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The House



Who slept here

         before I came,

            who lived

in this room

         how did it look,

               was it

                the same?

Was there a girl

                or two,

          a little boy,

a house filled

         with toys

            with joys

               with dreams…

or was it just

         a lonely place

                with empty beds

         and silent rooms,

                was it always

                    filled

                       with gloom,

and did the house

      long to be

            loved?

      Was there a girl

            who danced

                  and sang

      a dinner bell

            that chimed

                  or rang,

and did anyone

        ever

               stand

                     right here

                        as I do

                               now?

Do I know

         the name,

                have I seen

                      the face …

Was this always

      the same sweet

            place,

      was someone

            glad

      was someone sad,

was there a dog

      a cat,

            a horse

                  a mouse,

who has been there,

      who knows this

            house,

do they know me

          do I know them,

      and did they sing

          a requiem,

      I feel them here

            I know their

               tears,

      I loved them too,

        the house was new

      was theirs

          was different then,

                and yet it is

          the same again,

              and was

                  and will

          and must always be,

                  and now

                      the house

                          belongs

                               to me.






Book I




JEREMIAH ARBUCKLE THURSTON



1

The sun sank slowly onto the hills framing the green splendour of the Napa Valley. Jeremiah stood watching the hot orange streaks
across the sky, followed by a pale mauve haze, but his mind was a thousand miles away. He was a tall man with broad shoulders
and a straight back, strong arms and a warm smile. At forty-three years of age, there was more salt than pepper in his hair,
yet his hands still had the same strength they had when he had worked in the mines as a young man, and when he had bought
his first mine in the Napa Valley in 1860. He had staked the claim himself and was the first to find quicksilver in the Napa
Valley. He had been seventeen years old, barely more than a boy, but for years he had thought of nothing except mining, just
as his father had done before him. His father had come from the East in 1850, and for him, the promise of gold in the West
had been fulfilled. He had sent for his wife and son six months after he arrived, his pockets full of gold, and they had come.
But when Jeremiah arrived, he was alone. His mother had died on the way. And for the next ten years he and his father had
worked side by side, mining gold, then silver when the gold ran thin, and then when Jeremiah was nineteen, his father died,
leaving him a fortune far larger than even Jeremiah had dreamed. Richard Thurston had saved everything for him, and Jeremiah
was suddenly richer than almost any man in the state of California.


But for him, it didn’t change anything. He went on working in the mines, beside the men he hired, buying mines, buying land,
building, growing, mining. His men said that he had the gift of gold, everything he touched succeeded and grew, just as the
quicksilver mines he established in Napa, when the silver mines ebbed. He made the transition swiftly and wisely, before others
understood what he was doing. But it was the land he loved best. The rich brown soil he would run through his fingers and then hold lovingly
in his hand … he loved its warmth, its texture, and all that it represented, as he looked as far as the eye could see, at
the hills, the trees, the valley, the lush carpet of grass stretching ahead of him. He had bought vineyards too, from which
he produced a pleasant little wine. He loved everything that the land produced, apples, walnuts, grapes … ore … this valley
meant more to him than anything … or anyone … He had spent thirty-five of his forty-three years right here, looking out at
the same gently rolling hills, and when he died he would be buried here. This was where he belonged, the only place in the
world he wanted to be. Wherever he went in the world, and Jeremiah Thurston had been far, this was the only place he wanted
to live, in the Napa Valley, standing here at sunset, looking out over his hills.


And yet, as he stood there, the sky turning a velvety purplish gray, his mind was far from here. There was a business deal
in Atlanta he’d been offered the day before, for close to a thousand flasks of quick-silver, and the price was one he liked,
but there was something about the way he had been approached … for some reason, he had a peculiar feeling about it all, and
yet he couldn’t understand why. There was nothing wrong with the deal, and he was having his bank investigate the consortium.
There was something about the letter he had received, about the man’s style that bothered him. He seemed unusually forward
and forceful and presumptuous. Orville Beauchamp was the head of the group, and it was stupid to object to the man’s flowery
prose, but … it was almost as though Jeremiah had a sixth sense about him.


‘Jeremiah!’ He smiled at the familiar sound of Hannah’s voice. She had worked for him for almost twenty years, ever since
her husband died, right after his own fiancée had died of influenza. She had come to him one day at the mine, glared down
at him in her black widow’s dress and rapped her umbrella on the floor, ‘Your house is a disgrace, Jeremiah Thurston!’ He had looked at her in astonishment, wondering who
the devil she was, and discovered eventually that she was the aunt of a man who had once worked for him, and that she wanted
a job working for him now. Jeremiah’s father had built a shack on the far corner of their land in 1852 and Jeremiah had been
content to live there with him. He had stayed on after his father died, but by then he had acquired far more extensive lands,
annexing them on to what his father had purchased first in the Napa Valley. By the time Jeremiah was twenty-five, he began
to think that it was time to take a wife. He wanted children, someone to come home to at night, to share his good fortune
with. He couldn’t even begin to spend the money he had, and he liked the idea of someone to spoil a bit … a pretty girl with
gentle eyes and delicate hands, a face he could love, a body to keep him warm at night. Through friends he had met just such
a young lady. He asked her to marry him within two months of the day they first met, and he began to build a remarkably handsome
house for her. It was in the central portion of his land with a view that stretched as far as the eye could see, beneath four
enormous trees that met in a huge, handsome, natural arc, which would keep the house cool in summer. It was almost a palace
he built, or so the locals thought, with three floors, two lovely parlors on the main floor, a wood panelled dining room,
a big cozy kitchen with a fireplace big enough for Jeremiah himself to stand up in. Upstairs there was a pretty little drawing
room; a huge master suite, a solarium for his bride; and, on the third floor, six bedrooms for the large family they would
have. There was no point having to redo the house as the children came. And Jennie had taken great delight in the house –
in the tall windows with their stained glass, the huge grand piano which she would play for him at night.


Except that she never did. She was struck by the epidemic of influenza which struck the valley in the autumn of 1868, and
she died within three days of falling ill. For the first time in his life, Jeremiah’s luck had failed him, and he mourned her as a mother would have a lost child. She had been just barely
seventeen, and she would have been the perfect wife for him. He rattled around in his house like a marble in a shoe box for
a while, and then in despair he closed the house up and went back to the shack he had lived in before, but he was no longer
comfortable there. In the Spring of 1869, he moved into the house he had planned to share with Jennie … Jennie … he couldn’t
bear to wander through the rooms he had destined for her, couldn’t bear to think of what it would have been like if she had
lived there. He had visited her parents often at first, but he couldn’t stand seeing his own pain mirrored in their eyes,
or the hungry way her less attractive older sister looked at him. Eventually, he closed up the rooms he didn’t use, and he
seldom, if ever, went to the second or third floors. Jeremiah grew used to living on the main floor and he somehow managed
to make the two rooms he used look like the old shack. He turned one of the parlors into a bedroom for himself, and never
bothered to furnish any of the other rooms. The grand piano had never been used once since it had been touched by Jennie’s
hands on the day it arrived. He opened the enormous kitchen where he ate, occasionally, with some of his men when they came
by to see him. He liked eating with his men, liked knowing that they felt comfortable about stopping by. There was nothing
grand or standoffish about him. He remembered from where he had come, from a cold, desperately poor little house in the East,
shivering all winter long, wondering if they would have enough to eat, over the trails and the Rockies to the West, to the
rivers, and the dirt, and the mines, working at his father’s side. And if he had a fortune now, it was thanks to his hard
work and that of his father. It wasn’t something Jeremiah forgot, or ever would … just as he never forgot Jennie … never forgot
a friend. He had never been tempted to marry again, as the years slid by. Somehow, no matter how appealing a young girl was,
she never seemed quite as sweet as Jennie had, nor quite so much fun … for years he had remembered the sound of her laughter, her gasps of delight as he showed her the progress on the house.
It had delighted him to build it for her, like a monument to their love, and after she died it meant nothing to him. He let
the paint chip and the roof leak in the unused rooms. He used every dish and pot and pan he had until there were none clean,
and they said that the parlor in which he slept looked no better than a barn. Until Hannah arrived. It was she who changed
everything, and cleaned the place up.


‘Look at this house, boy!’ She had glared at him in disbelief when he’d brought her from the mine to show her around. He still
wasn’t quite sure what to do with her, but she was determined to come to work for him. She had nothing else to do now that
her husband was dead, and Jeremiah needed her, or so she told him. ‘What are you, a pig?’ she demanded and he had laughed
at the outraged look on her face. He hadn’t had anyone to mother him in almost twenty years, and at twenty-six, it amused
him to suddenly have Hannah. She started working for him the next day. He had come home that night to find the rooms he used
spotless and neat, almost distressingly so, and in an effort to make a niche for himself again, he had strewn some of his
papers around the room, dropped cigar ashes on the rug, inadvertently knocking over a glass of wine. By morning it looked
like home to him again, much to Hannah’s dismay. ‘I’m going to handcuff you to the wall if you don’t behave yourself, boy,
and take that damn cigar out of your face, you’re dropping ashes on your suit!’ She had pried it from his lips and dropped
it in the remains of the previous night’s wine as Jeremiah gaped, but he was a good match for her. He provided an inexhaustible
supply of ashes and disorder and filth, which gave her a constant supply of work. She felt needed for the first time in years,
and he felt loved for the first time in longer than that, and by Christmas of that first year they were an inseparable pair.
She came to work every day, refusing ever to take a day off … ‘Are you crazy? Do you know what kind of a mess I’d find after two days of not being here? No, sir, you’re not keeping me out of this house for a
day … not for an hour, you hear?’


