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Dramatis Personnae

Some of the characters in this story have the real names of people who were living in Los Angeles in 1872. However, since this is a work of fiction, they are technically fictional characters who may, in varying degrees, bear some resemblance to the real people they are named after. Those with real names I have noted. As for anyone else, the reader may assume that he or she is fully the product of my fevered imagination.

 

RANCHO DE LAS FLORES

Maddie Wilcox, owner, winemaker, physician
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Olivia Ortiz, cook, and wife of Sebastiano
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Damiano Ortiz, son to Sebastiano and Olivia
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Walter Lomax, a deputy on the city police force
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Mrs. Sabrina Lomax, second wife to Walter Lomax

Ernesto Navarro, a deputy on the city police force

Regina Medina, madam, sister to Thomas Mahoney

 

 

LADIES OF LOS ANGELES SOCIETY (and their husbands)

Mrs. Carson, she and her husband Mr. Carson are presumed to have existed. Mr. Carson owns a stationery store

Mrs. Glassell, she is presumed to have existed, as her husband, Andrew Glassell, was a prominent attorney in town at the time, he also founded the Glassell Park neighborhood and helped found the City of Orange, California

Mrs. Hewitt and her husband Mr. Hewitt may have existed. They own and run the buggy manufactory

 

OTHER ANGELENOS

Lavina Gaines, sister to Timothy Gaines

Timothy Gaines, land agent, brother to Lavina

Mabel Gaines, wife to Timothy

Efrem Smith, ranch hand for Mrs. Costa

Cipriano Alverno, a court clerk

Judge Phineas Gresham, a court judge and coroner

Biddie Mason, a real woman who lived in Los Angeles

Mr. Larson, a grocer

Mr. Wiley, agent for Maddie

Mr. Samples, a shepherd

Mr. Lyons, manufacturers agent

Mrs. Davies, landlady to Mr. Lyons

 

 

 








Chapter One

 

There was no sound more final than the crack of Judge Widney’s gavel as he struck the bench that morning of May 27, in the year of Our Lord 1872, to end the probate on the estate of one Robert Gaines. I had attended Mr. Gaines as he slipped away to his final reward a month before. His last words were a promise to his loving daughter, Lavina, that she was well-provided for. Indeed, when the will was read, Lavina was to inherit half of her father’s estate, with the other half going to her older brother, Timothy. Alas, the elder Mr. Gaines had no idea that the brother’s greed would hold sway, and in a move so duplicitous that even Judge Widney questioned it, Timothy Gaines robbed his sister of her inheritance.

The robbery was completely legal, which is why Judge Widney was forced to approve it. For all that His Honor might have questioned the younger Mr. Gaines’ motives, it was not entirely unreasonable for Mr. Timothy to request that he hold Lavina’s bequest in trust until such time as he saw fit to give it to her. Most men left inheritances to their unmarried daughters in such trusts. However, most such trusts were generally only to be held until the time of the marriages of said young women, or until they had achieved some age or other. The younger Mr. Gaines had insisted, however, that giving him full discretion over when the inheritance was to be handed over would better protect his sister from fortune hunters, not to mention affording him the opportunity to build up his sister’s fortune on her behalf. Had Lavina been less sensible and more easily swayed by the attentions of men, I might have been forced to assign some limited merit to his argument.

My testimony to Lavina’s temperament and sensibility was not allowed to be heard, nor was Lavina’s. We women were seldom allowed to testify in court. My colleague, Dr. Skillen, did testify in Lavina’s behalf, but could not testify as to whether the elder and late Mr. Gaines had been of sound mind in the weeks before his death, as I had been the physician caring for the old man. Mr. Timothy, or rather, his attorney, had argued that, while the senior Mr. Gaines’ affection for his daughter was commendable, the fact that he had left half of his estate to an eighteen-year-old, unmarried girl did not speak to being of sound mind. In addition, the attorney argued that I had unduly influenced the dying man, and my sympathies toward letting women take on mannish roles were well-known. Sadly, the will had been made in those same final weeks, which made it hard for Lavina’s attorney, Mr. Melvin, to counter the arguments.

