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			Inches from the Abyss

			The chuck wagon continued to rattle but the horses in front and behind created stability. They never swerved and turned only when Griswold followed the gentle curve of the stone face. He always let the men in back know when a turn was coming so they were not alarmed.

			It was after taking one such curve that the wagon sloped slightly to the front right, off-center; Griswold whoa’d and reined the team to a hard stop even as the earth and stone beneath the front right wheel gave way.

			“Lost some lip on the ledge!” Griswold said. “Just fell away!”

			Fremont swore and both he and Buchanan pressed themselves harder against the ribs of the wagon.

			“Griz, get off and cut the team free!”
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			THE IMMORTAL COWBOY

			This is respectfully dedicated to the “American Cowboy.” His was the saga sparked by the turmoil that followed the Civil War, and the passing of more than a century has by no means diminished the flame.
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			True, the old days and the old ways are but treasured memories, and the old trails have grown dim with the ravages of time, but the spirit of the cowboy lives on.
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			In my travels—to Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, New Mexico, and Arizona—I always find something that reminds me of the Old West. While I am walking these plains and mountains for the first time, there is this feeling that a part of me is eternal, that I have known these old trails before. I believe it is the undying spirit of the frontier calling me, through the mind’s eye, to step back into time. What is the appeal of the Old West of the American frontier?
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			It has been epitomized by some as the dark and bloody period in American history. Its heroes—Crockett, Bowie, Hickok, Earp—have been reviled and criticized. Yet the Old West lives on, larger than life.
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			It has become a symbol of freedom, when there was always another mountain to climb and another river to cross; when a dispute between two men was settled not with expensive lawyers, but with fists, knives, or guns. Barbaric? Maybe. But some things never change. When the cowboy rode into the pages of American history, he left behind a legacy that lives within the hearts of us all.

			—Ralph Compton

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			I’m supposed to be afraid . . . of this?”

			Andrew Pierce Buchanan looked at the orange a moment longer, then squeezed it in his big bare hand. The rind gave easily and pulp and juice oozed around his fingers. He opened his palm, turned his hand over, and let the fruit drop to the rusty red dirt. Then his dark brown eyes returned to Chester Jacob, the man who had given him the fruit.

			“You proved absolutely nothing except that you’re a stubborn man—a good man, don’t mistake my meaning, but one without a good head for business.”

			The speaker, Chester Jacob, pulled the drawstrings on the canvas sack. He threw it back over the shoulder of his brown suit.

			“And you, my friend, are like my kid brother used to be,” Buchanan said. “Always impressed with things that are new.”

			Buchanan’s young, devoted Australian shepherd, King, came romping over, following the strange scent. The six-foot-three rancher lowered his hand to where the dog could lick it.

			“He don’t seem so fond,” Buchanan said as the dog turned elsewhere.

			“They’re for people,” Jacob replied with frustration. “Oranges are not just new, Andy. They’re vital, alive.”

			“Not so alive,” Will Fremont chuckled. The foreman of the AB Ranch was standing beside Buchanan. Each laugh caused his outsized chest to expand and contract like a blacksmith’s bellows.

			“That was one,” said the disgusted Jacob. “Imagine thousands.”

			“That’s what I’ll have to, friend,” Buchanan said. “Imagine them. They’re not coming. Not to my land, anyway.”

			“Like Indians, they will surround you before you know you’re in danger,” Jacob said.

			“Then you will have the satisfaction of knowing that you warned me and I didn’t listen.”

			“Besides, boss needs something to rope,” Fremont said. “He loves throwin’ a lariat. Can’t do that with an orange.”

			The agent for Widmark Shipping sighed and hoisted the sack over his shoulder. The man was a fit, bronzed statue in a brown suit that had been battered about the seams by constant travel and too-little darning.

			At least he doesn’t have to worry about being stopped by the hands-up crowd and robbed of his clothes, Buchanan thought. There were still outlaws, renegade Rebels among them, who dogged the routes he took.

			Fremont was watching the dog and chewing on a dead cigar. “Boss, you remember that hailstorm that smacked us about, oh—four, five years ago?”

			“Summer of ’65, right after the war. What about it?”

			“Yes, what does that have to do with anything?” asked Jacob, taking out his impatience on the shorter man.

			Fremont puffed on the cigar, with no success. He was glaring at Jacob and did not seem to notice.