She was tough with him, but there were hot meals when he came home, his sheets were immaculate, his house perfectly kept.
Even the rooms he didn’t use were spotlessly maintained, and when he brought home a dozen men from the mine to discuss some
new plan to expand, or just to drink the wines made from the grapes he grew, she never complained, no matter how drunk they
got, or how vile. And in time, Jeremiah teased her mercilessly about her devotion to him, and loved her more than he ever
had anyone … except Jennie of course … Hannah was wise enough never to ask him about her. But when he was thirty she finally
began to hound him about finding a wife. ‘I’m too old, Hannah, and no one else cooks as well as you.’ To which she hotly replied,
‘Bull.’ She insisted that he needed a wife, a woman to love and bear him sons, but he no longer thought of it anymore. It
was almost as though it frightened him, as though if he allowed himself to care about someone that much again, they might
die, as Jennie had. He didn’t want to think of it, or to build up his hopes. The wound of Jennie’s death no longer pained
him as it had for years. It was over now, and he was comfortable as he was. ‘And when you die, Jeremiah?’ The old woman would
look pointedly at him. ‘Then what? Who do you leave it all to?’


‘You, Hannah, who else?’ He would tease and she would shake her head.

‘You need a wife … and babies …’ But he disagreed. He protested he had no desire whatsoever for anything different than he
had. He was comfortable as he was, he had the biggest mines in the state, land that he loved, vineyards with which he was
well pleased, a woman he slept with every Saturday night, and Hannah to keep his house neat. He liked the men who worked for
him, had friends in San Francisco he saw from time to time, and when he needed excitement he went on trips to the East, he
had even been to Europe a few times. He needed absolutely nothing else, and certainly not a wife. He had Mary Ellen to meet those needs, once a week
at least, and he smiled as he thought of her. Tomorrow he would go to see her after he left the mines … just as he always
did … He would leave the mine at noon, after locking up the safe himself, there was almost no one there on Saturday, and he
would ride to Calistoga and let himself in to the tiny house. Years before he had been cautious about being seen, but they
were no secret anymore, hadn’t been in years, and she had long since hardened herself to what people said. It was none of
their business what they said anyway, he had told her that himself, although it was a little more complicated than that, but
not much now. And then he would stretch out in front of the fire, and look at the copper in her hair, or they would sit in
the swing in her back yard, looking up at the big elm, hidden by the hedge, and he would hold her and …


‘Jeremiah!’ Hannah’s voice broke into his reverie. The sun was lost behind the hill and there was suddenly a chill in the
air. ‘Damn, boy! Don’t you hear when I call?’ He grinned at her, she treated him as though he were five years old, instead
of forty-three.


‘Sorry … I was thinking of something else.’ … someone else … he looked into Hannah’s wizened old face with a twinkle in his
eyes.


‘Trouble with you is you don’t think at all … don’t listen … don’t hear …’

‘Maybe I’m getting deaf, ever think of that? I’m almost old enough.’

‘Maybe so.’ The twinkle in his eyes was met by the fire in hers. She was a feisty old woman, and he loved her that way. She
had been giving him a bad time for years, and he counted on it. It was part of her charm, and an essential part of the banter
between them. But now her face looked serious as she looked down at him from the porch. ‘There’s trouble at the Harte mine.
Have you heard?’


Jeremiah’s brows knit in an answering frown. ‘No. What happened? Fire?’ It was their greatest dread, all of them, they worked so closely with fire, and it could so easily explode into a costly
disaster in the mines, taking countless lives as it ran wild. Jeremiah hated to think of it. But Hannah shook her head.


‘They’re not sure. Influenza, they think, but it could be something else. It’s running like wildfire over there.’ She hated
to tell him that, hated to stir up the memories of Jennie, no matter how long ago it was. Her voice was gentle as she went
on. ‘John Harte lost his wife today … and his little girl … and they say the boy is hard hit too. He may not live the night
…’ There was a look of pain on Jeremiah’s face as he turned away. He lit a cigar, stared silently into the night, and then
turned to Hannah again. ‘They’ve closed the mine.’ The Harte Mines were the second biggest in the valley, second only to his.


‘I’m sorry to hear about his wife, and the girl.’ Jeremiah’s voice was gruff when he spoke.

‘They’ve lost seven men this week. They say thirty of them are down with it.’ It sounded like the epidemic the year Jennie
had died. There was nothing one could do. Nothing at all. Jeremiah had been with Jennie’s father when she died. And they had
sat silently in her parents’ drawing room, as upstairs, her spirit fled, and there was nothing they could do except stare
at each other in despair. Jeremiah felt his heart sink like a rock at the memory, and he couldn’t even begin to imagine the
grief of losing a child.


He wasn’t fond of John Harte, but he admired him a great deal. Harte had fought hard and well to establish a decent mine,
and it wasn’t easy with the Thurston Mines breathing down his neck. He had a harder row to hoe than Jeremiah had when he started
out. Harte had opened his mine four years before when he was twenty-two, and he had driven himself and his men beyond anything
imaginable. He wasn’t always kind, and Jeremiah had heard from men who had left him to come and work for him that he was irascible
and difficult with a wicked mouth, and quick fists, one of the men who left him had said.


But he had a heart of gold. He was a decent, honest man, and Jeremiah admired him. He had gone to see him once or twice, and he too
quickly saw some of the mistakes that the younger man was going to make, but Harte didn’t want to hear any of Jeremiah’s advice,
in fact, he didn’t want anything from him. He wanted to make it on his own, and he would, in time. But Jeremiah grieved for
him now, at the cruelty Fate had dealt, even crueller than that once dealt to him. He looked at Hannah, not sure what he should
do. He and John Harte had never become close friends. Harte preferred to view Jeremiah as arrival, and keep a good distance
from him, and Jeremiah respected that. ‘Don’t fool yourself, Thurston, I’m not your friend, and I don’t want to be. I want
to beat your mine all to hell. And I’ll do it fair and I’ll do it clean, but if I can, you’ll be closing your doors in a year
or two, and everyone from here to New York will be buying from me.’ Jeremiah had smiled at the blunt words. The fact was that
there was room for both of them, but John Harte refused to see it that way. He was courteous when they met, but he wouldn’t
give an inch. He had already had two fires and a bad flood, and once, on a whim, Jeremiah had offered to buy him out, in answer
to which John Harte had offered to flatten his face if he didn’t get off his land by the count of ten. But these cruel strokes
of fate had nothing to do with that intense rivalry and Jeremiah made up his mind as he strode suddenly toward his horse.
Hannah had known he would. Jeremiah was simply that kind of compassionate man. He had room in his heart for everyone, even
John Harte, no matter how impulsive or sharp the younger man’s tongue was.


‘Don’t wait dinner for me.’ The words didn’t even need to be said as he swung a leg over his horse. She’d be there anyway,
if she had to wait all night. ‘Go home and get some rest.’


‘Mind your own damn business, Jeremiah Thurston.’ And then she had a sudden thought. ‘Wait a minute!’ They would be too frantic
to fix much of anything to eat. She ran into the kitchen and threw some fried chicken into a napkin, and put that and some fruit and a piece of cake into a saddlebag
which Jeremiah could carry with him. She rushed back outside and handed it up as Jeremiah smiled.


‘You’ll kill them for sure if it’s something you cooked.’

She grinned at him. ‘Be sure you eat some yourself, and take care you don’t get too close to anyone. Don’t drink anything,
or eat their food.’


‘Yes, Mother!’ And with those words, he wheeled his horse and took off into the night, thinking his own thoughts, as he galloped
over the hills.


It only took him twenty minutes to arrive at the complex surrounding the Harte Mines, and Jeremiah was surprised to see how
much it had grown in the few months since he’d been there. John Harte was doing well, but one could tell that something was
wrong now. There was an eerie silence, and no one wandering from house to house, but in each cabin, all of the lights were
brightly lit, especially up on the hill. Every room of the main house seemed ablaze with light and there was a string of men
standing outside, waiting to pay their respects to John Harte. Jeremiah dismounted and tied his horse to a tree a little distance
from them, and carrying the saddlebag Hannah had flung up into his hands, he took his place behind the line of men. He was
rapidly recognized, and a whisper went through them … Thurston … Thurston … He shook hands with those he knew, and it was
a little while before John Harte appeared on the porch. His face was ravaged, and there was almost a shudder of sympathy that
went through the crowd of men below him. He glanced at them, recognizing each one, nodding as their eyes met, and then he
saw Jeremiah at the end of the line, and he stopped and looked at him, as Jeremiah approached and held out a hand. And something
in his eyes said that he understood the other man’s pain. The others seemed to move back, so as to leave the two men alone,
and Jeremiah held out a hand to him.


