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FOREWORD


MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER GERTRUDE CORINNE Prince was born in Battle Mountain, Nevada in 1877, one of six brothers and sisters. Her father was a teamster (a mule-train driver) and for this reason the Prince family soon moved to Sutro, Nevada: a town near the great silver mines of the Comstock. As a young woman, Corinne worked in the Carson City Mint before moving to join her family in Olympia, Washington. She later married and finally ended up in southern California. After her death at the ripe old age of 99, some ledger books were recovered from a dark corner of her attic.


On one of my recent visits home to California, I was helping my mother have a clear-out and we came across these dusty ledger books, still bound with a faded blue ribbon. We were about to throw them out, but untied the ribbon to have a quick look first. Imagine our surprise on discovering that they were not boring financial entries, but exciting accounts written by a twelve-year-old detective living in Virginia City during the early days of the silver boom. My mother could not explain how her grandmother acquired them; they have nothing to do with our family and were apparently written fifteen years before Corinne Prince was born. Despite their mysterious origins, I have decided to publish these journals. They are a fascinating glimpse of life in the ‘Wild West’ during the time of the American Civil War, 150 years ago.


I have made as few editorial changes as possible, mainly replacing terms which might be offensive to modern readers. I have retained most of the misspellings, abbreviations, ampersands, etc. Because some of the slang words and technical terms might be unfamiliar, I have added an illustrated glossary at the back of this book. The illustrations are by my husband Richard, based on the work of a young African American artist of the 19th century, Grafton T. Brown, who is mentioned in these ledger sheets. There is also a map of Virginia City as it might have been in September of 1862.


In the early 1860s, newspapers in the western territories often published made-up stories as if they were the truth. One reporter guilty of this was a certain Sam Clemens, who also appears in this account. Some of his ‘news stories’ were utterly outrageous but nonetheless got him into trouble because people believed them. He finally had to flee Nevada because of one of these ‘tall tales’. As a Virginia City reporter, Clemens tried out several pen-names, but the one he finally settled on was Mark Twain.


I am not certain if the following account is actually true, or just a ‘tall tale’ like one of Mark Twain’s. I will leave that for you to judge.


Caroline Lawrence


London, England, 2011
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MY NAME IS P.K. PINKERTON AND BEFORE THIS day is over I will be dead.


I am trapped down the deepest shaft of a Comstock silver mine with three desperados closing in on me.


Until they find me, I have my pencil & these ledger sheets and a couple of candles. If I write small & fast, I might be able to write an account of how I came to be here. Then whoever finds my body will know the unhappy events that led to my demise.


And they will also know who done it.


This is what I would like my tombstone to say:


P.K. PINKERTON


BORN IN HARD LUCK, SEPTEMBER 26, 1850


DIED IN VIRGINIA CITY, SEPTEMBER 28, 1862


‘YE ARE ALL ONE IN CHRIST JESUS’ GALATIANS 3:28


R.I.P.


My foster ma Evangeline used to say that when God gives you a Gift he always gives you a Thorn in your side to keep you humble.


My Gift is that I am real smart about certain things.


I can read & write and do any sum in my head. I can speak American & Lakota and also some Chinese & Spanish. I can shoot a gun & I can ride a pony with or without a saddle. I can track & shoot & skin any game and then cook it over a self-sparked fire. I know how to cure a headache with a handful of weeds.


I can hear a baby quail in the sage-brush or a mouse in the pantry.


I can tell what a horse has been eating just by the smell of his manure.


I can see every leaf on a cottonwood tree.


But here is my Problem: I cannot tell if a person’s smile is genuine or false. I can only spot three emotions: happiness, fear & anger. And sometimes I even mix those up.


Also, sometimes I do not recognize someone I have met before. If they have grown a beard or their hair is different then I get confused.


That is my Thorn: people confound me.


And now my Thorn has got me killed.
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IT ALL STARTED THE DAY BEFORE YESTERDAY, ON September 26th. I came home from school & walked into our one-room cabin to the smell of scalded milk & the sight of things thrown everywhere. I closed the door behind me & stepped forward. It was only then that I saw my foster parents lying on the floor in a pool of blood.