			“Those hailstones tore heck out of the silo, the barn, and the house Andy had built. Even worse than the quake that came right before. Roof of the sod shed looked like Old Greyback turned a scatter gun on it.” He had pointed at the distant mountain, then looked down at the mash even the dog had abandoned. “If this ‘dangerous’ orange of yours fell from the sky, this is what woulda happened.”

			Buchanan and Jacob both looked at the speaker with confusion, Jacob with impatience as well.

			“I am pretty sure, Fremont, that Chester meant a different kind of fearsome when he showed us the orange.”

			“I know that. I was making a metaphor for the purpose of educatin’.”

			Buchanan grinned. “Next time I see Miss Sally, I will report to her that you can both read and philosophize.”

			“Among my other attributes.” Fremont inflated and winked.

			“For the love of Pete,” Jacob complained.

			The three men were standing under a charitable spring sun at the strong oak gate that stood below the sign of the AB Ranch, a five-hundred-acre spread established by Buchanan in 1852. That was the year the U.S. government drew up the San Bernardino meridian, a survey that had helped to divide public and private parcels. Then just twenty, he was working as a cowboy up north, in the San Joaquin Valley. He had paid $1.01 an acre using money he had inherited when his mother, Rachel, died.

			The shipping agent looked down at the sweet remains where flies were now beginning to cluster. “I did not mean, Mr. Fremont, that you should fear this as some kind of . . . of celestial thunderbolt. What I meant is that this fruit can either be an instrument of your financial ruin or your salvation.”

			“We’re doing okay, ain’t we?” Fremont asked his employer.

			“We’re not starving.”

			“What about your herd?” Jacob pressed.

			“They’re eating, too,” Buchanan replied.

			“But farther out than before. Double-D hands say they saw Reb Mitchell making his rounds wider than before.”

			“Grasses grow on their own time, not mine.”

			Fremont said, “Double-D hands and rustlers were also ridin’ wider than before. Dawson tries every way he can to hurt every small ranch he can.”

			“Then, for God’s sake, get out before there’s bloodshed,” Jacob said. He shook his head. “Mark me, one way or the other, the Valencia orange is coming to this region, and soon.”

			“The appetite for beef ain’t goin’ anywhere either,” Fremont said.

			“But there’s still a glut—”

			“I am just gonna have to ride that out.”

			“—and you’re farther west than Wyoming and Texas, so you still have to walk your herd in. How many pounds do they lose each drive? That’s cash they’re shedding.”

			“Train’ll be here someday soon.”

			“Another wait you have to ‘ride out.’”

			“Maybe not. I got another notion in the meantime, one that may cure the problem entirely.”

			“Involving cattle?”

			Buchanan shrugged. “That’s what we raise here.”

			“That’s my point. I have an option for you, too, Andy. The state is going to subsidize orchards and there will be more and more of them. They’ll come in and then go out on Mr. Widmark’s boats. Even now he’s up north commissioning a ship with one of those fancy screw propellers so he can scoot across the Pacific. If not for cleaning and feeding beef, I’d say the Far East was a market for you—but it isn’t.”

			“And you’d need more ice than cow to ship carcasses, I know. I talked to the clipper captains along the Golden West’s route. Asked me if I could get them guano. Big demand for that, too.”

			“There is?” Fremont said.

			“Fertilizer,” Jacob informed him without turning from Buchanan. “You’re always ahead of me, and you’re always thinking. Which is why I’ve come to you, to give you a chance to become part of something else before everyone else.”

			“Including Dawson?” Fremont asked.

			“He’s a different case,” Jacob said. “Some ranchers do that as a means to empire building.”

			“Thank you,” Buchanan said. “I mean that, Chester. But groves and vineyards are a little tame for me. And for my men, too, I think. We’re family.”

			“I bet it wouldn’t take much to convince Joe to switch to whittling,” Fremont said. “Give him more time for Bible studies.” The foreman made a fist and swung it up and down. “What do you call those sticks on ships?”

			“Belaying pins?” Buchanan said.

			“If you say so. Or a big longhorn steer scowlin’ out at the water.”

			“Figureheads,” Buchanan said.

			“That’s it,” Fremont said.

			Jacob’s bony fingers tightened around the neck of the canvas. “This is not a joke, gentlemen. By my soul, change is coming.”

			Fremont snorted. “It always does. Miss Sally says that a lot, but she thinks it’s good for us. Keeps us educated, like this next drive. And change’ll show your oranges the saloon door when the next paying customer rolls in. Maybe wild turkey meat or snake hide.”

