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THE AIR IN POPPY VALLEY was hot even for an August day, but the fire in the blacksmith’s forge was hotter. Silas Hanson was used to the heat. He had been forging metal most of his life, having learned as a boy at his father’s knee. He could bend a flat length of iron to curve around a wagon wheel or form the tools and implements needed to mine for gold or plow a field. Like many young bachelors, he had come to Poppy Valley to seek his fortune in the streams and rivers of the California Sierras, but he soon realized he could make a better living as a blacksmith serving the people of the town and its many visitors passing through to points further west.

Using the modest amount of cash he had made in a year of mining, he built his own shop and became well known in town as a fine blacksmith and an excellent farrier. He cared for the horses of not just the town’s residents, but of nearby settlers as well. It was respectable work in a town not known for respectability. Despite its reputation as a place to drink and gamble when a man was tired out from mining, Silas had grown fond of Poppy Valley. New people were always coming and going, carrying news from all over the world. 

There was plenty of entertainment to be found, both of the wholesome variety in the form of church on Sundays or a game of checkers in front of the general store, to the more risqué offerings of the saloons and dance halls. As was the case in most of the mining towns scattered at the base of the Sierra Nevada mountain range, a man could easily happen upon a drink or the company of a lovely lady if he had the gold to pay for it. Finding a female suitable as a potential mate was much more complicated. Silas had begun to believe that he had as much chance of meeting his future wife in Poppy Valley as he did of striking it rich with a pick and shovel.

He held a length of iron by one end, its other end glowing orange-red with heat. Using his sledge, he hammered it even and true. He continued the process until the entire rod had been flattened to a uniform thickness. After heating the flattened rod once more, he began to form it into a circle that would eventually become the iron reinforcement for a wagon wheel. He worked quickly and deliberately, shaping the hot iron before it cooled.

“Anyone here? Where’s the smith?” a man called, his voice brusque. Silas raised his head from his work to see who was shouting at him. He put down the hoop of iron and wiped his brow on a cloth he kept in one back pocket. 

“I’m Hanson, the blacksmith,” he said, walking toward the doorway of his shop. When he reached the street, he saw a middle-aged man and finely built buckboard pulled by two of the most beautiful horses he had ever laid eyes on. Sitting in the seat of the wagon was a woman in a silk dress and a wide-brimmed bonnet tied under her chin with a bright blue bow.

“Say, boy, I have a horse that’s thrown a shoe. Take care of it right away,” the man commanded. “I’ll be going to the saloon for a drink, but I’ll be back directly.” The man looked up at the woman in the wagon. “Stay put, Annabelle. I’ll be back for you.” 

“Yes, Daddy,” she answered obediently. She held her hands in her lap and looked down at them. 

The man gave Silas a pointed look and said, “You leave my girl be.” 

“Of course, sir.”  Silas was insulted by the man’s suggestion, but he let it pass. A customer was a customer, after all. He went inside to get the tools he would need to replace the animal’s shoe and when he returned to the wagon, the young woman hadn’t moved an inch. He knew she must be hot in her heavy silk dress, but it wasn’t his place to say anything. 

He worked quickly, examining the horse’s hooves, and cleaning them with his hoof pick before choosing the right sized shoe from a handful he had brought with him. He kept a wide assortment of horseshoes in stock for just this kind of situation. Once he had the correct size, he took it inside to make minor adjustments at the forge. He deftly pounded the iron into the proper shape and then dipped it into a bucket of water to cool, sending a cloud of steam rising into the air.  

Back out in the street, he trimmed a bit of the horse’s hoof and used a handful of nails and his mallet to attach the shoe. The horse blew air threw its nostrils close to Silas’ shoulder, but he paid it no mind. He was used to horses and had no fear of the animals, even one as large as the fine beast whose hoof he held between his knees. When he finished he walked around the wagon and checked the feet of the other horse, making certain there were no rocks or loose nails to irritate the animal. With nothing more to do, he spent a few moments with the horses, petting their noses and talking softly to them. 

As he handled the team of horses, he glanced covertly at the young lady in the wagon. He didn’t want to draw her attention for fear of reprisal from her father, but he was curious about her nonetheless. From the hurried glimpses, he could catch of her face beneath the wide bonnet, she appeared to be around his age or a bit younger. Her skin was smooth and fair, her nose was thin and straight, and her lips were a rosy pink. Her hands in her lap were small and dainty, the nails neatly trimmed, and her feet on the floor of the buckboard were tiny in their high-button leather boots. She didn’t seem to notice his scrutiny, so he was surprised when she spoke.

“I’m very sorry about my father, Mr. Hanson,” she said. “He can be a bit rough at times.” 

“No apology necessary, Miss,” Silas answered. He liked the sound of her voice. It was feminine but not shrill like some of the working girls who were always calling to him when he walked by the dance hall. 

“Annabelle,” she said, extending one diminutive hand. “My name is Annabelle Penn.” 

“It’s very nice to meet you, Miss Penn,” Silas said. He watched her closely as she spoke, and he had the feeling that something was a bit unusual about Miss Annabelle Penn, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Just as he reached up to take her hand, he heard a bellowing behind him. 
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