‘I’m sorry about your wife, John … I … I lost someone I cared about a great deal a long time ago … the epidemic of ‘68 …’ They were jumbled words but John Harte knew that Jeremiah understood.
He looked up at him with eyes bright with tears. He was a fine looking young man, almost as tall as Jeremiah was as they stood
facing each other. He had raven black hair, eyes that were almost as black as coal, and huge, gentle hands. In some ways,
the two men were oddly alike, despite the gap of almost twenty years between them.


‘Thank you for coming, man.’ His voice was deep and jagged with grief as two tears ran unashamedly down the younger man’s
cheeks. Jeremiah could feel an echo of the old pain in his own heart as he saw them.


‘Is there anything I can do?’ He remembered the food he had brought. Perhaps someone in the house could make use of it.

John Harte looked deep into his eyes. ‘I lost seven men today, and Matilda … Jane …’ His voice broke on the words. ‘Barnaby’s
… ‘ He couldn’t finish what he started to say, at the mention of his son. He looked up at Jeremiah again. ‘The doctor said
he won’t live through the night. And three of the other men have lost their wives … five children … You shouldn’t even be
here.’ He suddenly realized the risk Jeremiah had run, and was touched by that too.


‘I’ve lived through it before, and I wanted to see if there was anything I could do for you.’ He noticed that the younger
man was deathly pale, but he suspected that it was grief and not the dreaded flu. ‘You look as though you could use a drink.’
He pulled a silver flask from the saddle bag he had brought and extended it to John.


He hesitated, took it, and then nodded toward the door of his home. ‘Do you want to come in?’ He wondered if he was afraid,
he should have been, but Jeremiah nodded his head.


‘Sure. I brought you some food, if you think you can eat.’ John looked at him, both surprised and touched, particularly since
the last time Jeremiah had offered his help, John had almost thrown him out. He didn’t want any help from him. But this was a different kind of disaster than a fire or a flood
at the mine. He sat down heavily on the tufted green velvet couch in his living room, and took a long drink from the flask
and then handed it back to Jeremiah, staring at the older man with unseeing eyes.


‘I can’t believe they’re gone … last night …’ He started to gulp, fighting back his own tears … ‘Last night … Jane came running
downstairs to kiss me goodnight even with her fever … and this morning Matilda said … Matilda said …’ He couldn’t hold the
flood back anymore, and it came, as Jeremiah held his shoulders in both hands and held him there as he cried. There was nothing
he or anyone could do, except be there for him. He looked up at Jeremiah at last, and Jeremiah’s eyes were damp too. ‘How
can I go on without them? How? … Mattie … my little girl … and if Barnaby … Thurston, I’ll die. I can’t live without them.’
Jeremiah silently prayed that he wouldn’t lose the boy, but he knew that there was a good chance that he would. He had heard
as he stood outside that the boy was pretty badly off. But he looked hard into John Harte’s eyes now.


‘You’re young yet, John, there’s a long life ahead, and it’s a terrible thing to say to you tonight but you may marry again,
have other children. Right now, this is the worst thing that’s ever happened to you, but you’ll go on … you have to … and
you will.’ He handed him the flask again, and John took another sip, shaking his head, as the tears coursed down his cheeks.


And it was less than an hour later, when the doctor came for him. John jumped up as though he’d been shot.

‘Barnaby?’

‘He’s calling for you.’ The doctor didn’t dare say more, but his eyes met Jeremiah’s as John raced up the stairs to his son,
and in answer to the question in Jeremiah’s eyes, he only shook his head. Jeremiah sat downstairs, he knew instantly from
the terrible moan of pain he heard from the little room at the top of the stairs that the boy was gone. John Harte knelt with the boy in his arms keening for the family he had lost in two short days. With a determined step Jeremiah
walked solemnly up the stairs, and gently opened the door to the room. Thurston took the boy from him at last, laid him on
the bed, closed his eyes, and led John Harte from the room as he sobbed the child’s name. He forced strong drink down his
throat and stayed with him until the next morning, when his brother and several other friends came, and then Jeremiah quietly
went home, aching for him. He was exactly the same age Jeremiah had been when Jennie had died. He wondered how it would affect
Harte, but he suspected from the little he knew of him that the boy would press on.


He grieved for him now, and when he dismounted in front of his own house, with the morning sun climbing high into the sky,
he looked out over the hills he loved so much and wondered at the cruel fate which could deal life and death so easily … how
swiftly life’s sweetest gifts are gone … he seemed to hear Jennie’s laughter ringing in his ears as he went inside, and saw
Hannah asleep in a kitchen chair. He said nothing to her as he walked past her into the parlor he never used, and sat down
at the piano he had brought so long ago for the girl with the laughing eyes and the dancing golden curls – lovely, she had
been. He wondered what it would have been like to be married to her – how many children they might have had – it was the first
time in a long time that he had allowed his mind to run along those lines; he thought of John Harte’s lost daughter and son,
and hoped he would marry again soon. That was what he needed now, a new wife to fill his heart, and new babies to replace
the two who had died.


And yet it wasn’t what Jeremiah had done. He had remained alone for the past eighteen years, and it was too late now. He would
never change that. He had no desire to. But as he sat looking down at the piano keys, yellowing now, never touched, never
used, he wondered if he should have done what he thought John Harte should do. Should he have married someone else? Had a dozen children to fill his empty house? But there had never been anyone who captured his heart,
no one he liked well enough to marry. No, there would be no children for him. But as he thought the words to himself, he felt
a shaft of grief slice through his heart.… A child would have been so nice … a daughter … a son … and then suddenly, he remembered
the two John Harte had lost, and he felt something inside him close tight. No. He couldn’t bear another loss. He had lost
Jennie. That was enough. He was better off like this … wasn’t he?


‘What happened?’ He was startled to hear Hannah’s voice, and he looked up to see her standing in the empty room, as he fingered
the piano keys. He stopped and looked at her, tired, depressed. It had been a long, sad night.


‘Harte’s boy died.’ He almost winced as he remembered closing the boy’s eyes and taking John Harte forcibly from the room.
Hannah shook her head and began to cry. Jeremiah walked slowly to her, put an arm around her shoulders and led her from the
room. There was nothing left to say. ‘Go home and get some sleep.’


She looked up at him and sniffed as she wiped the tears from her cheeks. ‘You should do the same.’ But she knew him better
than that. ‘Will you?’


‘I’ve got some work to do at the mine.’

‘It’s Saturday.’

‘The papers on my desk don’t know that,’ he smiled tiredly. There was no way he could go to bed and sleep. He would have been
haunted by the vision of Barnaby Harte. ‘I won’t work too long.’ She knew that too. It was Saturday. He went to Calistoga
on Saturdays, to see Mary Ellen Browne. But she could see that today he wasn’t much in the mood.


He poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot on the stove and looked at his old friend. There were a thousand thoughts running
through his head after the night before. ‘I told him he should get married again, and have more children. Was I wrong?’


She shook her head. ‘You should have done the same for yourself eighteen years ago.’

‘I just thought of that.’ He looked out the window at the hills. He never let her put up curtains anywhere because he loved
the view of the valley so much, and there was no one within miles to look in.


‘It’s not too late.’ Her voice was old and sad. She was sorry for him. He was a lonely man, whether he knew it or not, and
she hoped that John Harte would not choose the same fate now. It seemed wrong to her. She had never had children herself,
but for her it had been destiny not choice. ‘You’re still young enough to marry, Jeremiah.’


But he laughed at the words. ‘I’m too old for that now. And he frowned as he thought and met her eyes again. They were both
thinking the same thing. ‘I never really could imagine being married to Mary Ellen, and there’s no one else. Hasn’t been for
years.’ Hannah already knew that he only went to Mary Ellen, but after the night he’d just been through, he needed to talk
to her and she understood that too. She was his friend.


‘Why didn’t you ever want to marry her?’ She had always wondered that, although she thought she knew. And she wasn’t far wrong.

‘She isn’t that kind of girl, Hannah. And I don’t mean that meanly. She didn’t really want to marry me at first, though lately
I think she would. She wanted to be free,’ he smiled, ‘she’s an independent little cuss, and she wanted to take care of her
own kids. I think she was afraid people would say she married me for what I had, or that she tried to take advantage of me.’
He sighed. ‘Instead they called her a whore. But the funny thing is that I don’t think she minded that as much. She always
said that as long as she knew the truth, that she was a decent woman and that there was only me, then she didn’t give a damn
what people said. I asked her to marry me once.’ Hannah looked stunned at his words, and he grinned, ‘and she turned me down.
It was when those damn women in Calistoga gave her such a bad time, I always thought her mother started that fuss to force my hand, and maybe she did, but Mary Ellen told me to go to hell back
then. She said she wouldn’t be forced into marriage by a bunch of old bags. And I think she was still kind of half in love
with her drunk of a husband in those days. He had left her more than two years before, but she always hoped he’d come back.
I could tell by the way she talked.’ And then he smiled again. ‘I’m glad he didn’t. She’s been good for me.’