			Buchanan, however, was silent. He turned his eyes east, toward the stable where over a dozen horses were being fed and groomed in preparation for the next drive—the most dangerous one any man had ever taken. His gaze drifted south to the sky-scraping peaks beyond, their sharp edges and snowy crags bright against the rich, blue heavens.

			“Like I said, we’ve been doing okay here,” Buchanan said, more to himself than to the others. “We’ll keep on doing okay. I feel it.”

			The rancher raised the brim of his off-white Stetson and let the noon sun shine on his forehead. He had possessed that sense for weeks now, like something was coming. He squinted now to the west, where small shadows fell from the occasional oak and cactus, to the posts and sign a short walk away at the front of his property. He watched as King, who had been fighting the rind like it was a dead bird, suddenly dropped it and took off after a gopher. Both animals scrambled into a gully that had been created when an earthquake rearranged the landscape on a very hot July morning the summer previous. He thought back. Everyone knew then that something was coming. It wasn’t like a puma stalking just beyond a campfire and the horses tugged at their ropes, or a black bear foraging in the compost mound, making all the cattle restless. For days before the tremblor happened, every animal—domestic, flying, crawling, or burrowing—was still. Buzzing was nowhere to be heard. The twilight bats stayed in their caves. Even King stuck to lying beside the well. Then the quake hit and everything was in motion. The house and barn twisted one way, then the other, like when his daughters made up their little dances. Fence posts swayed, trees groaned, dirt danced, and rocks shifted. Only the mighty San Bernardino range anchored by San Gorgonio Mountain, Old Greyback, paid the thing no attention. He saw later upon exploring that they’d shook off a few rocks but nothing more. Then, as soon as the rumbling was over, the animals returned to life. They didn’t even pay heed to the little tremors that followed.

			Buchanan wondered if his own sense was like that—something animal.

			“What about your wife and the girls, A.B.?” Jacob asked.

			The rancher was startled out of his thoughts like a sleeper suddenly woken. “I don’t get your meaning.”

			“Maybe you should talk to them. You met your wife while planting crops, did you not?”

			“That was very different.”

			“Yes, but maybe it was a sign. Someone who’s been to war and back—I would have thought such a man would want to stay home, count his many blessings, enjoy his family instead of crisscrossing half a country for half a year.”

			“Two countries.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Nothing. And what is your solution, Chester. To watch orchards grow?” Buchanan shook his head. “I’d be so ornery each and every day, my girls’d throw me out. You can only fix thatching so many times, replace a few warped floorboards once every spring.”

			“What are you, thirty-eight?”

			“Bordering on thirty-nine.”

			“Aren’t there other things you want to do?”

			“What man would say there aren’t?” Buchanan turned a thumb south. “Never been to the top of Old Greyback to see if Saint Gorgonius actually lives there, like the missionaries say. Never crossed the Inland Empire to the sea down there.”

			“Y’mean Big Salt Creek,” Fremont said. “Miss Sally calls that a misnomer, seeing as how it’s much larger than that, according to books she’s got.”

			“What about something bigger than a sea?” Jacob pressed. “You can plant orchards and let your men tend them, come and see a blue ocean, not like the dreary one you grew up on. I tell you, there are sunsets that light a fire in the soul. I can arrange that—”

			“You just told me to stay home and count my blessings.”

			“Mr. Widmark has short runs up and down the coast and is looking for deck officers. In fact, if you want, you can bring some cattle.”

			“What’s ‘some’?”

			“Maybe twenty head? There’s a market in Guaymas on the Gulf of California. We already sail there to swap woven goods for shrimp.”

			“From steer to those shellfish?” Buchanan shook his head. “Chester, I don’t think so.”

			“Don’t think of your job as beef. You command men. Why does it matter where?”

			“Because I know this,” Buchanan said.

			“Men are born to learn, to grow.”

			“I saw balloons that can carry men to the sky, too,” Buchanan said. “When you’re ready for that, we’ll talk.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“I would like to try that, flying among the clouds. Imagine meeting Old Greyback as an equal. Imagine hitching balloons to cattle to move ’em.”

			Jacob frowned. “Now you’re just wasting my time.”

			“Oh, no he ain’t,” Fremont jumped in, his chest inflating again to announce knowledge. “Did you know that a coupla French boys figgered it all out back in the 1780s? Miss Sally told me all about them. I forget their names but they were paper makers who watched ashes rise—”

			“Thank you, Fremont,” Buchanan said. “I think you do need to get back to work, help Griswold with the table grub. He’s been a little held back since he hurt his arm.”

