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      Abigail wiped down the long wooden bar just as another oil lamp sputtered and then went out.

      “Johnny!” she hollered again from behind the bar. No response from the boy who was supposed to be her barback. The place wasn’t all that big — it was a little hole-in-the-wall compared to some of Bodie’s finer establishments — but it was apparently too big for the boy to hear her.

      “Evenin’, doll,” said a man as he sidled up to the bar. Like everyone else he was dirty and smelly. He’d clearly been working, sleeping, and doing everything else in his clothes for at least a week.

      “Evenin’, William,” Abigail said. “You seen that scoundrel Johnny?”

      From under the bar she took a glass and, without asking, poured him his usual two fingers of rotgut whiskey. He took two coins out of his pocket and plopped them on the bar, and Abigail took them, put them in the cash box behind her.

      “I think I just saw him walkin’ down Main Street with a pint of whiskey, headin’ north.”

      North was the red light district.

      Quickly, Abigail checked below the bar. Sure enough, there was one less pint of whiskey than there should have been. She stood up again, furious, to William watching her.

      “Sorry, Abby,” he said, and sipped his whiskey. Abigail turned around and unscrewed the top of the oil lamp herself, then got the little can of oil, poured more in, then re-lit the wick, her back to the bar the whole time.

      She could feel the men’s eyes on her, but after a month in Bodie, a mining boom town practically on the Nevada border, she was used to it. There was one woman for every five men, a ratio that got more dire every day as single men looking to get rich poured in.

      “Excuse me, miss,” an unfamiliar voice said.

      “Hold your horses,” she said, irritated. She knew they could see that she was busy, her hands full, and that no one was helping her.

      “Could you tell me where the Emerald Lounge might be?” the voice went on, as if she’d not said  anything.

      The other men at the bar seemed to hush, but Abigail, carefully replacing the lamp, didn’t really notice. This particular lamp was always tricky. There was a certain way the top had to fit back into the base, and she could never get it on the first try.

      “I said, hold your horses,” she repeated. Finally, the top slid back on and she turned the flame up a little, that portion of the bar finally back in the light.

      She turned, wiping her hands on a bar towel, to answer the man’s question, and immediately regretted being so rude.

      Among the dirty, smelly miners, he stood perfectly straight, as though there were a rod up his back. His hat, pristine and fashionable, lay on the bar in front of him, and he wore a suit that certainly looked as though it might have been the latest style from New York or Paris — not that Abigail would know. He had all his own teeth, good skin, was clean-shaven, and even had clean fingernails. Worse, he was handsome, with slicked-back dark hair and blue eyes, though his expression seemed to eternally find something distasteful.

      In short, he had money. Abigail immediately guessed that he was one of the investors drawn to Bodie by the massive gold finds, one of the men who bought the claims that other people had first excavated and turned them into working gold mines. After all, that infrastructure took more money than most miners had.

      He raised one eyebrow and somehow, not even moving, managed to convey his distaste at his surroundings: the other men, all gawking; the shabby state of the saloon; the quality of the whiskey that he’d not even tasted; and most particularly, the disheveled barmaid in front of him, Abigail herself.

      “The Emerald Lounge, please,” he said. His words were perfectly polite, though his tone gave him away.

      For a moment, Abigail had the urge to send him to the seediest brothel in Bodie, just so she could imagine him looking uncomfortable as the prostitutes in their dirtied underthings crawled over him, each hoping he’d be their john.

      Instead, she answered. “A quarter mile that way,” she pointed. “Left side of the street. Got a sign out front, if you’re able to read.”

      She didn’t know why she said that last part. Of course he knew how to read. Men with his polish, who carried themselves like he did — those men weren’t illiterate.

      “If you cain’t read, it’s got a real big emerald on the sign too,” volunteered a drunk miner, dirty, missing two teeth and with matted hair.

      The rich man who’d asked directions could barely contain his scorn. “I am literate, I assure you,” he said to the man, who immediately looked ashamed and slunk back off to his poorly-lit corner, to nurse his whiskey again.

      To Abigail, he said, “Thank you, miss,” and turned around after looking around with one more scornful glance.

      Everyone in the place watched him go, the doors swinging open and then shut. With some small satisfaction, Abigail noticed that the bottom hem of his trousers was dirty. After all, he was just a man. At least he couldn’t fly over the dirt.

