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Want You

I want you when the shades of eve are falling

And purpling shadows drift across the land;

When sleepy birds to loving mates are calling—

I want the soothing softness of your hand.

I want you when in dreams I still remember

The lingering of your kiss—for old times’ sake—

With all your gentle ways, so sweetly tender,

I want you in the morning when I wake.

I want you when my soul is thrilled with
passion;

I want you when I’m weary and depressed;

I want you when in lazy, slumberous fashion

My senses need the heaven of your breast.

I want you, dear, through every changing season;

I want you with a tear or with a smile;

I want you more than any rhyme or reason—

I want you, want you, want you—all the while.


          Arthur L.
Gillom


 

 

 

 

As a child, a young girl with coltish legs and dusky
skin, I spent many anxious hours prowling the low desert and the
craggy foothills of southeastern Arizona's Huachuca Mountains—
anxious hours not just because I was trespassing on the forbidden
Cristo Rey land grant but also because I was searching among the
rocks and cactus-stubbled dunes for the Ghost Lady, hoping and
praying I could get a glimpse of her and at the same time scared to
death that I really would.

The army’s electronic proving grounds and the
state's futuristic superhighways now desecrate a wilderness that
knew only the tracks of the jaguar and coyote, the lonely soughing
of the wind, and the gentle whisper of a lover’s words. Much has
changed since then, yet the tales of the Ghost Lady persist.

The old-timers tell different versions of the woman
who rode sidesaddle, sometimes on a blaze-faced roan and at others
on a rangy bay. But in every version the Ghost Lady, dressed in a
black formal English riding habit with top hat, always appeared
first near a Joshua tree.

It is at that point the similarity of the versions
ends. Some say she haunted that area of Cristo Rey because she was
a tormented wraith looking for the lover denied her in life. And
others say she rode the area, its barren deserts and rock-clad
mountains and lush, grassy valleys, because her soul was condemned
to wander Cristo Rey until the fifty thousand acres—and the
Stronghold—were at last returned to her heirs.

Of course, I preferred to believe the latter . . .
perhaps because at that young age my childish mind could not
conceive of a love so great that it would transcend time and space.
I had yet to taste of love’s binding passion. But in all likelihood
I chose to believe that version of the tale because even then I
knew, like my Ghost Lady, my soul would know no peace until I
possessed what rightfully belonged to me . . . Cristo Rey.
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PART  I

~ ~ ~ ~ ~


CHAPTER 1

1863

 

"The tests are all in, Catherine,” Dr.
McFarland said.

He studiously wiped a handkerchief over his
spectacles’ thick milk-bottle lenses, and Catherine realized he was
afraid to meet her gaze.

Why, she could not imagine. Surely, after watching
death claim the hundreds of men given into his hands by the
rapacious War Between the States, one more death could not be that
difficult to acknowledge. But then, she reminded herself, the good
doctor had been in love with her mother for years.

“Dear Dr. McFarland,” she replied as she worked the
fingers of her kid gloves onto her hands, “please don't imagine for
one moment that I am incapable of shouldering unpleasant news. I
have worked at your side too many times during the last year when
Death came for its victim.”

She laughed then, a laugh husky with rare, humorous
insight, and the aging doctor was once again stricken by the
transformation—a rather common face made uncommonly beautiful. “But
then it was not one of my family Death was seeking those other
times, was it? I assume it is pleurisy?”

Dr. McFarland jammed his spectacles back on his
bulbous nose. “Interlobular pleurosis, to be exact.” His walrus
mustache fluttered with the grunt of exasperation he expelled. “But
it’s not just your mother I’m concerned about. You’re wearing
yourself ragged taking care of her and working here at the hospital
also.”

She fixed him with steady eyes that were neither
green nor gray. Crème de menthe, her sister called the
color. “But that is neither here nor there,” she said crisply. She
fastened the buttons of her kid gloves. The gloves, like her dress,
were meticulously mended so that only the most observant eyes
noticed. “There is no justice in life—isn’t that what I have often
heard you mutter?”

The doctor had the good grace to flush, realizing
Catherine was referring to the times he had resorted to alcohol to
alleviate the pain in his soul which no physician could heal. She
was right—what man was doing to himself in the bloody Civil War was
horrendous. He occasionally half wished he could die along with the
men on the makeshift cots that crowded the hospital’s wards.
Sixty-six years was too old. He had seen too much.

He regarded the woman sitting so properly on the
other side of the desk. He was fond of Catherine Howard. Perhaps
because of her mother—though twenty-six-year-old Catherine did not
seem to possess her mother’s exotic delicate beauty as did
Catherine’s sister. But what Catherine did possess that her mother
and sister did not was a strength of will and an unsuspected
courage demonstrated in her care for men mangled beyond
recognition.

“Well, Dr. McFarland?” she asked, her hands clasped
lightly in her lap. “What do you propose? Don’t bother to gloss
over whatever you have to tell me. By this time I am all too
familiar with pleurisy’s—effects.”

The old man complied. “Then I don’t need to tell you
about the chills and fever, nor the hacking cough.”

“No, all that I know. Tell me rather how much time my
mother has left—approximately, of course.”

The doctor’s shoulders hunched with the weight of the
prognosis he had to impart. “No one knows much about the disease.
We do know that the patient needs plenty of rest and treatment—what
little we can give with our limited medical knowledge.”

Catherine rose, drawing the string closed on her
reticule as tightly as if she were drawing it on her emotions. “I
will see that my mother gets the best care I can give her. Good
afternoon, Dr. McFarland.”

Despite the frigid March air that blasted through
Baltimore’s snow-packed streets, Catherine was perspiring as she
maneuvered about the attic’s dusty boxes where her father’s
belongings were stored. Then she located the crate with the word
Books penned across in her father’s precise handwriting.

Her father had been a schoolmaster, and it was he who
had taught her the appreciation of books and knowledge—of languages
and histories; as her mother, the daughter of a wealthy
shipbuilder, had taught her the appreciation for the finer things
of life. But it was her father, Catherine reflected wryly, who in a
way was responsible for the decision she had made that afternoon—
the decision to head toward the gold fields of the West, for her
father had done the same in 1850, the year after gold was
discovered in California.

He had abandoned the wife who loved him so little,
who found a schoolmaster’s salary inadequate contrasted to her
former way of life. Disinherited by her parents for eloping with
the schoolmaster, the pampered woman was left by herself to care
for the thirteen-year-old Catherine and the six-years-younger
Margaret . . . or rather Catherine was left to care for her mother
and younger sister.

The newest gold fields were in Colorado and Arizona
now, and that was where Catherine meant to go. That afternoon, when
she returned from Dr. McFarland’s office, she stood before the long
pier mirror and looked at herself ... the face made pallid by too
little sunlight and her body emaciated to a rail thinness by too
much work. The mirror told her she had little hope of courtship
from war-weary men. No, they would have their pick of buxom,
voluptuously curved young women, who outnumbered the men and were
anxious for the taste of romance and marriage that the Civil War
had long denied them.