And he’d been good to her too. He had furnished her house, and helped her with things she needed for the kids, when she’d
accept the gifts. They had been together now for close to seven years, and her husband had been dead now for more than two.
They were used to the arrangement they had. He rode to Calistoga every Saturday night and stayed with her there. The children
stayed at her mother’s house when he was there, and they were less clandestine about their affair now than they had once been.
There was no reason to hide it anymore, everyone in town knew that she was Jeremiah Thurston’s woman … Thurston’s Whore they
had called her at one point, but no one dared to say that anymore. Jeremiah had personally taken care of it with one or two.
But he also knew that Mary Ellen was just that kind of girl. She was the kind of girl that women would always dislike and
be jealous of, she had flashy red-headed good looks, long legs and full breasts. She wore her dresses too low and was too
willing to give a passing cowboy a glimpse of leg as she stepped off the curb and lifted her skirts well above her ankles.
It was that which had drawn Jeremiah to her at first, and she had proven to be as lovely as he had hoped when he had dispensed
with the rest of her clothes. She was so lovely in fact that he had swiftly come back for more, and then again, and then he
had discovered how kind-hearted she was, how decent, and anxious to please. She loved her children more than anything in the
world, and there was almost nothing she wouldn’t do for them. She had been deserted by her husband two years before and had
worked as a waitress, a dancer and a chambermaid at the hotel attached to the spa. Even after her alliance with Jeremiah,
she had continued to hold down the same jobs. She insisted that she wanted nothing from him. And several times, Jeremiah had
attempted to dismiss her from his mind, but there was something so tender and warm about the girl. She filled an empty spot
in his heart, and he was constantly drawn to her bed for more. In the early days, he had ridden up to Calistoga several times
during the week, but it was too complicated with her children in the house, and they had made their week-end arrangements
at the end of the first year. It was difficult to believe that six years had passed since then. Even more so when once in
a while he caught a glimpse of her children. Mary Ellen herself was thirty-two now, and she was still a handsome girl, but
he still couldn’t imagine marrying her. She had been too worldly when they’d met, too brazen, too used, and yet he loved her
honesty and her openness and her courage. She had never backed off because of what people said about her involvement with
Jeremiah, although he knew that at times it had been difficult for her.


‘Would you marry her now?’ He didn’t shrink from Hannah’s question, but even now, after seven years, he couldn’t imagine marrying
Mary Ellen.


‘I don’t know.’ He sighed as he looked at the old woman. ‘I really am too old to be thinking of that sort of thing, don’t
you think?’ It was a rhetorical question, but Hannah was quick to answer.


‘No, I don’t. And I think you should give it some thought before it is too late, Jeremiah Thurston.’ But she herself didn’t
think that Mary Ellen was the answer, much as she liked the girl. She had known her all her life, and had always thought her
forward and at times downright foolish, she had been among the first to call her a fool for her open affair with Jeremiah.
She was a good-hearted girl and it was impossible not to like her. But nonetheless she was thirty-two years old, and he needed
a young wife who would give him children. Mary Ellen already had three of her own and had almost died when giving birth to the last one. She’d have been crazy
to try it again and she knew it. ‘I’d like to see a child in this house before I die, Jeremiah,’ Hannah said.


He smiled sadly, thinking of the two Harte children who had just died. ‘So would I, my friend, but I don’t think either of
us will ever see that.’ It was the first time he had ever said that to her, or to anyone.


‘Don’t be so stubborn. You’ve got time. If you looked, you’d find the right girl.’ Hannah’s words brought Jennie back to mind,
and he shook his head, as much to push her from his mind as in answer to her words.


‘I’m too old for a young girl. I’m almost forty-four years old.’

‘Well, you sound like you’re ninety.’ She snorted in disgust and he laughed, running a hand over the beard stubble on his
face.


‘I feel damn close to that some days, look like it too. It’s a wonder Mary Ellen doesn’t lock the door when she sees me coming.’

‘She should have done that years ago, Jeremiah, but you know how I feel about that.’ He did, but Hannah was never afraid to
repeat her opinions. ‘You were both foolish to start that, and you’ve both paid a damn high price for it.’


It was the first time she had voiced it quite that way and Jeremiah looked surprised. ‘Both of us?’

‘She damn near got run out of town on a rail, and you’ve given up the chance to marry someone who’d give you children. You
might as well marry her if you’re going to do that, Jeremiah.’


He smiled benignly at Hannah. ‘I’ll tell her you said so.’ Hannah harrumphed and picked up her shawl from the back of a kitchen
chair as Jeremiah watched her. He was going to shave and bathe before going to the mine, and he needed another cup of strong
black coffee. It had been a long, long night with John Harte until his relatives arrived to console him. ‘By the way, John was grateful for the food you sent, Hannah. I made him eat it this morning.’


‘Did he sleep at all?’ Jeremiah shook his head. How could he? ‘And I know you didn’t either.’

‘I’ll be alright. I’ll sleep tonight.’

She grinned wickedly at him and turned to look at him from the doorway. ‘That don’t say much for Mary Ellen, does it?’ He
laughed and the old woman closed the door behind her.
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There was an eerie silence about the mines on Saturday, which pleased him. All was stillness, there were no voices, no shrill whistles,
no blasting of the furnaces. There were two watchmen drinking coffee in the March morning, as Jeremiah dismounted and tied
up Big Joe in his usual place and strode into his office. The papers he had come in to look at were waiting for him, contracts
for the quicksilver they produced, and plans for four more cabins to house the men who worked for him. Already, the mine had
the appearance of a small town, with seven houses for the men and cabins beyond for those who had brought their families to
live with them. It was a hard life for them, but Jeremiah was sympathetic to their need to be together. It was a decision
he had made a long time ago, and the men were grateful to him. Now he sat looking at plans for still more accommodation for
them. The complex seemed to be growing by leaps and bounds, as was the production of the mines. He was pleased by the contracts
he had before him, in particular the one from Orville Beauchamp in Atlanta for nine hundred flasks of quicksilver, amounting
to some fifty thousand dollars. Beauchamp would in turn be supplying most of the South. He was a clever businessman, Jeremiah
could tell from the contract. He represented a group of seven men and apparently was their spokesman. The deal was important
enough that, in another week, Jeremiah would be travelling to Atlanta to meet the consortium and cement the deal with them.


At noon, Jeremiah looked at his pocket watch, stood up and stretched. He still had work to do but it had been such a rough
night that he was suddenly exhausted and hungry to see Mary Ellen. He needed her warmth and her comfort. Again and again,
he had thought of John Harte and the family he had lost. The sympathy Jeremiah felt weighed on him like a boulder, and as the morning wore on, the thoughts of Mary Ellen
pressed in on him. It was just after twelve when he left the mines that morning and walked outside to where he had left Big
Joe tethered.


‘Morning, Mr. Thurston,’ one of the guards waved to him, and further up the hillside Jeremiah could see a group of children
playing in the distance, behind the family cabins he had built for the miners. It made him think of the influenza epidemic
at the Harte Mines, and he prayed it wouldn’t touch them.


‘Good morning, Tom.’ There were some five hundred men who worked for him in three mines now, but he still knew most of them
by name. He spent most of his time at the first mine, the Thurston Mine, but toured the others regularly, and knew that they
were in the hands of extremely competent foremen. And at the slightest suggestion of a problem, Jeremiah was on the spot himself,
sometimes for days, if there was an accident or the mines flooded, as they did every winter.


‘Looks like Spring is here.’

‘It sure does.’ Jeremiah smiled. It had rained for two solid months, and the flooding in the mines had been ghastly. They
had lost eleven men at one mine, seven at the other, three here. It had been a rough winter, but there was no sign of it now
as the sun shone brightly down on them, and Jeremiah could feel it warming his back as he rode old Joe along the Silverado
Trail to Calistoga. Jeremiah urged him on, and the big horse picked up his hooves and literally flew the last five miles.
As Jeremiah rode, with the wind in his beard and his hair, he thought of Mary Ellen.


As he drove down the main street of Calistoga, there were clusters of ladies strolling together, protected by lace parasols.
It was easy to spot those who had come from San Francisco to visit the hotsprings: their fashionable dresses were in sharp
contrast to the simpler costumes of the locals, their bustles were pronounced, the plumage on their bonnets was lavish, the textures of their silks noticeable in sleepy little Calistoga. It always made Jeremiah smile to see them,
and they were quick to notice him as he rode past them, astride his white stallion, with his own raven hair in sharp contrast.
When he was in a particularly playful mood, he would doff his hat and bow politely from his mount, his eyes always dancing
with mischief. There was one particularly pretty woman in the cluster today, a woman with reddish hair and a forest green
silk dress, the color of the trees on the mountains, but her coloring only served to remind him of why he had come to Calistoga,
and he spurred his horse on a little more quickly, and it was only moments later that he reached Mary Ellen’s small, tidy
house on 3rd Street in the less fashionable part of town.