They had both been scalped & they appeared to be dead.


I ran to ma first. She was holding the big iron skillet and it had some hair & blood on it so I guessed she had put up a fight.


As I stood there looking down, her eyelids fluttered and she opened her eyes and said ‘Pinky?’ Pinky was her nickname for me. It is short for Pinkerton.


I crouched down beside her. ‘I’m here, Ma.’


She said, ‘Is Emmet alive?’


I looked over at pa. He was not breathing. His eyes were closed & he had a peaceful smile on his face. He also had a hatchet buried in his chest. I swallowed hard.


‘No, Ma,’ I said.


‘He was a good man,’ she said. ‘I will see him walking the Streets of Glory before too long.’


‘Don’t talk that way, Ma. I will fetch Doc Finley from Dayton.’


‘No.’ Her voice was faint. ‘There is no time. I’m dying. Your medicine bag. The one your other ma gave you.’


‘I do not think my medicine bag can help you now, Ma.’


‘No. I mean…that’s what they were after.’ She gave a kind of sigh and I thought she had gone. But then her eyes opened & she gripped my hand tight. ‘It holds your Destiny. Pinky, do you remember my special hiding place?’


‘Loose floorboard behind the stove?’


She nodded. ‘You’re smart, Pinky. You’ll figure out what to do. Take that medicine bag and get out fast. Before they come back.’


I did not understand what she meant at first. Then I did. ‘The Indians who did this might come back?’ I said.


‘They weren’t Indians.’ Her voice was real faint now & her skin was a terrible white. She said, ‘One of them had blue eyes. And he smelled like Bay Rum Hair Tonic. Indians do not wear Hair Tonic.’


I sniffed the air. Ma Evangeline was right. Above the smell of blood, scalded milk & fresh-baked cake, I could detect the sweet scent of cloves: Bay Rum Hair Tonic. I also picked up a tang of sweaty armpits.


The men who did this had left a few minutes ago & could return any moment. My instinct was to run, but I did not want to leave my dying ma.


‘Go, Pinky,’ she said. ‘Take your medicine bag and get out of here before they come back.’


I stood up & looked down at her. She would be dead in a minute. I clenched my fists.


‘I will find those men,’ I said. ‘And I will avenge you, Ma.’


‘No,’ she said. And then she said, ‘Pinky?’


I could barely hear her so I squatted down beside her again. ‘Yes, Ma?’


‘Promise me you that you will never take another life. Not even those who killed me. You must forgive. That is what our Lord teaches.’


‘I can’t promise that, Ma,’ I said. My vision was blurry. I blinked & it got clearer.


‘It is my dying wish,’ she said. ‘You have to.’


‘Then I promise,’ I said.


She closed her eyes & whispered, ‘And promise you will not gamble nor drink hard liquor.’


‘I promise.’


But this time she did not hear me.


I stood & looked down at the bodies of my foster ma & pa. They lay next to each other and the pool of mingled blood was still spreading.


I went over to the stove, carefully picking my way around the things that had been thrown down. A tin canister of flour had been emptied onto the floor. I made sure I stepped around it. Flour would make me leave footprints as sure as blood.


I took the burning milk off the hotplate. Then I knelt down beside the stove & felt for the floorboard with the little knothole. I got my fingertip in there & pulled it up. I found my medicine bag & took it out. I hung it around my neck. I also found a gold coin worth $20 that ma kept for emergencies. She would not need it now, so I took that, too. I put it in my medicine bag with the other things. Then I put the board back in its place.


Outside I heard men speaking in hushed tones. One of the porch stairs creaked.


I knew it was them. The killers were coming back.


I looked around the house. There were not a lot of places in that one-roomed cabin that I could hide.


It seemed to me there was only one.
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OVER AGAINST THE FAR WALL OF THE CABIN STOOD Ma Evangeline’s tall pine dresser. Its shelves were about half full of books and half full of plates.