It took only a moment to locate the Encyclopedia
Americana. She began to scan the facts about Arizona, which had
been a part of the Territory of New Mexico until only two weeks
prior, in February, when the U.S. Congress had established it as a
separate territory.

She read about the Hohokam Indians who had come to
Tucson’s teacup valley long before the Spanish and whose origins
were lost in the course of time. And she read about Tucson itself
with its watchtowered walls. As a sleepy Spanish pueblo, the Royal
Presidio of San Agustin de Tucson, it was the same age as the
American Republic.

When the last light of the afternoon faded from the
small attic window, she put away the thick book with the certainty
that Tucson was where she would go—where hordes of men had migrated
a decade earlier, where women were few. Out there in that barren
territory she could earn the money to see that her mother received
proper care. Out there she still might find the husband and
children for which her own heart cried out.


CHAPTER 2

 

Catherine snuggled her hands deeper in the fur
muff as Arizona’s new chief justice, William Turner, swore in the
territory’s new officers. It was the last of December, and the
snowy chill of a northern Arizona winter enveloped the travelers
assembled at the tiny settlement of Navajo Springs, just across the
New Mexico boundary line.

“A carpetbag government if ever I saw one,” said the
stocky old man, the new territorial general surveyor, who stood
next to her. Hiram Ogilvee was referring to the fact that all the
officials, but for himself, came from Eastern states, most of them
lame-duck congressmen.

Catherine couldn’t have cared less. She only wanted
to climb back into the great blue army ambulance and get warm
again; however, she graciously accepted the tin cup of almost
frozen champagne and drank to the health of the new Arizona
Territory.

The governor, John Goodwin, at last closed the
inauguration ceremony with a speech of his hopes for the new
territory. Catherine then translated the speech into Spanish for
the benefit of the New Mexican soldiers who acted as escorts. It
had been part of her arrangement with Goodwin when he agreed to let
her accompany the officials to Arizona. She could only think how
strange it was that they stood in the wilderness to inaugurate the
territorial government, with no citizens of Arizona to greet
them.

At last, grimly wondering what had happened to
Arizona’s famed sunny climate, she climbed back beneath the
ambulance’s white canvas cover. More than once in the three-month
journey she had experienced second thoughts about her decision to
come west. But it was too late to change her mind, she told herself
firmly. The fact was she had signed with the Albert Teachers
Agency listing service and as a result was now being bounced most
uncomfortably in the ambulance as it lumbered southwestward toward
the temporary capital, Fort Whipple.

Her sister and mother had been aghast that she could
actually consider accepting a teacher’s position in what Margaret
called a “godforsaken place on the frontier.”

The afternoon Catherine announced she had taken a
position as a private teacher near Tucson in the Arizona Territory,
her bedridden mother had caught her by the hand. “Catherine, you
can’t do this. I’ll arrange to go to Europe. They’ve excellent spas
there and good doctors. For God’s sake, I’ll get another opinion
before I’ll let you go off to some dirty border town. Make her
listen, Margaret!”

Margaret, beautifully dainty Margaret, had looked
hopelessly from her mother to her sister. She picked up the letter
from Don Francisco Godwin that lay on the pedestal table and
glanced through it. “It’s quite outrageous, Catherine! No
well-brought-up woman in her right mind would do such a thing. Papa
always did call you his headstrong one.”

Catherine poured out a teaspoon of the elixir Dr.
McFarland had prescribed for her mother’s “nerves.” The
still-beautiful woman lay pale and gasping with the shock of the
news—not the news that her body harbored pleurisy. This malady she
had suspected for some time. What she could not come to terms with
was losing the almost maternal support of her older daughter.

“If you would both stop to think,” Catherine said
firmly, “you would realize that for one thing we have no money to
go to those ‘excellent spas in Europe’ and that, working for the
Godwin family, I will earn an enormous salary—more than I do
working at the hospital.”

She turned away, mortified by her false gesture of
nobility, and set the medicine bottle on the table. How could she
admit to the base, petty jealousy that darkly colored her love for
her sister—dear Margaret who had been the most sought-after young
woman in Baltimore before the Civil War whisked away the men?

Catherine could remember watching from her mother’s
upstairs dormer window as the young men came to call on Margaret.
And she could remember sitting on the sidelines the few times she
escaped her mother's bedside while Margaret danced one cotillion
after another.

Oh, Catherine was very much aware of Dr. McFarland’s
high esteem for her brave decision to go west in order to earn a
living to support her mother and sister. But what Dr. McFarland and
her mother and Margaret did not realize was that she stood to lose
nothing. For twenty-six years she had marked time, an uneventful,
boring process. Even tending the soldiers had added some color,
some shading, however drab, to the pale canvas of her life.

Dr. McFarland’s prognosis had been the stimulus that
had caused her to accept the daring and dangerous challenge offered
by the lure of the Western wilderness.

At Fort Whipple, in the central Arizona Territory,
Catherine stayed only long enough to eat the roasted wild turkey
and plum pudding and unashamedly bask in the attention the soldiers
showered on the lone white woman. Then, in order to arrive in
Tucson by the date agreed upon with Don Francisco, she had to
hurriedly board a privately owned stage line—the only stage that
still operated in Arizona since the Civil War had forced the
abandonment of the Butterfield Overland. With her traveled the
windy old surveyor general who was returning to Tucson after a
two-year absence in Washington.

Before the driver cracked his whip over the mules.
Governor Goodwin charged Ogilvee to care for Catherine. Tugging at
his beard, as if afraid of making some inappropriate remark, the
governor said, “You know. Miss Howard, if Tucson is—uh, worse than
you expected, write us. We’ll somehow arrange for you to return to
the States.”

She reassured the old gentleman she would be all
right, but she had her doubts as the coach, creaking on its leather
springs, crawled mile after miserable mile across a desert
wasteland that seemed to stretch into infinity. How could land and
weather change so abruptly, from snow-blanketed pines to
heat-shimmering sands? She dotted at the perspiration beading her
hairline with her lace-edged handkerchief and readjusted the
porkpie hat’s ribbons that were biting into her chin. If hell was
hotter than this, she knew she did not want to go there.

For a while she closed lids heavy with the weight of
thick lashes to block the sting of the alkaline dust kicked up by
the six-mule team. She willed away the tired face of the surveyor
general to dwell on the image of the cool green valley of Tucson’s
thickly wooded Santa Cruz River. From that point she allowed
herself to speculate more fully on the family for whom she would
work.

Don Francisco Godwin had explained briefly in his
letter that he wished her to tutor his two grandchildren for a
one-year tenure and went on to tell her a little about Cristo Rey,
perhaps to whet her appetite, for there were no public schools in
the territory and private teachers were difficult to obtain. For
that one year she would receive a salary triple that of a
public-school teacher, a room of her own, and servants to wait on
her in that land of perpetual sunshine.