Here the smell of sulphur from the spa was strongest, but she had grown used to it long since, as had Jeremiah. It was not
the spa, or the sulphur, or even his mines he thought of as he tied Big Joe up behind the house and ran quickly up the back
steps. He knew that she would be waiting and he opened the door without ceremony with a faint pounding of his heart. Whatever
he felt or didn’t feel for this woman, one thing was certain, when she was near him she still had the same magical power over
him she had had when they first met. There was a kind of breathlessness he felt, a surge of lust he had felt for few women
before her. Yet when he was away from her, he was so easily able to do without her. It was for that reason that he never had
any serious inclination to change his status. But when he was near her … when he felt her presence in the next room, as he
did now, all of his senses suddenly raced with desire for her.


‘Mary Ellen?’ He opened the door to the little front parlor where she sometimes waited for him on Saturday afternoons. She
would drop the children off at her mother’s in the morning and then return to the house to bathe and curl her hair and put
on her prettiest finery. There was a kind of honeymoon aura to their meeting, because they only saw each other once a week,
or if something went wrong in one of the mines, or he went away, then it was longer. She hated it when he was gone. Every moment of the night and day, she waited for
their weekends together. It was odd how, over the years, she was becoming more and more dependent on him. But she was sure
that he hadn’t noticed. He was too intent on his physical attraction to her to be aware of her decreasing independence. He
liked coming to Calistoga to see her. He was comfortable in the shabby little house, and besides, he had never invited her
to stay with him in St. Helena. In fact, she had only seen the house once. ‘You sure he’s not married?’ her mother had questioned
her often at first, but everyone knew that Jeremiah Thurston had never been married, ‘and probably never will,’ her mother
growled after the first few years of her daughter’s liaison. Now she no longer growled. After seven years of Saturday nights,
what was there to say? She said nothing now as she took the children in, her oldest granddaughter at fourteen being almost
as old as Mary Ellen had been herself when she got married. The boy was twelve, and the youngest girl was nine. It was she
who particularly adored Jeremiah. But they knew enough not to say too much to Grandma.


‘Mary Ellen?’ Jeremiah called upstairs again. It was unusual for her not to be waiting for him downstairs, and he made his
way slowly upstairs to the three tiny bedrooms, one for herself, one for her daughters and the third for her son, and all
of them put together smaller than any one room in Jeremiah’s house. But Jeremiah had long since ceased to feel guilty about
it. Mary Ellen took a peculiar kind of pride in supporting her own, and she wasn’t unhappy in this house. She liked it. Probably
better than she would have liked living in his. Hers had more warmth to it, or so he thought. His had always remained a large,
uninhabited house, ever since he built it. He occupied so few of its rooms. It had been a house built for children and laughter
and noise, and instead it had been silent for almost twenty years, unlike this house which showed signs of wear and caring
and small fingers dragged along once pink walls until the smudges became part of the decor and one no longer noticed.


Jeremiah’s tread was heavy on the stairs, and he thought he smelled roses in the air as he knocked on her bedroom door. He
heard the familiar voice humming in the distance. She was there, for one crazy moment he had wondered if today, for the first
time in seven years, she wouldn’t be there. But she was. And he needed her so badly. He knocked softly, feeling hesitant and
young. She had a way of doing that to him. He always felt a little bit breathless when he came to see her.


‘Mary Ellen?’ This time his voice was gentle and soft, almost a caress, as it reached her.

‘Come in … I’m in …’ She was about to say, ‘my bedroom’, but she didn’t need to add the words as he stepped in, his very presence
seeming to stop the blood in her veins as she looked up at him, her skin as creamy as the white roses next to her bed, her
hair coppery in the sunlight which streamed through the windows. She had just been about to drop a lace dress over the lace
corset she wore, tied with pink ribbons which ran through the lace and tied her pantaloons at the knee. She looked like a
young girl as he stared at her, and suddenly she blushed crimson and turned away, struggling with the dress as it tangled
at her shoulders. She was usually ready when he arrived, but she had taken longer than she’d planned cutting the roses to
put in her bedroom. ‘I’m almost … I just … oh for Heaven’s sake … I can’t! She was all innocence as she fought with the tangles
of lace and he walked toward her to pull the dress gently over her shoulders, but as he began, the gesture suddenly changed
direction and he found himself slowly pulling the dress back in the direction from which it had come, pulling it past the
silky copper hair and over her head, flinging it onto the bed, and pressing his lips down on hers as he pulled her toward
him. It was remarkable to him how hungry he was for her each week when he arrived, seeming to drink in the cream of her flesh,
and the rose scent of her hair. Everything about her always seemed to be scented with roses and she had a way of making him forget that
she had any life but this. The children and the jobs and the struggles were all forgotten as she lay in his arms, week after
week, year after year, looking into the eyes that she loved, and that never quite understood how much she loved him. But she
knew him as well as he knew himself. He wanted his solitude, his freedom, his vineyards and his mines, he didn’t want an everyday
life with an everyday woman and three children he hadn’t sired. He was too busy for that, wrapped up in the empire he had
built and was still building. And she respected him for what he was and loved him enough not to ask for what he didn’t want
to give her. Instead she took only what he gave: one night a week, in a kind of abandon they would have never shared had they
had a daily life, which enhanced their passion still further. She wondered sometimes if things might have been different if
she could have had his baby, but there was no point thinking about that. She couldn’t have another one. The doctor said it
was too dangerous to even consider, and he didn’t seem to want one, at least he’d never mentioned it to her although he was
always kind to her children when he saw them. But it was not her children he thought of when he came here. It was what he
saw now that filled his mind and seemed to drown his senses, that rose scented skin, as delicate as parchment, the green eyes
like emeralds burning into his as he laid her gently on the bed and began to unlace the pink corset. It fell away from her
body with surprising ease beneath his expert fingers and the pantaloons slipped away from her long, graceful limbs until she
lay naked and gleaming before him. This was what he came for … to devour her with his eyes and his tongue and his hands until
she lay gasping and breathless beneath him aching for him to take her. And today he wanted her even more than he had in a
long time, it was as though he couldn’t get enough of her, couldn’t quite breathe deeply enough of the heady aroma of her
hair and her flesh and her perfume. He wanted to push away the memories of his long dead fiancée, and the grief-filled night he had spent with John Harte
and he needed Mary Ellen to help him do that. She sensed that he had had a difficult week, although she didn’t know why, and
as always she tried to give him something more of herself to fill the void she instinctively felt in him. She wasn’t a woman
who could have easily put her impressions into words, and yet she had a deep, almost animal, understanding of him.


Lying sleepy and sated in his arms, she looked up at him and gently touched his beard. ‘Are you alright, Jeremiah?’

He smiled at how well she knew him. ‘I am now … thanks to you … you’re awfully good to me, Mary Ellen …’

She was pleased by his words, as though he understood what she tried to give him. ‘Was something wrong?’

He hesitated for a long time. What he felt about the night before seemed to be strangely intertwined with feelings about Jennie,
and yet that was so long ago, it seemed strange that the feelings should resurface now. But it was all so reminiscent of eighteen
years ago. ‘I had a rough night last night. I was with John Harte …’


She looked instantly surprised, and propped herself up beside him on her elbow. ‘I didn’t think you two spoke.’

‘I went over there last night. He lost his wife, and his daughter …’ He hesitated and closed his eyes, remembering little
Barnaby’s face again after he had died … ‘… and his boy, after I got there … I got there …’ A tear slid unbidden down his
face, Mary Ellen gently touched it and then took Jeremiah in her arms. He was so big and so strong and so much a man, yet
he was so gentle and kind. She loved him more for the tear and for those which followed it as she held him. ‘He was so young
…’ He began to sob for the child whose eyes he had closed, and he held Mary Ellen close to him, embarrassed at the emotions
he could no longer hold back coming from a place deep inside him. ‘The poor boy lost all three of them in one day …’ The flood
began to ebb and he sat up in bed and looked at Mary Ellen.


‘It was nice of you to go to him, Jeremiah, you didn’t have to do it.’

‘I knew how he felt.’ She knew about Jennie from Hannah when they talked. Hannah had known Mary Ellen since she was a child
and they met frequently at the produce market in Calistoga. But Jeremiah had never mentioned Jennie to her himself. ‘Something
like that happened to me once.’


‘I know.’ Her voice was as soft as the rose petals beside her bed.

‘I thought you did.’ He smiled at her and wiped his face. ‘I’m sorry …’ He was embarrassed now, but he felt better than he
had all day. She was good for him and she had helped him. ‘Poor lad, it’s going to be so rough for him.’


‘He’ll be all right.’ Jeremiah nodded and then looked at her.

‘Do you know him?’

She shook her head. ‘I’ve seen him around town, but we’ve never spoken. I hear he’s as stubborn as a mule and he can be twice
as mean. Men like that don’t usually break, no matter what happens to them.’


‘I don’t think he’s really mean. I think he’s just very young and very strong and he wants what he wants when he wants it.’
Jeremiah smiled. ‘I wouldn’t want to work for the man, but I admire what he’s done.’


Mary Ellen shrugged. She was not greatly interested in John Harte. She was far more interested in Jeremiah Thurston. ‘I admire
you.’ She smiled, and moved closer to him.


‘I don’t know what for. I’m the old mule you were talking about before.’