As Judge Widney approved the trust and made the probate final, I could not help but be proud of Lavina. Instead of giving in to tears, however much they were warranted, she held her head up as we walked out of the courtroom. Mr. Melvin later told us that His Honor seemed somewhat surprised, and perhaps chagrined, to see such dignified behavior rather than the tears of a weak woman. As I have noted in my earlier memoirs, Lavina Gaines was, indeed, eminently sensible and intelligent, nor was she easily swayed by a man’s attentions.

Men frequently paid their attentions to her. She was a comely lass, with a round face, a perfect nose, and soft brown hair that she generally wore in ringlets, although that day, she’d pinned her hair back from her face into an upswept arrangement. Her small bonnet was fitted with black lace and had a short veil off the back of it. She, of course, still wore her mourning dress of coal black, although the tucks and gathers on the skirt were pulled back into a modern, and very tasteful, bustle, decorated with silk lace dotted with jet beads.

As we left the courtroom and passed by the clerks’ office, one of the clerks came out from behind the counter between the door and the clerks’ desks and bowed to Lavina.

“Miss Gaines, if there is anything I can do to help, it would be an honor,” he said.

It was a courtesy that I was surprised to see. Mr. Cipriano Alverno’s nature was such that most people in the pueblo believed he had not the least understanding of courtesy, let alone the ability to extend such to another. Many of us had cause to rue any intercourse with him, even though it was sometimes necessary, he being a clerk in the county court. He was singularly unhelpful most of the time and generally behaved as if he were suffering the worst of impositions any time someone requested his aid.

He was a small man with black hair scraped in strands over his bare scalp. Like almost every man of the day, he wore a full beard, his being equally black as his hair and trailing into wisps at the bottom. His clothes were dingy. I supposed they were clean, as he did not smell as he would have had they not been. One of his front teeth was missing and it was his habit to suck on the other when annoyed, which he generally was.

“You are most kind, Mr. Alverno.” Lavina smiled politely at him, then held her head up again. “I would like to leave now.”

Poor Lavina. Her behavior was quite noble given the circumstances. However, she was not made of stone, and so I took her at once to my home on the Rancho de las Flores, where I held several acres of vineyards and had a winery, that being the primary source of my living in those days. We doctors were not very well-paid at the time, even those of us who had full medical degrees, which I did.

Once in the parlor of my adobe, Lavina finally broke down, sinking onto my sofa and weeping for all she was worth.

“Oh, Maddie, I am so ashamed of myself,” she cried after some minutes. “To present you with such a display.”

I sat down next to her. “There, there. Your tears are utterly warranted. Imagine such perfidy.”

“I am trying to be charitable and believe that my brother truly intended my well-being.”

I sighed. “As am I. I suppose if we are going to call ourselves Christians, we should assume the best intent in his motives.”

I forbore to mention, however, that it was again curious how often it happened that a man’s good intentions for the welfare of a woman in his care seemed to coincide more with his own interests than with hers.

Lavina pulled a handkerchief trimmed in black satin ribbon from her reticule.

“I was so looking forward to managing my own affairs.” She dabbed at her blue eyes. “I could have lived quite nicely on what I was to receive, perhaps have bought some land and a house. And if I passed the exam for my teacher’s certificate, I would have been comfortable enough even without a husband. That was Father’s greatest worry. He was so pleased that I planned to undertake the exam, and even let Schoolmaster Lawrence tutor me and Julia Carson at home.” She sniffed. “Now, if I am to leave my brother’s house, I must take the exam and hope that I can live on a teacher’s salary.”

“Or you might marry.”

Lavina blinked. “Not for a while yet. My darling Efrem insists he has further work to do to build his fortune sufficiently to take me on as his wife. He promised Father, you know.”

The unhappy circumstances under which I had met Mr. Efrem Smith the previous fall would not have led me to see him as a worthy suitor for any young woman. However, in early January, he and Lavina had met at a croquet game, the sport having become quite fashionable in our tiny pueblo of Los Angeles. He became enamored of her and thus underwent such a transformation in resolve and kindness that I had come to rather like him.