But she drew her own conclusions, both from Don
Francisco’s autocratic letter and from the bits of information
delivered by Ogilvee. She suspected Don Francisco of being an
opportunist; for what kind of man was he to have sought his fortune
by marrying a widow who had inherited the most prized land grant in
the territory—a Mexican woman of aristocratic birth whose lines
traced back to El Cid and Burgos, Spain?

“Dona Dominica Davalos was not a bad-looker either,”
Ogilvee added. “And old Don Francisco, Frank he was then, didn’t
seem to mind when he married her that she already had a
son—Lorenzo. Wild as a March hare. Of course, Don Francisco’s son,
Sherrod, was only four or five years older than Lorenzo, who was
six or so at the time. So that helped.”

“Oh? Don Francisco was married before?”

Ogilvee’s wheezy laugh turned into a coughing bout.
“Don Francisco never was unmarried,” he said when he regained his
breath. “When he married Dona Dominica, he already had a wife.”

Catherine’s brows rose. “A bigamist?”

“No, madam. Not in the territory, anyway. A Mormon!”
He laughed and slapped his knee at the irony. “The old rascal was
an elder of the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints
when he set eyes on the delectable widow. Can’t say the citizens of
Tucson were too happy about the wedding. The men lost out on a
chance for a wife who would delight the eye and a land grant that
would fatten a bank account. And the women—well, you can imagine
how indignant those old crows were at the thought of a man’s having
two wives. Can’t ever help but wonder how the two women felt about
sharing their husband.”

Catherine’s lips curled in a private smile as she
joined in the old man’s curiosity.

The stage did not arrive in Tucson, or Stujukshon as
the Papago Indians had called their village for hundreds of years,
until after six in the morning, but there was just enough of dawn’s
light for Catherine to realize that Tucson was not the paradise Don
Francisco had depicted.

Hogs wallowed in the nearby Santa Cruz River. Behind
the old presidio’s crumbling adobe walls were hidden brown
one-story houses that looked like little mud boxes, cheerless but
for the scarlet riastros of chilies that graced the adobe
walls. Garbage littered the narrow dirt streets, and to her
amazement a dead burro lay in the middle of the main winding
thoroughfare—the Camino Real, the last lap of the Kings Highway
from Mexico City. In the Plaza de la Mesilla she saw people
sleeping out on the open ground.

“Are there no rooms to be had?” she asked the lawyer
with growing concern as the coach halted before what her instincts
told her had to be one of the West’s notorious saloons.

Ogilvee chuckled. “Nary a hostelry—unless one
considers the outhouses the people seek on particularly cold
nights. But most of the time, madam, it's too hot to sleep indoors
even if Tucson did have a hotel. They call it a Tucson Bed—you lay
on your stomach and cover yourself with your back!” He slapped his
knee again, laughing at his drollery.

"I’m surprised people bother to sleep,” she said,
eyeing the many brightly lit establishments that rimmed the plaza.
From inside the coach she could hear the army mules braying in the
corrals and mixing with the loud music and laughter coming from the
cantina. Even at that time of the morning the cantina doors swung
constantly with the entrance of miners anxious to spend their
nuggets and hidalgos reckless with their Mexican 'dobe dollars.

When the Mexican town of Tucson came into the New
Mexico Territory with the Gadsden Purchase in 1854, it was known as
the Old Pueblo, but to Catherine the plaza about the Meyer Street
Saloon in no way resembled a sleepy little pueblo.

"Anyone going to meet you, madam?” Ogilvee asked.

“Yes,” she said, looking uncertainly past the doors
into the smoke-congested room. "But I don’t think they expected me
to arrive this late.”

He grunted. “I promised the guv’nor I’d see you
through. Let’s see what we can do.”

He led her into the saloon, his hand protectively at
her elbow. For a brief second she paused as her senses were
assaulted—by the thick, acrid smoke of cigars and tallow candles,
by the noisy men packing pistols at their hips, and by sights she
had only dimly imagined in her musings.

Games of chance were in full swing with the tables of
monte and faro crowded by tense throngs of gamblers. At a bar that
she would have sworn was a block long men lounged in tipsy
conversation. Beneath an immense gilded mirror a bartender served
drinks to a pompous old madam and a stripling.

The surveyor general ushered her over to the bar. The
strangeness of the place with so many men pressing about her made
the pulse at the hollow of her throat beat a little quicker. The
surveyor general had warned her that Tucson was a resort of horse
thieves, murderers, and vagrant politicians. “Men who are no longer
permitted to live in California or Texas find the Tucson climate
congenial to their health, madam.” She was beginning to think that
Ogilvee knew what he was talking about.

“I don’t suppose you have a place the lady could
stay?” Ogilvee asked the bartender. “Just for a few hours?”

The squat Mexican rounded his eyes as he glanced at
Catherine. Wordlessly he shook his head. “You are making the joke,
senor? A lady—here?”

The aging madam whom Catherine had seen with the
young cowboy turned to face her, and Catherine could see up close
how the rouge clogged the woman’s wrinkles. “There’s the bath at
the back, Emilio,” she told the bartender. Then to Catherine, “For
a small fee that you pay the darky attendant, dearie, you can even
rent a bathtub.”

Catherine could think of nothing she would like
better than a bath and change of clothes before meeting with her
prospective employer. She thanked the surveyor general for
everything and, after her trunk was safely ensconced behind the
bar, made her way down the saloon’s narrow, dark hallway with her
carpetbag in hand. The farther she proceeded, the murkier and
sleazier the hall became. And when a man staggered through the
doorway of a room on the right, she jumped.

She literally had to force her footsteps past the
man, who stood so tall his curly yellow-brown hair brushed the low
ceiling. He lounged in the doorway now, one arm thrown casually
around the flashing-eyed Spanish beauty in paint and finery. His
free hand caressed the woman’s neck in a sensuous gesture that
brought a blush to Catherine’s face.

She was well aware of the physical aspects of the
male body through her work at the hospital, but of man’s baser
needs she was totally ignorant. She quickened her steps around the
amorous couple only to find a hand suddenly at her wrist. Her bowed
head jerked up to encounter dark, slumberous eyes in a
beard-stubbled, mustached face. The disgusting fumes of alcohol and
a woman’s cheap cologne washed over her.

“Hey!” the slurred voice demanded, “You that spinster
teacher I’m supposed to haul back to Cristo Rey?” The eyes blinked
in an effort to focus, and she shrank as far away as the young
man’s grip permitted. “Coward—-no, Howard, that’s it, isn’t it!” He
executed a clumsy half-bow. “Be with you in a minute, Miss
Coward—er. Miss Howard.”

“Please, there’s no hurry," she managed to reply and
sped down the hall toward the bathroom with the couple’s intimate
laughter echoing in her ears.


CHAPTER 3

 

“Sorry 'bout this morning, ma’am,” Lorenzo
Davalos said, keeping his gaze trained on the greasewood-stunted
terrain that was crisscrossed by wagon tracks.