			“I am on the hoof,” Fremont said, nodding at both men in turn and walking off, bowlegged and rolling the dead cigar around his mouth.

			Jacob regarded the rancher. “You don’t get hurt picking oranges, you know.”

			Buchanan turned his bronzed forehead toward the mush on the ground. “Except if you’re an orange. How’re you going to fight them?”

			“They don’t sail to the West Coast or Asia.”

			Buchanan grinned. “Come on, I’ll see ya off.”

			“Thanks, but fair warning: I won’t stop asking.”

			“Doggedness is one of the things I admire about you,” the rancher slapped the man’s bony shoulder.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Buchanan and Jacob walked through the still, warm air to the agent’s buckboard. The dirt of the AB Ranch glowed golden under a cloudless sky. It did not seem arable to the rancher, since nature had not by its mighty self produced anything here. But the well had never gone dry even in the worst of any drought, and the state had men and equipment enough to irrigate a desert. He had seen that up Los Angeles way.

			For a passing moment, the idea had some appeal for the reasons Jacob had said. But it was here and gone like one of those fast-flitting, guano-laying bats that flew from the Bernardino caves. This trade, these men, were as much a part of his life as his family. Not as dear, but more plentiful.

			The agent’s wagon sat by the trough near the well. The two-horse team was peaceful, broken in a way his own horses were not. Maybe in a way that horses should never be, Buchanan thought.

			The Connecticut-born Jacob had his own thoughts, too. He liked the rancher, a fellow New Englander. But like most men from the shipping centers in Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts, he did not understand men who were deaf to the bass and far-reaching voice of the sea.

			“I’m confused, Andy. You grew up in Boston—”

			“Just till age fourteen.”

			“That’s growing up. How in the name of Sam Adams did you get dust up your nose?”

			Buchanan laughed. “You mean where’d the salt air go? It was never truly there, my friend. I used to make my pa frown so much, my ma was afraid his face would set that way. I used to go on deck with him and my kid brother on the three ships we owned. Little Jonathan? He wanted to be a cabin boy since he was able to stand on his own. There was this mate we used to pal around with, a French-Canadian named Charles, who told incredible stories—most of them probably not true, but we didn’t know it then. Jonathan swallowed them whole. He was like some preacher who heard the calling before he could shave. I never had that. But you’re right about one thing. That sunset to the west? It was not so proud as it looks from here, but it beckoned me to come to the open country.”

			“I still don’t understand why a man raised on a harbor—one of the great harbors—could turn from it so completely. Was it your brother?”

			“Of course that affected me, but there was more,” Buchanan said. “Even before Little Jon was lost in a storm at sea, the ocean smelled dank, like an open grave. Morning tides were the worst when soaked, rotted wood and dead fish would bump the pilings and swirl around them. Those tides tainted the sunrise and everything its light touched, including our family. My brother’s death killed my father; he lived in terror that some tatter of clothing would be among the detritus one day. But he was lost before that, doing the same thing day after day after stinking day. My mother could not wait to sell our boats.”

			“I’m sorry about that, Andy. Like I said, that’s a different world back there, whaling and crossing the Atlantic. Out here, the sea feels new.”

			“Friend, you don’t have to tell me. I smell it when the winds turn east each day, late afternoon. It carries the same salt, the same augury of things I don’t want, just from a different direction. Hell, before you set sail, you got a checklist. Once you’re underway, the only thing that changes is the weather. One seaman’s the same as the next. Every day is the same. No, I got different plans, other things to try.”

			“You hinted at such. I’m guessing you haven’t shared whatever you’re thinking with the men?”

			“I’ve told them. They ain’t blind. They know we’ve got troubles with overstock and Dawson.”

			“All ranchers have those troubles,” Jacob said. “Including Dawson, who doesn’t make friends the way he conducts business.”

			The hard times were no secret to anyone. For years Buchanan and the other ranchers in the southwest had moved their herds through Texas up to Kansas and Abilene—most recently, among five million other longhorns. It was a struggle to make the journey and get a fair price. This past year, due to the ongoing overstock—compounded by a two-year boom of drives from Wyoming—ranchers were flooding the market with cut-rate beeves. The larger spreads, like Dick Dawson’s Double-D, could take the losses. The AB could not.

			“Care to let me in on exactly what you’re thinking?” Jacob asked.