Lavina’s father, at first, had been less than impressed. After all, Mr. Smith was a mere ranch hand. But Mr. Smith accepted the challenge with great vigor and even though his means were small, he sought to better them with careful investment. Indeed, by the time the senior Mr. Gaines entered into his final illness in early April, Mr. Smith had shown considerable industry and had even consoled the old man in his final days.

When Lavina learned that her father had left her half of his estate in cash and real estate, she’d been overjoyed. Mr. Smith, however, told her in no uncertain terms that she was to keep good care of her new wealth, as he would not marry her until he could support her in comfort without it. This, too, spoke well of the young man and I was glad to hear of it.

“Well,” I said. “Given the turn of events, if Mr. Smith is still determined to eventually support you, at least you will have further proof that his heart is, indeed, true.”

“I will endeavor to see that as a blessing.” Lavina gasped and blinked furiously against the tears but failed to stop them.

I put my hand on her shoulder and let her cry. She had been truly grieved when her father had passed, in spite of the fact that she had deserved considerably more kindness from him than she’d gotten. We had been friendly for some time, but over the course of the spring as her father’s health had failed, our intimacy grew to that of true friends, and we had begun using each other’s Christian names.

Outside, I could hear the two rancho dogs barking as a buggy and team of horses pulled into the yard. A minute later, there was a knock on the door. I opened it to find Mr. and Mrs. Timothy Gaines on the other side.

Mr. Gaines had the same soft brown hair as his sister and a portly figure. He did keep his beard long, but neatly trimmed to a point at the bottom. His wife almost towered over her husband. She had a sharp face and looked at everyone with some deep suspicion, of what, I had no idea. They were newly married as of that winter.

I abhor the idea of a woman being ruled over by her husband as lord and master, especially having been so ill-used myself by my late and unlamented husband. Dragging me away from home and family in Boston out here to the lonely, miserable place that was Los Angeles in those days was but one of many miseries Mr. Albert Wilcox visited upon me. The only graces were that he’d written me a letter before we married, promising me all of his property should I outlive him, and that he’d died soon after we’d arrived.

That being said, I see no reason why a woman should rule her husband, either. It seems to me that the happiest marriages are those in which both husband and wife live together in respect, if not equity, each supporting the other in their daily tasks and work. Although it could not have been easy to be married to Mr. Timothy Gaines, as he was just as bombastic, ill-tempered, and miserly as his father had been, I must say that the young Mrs. Gaines had determined to not only avoid being mastered by her husband, but to rule him, as well.

“We’ve come for Lavina,” Mrs. Gaines announced, looking down at me.

“I was not aware that she had asked you to do so.” I smiled in spite of my pique. “She is here as my guest and I can see to bringing her home, should she wish it.”

Mrs. Gaines huffed. “Mrs. Wilcox, as you well know because you were there, the judge has given the care of our sister over to my husband. We would be utterly derelict in our duty to her if we were to allow her to form inappropriate attachments. I’m sure you understand.”

“No, I do not, Mrs. Gaines.” I remained standing in the doorway. “In what way am I an inappropriate attachment for your sister? I would like you to tell me.”

Mr. Gaines cleared his throat. “Mrs. Wilcox, we mean you no disrespect. However, Mrs. Gaines is right. If my sister is to marry well, we must think of her position in the city, and you do have a reputation.”

“As what? A caring and effective physician? A woman of means who manages her business in a tidy and profitable manner? I do not see how either of those attributes, for which I am well-known, make me an inappropriate attachment.” I smiled. “However, I suppose my reputation for thinking for myself does present some difficulty in terms of you being able to manage your sister.”

“We are only concerned for her care!” Mr. Gaines stammered.

“Of course, Mr. Gaines."

Mrs. Gaines snorted. “And she is in mourning.”

“Indeed.” I glared at her, wishing to imply that Lavina’s grief over her father’s death was certainly more sincere than Mrs. Gaines’. “Still, it is not improper for a young woman in mourning to spend time in the company of good friends. Therefore, if your sister wishes to remain here, she shall.”

“No, Maddie, dearest.” Lavina came up behind me. “I’ll go with my brother and his wife. However, I hope to see you soon.”