Catherine lifted one dubious brow, wondering if the
man was sorry for his drunken behavior before her that morning or
the aftereffects of the carousing night. She could almost believe
Don Francisco’s stepson was referring to the latter, for his
bloodshot eyes looked out of a bronzed face made a temporary
pasty-white. She had to smile despite her vexation with the young
man. “It must be a magnificent hangover.”

The man, whom she estimated to be about five years
younger than she, maybe twenty-one or so, winced as the buckboard
he drove jarred over lava rock. “Murderous is more like it.”

After the two-day journey on the stage and no sleep,
she decided she probably felt little better than her escort,
certainly as stiff as the giant saguaro cacti that stood against
the rim of mountains—the Santa Ritas, Dragoons, and Huachucas,
names that made a beautiful litany.

She realized she no doubt looked every inch the
spinsterish schoolmarm the young man had so ungallantly labeled her
. . . the starched white linen waist and somber navy-blue alpaca
jacket and skirt, the bland little bonnet that perched like some
drab wren on her tightly bound hair.

However, Lorenzo Davalos looked none too appealing
either. For a man of so few years, he appeared to already be
squint-eyed and saddle-hardened. Muffled in a serape that petty
much hid his long wiry figure, he hunched over the wagon’s lines,
saying as little as possible. A sweat-stained sombrero with a snake
of silver bullion about its crown slouched low on his head, shading
lazy eyes the color of molasses in a rough-cut face that resembled
a relief map. An aristocratic nose—the one redeemable feature about
the disreputable-looking man—jutted over the drooping mustache.

With his butter-colored hair that curled riotously
beneath the sombrero it was almost impossible for her to accept
that he was a Mexican of pure Spanish lineage—and heir to the much
coveted Cristo Rey.

“Don’t have too much to recommend me to a proper
Easterner, do I?” he said, flicking her an amused glance.

He had caught her studying him! She blushed and
quickly looked away. “I suppose I am more accustomed to a different
mode of people, but then that is why I came west.”

“Why?” he asked between teeth clamped on a noxious
cigarette butt as his eyes squinted against the glare of the late
afternoon sun. “Why did you come west?”

To find a husband? To live? One simply did not
confess such preposterous reasons. “Why, I suppose like everyone
else who comes to the territory, Mr. Davalos—for adventure.”

The young man’s laughter was short. His gaze now
appraised her, swiftly and, she was sure, accurately. Once again
color flooded her face, for she knew he had stripped her bare with
those eyes that did not seem to miss a thing just as surely as if
he had actually removed her clothing piece by piece. And he had no
doubt found her lacking—certainly in comparison to the voluptuous
woman whose charms he had most likely sampled the night before.

“You’ll find it different out here, all right, ma’am.
Can’t say as how adventuresome you might call it. Lucy, my
sister-in-law, finds the territory . . . ‘crude and boring,’ I
think she puts it.”

Was he challenging her? “I’m quite flexible, Mr.
Davalos. I assure you I will adjust.”

He only nodded his head, and she had the suspicion he
doubted her. When he returned his attention to the mules, she felt
like a pinned butterfly suddenly released—or moth, to be more
appropriate, she thought dryly.

She tried to concentrate on the route they were
taking, but there seemed to be no clearly defined road. The first
and only landmark she noted after leaving Tucson was the abandoned
Butterfield Overland Stage station at a place Lorenzo Davalos
called Cienega Springs. The station’s adobe walls were in ruins and
the exposed ceiling timbers had been charred and scorched by
flaming arrows.

They stopped long enough at the springs to water the
mules. Her escort knelt before the brackish-looking water and
dipped his sombrero into it. Rising, he came to stand over her.
“Want some?”

She saw the sparkle in the brown eyes and knew once
again he was testing her mettle. She took the proffered
dirt-stained sombrero. "Most certainly, Mr. Davalos.”

“Law,” he said, smiling wickedly. “Call me Law.
Lawrence or Lorenzo is too much of a mouthful.”

“Law,” she said, trying the name of her lips. "I
can’t say that I have ever heard of a more inappropriate name.”

A full, genuine laugh tumbled out of the
raffish-looking young man. She felt him studying her as she sipped
the water, which was surprisingly cool and sweet, from the
sombrero’s crown. “You know, Miss Howard, you’re not so bad for a
bluestocking,” he said in what was almost a compliment.

The respite over, she once again joined Law at the
wagon, avoiding his proffered hand to help her mount.  “As you
will,” he chuckled.

He turned due south then, following the Cienega Wash
through the lava-chopped Empire foothills. It was difficult for
Catherine to imagine that somewhere in the craggy, barren black
hills beyond lay the lush pastoral valley of Cristo Rey. But then
she had learned that beneath the clear bright-white sky distances
could be deceptive.

Just as deceptive as the tranquility of the late
afternoon, for she had heard too many tales from Ogilvee of the
fierce warriors, the Chiricahua Apaches, who terrorized the area.
She found it inconceivable that citizens actually did walk around
armed twenty-four hours a day against the Indians. Yet slung low on
Law’s hips were a brace of Navy Colts, and balanced against the
wooden seat was a lethal-looking carbine rifle.

After a while she discovered that the quiet of the
landscape was deceptive also. For with the man obviously
disinclined to conversation, she began to pick up sounds peculiar
to the area— the sighing of the heated breeze through the eroded
bajadas and the rustle of the horse-high chaparral as a
black chuckwalla lizard scampered beneath its thorny branches for
shelter. And once there came the deadly rattle of the diamondback
when the wagon’s mules passed too closely.

Then, almost abruptly it seemed, there was a dramatic
shift in scenery, from bone-dry cholla wasteland to a sea of
knee-high sacaton grass, brown and withered from the shortened
winter days. Gradually, as the wash deepened, thickly wooded
forests of willow and cottonwoods rose to border it. Mountains, the
Whetstones on the left and the Santa Ritas on the right, marched
closer now.

When the road suddenly emerged from a narrow shady
pass, the sun poured down upon the far reaches of a gigantic basin
undulating with hills and enclosed by a ring of lofty peaks. This
circular basin with its grassy meadows and oak-clad slopes that
concealed canyon after canyon contained the core of Cristo Rey’s
fifty thousand acres.

After traveling across the raw creosote desert and
then the jagged ugly lava hills for five hours—five hours of being
impressed by nature’s dominance that made mere man seem
inconsequential—Catherine was not prepared for her first sight of
the Stronghold, nor was she ever able to forget it.

The fortress stood alone in the great basin,
competing against the mountains for magnificence. Even at that
distance the Stronghold was enormous. Surrounded by walls that
bastioned a grassy rise, the house itself, an adobe built in the
flat-roof Mexican territorial style, looked impregnable. Atop the
roof tiny figures paced a parapet—guards, she later learned they
were.