			“Railroad’s a bunch of years out, the way the Southern Pacific is moving anywhere but here. Using existing rail to the east—Double-D and others pay for favors. We don’t stand a chance.”

			“That’s why I’ve been pushing you to change tack. I don’t talk to Dick Dawson like this—”

			“I hear what you’re saying, what you been saying”—Buchanan looked toward the San Bernardino range— “but I plan on going south with a mixed herd.”

			It took a moment for Jacob to grasp his intention. “Mexico?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Over the mountains?”

			“Not if I can help it, and I think I can.”

			Jacob shook his head. “Andy . . . that’s crazy.”

			“For a large herd, maybe. Not for us. I’ve been in contact by telegraphy with folks down there and my men agree. I tell you, Chester, there’s opportunity. Been talking to a trade exchange in Hidalgo.”

			“What does Patsy have to say about that, if you don’t mind my asking?”

			“She’s opposed. But you guessed that or you wouldn’t’ve shown her your oranges first.”

			Jacob flushed slightly. “I gave her a few to flavor her stew or pie.”

			“Right kind of you,” Buchanan said, his mouth twisting. “I guess I’ll hear from her later.”

			“Honestly, I wish her more luck convincing you than I’ve had.” Jacob put the sack in the seat beside a pair of six-shooters. “Andy, I will say one last time: I urge you to consider what I said.”

			“I considered it last year when you said ‘avocados,’ too.”

			“Sacramento wasn’t behind those the way they are oranges.”

			“Not sure that’s a good thing, but, anyhow, I just don’t have the patience for it.”

			Jacob replied, “I think, rather, you have the impatience to ranch.”

			Buchanan chuckled. “I’m not sure I understand that, but I’ll give it a think. You sure you won’t stay for a meal?”

			“Thanks again, but I want to reach the Widmark office by sundown.” He gave his host one last, earnest look. “We’ll be shipping oranges from somewhere. Just sorry it won’t be from here.”

			“Again, thank you.”

			The men shook hands and, with guns and oranges as his companions, Chester Jacob set out, pausing at Griswold’s chuck wagon just beyond the barnyard to swap a pair of oranges for jerky and water to complete his journey to Los Angeles.

			Buchanan lingered for just a moment, taking measure of his own answers to the man’s questions. They sat right, for the most part. And then a deeper feeling came over him, as it did so often—not one of the mind but of the heart. The earth was dry and the big wheels of the buckboard threw off dust. Even that little bit, wafting over, brought contentment to the rancher.

			That and the lingering smell of Jacob’s team dispelling the tang of orange in the air, an odor he had already grown to dislike. The thought of that everywhere would be unnatural.

			The smell of roasting rabbit also pleased him. Even though he would not be sharing a meal with the men, he turned toward the chuck wagon of Buck Griswold. Even temporarily one-armed—his left hand got too friendly with a cauldron the cookie thought had cooled—no one could set snares and catch juicy hares like Buck. Even when they were at the ranch, he cooked over an open fire instead of going to the stove in the lodge where the hands lived, a low-lying lodge beyond the stable. He said he had learned in the Texican revolt to be ready to move in a moment.

			“Sachem, wildfire or enemy fire comes off the plains, you gotta have your chuck on the hoof,” he once told Buchanan. He used the Indian honorific as a way of separating Buchanan from the lesser men who owned ranches in the territory, notably their nemesis Dick Dawson.

			Buchanan did not argue with Griswold when it came to his trade, although it forced him to keep the brush cut back far enough from the spread in case wind or a dust devil scooped flame from the fire pit and carried it about two hundred yards. Not impossible but also not likely.

			When Buchanan arrived, Will Fremont was busy arranging the two stewpots on the wooden table while Griswold put out the tin plates. The sixty-year-old cookie looked like a fir stripped of foliage and bent partly forward from countless long, tough slogs on his chuck wagon.

			“Y’all yakked for too long; I don’t need you now.” Griswold spoke without bothering to look up. “You want to be useful, summon the troops.”

			Buchanan obligingly went to the bell that hung on a freestanding A-frame. He gave the cord a few tugs. It was a ship’s bell that had belonged to the Marie Darling, a British schooner that had gone down in a hurricane that hit Boston Harbor a quarter century before. The boat had not belonged to his family’s small fleet; the bell came with an auction of salvaged goods his father had bought. Buchanan had placed it in the small wagon he drove west—mostly for traction. It was all the rancher needed to remind him of the home he had left.