She kissed my cheek and I quickly kissed hers.

“I shall make a point of calling on you in the next few days.” I grasped her hands, then glared at her brother and his wife. “And I will take it very much amiss if I find that you have not been given every consideration and kindness, as due a loved member of the family.”

As Lavina left the adobe with her head down to go to the buggy in the yard, I pressed my lips together. My one greatest failing has always been my temper. I’d been made angry enough by the judge’s ruling. To see Lavina going off with her brother and his wife worried and infuriated me.

However, I did not have much time to contain myself. There was work to be done in the winery and on the rancho, and while most of the physical labor was undertaken by my partners in the venture, Sebastiano and Enrique Ortiz, there was a significant amount of business that I had to oversee or tend to, as well.

In addition to that, there was my medical practice, which was fully occupying me at that time as there was an outbreak of measles in the pueblo. Admittedly, there is not a lot that can be done once a patient is afflicted with the miserable disease, except watch for fever and other complications. But there were enough fevers and complications among the children, who were the majority of the victims, to keep me and the five other physicians in the pueblo quite busy, not to mention the usual host of other diseases including, but hardly limited to, pulmonaria, scarlet fever, croup, whooping cough, diphtheria, dysentery, and tetanus. Then there were the accidents and the broken bones that often went with them, burns, wounds from various fights, and the occasional gunshot wound. There were also the complaints of old age, which meant cardiac disease, rheumatisms, and so on, and babies to be born, with the complications that often arose from that.

I had worn my new visiting dress to the court hearing. It was a silk bombazine of dark ochre. The overskirt was swept back, creating a deep bustle. The basque was closely fitted about my midsection with pretty black silk lace trim that was also on the skirt. It was a lovely dress, but not one suited for riding all over the pueblo to tend to patients, who frequently left unsightly messes on my clothing.

I called my maid and confidante, Juanita Alvarez, and asked her to get out my oldest riding habit, a brown dress of linen and wool. The right shoulder of the dress was getting rather worn from the strap of the over-large leather bag that I carry with me everywhere. Never knowing what illness or injury I might be sought out for, I kept the instruments and cures that I used the most with me almost all of the time.

Juanita helped me out of the visiting dress, insisted on tightening my stays, then helped me into the riding habit.

“Juanita, are you still thinking about getting married?” I asked as she finished buttoning me up.

“All the time.” She laughed as she turned to my visiting dress and shook it out.

“And to the same young man we’ve already discussed?” I adjusted the basque of my dress.

“Oh, I see.” She picked up the clothing brush and attacked the hem of the bombazine. “You are still unhappy with Mr. Navarro.”

“He is a rogue of the worst sort.”

Juanita shook her head. “And there is no possible chance that he could reform himself? You wouldn’t have thought it of Mr. Smith, and yet you believe he has.”

She had considerable justice on her part. It was my duty as a Christian to believe that the sinner could turn from his sins and become a new man, and Mr. Smith had proven that it was, indeed, possible to do so. However, Mr. Navarro was quite a dashing young police officer in the pueblo who was exceptionally charming and knew how to use such charm to considerable effect, not only on miscreants, but on vulnerable young women. I also had good cause to know that he was not very temperate in his habits, either. That he had cast his eye on my darling Juanita did not make me the least bit happy.

“Mr. Navarro has yet to display any evidence of such reform,” I grumbled.

“He has to me.” Juanita’s eyes glittered with mischief. “Maddie, I know very well why you do not like him.” She shrugged. “And I must say you have some reason for your worries. But he has shown me nothing but kindness and courtesy.” She looked up from the bombazine with a smile utterly filled with guile. “And I assure you, Maddie, that I will accept nothing less from him.”

I smiled softly. “There is some hope, then.”

Juanita laughed and shook her head. It is possible that I was not being entirely sincere in my statement. Nonetheless, there was little more to be said, nor did I have any time to say it.

As I made my way to the parlor, where my bag waited by the front door to the adobe, I could hear loud complaints in rapid-fire Spanish from outside in the courtyard kitchen. Maria Mendoza, the house maid, was decidedly angry. Her husband, Hernan, was one of the ranch hands, and they and their three young children lived on the rancho, as did all of my workers and partners.