Clustered about the great house, like petals about a
stem, were the corrals and outbuildings. Outside the big fortress
walls a rancheria of adobe huts nestled among feathery
tamarisk and black locusts that fanned out from the Cienega—from
Catherine’s viewpoint, a thin blue thread that laced the grassy
valley.

“After the disappointment of Tucson, I was half
dreading the sight of Cristo Rey,” she said slowly. “But your
stepfather’s description hasn’t disappointed me.”

“Cristo Rey isn’t the largest land grant in the
territory,” Law answered, the reins slack in his hands as he paused
to let Catherine survey the view. “But it’s the richest. It’s
watered by two great rivers, the San Pedro and the Santa Cruz. And
its soil is veined with gold and silver.”

She looked up into the young man’s face that was
shadowed by the hat brim. “It sounds as if you love it—Cristo
Rey.”

“No, ma’am. I leave that to my stepbrother. I just
have great respect for the land.”

He flicked the reins, and the mules began the
gradual, twisting descent down into the basin, passing herds of
black-horned cattle—remnants, he explained to her, of the herds
brought up from Mexico by the Jesuit missionary Father Kino. “But
Sherrod’s trying to persuade the old man to bring in the
white-faced Herefords.”

“Sherrod?”

“My stepbrother.”

Yes, now she recalled name.

“It’s his children you’ll be tutoring.”

“Oh, then you don’t have any?”

“Not that I am aware of, ma’am, seeing as how I’m not
hitched and all.” Had one corner of his mouth not tilted in a
crooked smile, she would never have known he was toying with her.
“We’re two of a kind, aren’t we, ma'am?”

“Misfits, Mr. Davalos?” she retorted, smiling.

“Law,” he reminded her.

The clanging of a bell reached them, and he informed
her that the lookouts posted had marked their arrival. They passed
orchards of pomegranate and peach trees now. “Incredible,” she
murmured. “After the desert, all the vegetation seems a
mirage.”

“It’s real enough. Sherrod’s peons put in too much
backbreaking labor digging the acequias—irrigation ditches,”
he translated in a deep lazy drawl that she decided was most
pleasant and so did not bother to correct his misconception that
she knew no Spanish.

As the wagon bumped down the rutted road through the
rancheria, terra-cotta children halted their play in the
dirt before curtained doorways and scrawny chickens scurried from
the wagon’s wheels. A leather-aproned Mexican stepped out of the
smithy, and a wizened brown woman looked up from her washboard to
watch the wagon’s progress. The men in the fields who carried
rifles slung on their plow handles halted their work as the wagon
passed by.

Law drove the mules between the fortress’s two great
wooden doors, and Catherine inspected the place where she would
live for a year. The dusty yard was bustling with men practicing
with firearms – Indian drills, Law told her – and vaqueros working
about the nearer of several adobe corrals.

Up close the adobe building was even more formidable,
and the rifle-toting guards circling the roofs perimeter
intensified the imagery of a bastion. Near the large, hand-carved
door a cast-iron bell hung from a wooden frame. Unpainted, the
house stood alone with no veranda, no large windows to adorn
it—unless the small wood-spindled apertures could be counted as
such. Yet there was about the great house, she decided, an aura of
strength. It imparted the illusion of having triumphed over the
elements, over man and nature.

Could it triumph over the ravages of time and
loneliness?


CHAPTER 4

 

At the same time a Mexican youth ran forward
to take the reins Law tossed him, a woman appeared in the doorway
of the house, then turned back to call out to someone inside.
“Lucy,” Law informed Catherine. “She’s been anxious to talk with a
real Easterner. You’ll meet the rest of the clan soon enough.”

His reference to the clan reminded her of the rumored
Mormon background. “I understand Don Francisco is of the Mormon
faith,” she said, attempting to keep her tone noncommittal.

“You understand right—two wives and the whole bit,
though my mother’s been dead for some years now.”

His voice was coldly emotionless, and she cast a
quick but scrutinizing glance at the man as he came around to her
side of the wagon. The swarthy complexion—and definitely the
drooping sand-colored mustache—lent the young man a feral
appearance. A renegade, Margaret would have called him with a
sniff.

“That’s Sherrod’s mother, Elizabeth, at the door with
Lucy,” he said with an easy drawl that had the soft resonance of
the Spanish tongue.

Catherine’s gaze went back to the two women. The
younger woman with cornsilk hair bound in fashionable waves about
her oval face lifted her hoopless skirts and hurried toward them.
“Law,” she cried out in a kewpie-doll voice, “you really did bring
her!”

Law’s rangy leanness was deceiving, and he lifted
Catherine effortlessly from the wagon and delivered her a ‘got you’
glance while Lucy rambled on. “Gracious, we were so afraid you
wouldn’t accept Don Francisco’s offer, Miss Howard. Your reply
didn’t come until four days ago.”

“I mailed it back in August,” Catherine said as Law
released her and picked up her carpetbag.

“The mail service in the territory has been almost
shut down,” he explained, “what with Fort Buchanan’s troops
withdrawn to serve in the war’s Eastern campaigns and Cochise’s
Apaches thinking they’ve won some sort of victory.”

A stiff-backed woman in black now approached them.
“Law, let the young woman get out of the sun.” Her stone-gray eyes
turned on Catherine. “The men forget their manners, living out here
away from civilization like we do.”

Illogically, the diminutive older woman seemed to
Catherine as formidable as the Stronghold. Her iron-gray hair was
pulled severely back in a bun, and her leathery face wore the look
of granite . . . surely the type of pioneer woman Walt Whitman had
written about. Yet she moved with all the regal stateliness her
Elizabethan name implied. A queen in her castle, Catherine
thought.

Law called out an order in Spanish, and two Mexican
urchins ran out of the house to heft her heavy camelback trunk.
Elizabeth led her through the house’s wooden-linteled door past the
zaguán, the breezeway, into the main room on the left.

Catherine’s first impression of the interior was one
of cool shadows—three-foot-thick walls and high ceilings braced by
hand-carved vigas of pine darkened by smoke and age and
crossed at right angles by savinas made of ocotillo stalks A
smooth, hard floor that she learned was mud mixed with oxblood and
cactus juice was covered with several Axminster carpets, and the
walls, plastered with laundry bluing, were sparsely decorated with
Indian baskets.

A caliche fireplace dominated the room and seemed to
be courted by the simple but sturdy furniture grouped about it. The
framed painting above the fireplace caught her eye. A fair-eyed,
golden-complected woman of Madonna-like beauty looked down out of
the canvas, her lips forming a gentle smile. Jewelry sparkled at
her ears and throat and in the comb that piled high her golden
tresses. “Law’s mother,” Elizabeth said, her voice dry like the
crackling of autumn leaves.

Law was already striding from the room with
Catherine’s carpetbag, and children’s shouts rang out from the
rooms beyond. “Uncle Law’s back!” a boyish voice squealed. And
Catherine heard something about candy, then Law’s patient drawl,
“Yes, I brought the licorice.”