			King responded first to the raucous sound. He emerged running from the ditch a good distance north of where he went in, and without his companion. The men would come from the fields and the stables soon after.

			The dog reached Buchanan and pantingly eyed the spitted rabbits.

			“Not for you, King,” the rancher said, petting him as his gaze returned to the retreating buckboard.

			Fremont noticed his boss’s look.

			“That Jacob is like tumbleweeds when he blows in,” Fremont said. The foreman got a pair of ladles from the chuck wagon and pointed one at the retreating agent. “After all these years he should know he can’t tangle you up.”

			“Jacob isn’t wrong, Fremont,” the rancher said. “We’re gonna have trouble from those oranges one way or the other.”

			“How do you figure? I’m thinking it’ll be like the Bellville gold rush of 1853. The boom didn’t last.”

			“The boom wasn’t deep enough. Too many people, too little gold. This is different. The state will support the importation of a cash crop that can be et and drunk and don’t rot, not like avocados. Oranges’ll be eating up grazing land, acre by acre. Moving the herd west will mean a longer trip, thinner cattle. Then ya got San Diego spreading this way. How long before our need for feed and their need for timber and water clash?”

			“I see yer point.” Fremont brought Griswold’s sourdough biscuits from the wagon to the table. “You worried?”

			“Not for this year, maybe not for next. But after that, we got two hundred head going on three hundred. We’ll need more pasture for them, not less.”

			The four cowhands had emerged from the stable and ranch house and went to the well. A fifth man was out in the field with the herd; he spent a good part of the year out there.

			The men clustered around the well to wash. Fremont lingered.

			“If you’re serious about Mexico, we can move the herd south, over to where there’s timberland,” the foreman said. “That’ll give us a head start.”

			“I talked to Miguel about that. It’s all fish and timber, good for a day or two of grazing. We’d starve the cattle just getting to where there’s enough grass. Or maybe we can use your French balloons.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“Sure. Or maybe we’ll teach the cows to jump over the moon.”

			Realizing he had been had, Fremont waved dismissively. “Boss, I don’t see us surrenderin’ to a fruit any more’n we did to the Confederates.”

			The foreman joined the other men around the bucket. Buchanan turned from the stable and headed to the main house.

			Damn Chester Jacob, he thought, angrier at himself than at the shipping agent. Life was easier when there were no decisions.

			The Buchanan home was not tall or sprawling like on other spreads, but it was nothing like the sod structure Buchanan had built. That was when he arrived on the flatlands with a horse, two cattle, and a wagon with all of his worldly possessions, including a well-used rifle and a hatchet. Cow punching his way west, he had made temporary homes in Kentucky, Texas, and Arizona before settling here in 1856. Until the war, he sold the cattle he produced locally.

			He had learned, from his previous homes, to use only grasses with thickly packed roots to make large, fifty-pound bricks, to cut straight poles made of cedar for support, and to secure enough muslin to suspend beneath the roof. Otherwise the roof made of tightly tied bundles of miscellaneous vegetation would drop dusty particles down on everything inside.

			To this day Buchanan could vividly recall the smell and feel of the muddy bricks on his hands. He remembered the fear and excitement of his first drive, with thirty head of cattle and just Fremont to help him. A part of him—an insistent part—would have those days again. Not simply turning over earth to plant groves but challenging that earth in all its forms, whether plain or mountain, dry or soaked, windy or snow-covered.

			The old home he had built still stood. It served as a root cellar behind the log home Buchanan built when he and Patsy were wed. A large stone chimney sat on one side. The two windows in the back were covered with greased paper to admit light but to keep out the direct sun and gnats; Buchanan did not see the point of buying glass windows when a good dust storm would smash them to shards.

			The now-distant smell of Griswold’s rabbit had delighted his nostrils, but a Patsy Buchanan meal filled his soul. Before Chester Jacob rolled in, Patsy had been preparing the two fowl her husband had shot that morning at the creek. The girls, Diedre and Margaret, were busying themselves with freshly baked—now slightly burnt—bread as well as potatoes from their garden.

			“Come on, Pa!” eight-year-old Diedre called out when she saw him through the open door. “The bread is already on the table!”

			“Be right in, honey.”

			As he reached the shade of the plank-floored porch, Buchanan turned and kicked the back of one heel and then the other against a post. Collected dust puffed from the leather. When he finished, he stood and looked toward Old Greyback. The rancher watched transfixed as the sunlight slowly shifted across the crags till it burst back at him from the snow-white peaks.

