didn’t know how to reply to that, so they sipped in silence. Louisa glanced around the cabin, and other than the once-neglected chamber pot, everything else in the place was neat as a pin. In the corner of the room, nearest the stove, the bed was made up tidily with a Hudson Bay blanket and a crazy-quilt counterpane on top. Spotless dishware was carefully arrayed in a plate rack mounted to one wall. In addition to her chair, there was a little table, but of good quality, not something that she’d imagined a settler, prospector, or—most likely—a bandit would care to purchase. A broom stood upright near the door, over which hung a hunting rifle.

			“You do keep a very tidy home,” she said, unable to conceal her amazement.

			“It’s not like back East, but it is the best one can do in the wilderness.”

			“How long have you lived up here, if I may ask?”

			He took another sip of his coffee. “A little more than three years now. I lose track of time sometimes, though. And I hope I’m not struggling with my English. I don’t think I’ve spoken to anyone in English in almost the whole time. Other than Mutt, of course.”

			“You are perfectly comprehensible, sir,” Louisa said. “In fact, I would say that your vocabulary and articulation are surprisingly like those of an educated man.”
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