“You’ll probably want to wash up and rest,” Elizabeth
said, “then my husband will want to talk with you.”

“I’ll show Miss Howard to her room,” Lucy
volunteered. “I’m sure it’s nothing like what you must be used to,”
she said as she led Catherine through the zaguán and out
into a walled, tree-shaded courtyard paved with uneven cobblestones
and surrounded on three sides by tiers of open corridors. “Why, it
took me years to get used to rooms that were almost
windowless! In Virginia we had such big bay windows. Finally,
I badgered Sherrod so, he promised me he would have glass panes,
not mica mind you, but real glass, freighted in from Kansas City
this coming year.”

They passed along the stucco-covered portico that had
a number of bedrooms opening off it. Lucy prattled on, hesitating
only long enough for Catherine to assure her that the cage
crinoline was still in fashion.

“I do so miss following the modes,” she continued.
“I’ve heard that the women in the States are wearing—Zouave
jackets, isn’t it? And Balmoral mantles. As soon as you get
settled, you must tell me all the society gossip. I’m so tired of
listening to talk of the war and Indian raids!”

At last Catherine stood alone in her own room.
Actually Dona Dominica’s room, Lucy told her. Slowly she stripped
off her gloves as she surveyed the furnishings. Austere was the
word that came to mind. And scrubbed cleanliness. A substantial bed
stood in one corner with a neat patchwork counterpane. Tacked from
the ceiling over the bed, as if it had been a four-poster, were
manta curtains. Tin retablos, religious paintings, adorned
the walls. A pine washstand and bureau and hardback cane chair were
the only other pieces of furniture in the spacious room.

Yet there was a peacefulness about the room—and it
was her room, as Don Francisco had promised. Too exhausted to
remove her kid boots, she settled for discarding her hat and jacket
before she fell across the bed. Later she would hang up the clothes
she had packed away in camphor in her trunk.

A strange loneliness kept her awake. She had
deliberately cut herself off from all family and friends. She was
wholly alone in the world with her way to make. A terrible sense of
uncertainty lapped like cold ripples at her feet. At last her lids
closed, but voices, that were not so loud as they were harsh, awoke
her. She opened her eyes to find that only a faint light now
streamed through the foot-square aperture that served as a
window.

Afraid she was late, she quickly poured the pitcher’s
tepid water in the porcelain basin and washed her dusty face, then
tucked the wisps of hair into the heavy knot at the nape of her
neck. She was fastening her jacket’s buttons as she hurried outside
and not really looking where she was going when the door of the
room next to hers opened and slammed shut and she collided with the
man who emerged from the room.

She staggered, and firm hands reached out to steady
her. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t looking—” they both began in unison and
broke off, smiling.

“You must be Miss Howard,” he said, releasing
her.

“And you are—”

'“Sherrod—Sherrod Godwin,” he finished for her.

Though not as tall as his stepbrother, he still
topped Catherine’s five-foot-three-inch frame by almost a foot.
Even in the dimming daylight his darkly handsome looks were
evident, with deep-brown hair and sideburns and a well-trimmed
mustache only a shade lighter.

“I can’t tell you how much Lucy”— he looked awkwardly
toward the door—“how excited she is that another woman her age is
here. She’s getting ready for dinner, but come on with me. The
children are asking all sorts of questions about you—and Father, of
course, is demanding to see you.”

As he led her inside, he recounted the reactions of
the children to the idea of a woman tutor—from seven-year-old
Abigail’s certainty that Catherine would wear men’s trousers to
five-year- old Brigham’s disgust that the tutor had to be a
woman.

Yet Catherine only half listened to Sherrod’s voice.
The voice in her head drummed much louder. She was much too
intelligent, her mind warned, to let herself become attracted to
the handsome man—and indeed he was handsome, dressed in nankeens
and buff waistcoat. She had half expected him to dress with the
same negligence as his stepbrother.

He ushered her past the large dining room and through
the enormous kitchen that had copper utensils and clay ollas
strung from the ceiling’s beams. An old Papago Indian looked up
from the bread he kneaded and nodded when Sherrod made the
introduction, telling her Loco had been at Cristo Rey for over
twenty years.

Sherrod paused before his father’s office, his hand
on the door handle. “I don’t suppose my father told you anything
about himself?”

She shook her head. “No. He told me very little about
anything. ’’

He sighed. “That’s like my father. He suffered a
stroke last year, and it has left him weakened. As a result he's
rather edgy, but don’t let his gruffness frighten you.”

“There’s very little that frightens me any more, Mr.
Godwin, and certainly not mortal man."

He cocked his head. His warm blue eyes quietly
appraised her. “I can believe that," he said at last. He smiled
then and opened the door but did not enter, leaving her on her
own.

She paused with her back to the closed door, while
her gaze sought out the old man clad in black. He sat in a
cushioned rocker with a book spread on his lap and a cane hooked
over the chair’s arm. He raised his head and fixed her with an
equally studious gaze. Whatever she expected from the narrow face
framed by a long bone-white beard, it was certainly not the torment
that stared out of the shadowed eyes.

“Come in and sit down,” Don Francisco rasped and
indicated the scrolled hard-backed chair near the secretarial
desk.

She took a seat on the chair’s edge, arranging her
voluminous skirts as best she could. After a moment the old man
said, “Your face possesses the same character your letter
indicated.”

“I hope that is a compliment, Don Francisco.”

“It’s a sigh of relief, Miss Howard.”

She raised a questioning brow, but he did not
elaborate further. He closed the heavy book. “The Mormon’s
Doctrine and Covenant,” he said, catching her interested glance
at the tome. For the first time he smiled, a bitter smile. “In my
more robust days I often strayed from Joseph Smith’s revelations,
and I suppose a brush with death has brought me back into the fold
again.”

Was he speaking of his stroke, or the death that had
claimed his second wife? “A brush with death cannot help but affect
one’s outlook on life,” she said, fully appreciating the man’s
situation. “Tell me how else I can be of help.”

The door opened, and Elizabeth came in, closing it
behind her. “I was just beginning to tell Miss Howard of her duties
here, Elizabeth.”

He struggled to lay the book on the desk, and the
woman took it and placed it there for him. Locking her hands before
her, she turned to Catherine. “What my husband probably has not
told you is that we brought you out here to be more than just a
tutor.”

“Oh?”

“First there’s Abigail and Brigham. Sherrod’s wife
has had a smattering of education, if you consider those silly
finishing schools that teach music and needlepoint an education.
But the woman doesn’t have a lick of common sense. I wouldn’t trust
her to teach Brigham what he will need to know to run Cristo
Rey.”

“Of course, when he's older,” Don Francisco said
tiredly, “he'll be sent off to St. Michael's boarding school in St.
Louis, as were Sherrod and Law.”

Catherine relaxed a little. So far the objectives did
not seem beyond her capabilities. “Then there’s Sherrod," Elizabeth
continued crisply. “He’s carrying a heavy burden running Cristo Rey
since my husband’s stroke. Sherrod needs to devote his total
attention to the place—and Lucy doesn’t understand.”