			A beacon, he thought. But was it calling him forward or, like a lighthouse, warning him of shoals?

			Buchanan was not a devout or superstitious man. Not like his wife, a preacher’s daughter. In war he saw firsthand how God had better things to do than look after individual soldiers or the families who would be grieving for their terrible losses. He had not fought for the same reason he had come west: to test himself. There were occasions when he felt compelled to do something. It was a sense of patriotic duty that had sent him into the Confederate Territory of Arizona to fight alongside the anti-secessionists. He was part of the Timber Squad, so called because they flushed out the enemy by letting themselves be seen and heard, like a falling tree. When the Rebels fired—revealing their positions—the eight Union soldiers had already dropped to the ground, presenting no target and returning fire.

			“Pa!”

			This time it was Margaret. He turned, considering this new challenge, the one he had set for himself. He felt now the way he had nearly a quarter century earlier when he left Boston. It was something like the feel and smell of raising a sod house. And the time for it was coming fast. April was here and he had to move the cattle within the next two or three weeks, after they’d fatted some on new grass—not June, as usual, when the rivers were swollen and the grasses high.

			Just then King reached the door, having made short work of a few scraps of rabbit Griswold had slipped him. His tail vigorously swept the air as he looked up at his master.

			“Speaking of getting fatted, old friend, let’s go get it!”

			The dog barked and wound round him, padding to his place beside the rancher’s chair. Patsy was taking the crisp fowl from the hearth and Margaret was using a wooden spoon to press the potatoes in a wooden bowl.

			“My arm hurts,” the ten-year-old complained. “I kept mashing and mashing so they wouldn’t be stiff when you got here.”

			“Deeply appreciated.”

			The girls resumed telling their mother about what they had learned in Miss Sally Haven’s classroom the day before about earthquakes, about a scientist who used gunpowder to cause sound waves that told him what the earth was made of. The two, along with ten other children, attended class outside of San Bernardino town three days a week. They were brought over by Will Fremont if he had no pressing duties; otherwise, Patsy took the wagon. Fremont did not seem to mind shopping for supplies, getting horses shod, and waiting outside the schoolhouse to bring the girls back.

			Buchanan kissed his wife on the cheek. She was a petite woman with straw-colored hair worn on top of her head under a checkered blue kerchief. Her blue eyes spoke eloquently of her Scandinavian heritage.

			“Sorry I was delayed. I wanted to hear what Chester had to say.”

			“You may tell us after grace,” Patsy said.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“And save your impertinence until after you wash.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Patsy’s mouth twisted playfully and the girls laughed as their father went to the basin.

			Unlike deep yearning, dirt washed away easy.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			Grace was spoken, as always, with Patsy leading. Despite running the kitchen, the household, the garden, and two daughters, she was never too busy to make time for God. Her husband had once said that this was when they should take a photograph or cut a silhouette, she was that still.

			Patsy Wallach Buchanan was the daughter of Reverend Tudor Wallach, a Virginia abolitionist and Episcopalian preacher who came west to bring religion to the heathens. Patsy’s mother had died giving her birth and Wallach’s ways were the only ones she ever knew. The two traveled from church to church and then—farther west and south—from mission to mission. They would preach the word of God and His intentions for the wilderness, both tamed and untamed. Patsy learned to play the organ and accompanied her father’s fiery sermons.

			Buchanan met the young woman in 1859. The Wallachs were just up from a two-year evangelical passage through Mexico down to Yucatán and had stopped at the Mission San Luis Rey. They were there on the one day a year Buchanan visited the sanctuary to honor the memory of his family—his lost brother in particular—by working beside the Indians and the Mexicans who were planting crops. That was not where his interests lay. He put his back to unearthing tree stumps and moving or breaking rocks. What Jacob had taken as a “sign” was exactly the opposite. Buchanan set himself a task that taxed his arms and back to the utmost as a form of scourging, of penance for having avoided the fate that took Jonathan Buchanan.

			After morning services, Patsy was also in the field. She was sunburnt and thin from her arduous travels, but her spirit and eyes were unbowed. The two worked side by side long into the late summer night, falling in love by torchlight. Buchanan stayed the night, which he had not planned to do; after breakfast, it was she who proposed to the strapping rancher.

			“God saw fit to place us here, together, like two lights in the dusky firmament,” she said. “Who are we, Andrew Buchanan, to deny His will?”