      “That musta been him,” muttered William to another man who’d materialized, wanting whiskey.

      “Cooper?” the other man said. Abigail listened in as she poured the drinks.

      “He’s been working the Comstock claim,” William said.

      Abigail raised both eyebrows.

      “He has?” she said.

      The men snorted. “He’s paying people to do it,” William said. “He’s ain’t dirtying those pretty hands.”

      “Got a pretty deep shaft sunk by now,” the other man said. “Workers in and out all day, that stamp mill going all night.”

      Abigail nodded. She knew about the mill. She could hear it all night, crushing rocks to get the gold out, ceaseless.

      “Musta paid a pretty penny,” the other man said.

      “I’ll drink to that,” said William, and the two men downed their drinks.

      “More?” asked Abigail.

      William looked at his glass for a moment, and then over his shoulder. Sitting at a table, not far away, were two women, no older than Abigail, wearing just skirts and bodices — the unofficial town uniform of the prostitute.

      “Women, or whiskey?” he asked Abigail and the other man, rhetorically.

      “Whiskey won’t give you the clap,” wheezed the other man.

      Both of them laughed and clinked their glasses together. Abigail stood stern, unamused. Right away they looked ashamed.

      “Sorry, Abby,” William said. “I know it don’t do to be coarse in front of a lady.”

      At least he still considered her a lady, Abigail thought to herself.

      “Which will it be?” she asked, meaning: the woman or the whiskey?

      He looked over his shoulder again. Then he drained his glass and sat it on the bar. “Thanks again,” he said, and then ambled off to the table with the prostitutes.

      “I’ll take some whiskey,” said the drunkard with the missing teeth.

      “Let me see your money first,” Abigail said. If the saloon’s patrons didn’t pay her, her boss, Mr. Swearer, took it out of her paycheck.

      The man went through his pockets, jingling bits and laying them on the bar until finally, he had enough for one more drink. Abigail collected the money with one hand and poured with the other.

      Behind the man, William left with one of the two girls, no doubt headed to the seedy rooming house next door.
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      The saloon closed down after midnight. Johnny finally came back, drunk, but helped get the other drunkards out. He stacked chairs on tables and helped Abigail empty the spittoons, and though he didn’t say a word, she thought he seemed at least a little bit sorry.

      Finally, everything done, Abigail went to the back office and collected her night’s pay from Mr. Swearer. He counted it out carefully from his locked safe, going through it twice, watching Johnny and Abigail carefully the whole time. He’d been in Bodie for a year already, and he didn’t trust anybody.

      “Don’t spend it all in one place,” he told her as he handed over the money. He said that every night when he paid her, and it was just as funny every time.

      As Abigail left, she noticed that there was one saloon still brightly lit, piano music still trickling out into the street. She stood for a moment, curious, and then realized it was the Emerald Lounge, where the rich man — Cooper, had it been? — was headed. That explained everything, as far as she was concerned: rich people were the equivalent of strange animals, their habits and ways scarcely to be understood. She turned and began walking quickly down a side road, away from Main Street.

      The small derringer in her pocket was heavy, and it weighed down one side of her skirts more than the other, bumping slightly into her leg when she walked quickly. Abigail liked its small, heavy weight there. It reassured her at times like this, walking home alone so late at night, or when the men at the saloon got particularly rowdy. Her father had given her the small gun in a rare moment of sobriety and concern, even showing her the right way to use it, and insisting that she keep it on her at all times.

      Someone shouted behind her. Abigail straightened her back, walked faster, and reached into her pocket. The derringer was warm with her body heat and felt comforting, even as she heard footsteps behind her.

      Abigail’s heart quickened, and a man laughed. She looked behind her again and this time, she saw three men, stumbling toward her. They were backlit by one of Bodie’s few gas street lamps, and the flickering light made them look even drunker and more unsteady than they were.

      “Howwwdyyyyy,” slurred one of them.

      Abigail turned her face back to the front and hurried on.

      Don’t show them that you’re afraid, she thought. That’s what they want.

      “You look like a real sweet piece,” slurred another voice. “How ‘bout you come on over here with that.”

      “Don’t you go anywhere else,” said the third man. He tried to come toward her but fell over his own feet, stumbling into the dirt road. “That whore tripped me!” he roared.

      Abigail ran. She no longer cared about the men sensing her fear. She just wanted to be out of there, behind her own barred door in the tiny shack she shared with her father.