“Elizabeth, you’re being unnecessarily harsh on
Lucy,” Don Francisco rebuked. “She’s lonely and misses
civilization.”

Elizabeth’s lips folded thin. “She doesn’t have the
stamina— the strength—to live out here. A crying, whining woman is
a millstone my son doesn’t need. Lucy has to have another woman to
talk to—about the finer things of life. I want you to be her
companion, Miss Howard.”

“I see. That takes care of everyone but
Law-—Lorenzo—then, doesn’t it?”

“Law,” Elizabeth said grimly, “can take care of
himself.”


CHAPTER 5

 

One rarely heard days, weeks, or months
mentioned at Cristo Rey. There were clocks in the Stronghold, but
no one bothered to wind them. If a day was referred to, it was the
day Loco burned the bread or Sherrod went to Tucson.

After caring for her sickly mother for so long and
then listening to the agonizing groans and cries of suffering men,
of smelling the putrefying stench of rotting limbs and festering
wounds for a year, that first month at Cristo Rey seemed a preview
of heaven to Catherine.

January in Baltimore would have brought subzero
blizzards howling through the streets, but at Cristo Rey the
sun-splashed cool days and even cooler crystalline nights slipped
gently into another week, another month.

She fell easily into the routine of the Stronghold,
waking at six-thirty each morning when Loco rang the bell, warning
that breakfast would be served in thirty minutes. The tutoring of
Brigham, who was a five-year-old fountain of curiosity, and
Abigail, whose preadolescent plumpness concealed the promise of her
mother's beauty, took most of Catherine’s day. From eight until
noon she taught the children in the courtyard, then recessed for
lunch and returned to teach from one to three.

Afterward she would sit with Lucy and, mending or
helping with the carding of the wool, listen to the young woman’s
chatter until time for dinner.

Despite having borne two children, Lucy was at
twenty-seven still a very beautiful woman, and Catherine could
understand how Sherrod could have fallen in love with her. “My
parents were very much against my marrying a Mormon,” she told
Catherine one afternoon. “But they soon recognized Sherrod’s
honorable intentions and”—Lucy smiled—“his charming manner.”

“Does it ever bother you," Catherine ventured, “that
Sherrod could take a second—or third—wife?”

The clicking of Lucy’s needles halted. A small
nervous smile flitted across her porcelain face. “You know how it
is when a woman gets married. At first you’re too much in love to
care. And now . . . now another wife would be nice to help share
some of the—duties of a wife to a husband.”

Catherine could not conceal the surprise on her face,
and Lucy laughed. Her needles began darting back and forth in rapid
flashes. “Oh, I know what you must be thinking, Catherine.
Honestly, I felt the same way when I first came to the Stronghold
and watched how Dona Dominica and Elizabeth attended to Don
Francisco.”

An impish voice in Catherine dared her to ask what it
was like, but instead she said, “I understand Dona Dominica was at
the Stronghold to begin with—that she was a widow.”

“Yes. Law’s father had been killed in an Indian
attack several months before she met Don Francisco. Sherrod told me
that his father came out here in '48 with a Mormon battalion that
was on its way to fight the Mexicans in California. After the
Mormons took possession of Tucson from the Mexican forces, Don
Francisco decided to stay. He sent to Santa Fe for Sherrod and
Elizabeth, and, as Sherrod tells me, by the time he and his mother
reached Tucson his father had taken Dona Dominica as his second
wife.”

Once more Lucy paused in her knitting to smile
wistfully. “You know, Catherine, Mormon wives call each other
‘sister.’ I’d love to be able to call you my sister, truly. It’s so
wonderful to have you here I hate to think of your leaving one
day.” Stunned at Lucy's frankness, she could say nothing. Only at
that moment did she allow herself to fantasize being married to
Sherrod. He would have made the kind of husband she had always
dreamed of—warm, intelligent, responsible. “It pleases me that you
care enough to want me as—your sister. But Lucy, I’ve waited this
long to marry, so you may be sure that if I ever do, I’ll be the
only wife or I simply won’t marry.”

“But what of duty, Miss Howard?” Elizabeth’s voice
asked from behind the two women.

Turning to look at Elizabeth, dressed as always in
black, Catherine dryly wondered if the woman was in mourning for
her lost youth. Lucy had told her that Elizabeth was forty-four.
But the woman looked years older.

“From so many hours tending farm crops," Lucy had
told her. "And then when the Mormon persecution began in Illinois,
Elizabeth made that long walk with Don Francisco and Sherrod and
the other Mormons bound for Santa Fe. And you know, Catherine, so
much exposure to the sun is not good for a lady’s skin.”

"You certainly seem to be a most practical woman,
Miss Howard,” Elizabeth was saying. "You’re not silly enough to
think romance is a lasting thing. If your husband took himself
another wife, I’m sure you would see that it was your duty to make
the best of it so that everything ran smoothly.”

The corners of Catherine’s lips curled
uncontrollably. “I’d see that it was my duty to keep my husband so
happy he would not think of taking another wife in the first
place.”

Elizabeth's smile was thin. “You speak as an
unmarried and inexperienced woman, Miss Howard . . . foolishly,
unwisely. My daughter-in-law will tell you that a wife knows that
it is not always possible to—please a husband.”

Lucy blanched and was inordinately quiet after
Elizabeth left the room. The woman’s words recalled a conversation
Catherine had overheard the first week she was at Cristo Rey. An
argument it was really, and only a few words—but revealing words.
“What?” Don Francisco had thundered. “You gave Miss Howard
Dominica’s room? I ordered you to leave that room untouched!”

“Isn’t it time you stopped keeping that room as a
shrine?!” Elizabeth had hissed.

Catherine had hurried on past Don Francisco’s office.
Don Francisco was still in love with his second wife!

The day after Elizabeth's stinging rebuke to Lucy and
herself, Catherine went to Don Francisco's office in hopes of
finding an extra dictionary for Abigail Once again she could hear
the old man arguing. His diatribe was cut short when he bade her
enter after her hesitant knock on the office door.

Law was slouched in the armchair across from Don
Francisco's desk while the old man limped about the room, still
raging. “It’s all right,” Don Francisco told her. He waved his cane
in Law’s direction. “I was just telling this rakehell if he'd spend
less time in bordellos and saloons, he might make something of his
life!”

A suppression of a smile hovered over Law’s mouth, as
if he were indulging his stepfather’s outrage. It was the first
time Catherine had seen Law in more than two weeks. Out of the
three months she had lived at Cristo Rey, she could count on her
hand the number of times her path crossed his, which was fine with
her. There was something about the mocking way the young man looked
at her—as though . . . as though he found something about her
amusing!

He smiled sheepishly at her now. “Don Francisco and I
can’t seem to agree just exactly what I should do with my
life.”