			The rancher did not pretend to know the mind of God but he knew inner and outer beauty when he was in their presence. He accepted at once.

			As God would have it, the night before, Tudor Wallach had learned from a passing French trapper of a northern race known as “Esquimaux.” Wallach had prayed through the night and God told him to go north; Patsy decided not to and asked Buchanan to marry her. Reverend Wallach tearfully officiated before their mutual departures.

			The newlyweds rode south on a restless palomino that had never carried more than one rider. Proximity to each other was intoxicating and it took three days for them to reach the Buchanan homestead. The rancher was proud of his sod house but also instantly apologetic.

			“It is not the smell of flowers and saintly portraits you may be used to,” he said as it rose from the horizon like one of the potatoes they had harvested.

			“I have slept in houses that natives constructed in trees,” the twenty-year-old informed her husband. “This home, our home, will be a lovely reminder of the dust from which Adam was crafted.”

			It was the first of many times she tried, mostly without success, to teach her husband to seek God’s purpose in everything, from sod to oranges.

			Patsy had pinned back the window coverings for their meal, the sun spilling generously across the north side of the room. The table around which the family gathered was made of a light spruce, darkened as if with stigmata where Patsy folded her hands when she said grace. She believed it to be the shadow of the Christ’s own hands enveloping hers; Buchanan suspected, but never said, that it was grease from fowl and rabbit, whatever he had caught for supper. The table was made by Joe Deems, a humble work of carpentry to honor the Ultimate Carpenter. The twenty-seven-year-old Oklahoman had been a lusty, womanizing logger up north and was Buchanan’s second hire following the war, after Fremont. The native Californian had arrived shortly before Patsy and at once came under her reverent spell. He ended both his wrong-minded ways and salty language. Purchasing a Good Book of his own in Wichita, he became the drive’s unofficial preacher and, sometimes, its conscience.

			The family received letters from Tudor Wallach on occasion. The reverend had remained in Alaska and married a converted Indian. The letters came on a Widmark boat and were delivered by Jacob. He did not have one today, which was why he had gone to see Patsy first. He knew she would be hopeful, hearing him arrive.

			The last time he had written, seven or eight months previous, the reverend seemed content save for the frigid climate and oddly long or short days—although apparently, he said, God approved of his work, since the Almighty’s finger was at times visible in the night sky, draping the heavens with celestial gowns of green and yellow. Wallach was only unhappy about being unable to lay eyes on his granddaughters, and their inability to see him.

			“But the Word of God surpasses the desires of men, so I remain in my chapel built of blocks of snow and ice.”

			He had enclosed a new pencil sketch of the white church, domed with a cross made of seal bone. The drawing, on a cured pelt of some kind, hung framed beside a youthful daguerreotype of the reverend.

			Grace ended with an expression of love and prayers for the preacher, followed by silent thanksgiving. Then the eight hands and four paws became active, along with youthful curiosity.

			“Stay, King,” Patsy ordered. The dog dropped to the ground; the woman’s voice was the only one he obeyed.

			“What did Mr. Jacob want, Daddy?” Diedre asked.

			“Just to tell me about his oranges, kinda bragging.”

			“You were talking for quite a spell,” Margaret said. She was the wise, intuitive one.

			Buchanan cut and served the first duck. “Mr. Jacob had the same business proposition as last time. He wants me to stop raising beef and start growing oranges.”

			“I don’t like the smell of them,” Diedre said. “They burn my nose.”

			“You’re not being very practical,” the older girl replied. “Oranges are juicy and you can eat them.”

			Diedre’s mouth turned down and her nose turned up. “I still don’t care for them.”

			“Don’t make faces,” Patsy said. She passed the bread basket. “I saw you squeeze the orange Chester showed you, Andrew. You were, I trust, seeing if it was ripe?”

			“I was making a point, Patsy.”

			“I find that words are suitable for that.”

			It was a gentle rebuke; she was not wrong. Jacob’s insistence—again—about orchards and the sea had frustrated him.

			“Why did you turn him down, Andrew?”

			“Because growing those things . . . it’d be like starting over again.”

			“‘To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven,’” she said.

			“I am not one to say the Bible is in error, but I question whether one season has ended and another begun.”

			“I like our garden,” Margaret said. “I could have helped grow oranges.”

			“Thanks, Maggie,” her father said. “But we couldn’t’ve done what Mr. Jacob suggests without surrendering
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