‘But you’re my mule, and I love you.’ She liked saying things like that, as much to reassure herself as to say it to him.
He had never really been hers, and she knew it, but once a week she was allowed to pretend, and she was satisfied with that.
She didn’t really have much choice. He had offered to marry her once, but she hadn’t wanted to then, and now the moment had
passed. He was content with seeing her once a week. Now that Jake was dead, and he was never coming back, she would have married Jeremiah gladly, but she knew
that he was never going to offer her marriage now. He didn’t want that anymore, and she had long since given up that hope.
She had been a damn fool not to press for that from the beginning. But she had thought Jake was coming back then … the drunken
sonofabitch …


‘What were you thinking about just then?’ He had been watching her face. ‘You looked angry.’

She laughed at how perceptive he was; he always had been. ‘Nothing important.’

‘Are you mad at me?’ She was quick to shake her head with a gentle smile. He rarely ever gave her reason to be angry at him.
Jake had been a different story. What a bastard he had been. But he was dead now, and she had wasted fifteen years of her
life on him, five of them waiting for him to come back when it turned out he’d been living with another woman in Ohio. She’d
found that out after he died and the girl came to see her. He’d even had two little boys by her. And Mary Ellen had felt like
a damn fool. She had always held back from Jeremiah, thinking her husband would return … husband … that was a joke …


‘I’m never angry at you, silly. You never give me reason to be.’ It was true. He was a lovely man and he had always been good
to her. Almost too good. He was generous and polite and thoughtful, but he also kept a certain distance between them and he
held out no hope for the future. There was just today, and next week, and seven years of Saturdays stretched out behind them.
But it didn’t make Mary Ellen angry, only sad from time to time.


‘I’m going away soon.’ He always told her ahead of time, it was just the way he was. Considerate and decent and thoughtful.

‘Where to this time?’

‘The South. Atlanta.’ He often went to New York, and once the year before he had gone to Charleston, South Carolina. But he
never invited her to go with him. Business was business. And this was something else. ‘I won’t be gone too long. Just long enough to get there and back, and do business
for a few days. Maybe two weeks in all.’ He nuzzled her neck and then kissed her. ‘Will you miss me?’


‘What do you think?’ Her voice was muffled by desire and they slid back down into the bed together.

‘I think I’m crazy to go anywhere, that’s what I think …’ And he proved it to her again as she lay in his arms, and writhed
with pleasure, and her screams of exquisite agony would have been heard by the entire neighborhood if he hadn’t had the forethought
to close the windows.


By the next morning, he felt like a new man as she cooked him sausages and eggs, a small steak and cornbread on the old stove
in her kitchen. He had offered to buy her a new one the previous winter, but she had insisted that she didn’t need one. Greed
was simply not part of her make-up, much to her mother’s chagrin. She frequently reminded her daughter that Jeremiah was one
of the richest men in the state and she was the biggest fool that ever lived. But she didn’t give a damn. She had everything
she wanted … almost … or once a week anyway, and that was better than every day with a lesser man. She had no complaints,
and she was free to do as she chose. Jeremiah never asked what she did with the rest of her time. She saw no one else and
hadn’t for years, but it was by her own choice. If someone else had come along who was serious about her, she could have pursued
it. Jeremiah was careful to demand nothing at all from her.


‘When do you leave for the East?’ She ate the cornbread as she watched his face. He had wonderful blue eyes, and when he looked
at her she felt her soul turn to jelly.


‘In a few days.’ He smiled, feeling restored. He had slept well, but not before making love to her for several hours. ‘I’ll
let you know as soon as I’m back.’


‘Just be sure you don’t meet the girl of your dreams in Atlanta.’

‘Why would I do a thing like that?’ He picked up his mug of coffee and laughed. ‘After last night, how can you even say such a thing?’

She smiled with pleasure. ‘You never know.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ He leaned over and kissed the tip of her nose, and as she leaned toward him, her cleavage beckoned him.
She was wearing a pink satin dressing gown he had bought her on his last trip to Europe to visit the French vineyards. And
now he slid a hand down beneath her breasts and felt them grasp his fingers warmly. It sent a shiver through his entire body,
which he could not resist, and he put down his cup and walked around the table to her. ‘What was that you were saying, Mary
Ellen? …’ His voice was a hoarse whisper as he scooped her up in his arms and headed toward the stairs with his irresistible
bundle.


‘I said … don’t go …’ But he crushed her words with his lips and, moments later, deposited her on her bed again, pulling the
satin robe away from her naked flesh with ease. It was difficult to tell where the robe ended and the silk of her flesh began,
so smooth did her skin feel to his touch as he pressed his own body against hers and entered her again, and once again their
pleasure began and went on until dusk when he rode home on his horse at last, tired, happy and sated. Mary Ellen Browne had
served him well, and the sorrows of the night before were all but forgotten as he stabled the horse in his barn in Saint Helena.
When he walked inside the house, he barely had the strength to take off his clothes. When he did, he could still smell the
roses of her perfume on his flesh, and he went to sleep smiling and thinking of Mary Ellen.
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‘Make sure you behave yourself while you’re gone.’ Hannah glared at him and wagged a finger as though he were a child as Jeremiah
laughed at her.


‘You sound just like Mary Ellen.’

‘Maybe we both know you too well.’

‘All right, all right, I’ll behave!’ He looked tired as he pinched her cheek. It had been a rough week, and she knew it. He
had been to the funeral of John Harte’s wife and two children. And now there were a few cases of the dread influenza at the
Thurston Mines, but so far no one had died, and Jeremiah was forcing everyone to be seen by the doctor at the first sign of
a problem. He would have liked to put off his trip to the East, but he couldn’t. Orville Beauchamp had insisted, in his response
to the telegram Jeremiah sent him, that if he wanted to make the deal, Thurston had to come now. Jeremiah had almost told
him to go to hell, he felt like giving the deal to John Harte, but Harte was in no condition to discuss business, let alone
go East. So Jeremiah decided to go ahead and take the train to Atlanta, but he wasn’t looking forward to the trip. There continued
to be something about the man in Georgia which annoyed him.


He bent and kissed the top of Hannah’s head as he left, glanced around the cozy kitchen, picked up his leather bag in one
hand, and his battered black leather briefcase in the other, his cigar clenched in his teeth, and his eyes squinting from
the smoke. There was a big black hat pulled low over his eyes and he looked almost devilish as he walked quickly to the waiting
carriage, flinging his bags on and hopped up beside the boy who drove the horses and quickly taking the reins from him.


‘Good morning, sir.’

‘Good morning, son.’ He blew a thick cloud of smoke around him and touched the horses with a flick of the whip. A moment later they were off, moving at a handsome pace down the
main highway. He said nothing to the boy as he drove, his mind already involved with the deal he would be completing in Atlanta.
The boy watched him with utter fascination, the narrowed eyes, the deep lines beside them, the brow furrowed in concentration,
the elegant hat, the broad shoulders, the huge hands, and the sheer cleanliness of him. The boy thought he was too clean to
have been a miner, yet they said that he used to work in the mines himself. It was hard to imagine this powerful, enormous
man ever squeezing himself into a mine. He seemed bigger than that to the boy as he watched him.


They were halfway to Napa before Jeremiah turned and smiled at him. ‘How old are you, son?’

‘Twelve.’ It was exciting just being here beside him, and the boy liked the smell of his cigar. It seemed pungent and manly
to him. ‘Well … I’ll be twelve in May.’


‘You work hard in the mines?’

‘Yes, sir.’ The voice trembled slightly, but Jeremiah wasn’t checking up on him, only thinking back to his own life at twelve.

‘I worked in the mines at your age too. It’s hard work for a boy … for anyone for that matter. Do you like it?’

There was a long pause, and then suddenly the boy decided to be honest. He trusted the huge man with the cigar; he had an
appealing air of kindness about him. ‘No sir, I don’t. It’s dirty work. I want to do something different when I grow up.’


‘Like what?’ Jeremiah was intrigued with the boy himself and with his honesty.

‘Something clean. Like work in a bank maybe. My Dad says that’s a weak man’s job, but I think I might like it. I’m good with
figures. I can do all my sums in my head faster than most people can write them.’


‘Can you?’ Jeremiah attempted to keep a serious look on his face, but his eyes showed that he was amused. There was such an intensity about the youth and it touched him. ‘Would you like to help me sometime on a Saturday morning?’

‘Help you?’ The boy looked stunned. ‘Oh, yes sir!’

‘I come in on Saturdays until about noon, because it’s quiet. When I come back, come and see me some Saturday morning. You
can help me with some figures and accounting sheets. I’m not as quick with my sums as you are.’ Jeremiah laughed. The boy’s
black eyes were suddenly as big as quarters. ‘How does that sound to you?’