      Skirts bunched in her hands, she ran and ran, flying past quiet shacks and houses and the makeshift tent-houses of people who hadn’t even bothered to make themselves a real place to live. Finally, gasping for air, she reached her own front door. It was open and unlocked, of course, and she darted in. Turned, facing the outside, she held her breath and waited.

      Had they followed her? Or had they been satisfied with frightening her and were probably having a good, drunken laugh about it right now?

      Nothing. No sounds, just the soft wash of the wind over the high desert and the silhouette of the sharp mountains against the bright stars in the sky. Abigail felt like an idiot, letting herself get scared like that, and shut the door, barring it tightly.

      She lit a candle stub. The unsteady light revealed the little shack: a table with a basin on it, two rough chairs, a small wood-burning stove, and two makeshift mattresses filled with straw on the floor. On one was her father, still in his clothes and even his boots, snoring away. The other, hers, across the little room, was neatly made even if it was shabby. As she did every night, she strung an old sheet across the room to give herself some small semblance of privacy, then undressed, sponged herself off with water from the basin, and lay down.

      The very last thing she did was to take her day’s earnings and add it to a small pile in the dead center of her straw mattress. Abigail wished she had a better place to keep it, but the shack was bare, and she was afraid of getting robbed while she was out. There, at least, anyone who wanted it would have to break in and get through her first.

      As she drifted off to sleep, tired from a day’s work on her feet, Abigail thought of what she always did: moving on from Bodie, maybe all the way to San Francisco. Getting help for her father: the city had several sanitariums, the sort of place a hopeless drunkard could go to get himself sorted out. The journey was long, of course, as well as expensive and dangerous. Getting over the Sierra Nevada even in the summer could be tricky, since the weather was so unpredictable, the passes steep and difficult.

      Abigail didn’t expect to ever see the flat plains of her Missouri childhood again, and she didn’t feel particularly sentimental about that fact, but she did want to see the ocean at least once in her life.
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      Abigail woke later than usual the next morning, the sun already beginning to shine through the cracks in their tiny house. She lay on the itchy, uncomfortable mattress for another few moments, then sprung out of bed, putting her shoes and dress back on, pinning her hair up. It didn’t do to lay around in bed all day, after all, even if her father was still snoring on the other side of the sheet.

      She took a bucket and headed to the well a few blocks away so she could boil water for oatmeal for their breakfast. Then she had to go to the general store and pick up a few staples — flour, cornmeal — make her father dinner, then be at the saloon by sundown and another night’s work.

      When she got back to the shack, she found it empty, her father nowhere around.

      He must have gone to relieve himself, Abigail thought, and fed the little stove. Soon, the water was boiling and the oatmeal was on, but still no sign of her father. As she ate, she began to wonder where he could have gone, and then she began to worry: had brigands got him, snatched him from his house in broad daylight? Bodie was a rough town, that was sure, but it wasn’t normally so rough as that. Had he still been drunk and wandered into another saloon, only to get drunker? Was he lost somewhere? At least he had his shoes on, but he had no money —

      A hand gripped Abigail’s heart and compressed the air from her lungs. Her spoon, full of oatmeal, stopped halfway to her mouth. Without eating it, she rushed to her neatly-made mattress and shoved both hands under it, searching frantically.

      The money was gone.

      For minutes on end, Abigail knelt on the dirt floor of her shack, desperately feeling for the money, even long after she knew it was gone. She wanted to cry, but somehow, she couldn’t even get tears from her eyes.

      How could he do this, her own father? Didn’t he know that it was all the money they had? How was he expecting to eat, now?

      Abigail hadn’t wished for her mother in a long, long time but she did now. Even more, she wished for the father she’d had while her mother was alive: happy, jovial, hardworking. She remembered him coming in from the fields smelling like dirt and salt, whisking her into the air with his strong arms, setting her down gently, but that had been ten years ago. No, twelve. It was so easy to lose track of time these days.

      She rocked back on her heels and found resolve somewhere. Maybe he hadn’t spent all the money yet; maybe he was still drinking it away and she could stop him, get at least enough back that they could eat for the week.

      

      Most saloons were closed in the morning. Only five were open twenty-four hours, and of those, the Ugly Pickaxe was the third she walked into, brazenly swinging the doors wide. There he was, not at the bar but at a table, cards in his hands and whiskey in front of him.
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