I scrambled up that dresser as fast as a squirrel with its tail on fire. When I got near the top I half turned and leapt onto one of the two big rafters of the house. I am small for my age, but I am agile.


I was up on the rafter before the door handle even began to turn, but in my haste I had set some of the china trembling. As the front door eased open I noticed a big blue & white plate rolling along the top of the dresser.


It slowed, hesitated, and then stopped right at the edge.


I breathed a sigh of relief, then froze as I heard a man’s whiny voice say, ‘Is it safe?’


‘Yeah it’s safe,’ said a deeper voice. ‘They’s still dead. Come on you big scaredy-cat.’


‘I ain’t a scaredy-cat,’ said the one with the whiny voice. ‘That woman brained me real good with the skillet. It hurt.’


I peeped over the edge of the big rafter and saw three men below me. They sounded like white men but they looked like Indians. Then I looked closer and saw they were white men dressed up as Indians. They were wearing canvas pantaloons, not buckskins, and their moccasins were clumsy things made of buffalo hide. They had war paint on their faces & turkey feathers in their greasy hair. One of the men smelled strongly of Bay Rum Hair Tonic. From up above I could not be sure which one was wearing the Hair Tonic but I guessed it was the man with three turkey feathers. He was leading the others across the room.


I held onto the roof beam & tried a trick my Indian ma had once told me about. It is called The Bush Trick. If you hide behind a small bush and imagine that you are that bush, they say you become invisible. I did The Beam Trick. I pretended I was part of that beam. I concentrated real hard & prayed my Indian ma had been right.


‘I told you they wouldn’t of hid it in the outhouse,’ I heard the leader say. ‘And now they’re dead. We won’t get no more out of them.’ He went over to my pa, looked down at him & said, ‘Nothin can happen more beautiful than death.’ Then he laughed & took the hatchet by the handle & tugged. It made a sucking noise as it came out.


‘Let’s get out of here, Walt,’ said Whiny Voice. ‘I don’t feel so good.’


‘Yeah, Walt,’ said the third man. He was tall & had a raspy voice. ‘Whatever you’re looking for, it ain’t here.’


‘Dang,’ Walt said. (Only he used the bad word that starts with D and ends with MN.) He spat some tobacco-tinted saliva onto the floor. ‘It’s gotta be here. I just ain’t figured out where.’ There was a pause and in that moment of silence I thought they must surely hear my heart thumping. Then Walt said, ‘Well lookee here.’


I squirmed forward a little & looked down and saw what I had not noticed before. On the table was a cake with chocolate frosting & red licorice strings on top that spelled out: HAPPY 12TH BIRTHDAY PINKY. It was a layer cake: my favorite. It must have cost Ma Evangeline a fortune to get chocolate out here in the Nevada desert.


‘They got a kid?’ said Whiny Voice. From up here I could see the bloody patch on his head from where ma had hit him with the skillet.


‘Course they got a kid, you fool,’ said Walt. ‘Kid’s real ma was the one who had what we are looking for.’


‘Maybe the kid has it,’ said Raspy Voice.


‘Pinky a girl’s name or a boy’s?’ said Whiny Voice.


‘Boy’s name,’ said Raspy. ‘I knew a Pinky in Hangtown. Pinky O’Malley. He was one of those Albino types. White hair and pink eyes.’


‘What about Pinky’s Saloon in Esmeralda?’ said Whiny. ‘That’s owned by a lady. A French lady, I think.’


Walt had taken out a fearsome Bowie Knife and was cutting himself a chaw from a plug of tobacco. He said, ‘Shut your traps, you two. I am trying to think.’ He ate the tobacco right off that blade & chomped for a while. Then he said, ‘Is there a school in this flea-bitten excuse for a town?’


‘Dayton,’ said Raspy. ‘I think there’s a schoolhouse down in Dayton. But I saw some kids over by the church when we rode up earlier.’