“What is going on?” I asked, going into the courtyard where Olivia, the cook, and wife of my partner Sebastian Ortiz, was listening with a disapproving frown to Maria’s tirade. I spoke in Spanish, as I had come to be as fluent in that language as most of my household had become in English.

“The grocer, Mr. Larson,” Olivia said. She was a stout woman with dark hair laced with gray, and a sour face that belied her normally cheerful nature.

“He took liberties again!” Maria snapped, still in Spanish. For all she was on the short side and well-rounded, thanks to a coming child, she could be exceptionally fiery. “I was forced to slap him.” She stopped and swallowed. “I hope there will be no complaint.”

I sighed and shook my head. “It will do him no good if he complains. Your word is far better than his, to my mind. But why do you go to his store if he is prone to such despicable behavior? There are other grocers in the pueblo.”

“But he is the only one who carries those French sugared violets you like,” Maria said.

“Oh, for goodness sakes,” I groaned. “I have but to send a telegram to my sister and I will have plenty of them within a month or two. We no longer have to wait for them to go around the Cape and pray the ship doesn’t sink. There’s an intercontinental railroad to San Francisco. Something small like sugared violets are no trouble to ship.”

Maria sniffed. “Thank you, Maddie. I will no longer give that man our custom.”

I returned to my front parlor wishing that all troubles were so easily resolved, but, alas, no. As I gathered up my bag, I could hear the sound of running feet outside. Yet another boy had been sent to request my presence at the sick bed of some family member.

The family member in question was a little girl of barely three years, Marielena Reposena. She had the measles, as so many children in the pueblo did, and her forehead burned with fever. There was little comfort I could offer beyond a soothing salve for the rash and cool compresses. Neither helped her. Her soft, dark curls framed her face as she breathed her last.

I spent what time I could with the mother, who was deeply saddened. But I also had other patients to see, most of whom were doing well enough. Still, I felt utterly helpless.

As I pen my memoirs, it is perhaps tempting to pretend that I was (or am) a paragon in the art of healing. I most certainly was not. Nor I am so foolish as to believe that I can heal everything, even in these enlightened days of the Twentieth Century, when we know so much more than we did back in 1872. Nonetheless, one cannot help but feel overwhelmed at times, and watching a perfectly charming young babe succumb to a disease that most other children manage quite well was quite distressing.

That night, as I lay in my bed, commending my mind and my soul to the tender mercy of our Most Loving Savior, I could not help but think that the day had been lacking in the least satisfaction. Had I but known that a greater tragedy awaited me.

 








Chapter Two

The next morning, I once again put on my brown riding habit. While breaking my fast, Sebastiano, Enrique, and I discussed the chores that needed doing about the rancho. That time of year, the vast majority of the work centered on the care of the vineyard, although there were always items in need of repair, not to mention the vegetable and herb gardens that needed tending, and the barrels of wine to be sent to our various customers, as well as barrels to be put in the care of Mr. Wiley, our agent, who would see to selling said barrels in San Francisco and elsewhere.

We decided that the vineyards needed weeding again, and that Hernan and Pascual Mendoza, a pair of cousins, should see to getting barrels to Mr. Sedonez and Mr. Mahoney, who were saloonkeepers in the pueblo. There was not much that I, personally, could or would do, and so, shortly after eating, I was left to visit those of my patients who were ailing. Alas, one of those was Sebastiano’s youngest child, Sofia, who was eleven years old.

By rather odd happenstance, everyone on the rancho addressed each other by their Christian names. Part of that stemmed from the excellent example of my beloved, but late and lamented mother, who had taught me that all people were Children of God, and deserved respect as such. The other part was sheer practicality, as both my partners and a good many of the people we employed were related and shared the same family names. Sebastiano and Enrique, for example, were brothers, and in the early days of our association when I would call for Mr. Ortiz, inevitably, the brother I did not require was the one who responded to my call.