‘Wonderful! … wonderful! .…’ He practically bounced up and down on the seat beside Jeremiah, and then suddenly subdued himself,
remembering to assume a more manly demeanour, and that amused Jeremiah too. He liked the boy. In fact, he liked most children,
and they liked him. And as he urged the horses on toward Napa, he found himself thinking of Mary Ellen’s children. They were
nice and she did a good job with them. There was a lot on her shoulders, and he knew it, yet she never let him help her. And
he certainly never had as far as the children were concerned. His only contact with them was for an occasional Sunday afternoon
picnic. He wasn’t there when they were sick or when they caused trouble in school, when she had to nurse a sick baby, or spank
them or hold them. He only saw them in their Sunday best, and that not very often. He wondered if he had failed her by not
helping her with the children more, but she didn’t seem to expect that from him. She expected nothing more than what she got,
his body meshed with her own in exquisite pleasure two days a week in the little house in Calistoga. And then suddenly, as
though he thought the boy could read his mind, Jeremiah glanced worriedly over at him as they drove to Napa.


‘You like girls, son?’ He didn’t know the boy’s name and didn’t want to ask him. He didn’t really need to know, and he knew
whose child he was, it was one of his most trusted workers at the mines, a man who had nine other children, most of them girls,
as Jeremiah recalled. This boy was one of three that worked at Thurston Mines and he was the youngest.


The boy shrugged in answer to Jeremiah’s question about girls. ‘Most of them are dumb. I’ve got seven sisters, and most of
them are just plain stupid.’ Jeremiah laughed at the answer.


‘Not all women are stupid. Believe me, boy, a lot fewer of them are than we’d like to think. A lot fewer!’ He laughed out loud and drew hard on the cigar. There was certainly nothing stupid about Hannah or Mary Ellen or
most of the other women he knew. In fact, they were even smart about covering up just how smart they were. He liked that in
a woman, a pretense of helplessness and simplicity, when in fact there was a razor sharp mind beneath. It amused him to play
the game. Suddenly he realized that maybe that was why he had never really wanted to marry Mary Ellen. She didn’t really play
the game. She was direct and straightforward and loving and sensual as hell, but there was no mystery about her. He knew exactly
what he was getting, he knew just how bright she was and no more … there was no guesswork, no further discovery concealed
beneath lace, and that had always been something that appealed to him, though in recent years he seemed to like more complexity
than he once had and wondered if it was a sign of old age. The thought amused him. He looked over at the boy again, with a
knowing smile. ‘There’s nothing as pretty as a pretty woman, boy,’ and then he laughed again, ‘except maybe a rolling green
hill with a field of wildflowers on it.’ He was looking at one now, and it tore at his heart as they drove past it. He hated
leaving this land to go East. There would be a piece missing from his life, from his soul, until he returned here. ‘Do you
like the land, son?’


The boy looked unimpressed, not sure what he meant, and then decided to play it safe. He had been brazen enough for one morning,
and now he had the promise of Saturday mornings to protect. ‘Yes.’ But Jeremiah knew from the empty way he said the word that
he understood nothing of what Jeremiah meant … the land … the land … the soil … he still remembered the thrill that used to run through him at the
boy’s age as he picked up a handful of soil and squeezed it in his hand … ‘That’s yours, son, yours … all of it … take good
care of it always …’ His father’s voice echoed in his ears. It had started with something so small and had grown. He had added
and improved and now he owned vast lands in a valley he loved. That had to be born into your soul, bred into you, it wasn’t
something you acquired later. It fascinated him that it was something not all men had, but he had known for years that they
didn’t. And it was something that women had not at all. They never understood that passion for a ‘pile of dirt’ as one of
them had called it. They never knew, nor did the boy who rode along beside him, but Jeremiah didn’t mind. One day the boy
probably would go to work in a bank and be happy playing with papers and sums for the rest of his life. There was nothing
wrong with that. But if Jeremiah had his way, he’d have tilled the soil for a lifetime, wandered through his vineyards, worked
in his mines, and gone home bone tired at night, but content to the very core of his being. The business end of things interested
him far less than the natural beauty and the manual labor it required to maintain it.


It was almost noon when they arrived in Napa, passing the farms on the outskirts first, and then the elaborate homes on Pine
and Coombs Streets with their well manicured lawns and perfectly trimmed trees surrounding large, handsome homes which were
not unlike Jeremiah’s house in Saint Helena. The difference was that Jeremiah’s house looked unloved and unused, it was a
bachelor’s home and somehow that showed, even on the outside in spite of Hannah. It was the place where Jeremiah lived, where
he slept, but his mines and his land meant more to him and it showed. Hannah’s influence was only felt in the comfortable
kitchen and the vegetable garden. Here, in Napa, on the other hand, were homes run by devoted matrons, who saw that the lace
curtains at the windows were fresh at all times, the gardens lush with flowers, and the top floors filled with children. The houses were beautiful and
it always pleased Jeremiah to drive past them. He knew many of the people here and they knew him, but his was a more rural
existence than theirs, and the hub of his life had always been business, not social life, which was far more important here
in Napa.


Before going to the boat Jeremiah stopped at the Bank of Napa on First Street and withdrew the money he needed for the trip
to Atlanta. He left the boy outside with the carriage, and a few moments later he emerged, looking satisfied and glancing
at his pocket watch. They were going to have to hurry to catch the boat to San Francisco, and the boy took special pleasure
in urging on the horses for Jeremiah as he glanced at some papers. They arrived at the boat in good time, and as Jeremiah
jumped down and took his bags in his hands, he smiled up at the boy for a brief moment. ‘I’ll see you on the first Saturday
after my return. Come in at nine in the morning.’ Suddenly, he remembered the child’s name, it was Danny. ‘See you then, Dan.
And take care of yourself while I’m gone.’ Jeremiah instantly thought of Barnaby Harte, dead of influenza and felt something
catch in his throat, as the boy beamed at him and he walked away and stepped onto the steamer to San Francisco. He had a small
cabin reserved, as he always did on his trips to the city, and he sat down quickly and pulled a thick sheaf of papers out
of his briefcase. He had plenty of work to do in the five hours it would take to reach San Francisco. The Zinfandel was a
particularly fine boat, and Danny watched the paddle wheel with fascination as she left the dock.


At dinnertime, Jeremiah emerged from his cabin and sat at a small table by himself. A woman travelling with a nurse and her
four children eyed him several times from across the room, but he appeared not to notice until finally the young matron gave
him a haughty look when they left the dining room, embarrassed to have had no effect on the handsome giant. He stood outside
on the deck for a while smoking a cigar after that and watched the lights of the city as they docked in San Francisco. His thoughts drifted back to
Mary Ellen more than they usually did when he was away from her and he felt surprisingly lonely that evening as the Zinfandel
docked and he took the hotel carriage to the Palace, where his usual suite awaited. From time to time he was given to visiting
a house of ill repute, with a madam he particularly liked, but now he had no such inclination. Instead, tonight he stood in
his room, looking out on the city and thinking back over the years. He had been in a melancholy mood ever since his night
with John Harte and it was hard to shake off even now, although here he felt light years away from Napa and its beauty and
its sorrows.


The hotel itself was only eleven years old, and offered every possible comfort. And at last, unable to sleep, Jeremiah took
a turn around the lobby. It seemed to be filled with expensively dressed people, women flashing handsome jewels, people returning
from late dinners, theater parties, and evenings on the town. There was almost a holiday atmosphere downstairs, and Jeremiah
went out for a brief walk down Market Street and then returned to the hotel to sleep. He had a full day of appointments ahead
of him before leaving for Georgia the following night and he wasn’t looking forward to the long confinement on the train on
the way to Atlanta. Trains always bored him, and, with a sensual smile before he drifted off to sleep, he wondered why he
had never thought of bringing Mary Ellen, but the idea was totally absurd … she didn’t belong in this part of his life … no
woman did … there was no room for anyone in his business life … in his private life … or was there? He couldn’t determine
the answer as he fell asleep and by the next morning he had forgotten the question. He had only a vague sense of malaise as
he rang for the valet and ordered his breakfast. It arrived on an enormous silver tray half an hour later, along with the
coat he had given them to press the night before and his shoes, which had been shined to perfection. There was no doubt in
anyone’s mind that the Palace was one of the finest hotels in the country and Jeremiah knew that nothing in Atlanta would compare, not that he
really cared. What he dreaded were the six endless days on the train to Georgia.


As there were no private compartments available on the train, he had reserved an entire car for his private use. A small buffet
was set up at one end, and there was an area with a desk in which he could work on the moving train and a bed which could
be concealed. He always felt like an animal confined to a cage when he travelled by train. And the food they got at the stations
along the way was barely worth eating. The only advantage to the trip was that it was a perfect opportunity to work, as there
would be no one for him to speak to during the entire six days crossing the country.


He was already desperately tired of the journey as he walked into the station in Elko, Nevada on the second day of the trip.
Walking into the restaurant for a brief and predictably indigestible lunch composed of all fried foods like all the other
meals they were offered he noticed a startlingly attractive woman. She looked to be in her mid thirties, was small and slight,
with hair as raven black as his own. She had enormous almost violet eyes, delicate creamy skin and he noticed that she was
very fashionably dressed in a velvet suit which could only have come from Paris. He found himself staring at her throughout
his lunch and couldn’t resist speaking to her as they left the restaurant at the same time, hurrying so as not to miss the
train. He held the door open for her, and she smiled at him and then blushed, which he somehow found endearing.


‘Tiresome, isn’t it?’ he said, as they hurried toward the train.