‘Let’s check it out,’ said Walt. ‘We gotta find that kid.’ He started towards the door & I was about to breathe a sigh of relief. Then he stopped & turned slowly back to the stove. ‘Wait a minute,’ he said. ‘I reckon someone has been here since we kilt Mr. & Mrs. Preacher.’


‘What do you mean, Walt?’ Whiny Voice touched the bloody place on his head & brought his hand away fast.


‘Something here is different,’ said Walt. ‘Somebody has taken the milk off the heat. And I’ll bet they are still here.’
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AS WALT LOOKED AROUND FOR THE PERSON WHO had taken the milk off the stove, I closed my eyes & held my breath. I pretended to be part of the rafter. The blood was leaping in my veins.


I heard Whiny Voice say, ‘I think that might of been me, Walt.’


‘You sure?’


‘Yeah,’ Whiny Voice said. He sounded nervous. ‘Ain’t nobody here, Walt. Let’s skedaddle. Townspeople will lynch us if they find us dressed like Injuns with their dead scalped preacher & his wife.’


Walt spat again. ‘Flyspeck town like this, I reckon we outnumber the townspeople. And we gotta find that kid. Let’s try the church.’


I heard their footsteps going out but I did not hear the door close. After a while I opened my eyes. After a while longer I wormed my way along the rafter to the wall & used the window frame to climb down from my hiding place.


Walt was right. Temperance is a flyspeck of a town here in the Nevada Territory. It is on scrubland at the foot of the Pine Nut Mountains, between Palmyra & Dayton. Apart from our cabin & a few one-room wooden frame houses, there is a dry goods store, a livery stable & a small church with a half-built steeple. There is no saloon & no place to buy whiskey, so the name Temperance is fitting.


The Rev. Emmet Jones, my foster father, founded this town after a day of prayer & fasting. He said he would build a town where there was nothing to tempt a person to sin. He said it would make his job easier. That shows you how little he knew about human nature. He is probably being lowered into his coffin as I write this, with a hatchet-shaped hole in his chest.


My pa hoped Temperance would be an Oasis of Holiness in a Desert of Sin. But Temperance is not an oasis. It is a failure. The stagecoach only stops there if someone is standing in the middle of the road waving. And it usually only stops if there is room on board, or if the person flagging the lift is either pretty or rich. It is two miles to Dayton, and from there the stage goes up the Toll Road to Virginia City & all those big moneymaking silver mines on the Comstock Lode.


The 4 oclock stage was due any minute and one way or another I wanted to be on it.


I had to get out of Temperance fast.


When I snuck out of the house that day, the day my foster parents were killed, the first place I ran to was the privy. I hoped Walt & his men would not be anywhere near there, because I needed it real bad. After I did my business, I came out at a crouch & threw myself down on the dust. I wormed my way from sage-brush to sage-brush, heading for the western end of town. With only half a dozen buildings that did not take me long.


Usually you have to wear itchy black trowsers & a starched white shirt & heavy boots to school, but because it was my birthday ma had let me wear my new attire, a set of butter-soft fringed buckskins that she had sewed herself. They were a pale gold color so I blended in real good as I crawled through the dust. I was heading towards a big clump of sage-brush by the road.


When I got there I smelled a bad smell and saw a dead coyote with flies buzzing around it. I recoiled when I saw it & thought of moving on. But that bush was the only cover around, and it was nearly time for the 4 oclock stagecoach. I shoved the coyote corpse under the bush with my elbow & lay there on my stomach with my heart pounding & feeling kind of sick.


Then I prayed.


When I lifted my head again, I noticed there were two horses & a mule standing behind Gould’s Dry Goods. I had never seen them before. The horses were a blue roan gelding & a bay mare. The big mule was a dirty white color.


I thought, ‘Those must be Walt’s mounts.’


I also thought, ‘When is that stagecoach coming?’


And finally, ‘What could be in my medicine bag worth dying for?’