Those of my partners and employees who were married had their families on the rancho, and the wives also contributed to our general well-being. Sebastiano’s wife, Olivia, was our cook. Enrique’s wife, Magdalena, was the housekeeper. One of the hands, Rodolfo Sanchez was married to Anita, who served as schoolmistress to the several children on the rancho.

That day, not all of the young ones were getting lessons. Sofia had the measles and remained in the care of Elena, her older sister. Elena, who would turn eighteen later that summer, had quite the healing touch and I’d been training her.

“She is getting restless,” Elena said, sighing. The older girl looked a great deal like her mother, Olivia, although Elena’s hair was still coal black. Elena even had Olivia’s perpetual scowl. “It’s been five days since she got sick.”

I nodded. “Then we should start seeing some improvement in her. At least, we’ve been able to keep her away from the babes.”

“Of course. But that doesn’t always help.”

I sighed. “I’m afraid it doesn’t.”

Most of the children on the rancho, including those too old to be considered children anymore, had already had the measles. Our concern was for the youngest among them. Ignacio, Hernan and Maria Mendoza’s eldest child, had been the first to succumb, but being a strapping, solid boy of eight years, had managed quite well. Likewise, Lupe Ortiz, who at seven years was Enrique and Magdalena’s youngest, was almost well, herself. However, Hernan and Maria’s youngest two, namely, Adriana, who was four years old, and Elias, a little over a year-and-a-half, were, by virtue of their young ages, the most vulnerable to complications. We did not want to see them contract the disease until they were older. Alas, the nature of the contagion was such that even our best efforts to protect the babes from contracting the measles when they were most vulnerable could still come to nothing.

So far, Adriana and Elias had been spared, but both Elena and I had relentlessly seen to keeping the babes as far as possible from the sick children. The moment Ignacio had coughed, I brought him to the sick room in my adobe, one of three adobes on the property. Sebastiano and his family lived in one of the two remaining adobes, with Enrique and his family in the other. All the other hands lived in the large barracks, including those who had wives and children. The babes had been restricted to the barracks, and Maria, who normally helped Magdalena keep our houses, was kept out of my adobe lest she bring the contagion to her younger two.

Maria was also expecting at the time. Elias had been born under the most trying of circumstances and I could but hope that this next child would be delivered safely and easily. However, that was not likely to happen for a good month or more.

After leaving the sick room, I washed my hands. Sanitation was of the utmost importance in an outbreak such as we were seeing, and I normally insisted on it, anyway. The concept of germs was still very poorly understood, although we physicians were learning more and more about them. I was having considerable success using Mr. Lister’s methods of sterile surgery and had even convinced the good sisters at the Los Angeles Infirmary to let me create a sterile room for such use.

One blessing of the measles is that I was finally able to convince the men of my household that I did not need to be followed around by one of them at all times. True, Los Angeles was a violent place in those years, and it was also true that I had made myself a target for such violence by seeking after justice for certain individuals. Nonetheless, when Ignacio came home with the measles, I convinced Sebastiano and Enrique that they did not need to send their sons with me everywhere. Indeed, it was safer for the boys that they didn’t. The measles was hardly the only infectious disease I came across in my work.

Rodolfo, a large man with a stooped back and drooping mustache, had Daisy, my roan mare, saddled and ready for me in the yard when I finally left my adobe. As I rode off, I couldn’t help thinking about the grave injustice that had been done to Lavina Gaines the day before. After checking on two measles cases, a ranch hand with dysentery, and another expectant mother, I decided to call on Lavina. However, I was turned away by Mrs. Gaines, who insisted that Lavina was not at home. I’d heard Lavina’s voice before the door had opened, so I knew that Lavina was, in fact, at home. Still, I resolved not to question it until a week had gone by and I’d still been denied a visit.

There was one other call that I decided to make, to Mr. Larson’s grocery store. I was not concerned about him accosting Maria again but did want him to know why he was losing my custom.

Given that Maria generally saw to the stocking of those groceries we purchased, I did not know him well. However, the few times I’d had opportunity to speak with him had left me feeling considerable dislike for the man and questioning his honesty. Indeed, while his advertisement in the daily paper claimed that he offered San Francisco quality at Los Angeles prices, there were many in the pueblo who complained that the reverse was true.