‘More like dreadful.’ She laughed, and he noticed from her speech that she was British. She had a large, beautifully cut sapphire
ring on her left hand, but he didn’t notice a wedding ring. He found himself intrigued, enough so to wander through the train
that afternoon, and he found her in the Pullman car, reading a book and drinking a cup of tea. She looked up at him in surprise, and he smiled down at her,
feeling suddenly shy. He wasn’t sure what to say to her, but he hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind all afternoon,
which was rare for him. There was something remarkable and magnetic about her and he felt it now as he stood near her seat.
She waved to an empty seat across from her. ‘Would you like to sit down?’


‘You wouldn’t mind?’

‘Not at all.’

He sat across from her and they introduced themselves. Her name was Amelia Goodheart, and she soon revealed that she had been
a widow for more than five years and was visiting a daughter in the South, and her second grandchild, recently born. Her first
had been born only weeks before in San Francisco. Amelia Goodheart lived in New York.


‘You’re awfully spread out, all of you.’ He smiled, passing the time, enjoying her smile, watching her remarkable eyes.

‘Too spread out for my taste, I’m afraid. Both of my oldest daughters married last year. The other three children are still
at home with me.’ She was forty years old and one of the loveliest women Jeremiah had ever seen. His eyes were riveted to
her as the train sped along. Suddenly, it seemed, it was dinner time. He invited her to dine with him when they stopped at
the next town. They left the train arm in arm, and he felt something stir deep inside him, as she walked along at his side.
She was the kind of woman one wanted to protect, to shield from all harm, and at the same time, show off, ‘look, she’s mine!’
It seemed unimaginable that she could survive for even an hour alone, and yet she was funny and warm and had a stiletto sharp
mind. He felt almost like a school boy as they talked, ready to grovel at her feet. He was instantly infatuated with her,
and he invited her back to his private car after dinner for a cup of tea. She spoke of her husband with warmth and kindness
as they rolled along, admitting to Jeremiah that she had apparently been totally dependent on him, and she was now, finally, making the effort to get out in the world on her own, in this case to visit her two oldest children. It was quite
obvious that this was her first adventure on her own and she seemed greatly amused and wondered why she hadn’t done it before.
Even the minor inconveniences seemed to trouble her not at all. She was the consummate good sport, and, as Jeremiah looked
at her, he felt certain that she was the loveliest woman he had ever seen.


For the first time in years, someone had managed to totally push Mary Ellen Browne from his mind. How different they were.
The one so simple and so staunch, so weathered and strong, the other more delicate, more complex, more elegant, more poised,
and, in her own way, probably even stronger than Mary Ellen. He was clearly drawn to them both, but it was Amelia who had
his attention now. She mentioned that she had brought only a maid along, an elderly cousin had been scheduled to make the
trip and had fallen ill, but Amelia had decided to go anyway. She wanted to see her girls, ‘and I didn’t really need another
woman along. Cousin Margaret would hardly be able to take care of me.’ She laughed at the thought and Jeremiah smiled at her.
There was something vulnerable about the violet eyes, and he suddenly longed to hold her in his arms, but he didn’t dare.
Instead they spoke of Europe and Napa, and his wines, his childhood, her children, his work. He wanted to sit and talk to
her all night, but at last, after midnight, he saw her stifle a yawn. They had been together for almost eight hours, and yet
he hated to walk her to her car and leave her there.


‘Will you be alright?’ His voice radiated concern and she smiled.

‘I believe I will.’ And then, with a warmer smile, ‘I’ve had a lovely time. Thank you very much.’ She shook his hand and he
was intoxicatingly aware of her perfume again. He had noticed it in his private car and he noticed it again when he went back.
It was an exotic spicy scent with a dollop of freshness but at the same time, deeply sensual. And it was so much like her that as he noticed it lingering in his private car late that night it was almost as though she were still
there with him. He wished she were as they rolled along endlessly through the darkness.


The night seemed to never end as Jeremiah waited for the dawn to come, thinking of the elegant woman he had met, sleeping
not far away on the train. It had been a long time since he had been that taken with anyone, and he stepped down hopefully
at their first stop, wishing to see her walking along the platform in the fresh morning air, but there were only a few maids
with small dogs, one or two solitary men stretching their legs and no sign of Amelia anywhere. He went back to his private
car, feeling as disappointed as a small child, and then finally, at noon, he strolled the length of the train and discovered
her reading a book and sipping a cup of tea again.


‘There you are!’ He said it almost as one would to a lost child, and she looked up at him with a broad smile.

‘Have I been lost?’ He loved the look in her eyes as he smiled down at her.

‘You have been to me. I’ve been looking for you all day.’

‘I was right here.’ He was impatient to spend time with her and he hastened to ask her join him in his private car. She didn’t
hesitate as she walked back with him but suddenly he wondered if he were creating an awkward situation for her. He was a single
man after all, and one never knew who might be on the train … he so seldom thought of things like that, but he didn’t want
to cause Amelia any harm.


‘Don’t be silly, Jeremiah, I’m hardly a young girl.’ She dismissed his concern with an elegant hand, and he noticed that she
wore a remarkably pretty emerald today. He wondered that she wasn’t afraid to wear her jewels on the train, but Amelia appeared
to be totally unconcerned. He soon learned her mind was filled with pleasanter things than worrying about gossip or jewel
thieves, or the fears which filled other women’s minds. By the end of the second day they shared, Jeremiah was filled with admiration for her. He was almost sorry he hadn’t met her years before and he told her
so. And as he said the words, she was touched and her eyes caressed his face.


‘What a lovely thing to say .…’

‘I meant every word. I’ve never known anyone like you before … you’ve got more spirit than anyone I know, Amelia.’ His eyes
were gentle on hers. ‘Your husband was a lucky man.’


‘I was the lucky one.’ Her voice was as soft as a summer breeze and Jeremiah held out a hand to her. They sat silently, with
the countryside sliding by, looking into each others’ eyes, the rest of the world lost to them.


‘Have you never wanted to marry again?’

She shook her head with a gentle smile. ‘Not really. I’m content as I am. I have the children to keep me happy and busy and
fulfilled … my house … my friends …’


‘There should be more than that.’ They exchanged another long smile, and he gently touched her fingers again. She had exquisite
hands, it was no wonder her husband had given her such magnificent rings. They looked well on her as did the expensive clothes
she wore. As he looked at her he found himself wondering what it would have been like to be married to a woman like her. It
was odd to think of her in Napa though … coming home to her after working at the mines all day long.


‘What were you thinking just then?’ She loved the look in his eyes, there was a world of depth there.

‘About Napa … my mines … what it would be like to have you there …’

She looked startled at his words, and then she smiled. ‘I suppose it would be an interesting life, wouldn’t it? Certainly
very different than New York.’ She couldn’t even begin to imagine it. ‘Are there Indians where you live?’


He laughed. ‘Not the way you mean, but yes, some. But they’re all very tame and ordinary now.’

‘No hooting and hollering and throwing tomahawks?’ She looked let-down and he laughed again as he shook his head.

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘How disappointing, Jeremiah.’

‘We find other ways to have fun.’

‘Like what?’

His Saturday nights in Calistoga instantly came to mind, but he forced himself to think of other things. ‘San Francisco is
only seven or eight hours away.’


‘Do you spend a lot of time there?’

He shook his head. ‘Honestly, no. I get up at five, have breakfast at six, leave for the mine after that, and come home when
the sun goes down, and sometimes long after that. I work on Saturday mornings,’ he hesitated, but not for very long, ‘and
on Sundays I tap my foot, waiting to go back to the mine.’


‘It sounds like an awfully lonely life, my friend.’ She looked sad for him and it moved him. What difference did it make to
her if he worked too hard or was alone? ‘Why have you never married, Jeremiah?’ She seemed distressed.


‘Too busy, I guess. I almost did once, twenty years ago.’ He smiled at her and looked unconcerned. ‘Maybe it just never was
in the cards for me.’


‘That’s nonsense! No one should grow old alone.’ But she would too, unless she married again.

‘Is that what it’s all about, why people get married, so they won’t be alone when they’re old?’

‘Of course not. Companionship. Friendship. Love … someone to laugh with and talk to and share the aches and the sorrows with,
someone to spoil and to love and to run home to, and run out into the first snow …’ She was thinking of the look in her daughter’s
eyes as she said the word. She was so in love with her husband and her brand new infant son. Amelia’s eyes rose to Jeremiah’s
again. ‘I don’t suppose you really know what I’m talking about, but you’ve missed a great deal. My children are the greatest
joy in my life. And it’s not too late for you to have that. Jeremiah, don’t be a fool. There must be a thousand women standing in line for you, grab one of them, marry her, and have a bunch of
children before it’s too late. Don’t deprive yourself …’ He was amazed at the urgency of her words, and something about the
way she said it touched his heart.


‘You almost make me think twice about the life I’ve led.’ He smiled at her and then sat back against the dark green velvet
seat. ‘Maybe you’ll just have to save me from myself and marry me in the next town. What do you suppose your children would
say to that?’


She laughed, but her eyes were kind as she answered him. ‘They’d think that I’d finally gone mad, and they’d be right for
once.’
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