I pushed myself up on my elbows, pulled the medicine bag out from the neck of my buckskin shirt. It was made of buffalo hide & decorated with red & blue beads in a little arrow shape. It was as big as my right hand with the fingers spread out. My Indian ma had given it to me before we set out on the wagon train West. I had been wearing it around my neck during the massacre but I had not seen it since my foster parents put it in the hiding place under the floorboard. I thought I remembered what was in it but I wanted to make sure, so I opened the flap and spilled out the contents onto the dirt. Apart from the $20 gold coin, there were three things in there: my Indian ma’s flint knife, a piece of folded paper, & a brass button that belonged to my real pa.


My real pa was named Robert Pinkerton. He was around a while after I was born but he went off to be a Rail Road Detective and never came back. I was seven when my ma got word that he had died defending a train against robbers. But I had not seen him since I was about two and I do not remember him. The only thing he left me was that brass button off his jacket. She told me it fell off his jacket the day they met & she had always meant to sew it back on but had never got around to it.


My Christian ma Evangeline loved Detective Stories & Dime Novels. When she & pa Emmet first took me in & I told them my real pa was Robert Pinkerton, a Rail Road Detective, she got real excited. She said my pa’s brother was probably Allan Pinkerton, who had established a famous Detective Agency in Chicago & coined the phrase ‘Private Eye’. That made him my uncle.


She told me a Detective is someone who uncovers the Truth & brings Justice.


She told me a Rail Road Detective is someone who defends passengers & goods from bandits.


She told me Allan Pinkerton was a champion of the Negro & that he employed Lady Detectives as well as men & she said a Free Thinker like Allan Pinkerton might be glad to have news of me.


So Ma Evangeline wrote to Allan Pinkerton in Chicago, to ask him if his dead brother had ever fathered a child by a Lakota squaw around the year 1850. We waited eagerly for a reply, but we never got one. We were living near Salt Lake City in Utah Territory then.


Last year, when the newspapers told how my famous uncle saved Abraham Lincoln from an assassination attempt, she wrote to him again, asking if he knew about me. But then we set out for the Nevada Territory. If he sent a reply, it never found us.


Lying there in the hot dust by that sage-brush, I held my dead pa’s button in my hand for the first time in two years. Now that I could read, I saw the small button had writing on it. Curved around the top was the name PINKERTON. Curved around the bottom it said RAIL ROAD. And right across the middle it said DETECTIVE.


I slipped the button into my pocket. It meant a lot to me, but I doubted it was what Walt & his gang were after.


The flint knife was good for skinning rabbits, but you could get a flint knife anywhere. Sometimes you could pick them right up off the ground.


I reckoned it was the piece of paper they were after.


I remembered it had been in my Indian ma’s medicine bag when she gave it to me, but of course I could not read then.


I unfolded the piece of paper & examined it.


It was a Letter addressed ‘To Whom it May Concern’. It promised ‘The Bearer’ several acres near Pleasant Town on Sun Peak, between the Divide & the Creek, & also ‘the stone cabin on Grizzly Hill & all the goods therein’. It was signed by E. A. Somebody. The surname was a scrawl. It might have started with an ‘O’ or a ‘G’ or even a ‘D’. I did not know where Pleasant Town was, or to which Divide or Creek it referred.


Then I saw the signature of the witness. It was signed Rbt. Pinkerton and it was dated Nov 21, 1857. I had just turned seven at the time he witnessed the Letter, but I had not seen him for years. I reckon he must have been killed shortly after he witnessed this Letter because we had word of his death that Christmas.


I folded the paper carefully & put it back in my medicine bag along with my ma’s knife & the $20 coin, but I kept the Button in my pocket.


I figured the stagecoach was due any moment. I pressed my ear to the dirt & heard the faint rumble of horses’ hooves coming in the distance.


I thought, ‘If I can just stay invisible for a few more minutes I will be safe.’


I tried The Bush Trick.


But it was hard to pretend to be a sage bush because the dead coyote kept reminding me of my dead ma & pa.


Something else was bothering me, too.


It was that prickly feeling I sometimes get when I am being watched.