“Good day, Mr. Larson,” I said in my sternest voice.

“Hello, Mrs. Wilcox.” He was a small man with dark hair and a roughly trimmed beard and his smile was disingenuous at best. “Have you come to buy some more sugared violets?”

“You have accosted my housemaid one time too many,” I said, pulling myself up to my full height. “Therefore, I will no longer buy sugared violets nor anything else from you, and I shall be happy to let the rest of the pueblo know why.”

Mr. Larson chuckled. “I do not accost housemaids. I may tease a little, but accost? No. I am a decent man, and you will find few in this pueblo who will not say so.”

“Then why did she complain yesterday that she had to slap you?”

“You’re taking her word against mine?” He shook his head. “I have no idea why your housemaid would make up such a ridiculous tale, but I assure you, it did not happen.”

“And I am assured that it did, Mr. Larson. You can protest all you like, but I do take Mrs. Mendoza’s word over yours. Good day!”

I turned and strode from the store.

I returned to the rancho just as the bell in the Clocktower Courthouse struck noon for luncheon. It was quite warm, so we ate under the oak tree in the middle of the yard. The tree and the space around it were surrounded by six buildings. On one side was the winery, closest to the gate, then the barn, where the animals and other tools were housed, and finally the wooden barracks building that had two floors and room for everyone but the two Ortiz families. On the other side of the circle were the three adobes. I and Juanita lived in the middle one, Sebastiano and his family lived in the one closest to the barracks, and Enrique and his family in the adobe closest to the gate.

I had just sat down at the outside table when Pascual jumped up and ran to the yard gate. On the other side, Mr. Alverno stood. Pascual brought him over to the table in the shade.

“Judge Gresham needs to see you,” Mr. Alverno announced, his forehead beaded with perspiration under his dusty hat.

“Is he ill?” I asked.

Mr. Alverno rolled his eyes. “If he were ill, he would summon someone else. He said I was to bring you to the courthouse immediately.”

“I am having my luncheon right now. Would you like to join us?”

“No, thank you.” Mr. Alverno sucked on his tooth and rocked back and forth on his heels. “I’ll just wait here.”

I sighed. “Why don’t you walk ahead? Tell His Honor that I will be there as soon as I am able.”

Mr. Alverno made a huffing sound but did as I asked.

Sebastiano looked at me, suspicion glowing in his dark eyes. He was a tall man with full shoulders and a square face. His dark hair and beard were just starting to be sprinkled with gray at that point.

“Maddie, what have you been doing that would cause Judge Gresham to summon you?” he asked, alas, not entirely without reason.

“For once, I am blameless,” I said, turning my attention to the lovely cold chicken that Olivia had set out. "I have no idea why His Honor would require my presence, unless he were ill or injured, and Mr. Alverno made it clear that was not the case.”

If I waited until I’d finished eating to go back into the main part of the pueblo, it was because I did not want Mr. Alverno as a walking companion. I also wanted to ride Daisy, as I suspected I would have further visits to make after conferring with the judge, who was also the county coroner.

As it was, I arrived at the courthouse in time to see Mr. Alverno go inside. I tied up Daisy and entered after him, going to the second floor, where the offices and courtrooms were. We had three judges hearing cases at the time, including Judge Widney, who mostly heard probate and other civil cases.

I could hear Judge Gresham from the stairwell, berating Mr. Alverno. Shaking my head, I went to his chambers at the back of the block.

“You imbecile! I told you to bring her directly here. Why can’t you follow directions? You are useless!”

“Excuse me, Your Honor,” I said, coming into the office doorway. “I had just begun my lunch, and, given that Mr. Alverno was kind enough to assure me that you were neither ill nor injured, I sent him on ahead to let you know that I would be here at my earliest convenience.”

Mr. Alverno looked at me with the tragic face of a dog that has been beaten by its master, implying at the same time that it was my fault that he’d been beaten.

Judge Gresham was well-rounded in figure and somewhat tall in stature, with a red cauliflower ear. His full beard was shot through with gray, as was what remained of his hair. He snorted when he saw me.