She smiled sweetly. “Why, I'd send the boy back to
school, Don Francisco.” Before her statement could be challenged,
she quickly borrowed the dictionary and retreated from the room’s
verbal battleground.

When she returned to the courtyard, another battle
was in progress between Abigail and Brigham. “He does not!” Brigham
shrieked. Catherine caught him just as he picked up a chinaberry to
hurl at his sister.

“What’s this all about?" Catherine demanded.

Tears spiked Brigham's long lashes. “Abigail,” he
said tremulously, pointing to his sister, who stood at the
wrought-iron gate leading out into the compound, “Abigail says
cowpunchers are sissies . . . that they like girls!”

Abigail turned from the gate back to Catherine. “I
did not,” she said in an adult voice. “I merely told Brig that one
of the cowpunchers has been making calf eyes at you. There—see,
he’s coming back to the stables again—and it’s just to get a
glimpse of you, Miss Howard.”

Catherine wanted to laugh, but she smoothed the
dark-brown hair back from Brigham’s small, serious face. “You know,
Brigham,” she said in a solemn tone, “just because a cowboy—”

“Cowpuncher,” he corrected.

“—cowpuncher likes to look at something nice doesn’t
mean he’s a sissy. Don’t you like to look at tintypes of the pretty
steamboats I showed you? But that doesn’t make you a sissy, does
it?”

Mollified, Brigham at last returned to the letters he
had been copying on his slate, and Abigail settled down to her
geography.

Catherine knew that the perceptive Abigail was no
doubt correct. With the stables sharing the far courtyard wall,
there was ample opportunity for the Cristo Rey hands to glance
through the gate. Several times she had looked up to find one of
the hands standing near the gate—but always studiously engaged with
tightening a saddle’s cinch or checking a horse’s shoe. If she
happened to catch him spying, the hand would usually tip his hat
and saunter off.

Admittedly she wanted a husband. Too quickly she
would be thirty! But the hands were either all stringy,
work-hardened old men or youths with peach fuzz still on their
faces. An inexperienced youth was not what she wanted. And she
certainly did not want someone like Law, an aimless, willy-nilly
sort of a man, with none of Sherrod’s strong-willed nature.

Sherrod was absent from the Stronghold almost as
often as Law. She knew he quite often rode the herds with his
vaqueros, and when he was home he would more than likely be found
drilling his guards or closeted in Don Francisco’s office.

In the evenings the entire family came together for
dinner, presided over by Don Francisco, who always asked the Lord’s
blessing. But afterward, when the family adjourned to the parlor,
it would be Sherrod’s animated personality that dominated the
conversation. Catherine would sit in the chair nearest the
fireplace and listen to the affectionate banter between Don
Francisco and his son while she sipped at the Mexican chocolate
Loco served, for Don Francisco allowed neither coffee nor tea in
that Mormon household.

She delighted in these after-dinner family
get-togethers, because often guests came, as there was no place in
the area to stay except at the Stronghold. The first week in April
Don Francisco hosted a Jonathan Stridehope. A balding but
nice-looking man of perhaps forty, he was an archaeologist who was
working on a dig in the nearby Canyon de Canelo.

The articulate Stridehope talked of artifacts he had
discovered in the canyon’s cave. Brigham was entranced when he
learned that among the artifacts were several mummies and followed
up with numerous questions.

At one point Catherine asked, ‘‘These mummies,
Professor Stridehope—were they found in the same layers as the
handmade rope shoes and broken pottery?”

‘‘You’re familiar with the theory of stratigraphy?”
he asked, surprise wrinkling his high brow.

‘‘Only slightly. I’ve read some of the work of the
Danish archaeologist Thomsen.”

The man’s serious eyes came to life. He began to talk
volubly with her before the two of them became embarrassingly aware
they were monopolizing the conversation. She broke off to find the
eyes of all the Godwins on her. Yet it was the warmth in Sherrod's
that made her color. She glanced at Lucy, but the young woman
seemed in a world of her own. Quickly Catherine excused herself and
retired for the evening.

Sherrod was not to let her forget the incident so
easily. He came to the courtyard the next day after school resumed
at one. She was sitting on the bench next to Brigham, showing the
boy how to write the cursive flourishes on the slate, when she
heard Abigail call out, “Papa!”

Catherine looked up to find the handsome man, dressed
in shirt sleeves, coming toward her. He bent to scoop up his
daughter, who had flung herself against his waist. Brushing her
long pigtails behind her shoulders, he kissed her lightly on the
cheek before turning her loose. “Good afternoon. Miss Howard. I
hope Abigail has been applying herself.”

“She’s doing very well with her geography. She seems
to have a knack for the European countries. If only she did as well
with her French and history, I'm quite certain you would have a
world traveler on your hands.”

His mouth widened in a rueful smile. “I’m afraid she
gets her love of Europe from her mother. Lucy has always wanted to
visit all its capitals, and I’ve promised her as soon as the war is
over and the Apache problem under control we’ll take off and tour
the Continent.”

“Is there much danger of an attack on the
Stronghold?”

“Not likely. My vaqueros ride guard constantly.
Cochise seems to be concentrating more on the lone miners and
defenseless settlers. We'd be more apt to be raided by a band of
Mexican revolutionaries that plague some of our border ranches. ”
With Catherine’s attention diverted, Abigail and Brigham escaped
the routine of their studies and began to chase about the
courtyard’s trees. Intending to call the children back to class,
Catherine made to rise and found herself hampered by her gabardine
skirts.

“Here, let me help you,” Sherrod said. His hand
caught her elbow, propelling her upward, which was a mistake,
because it put her within inches of his face, so close the scent of
his men’s lilac cologne reached her. Her heart seemed to flutter,
as if teetering precariously on a limb, then double-beat to catch
balance.

She did not know what betraying emotion might have
flickered across her face, but something in her expression caught
his intent gaze. He blinked away a frown of puzzlement. “You know,
you surprised me last night,” he began quietly, “when you and
Professor Stridehope were talking. I had no idea—”

“So there you are,” Law said lightly.

Both Sherrod and she whirled. She could well imagine
the guilty expression she wore. What could Law have thought,
catching his stepbrother's hands at her waist—seeing the two of
them standing so close to one another? She strove to compose
herself as Law walked toward them in long, easy strides that had
none of Sherrod’s quick, decisive movements. “The old man wants to
talk with you.”

Sherrod dropped his hands with a sigh. “Well, I did
want to let you know that I couldn’t be more pleased with the
children’s progress. Miss Howard.”

She watched him walk away before she turned to face
Law. If there was even a hint of smirk on the young man’s face, she
would slap him. But Law’s countenance was expressionless.

"Good day, ma’am,” he drawled, tilting the brim of
the sombrero and ambling away.

She told herself that it was her own guilty thoughts
which had made her jump to the conclusion that Law would suspect
Sherrod and herself of improper behavior. Law’s craggy face had
evidenced no such suspicion. She really had nothing to worry about.
Then what was it about those sand-brown eyes that nagged at her
so?
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