Then I heard a voice yell, ‘There he is! Get him, boys!’
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I WAS UP & RUNNING AS FAST AS A JACKRABBIT, but then someone tackled me & I went down hard. All the air burst out of my lungs & I got a mouthful of dirt. I spat it out. My attacker rolled me over & sat on top of me.


I was relieved to see it was only Olaf, one of the three school bullies. All three lived in Temperance & all three were as mean as skunks, but Olaf was the worst. He nodded to his pardners. Abe put a foot on my left wrist and Charlie stamped down on my right. They were not wearing soft moccasins like me. They were wearing heavy school shoes.


‘Why were you running away from us?’ said Olaf in a pleasant tone of voice. He was sitting on me & I could hardly breathe. ‘You didn’t think we would beat on you today, did you? Ain’t it your birthday?’


I nodded.


Olaf stood up and looked at Abe & Charlie. ‘Shall we give him a birthday present?’


‘Yeah,’ said the other two. They took their feet off my wrists.


‘Do you like punch, P.K.?’ Olaf was smiling.


I am not good at reading people.


Ma Evangeline told me you had to look at a person’s face real careful to know what they are thinking. She taught me five Expressions to look out for.


1. If someone’s mouth curves up & their eyes crinkle, that is a Genuine Smile.


2. If their mouth stretches sideways & their eyes are not crinkled, that is a Fake Smile.


3. If a person turns down their mouth & crinkles up their nose, they are disgusted.


4. If their eyes open real wide, they are probably surprised or scared.


5. If they make their eyes narrow, they are either mad at you or thinking or suspicious.


I was pretty sure Olaf was giving me Expression No. 2, the Fake Smile. But the sun was right behind his head & there was dust in my eye & I could not see his face clearly enough to tell.


‘Do you like punch?’ he said again.


I like punch more than getting beat up. So I nodded, even though I was pretty sure it was a trick question.


I was right. It was a trick question.


Olaf looked at the other two. ‘Let’s give this Freak of Nature twelve punches,’ he said. ‘One for each year. Ha, ha, ha.’


They bent over & started punching me so I curled up like a woodlouse.


All of a sudden they stopped beating on me & Olaf said, ‘Look. The rest of his filthy tribe is coming to save him.’


‘Those don’t look like no Injuns I ever seen,’ said Abe.


‘Does that one in front have blood on his tomahawk?’ asked Charlie. His voice was kind of wobbly.


‘Are those scalps hanging off his belt?’ Abe’s voice cracked.


I unsquinched my eyes & turned my head to see where he was looking.


Walt & his two fake Indian friends were coming down the road on foot. Walt was holding the hatchet that had been buried in my pa’s chest. It was still bloody. They were heading straight towards us with purpose & intent.


‘Dang!’ cried Olaf. He eyes went real wide. He was either surprised or scared, or maybe both. ‘Let’s skedaddle!’


He & the others ran off towards some scrub pines about half a mile distant. I do not think that was very clever. If you meet a bear & you skedaddle, he will run after you. Sure enough, as soon as they started running, Walt & his gang tore after them. One of Walt’s men pulled out a pistol & started firing. It was a Colt’s Navy Revolver from the sound of it. This made my schoolmates run even faster. I could hear them yelping like coyotes pursued by a bear.


For some reason Walt & his gang had not noticed me. Wearing my buckskins, I reckon I looked like a little bump on the ground. Also, I think they were too busy chasing Olaf, Charlie & Abe. Those three boys were wearing their black pants & white shirts and they stood out real good against the pale desert.


Meanwhile, the stagecoach had appeared. It was rumbling through town & raising a plume of yellow dust behind it.


I knew it would not stop for a muddy-skinned, buckskin-clad kid like me.


That suited me just fine.


I did not want it to stop in case Walt & his pals noticed.


I just needed it to slow down.


I scrambled back to the sage-brush, pulled out the dead coyote by one of its stiff hind legs & nudged it out into the road so that it would be in the direct path of the horses. It was about the same color as the dirt road and I hoped that meant the driver would not notice it too soon.