“Mrs. Wilcox, a body has been found near one of the farms on the southern edge of the city. Dr. Skillen thinks that it would be best if you examined it, as it is that of a woman.”

“Do we know who it is that died?” I asked.

“Some Indian. She was found near the Oliver’s farm. Mrs. Oliver has seen to keeping the body. We’ll have an inquest tomorrow at ten. I’ll need you there about an hour beforehand to examine the body.”

“I suppose I can make time.” I smiled as if he’d asked me to be there rather than ordered. “Is there anything else, Your Honor?”

“That will be all.” He rocked forward onto his toes as he clasped his hands behind him.

I left the office feeling considerable pique at His Honor’s presumption. The judge’s demand now necessitated an additional visit for me. However, it was one that I was happy to make, as it was to my dear friend, Angelina Sutton.

Angelina, the undertaker’s wife who prepared the bodies for burial, was quite happy to see me. She brought me into the small sitting room next to the workroom. The little salon was a cheerful space with two armchairs, a large desk, a sofa, and a little writing desk on wheels that Angelina pushed to wherever she happened to need it. I settled myself on the sofa while she fetched some tea and biscuits from the kitchen. After serving me, she settled herself into her favorite armchair and smiled.

“So, have you come to vent your spleen over the Gaines probate judgment?” she asked, her tone merry, albeit sympathetic.

She was a small woman, which belied her steely strength. Her hair was dark black, and her deep brown eyes frequently sparkled with mischief.

I couldn’t help groaning. “It is, alas, only one of several events to trouble that organ.”

I did not, in fact, believe that the spleen was the body’s vessel for anger, as many of my brethren had even up until a few decades before. There were still a few of my colleagues who held that humors where what governed the functioning of the human body, but fortunately, not many. I was profoundly grateful to Our Loving Savior that good, solid science was finally gaining ground over such ridiculous ideas. Nonetheless, Angelina’s metaphor was apt, which was why I chose to continue it.

As for the venting of said organ, I had learned through the harsh lecture of experience that I was better off doing so rather than simply trying to banish the anger from my heart.

“However, let me begin by reciting the latest of my aggravations,” I said, after nibbling on a biscuit. “After all, it does mean we have some business to consider and settle.”

I explained to her about the body of the Indian woman found near the farm belonging to Mr. and Mrs. Oliver, and Judge Gresham’s demand that I show up before the inquest to examine the body.

“It was bad enough that he insisted that I go to the courthouse to be given the information when he could have simply written a note,” I said. “However, when I got there, he demanded that I show up a full hour before the inquest.”

“Will he let you testify?”

I couldn’t help it. My eyes rolled Heavenward. “One can but hope, and it is a faint gleam at that. Nonetheless, would you be willing to come with me? I will pay for the funeral. It seems the least I could do for the poor creature.”

“Your charity is noted.” Angelina smiled. “Are we about to go on another adventure?”

“I have no idea. But your studies on rigor mortis will be most useful, whether we are allowed to testify or not.” I shuddered. “It is exceedingly unjust. You are possibly one of the most intelligent people in the pueblo, man or woman, and yet neither of us has any say on anything.”

“It is extremely vexing, Maddie, dearest.” Angelina shrugged. “Sadly, it is the way of the world. At least, you and I have the work that we do and that we enjoy. How many women do we know who are as intelligent as we are but who only care for their men and their children?”

Regrettably, I knew several, and Angelina was right, it was extremely vexing. However, she was also right in that the two of us were uniquely blessed in our respective situations.

The next morning, Sebastiano hitched Daisy to my buggy. I wore my indigo walking dress, which I’d recently had re-made to add a more stylish bustle, rather than the full hoop skirt with swept-back trim. The bustle did make sitting somewhat uncomfortable, but it was a great deal easier to walk modestly in the ridiculous contrivance than in a hoop skirt. It is entirely possible that a great deal of my problem centered on the rather mannish gait that I confess that I had. I preferred to call it an aversion to shilly-shallying, but there were those, my grandmother among them, who were convinced that I could have walked with greater daintiness.

We went first to Angelina’s home to find her waiting for us on the front porch. Sebastiano helped her
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