Horses do not like to trample on things. Even the best driver cannot easily make them run over a person or animal in their path. This driver was a good one. When he saw the stiff coyote in the road, he tugged on the reins to slow his team & to steer them around the dead coyote. The coach passed close by my bush & before it could pick up speed again I leapt out & jumped up onto the mail boot on the back.


I clung on like a tick to a dog and prayed Walt and his pards would not notice me.
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AT THE BACK OF THE STAGECOACH WAS A BIG leather pouch for mail along with some canvas straps for extra luggage. I clung onto the straps for a while and hoped the great cloud of dust would hide me from view.


When I judged we were out of sight of Temperance, I clambered up the luggage straps and flung myself on top of the stage. Sometimes there are crates or luggage up on top but on that hot afternoon there were only a couple of carpet-bags lashed to the low rail that ran around the roof. Because the rail was missing at the back, I clung onto the front part so I would not slide off. Then I made myself as flat as a postage stamp on a letter.


Once or twice I lifted my head & glanced back to see if Walt & his pards were in pursuit, but the dust obscured everything behind me. I tried listening, but it was too noisy to hear anything apart from the horses’ hooves pounding & their harness jangling & the coach rattling & creaking beneath me.


We had been rocking along for a few minutes when I heard the driver cry ‘Whoa!’ & I felt the coach slow down.


I was praying, ‘No, don’t stop.’


I kept my eyes tightly shut until I heard him say. ‘Off! You get off now!’


I glanced up. Sure enough, he had twisted round on his seat and was glaring down at me.


He raised his whip & said, ‘No Injuns! No danged Heathens allowed. You savvy?’


I lifted up my head & said, ‘Please, sir. Please keep driving. My life is in danger. I am not a Heathen. I am a Methodist. Also, I can pay.’


The driver narrowed his eyes. ‘You the Reverend’s foster kid?’ he asked.


‘Yes, sir,’ I said.


He spat some brown tobacco juice onto the ground. ‘I’ll let you come along but you have to stay there. Can’t have your sort riding down below.’


Ma Evangeline used to say it is a mark of ignorance to despise folk who have different colored skin, because everybody’s blood is the same color. I know she is right about this – I have seen enough blood to know – but I always felt different from her and Pa Emmet. Not just from them, but from everybody. I nodded to show the driver I would stay put.


He flicked his whip & the coach rocked forward again.


The dust was settling so I darted a look behind to see if Walt was in pursuit. There was nothing but sage-brush and desert behind us. I was mighty relieved.


I clung on to the rail & pressed myself back down onto the smooth lacquered roof of the coach. It was hot that day & I felt like a fried egg on a griddle as we rattled towards Dayton. I tried closing my eyes, but every time I did that I saw a vision of my ma & pa lying in a pool of blood. So I turned my head to the right & watched the dusty plain scroll past.


It wasn’t long before the coach slowed a little and I heard the rumble of the wooden bridge as we crossed the Carson River. I lifted my head and saw the flash of a coin flipped by the driver to the toll-house keeper. Then he whipped up the team again, and shortly after we arrived in Dayton.


I go to school in Dayton, but this was the first time I had ever taken the stage to get there.


Dayton used to be called ‘Chinatown’ because there were so many Chinamen living there. But most of them moved up to Virginia City, or went off to work on the new Rail Road back east. So now it is called Dayton. Pa Emmet told me it is the oldest town in the Territory, though Mormon Station also makes that claim. Both towns came into being in 1849, which makes them 13 years old, a year older than me. But I am older than Virginia City, which has only been around for three or so years.


When the stage stopped outside the Nevada Hotel on Main St in Dayton, I lifted my head a little. It was real quiet all of a sudden. I could hear the horses snuffling & snorting, also the voices of men & a woman laughing. The stage rocked a little as someone got on or off. I couldn’t be sure & I didn’t want to look, in case I betrayed my presence on top.


I could hear a bird singing & I could see the line of cottonwood & willow trees that marked the riverbed. I thought of the school marm, a spinster named Miss Marlowe. She had always been kind to me. I was tempted to get off & ask her to hide me. Maybe I should have.
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