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The Donovan Family Saga

§

The Winds of Morning, Book 0.5, The Prequel

A young woman’s desperate attempt to save her family

during the Great Irish Potato Famine. 

§

Whispers in the Canyon, Book 1

A valiant young woman, haunted by abuse,

must learn to trust the man who killed her brother.

§

The Woodsman’s Rose, Book 2

When a friendship is shattered,

can a fragile young woman with the gift of insight heal the rift?

§

Rainbow Man, Book 3

He’d follow her anywhere, regardless of danger,

but will her recklessness lead to their doom?

§

Without the Thunder, Book 4

An outcast Society belle falls in love with a Navajo man; 

can they defeat the woman who’s driven to destroy their happiness?
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IRISH TERMS:

This book encompasses a time when Irish people were forbidden to speak, read or write in their native language. Words were whispered and passed down secretly from generation to generation, and came to be spelled phonetically. Mo chroi became machree; mo chuisle became macushla, etc. It is those spellings I’ve decided to use in this historical saga.

§


Aroon: my dear or sweetheart

Arrah: beloved (from “grādh”)

Bawn:  fair of skin, also pretty/beautiful

Cead Mile failte: one hundred thousand welcomes

Colleen: girl or young woman

Machree: my heart

Macushla: my pulse or lifeblood, also “acushla” *

Mavourneen: darling, beloved (from “muirnīn”)

Muirsheen: a pet name, probably “little Martin”


§

*In my books, the Donovan family uses “acushla” when this endearment is directed to the males, “macushlah” for the females. This is a little quirk that, as far as I know, occurs only in my family.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Donovan Family Tree

[image: ]


[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Cast of Characters

[image: ]


The Donovan Clan

JOHN PATRICK DONOVAN (1814– ), rancher & farmer, wife Molly (née O’Brien, 1831– )

Their children:


Adam (1853– ), cowboy/rancher

Brian (1853– ), cowboy/rancher

Conor (1855– ), ship’s Captain

Daniel (1858– ), aka The Woodsman

Evelyn (1860– )

Frank (1862– ), farmer

Geordie (1862– ), farmer

Henry (1866–1868)

Irene (1869– )

Jake (1872– )


§

In the Village & Surrounding Areas

James Travers, rancher (1838–1885); children Russell (1864–1885), Jesse, (1867– )

Tommy Twelves Trees (1850? – ), Navajo blacksmith; wife Elena (née Robles, 1842–1885)

Alec Twelves Trees (1865– ), son of Tommy & Elena; silversmith

Owen Griffiths, shopkeeper; his children Lowell, Annie

Carolyn Hodges, innkeeper

Theodore Barber, doctor; sister Jane

William (Bill) Thatcher, banker; wife Nellie; son Ben

Raymond Benson, rancher & village constable; wife Mary

Reverend Richard Hayes, preacher; wife June (née Walker)

Daisy Callendar, widow; children Young Jim, Cynthia, Emily, Lily, Deborah

Sean Flaherty, farmer; wife Moira (née Sullivan); children Michael, Patricia, Helen, Rory, Kathleen
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LATE SUMMER 1863

“Is féidir leat a maireachtáil gan do chuid féin,” his father said, “ach ní gan do chomharsa.”

At ten years old, Adam Donovan’s command of Gaelic was scant, as his father insisted the family speak English in America. But he’d heard this admonition and its history too often to mistake its meaning. You can live without your own, but not without your neighbor. Sometimes his father said, “A man without family has no one, but a man who is a bad neighbor is no one.”

It was the same thing, really, and his father would not compromise on that one rule: his mother’s village might have been abandoned by its government, but no Donovan would ever forsake his neighbor, no matter how small nor large the task at hand.

“Is your brother there still?” His father’s words were thick with a lilting brogue.

“But he likes it. He’s bigger and stronger.” That wasn’t fair either, as Adam was the elder. But his twin was always happy with physical labor, while he would rather read a book or learn a new song at his grandmother’s knee.

“Yet he is no more a neighbor than are you.”

Adam stared at his shoes for a moment, made a gesture of repudiation that caused his father to raise a finger. The boy turned, kicked a stone out of his path, and trudged back to the widow’s farm to help bring in the hay.
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Chapter 1
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SPRING 1885

The trail split the canyon walls, walls that loomed tall and close and only gradually fell away, clearing the gloom from midday. The rider lifted his hat and drew a sleeve across his brow. 

It was much too hot for April. Too quiet. No breeze stirred the aspen leaves. No birds trilled, no squirrels scampered. Even the brook ran silently. His horse’s hooves, muffled by dust, sent up gray ghosts that hung in the air for an instant, then drifted back to earth. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have assumed this ranch was abandoned.

The walls continued to recede until they were close to a mile apart, and the ribbon of trail wound between meadows newly sprouted and already sere. Willows hid the brook from view here, and the aspens and sycamores grew thickly. But where were the cattle, the horses? Corrals or pens? He’d never seen a more desolate place.

Round the edge of a cottonwood grove, a ramshackle cabin came into view. And there, from the shadow of the sagging porch, the barrel of a rifle pointed straight at his chest.

Pulling the appaloosa up, he lifted his hands to show they held nothing but the reins. A girl stepped out, gripping an old Whitworth rifle. Schooling his features to hide his surprise at her diminutive size, he said nothing, and made no move toward the dark gun that hung low on his left hip.

“Donovan.” It was more accusation than query.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What is it you want here?” 

His gaze wandered from the dilapidated cabin to the weedy yard, the broken-down fence, the shed that served for a barn―everything bleached to gray by the Arizona sun. Only the new leaves on the trees rescued it from deadly monotony.

“Well?” she challenged, heat rising to her cheeks as his eyes met hers again.

“I’ve brought some news from town.”

“About Russell? I didn’t think it was a neighborly visit.” Her voice, soft and scented with the bluebells of Texas, bit out the words. “Are you going to say what you have to say? Or just sit on that horse all day?”

Donovan gestured at the rifle. “You won’t need that.”

“Maybe not, but it stays with me. Tell me what you want.”

“Is your father here?”

“Why?”

“How is he?”

She blinked back the tears that jumped to her eyes. “He’s never very good anymore.”

The rifle drooped. The rider waited, motionless and silent, until she focused on him again.

“May I get down?”

“Do it slowly. Now, take off your gun and hang it on your saddle.”

“Yes, ma’am.” There was the slightest tone of mockery in his voice as he hung both his gunbelt and hat over the pommel. He cleared his throat, stifling the urge to laugh at the picture she made, holding a rifle almost as long as she was tall. But the morning’s events pushed themselves forward in his mind, and when he spoke, his voice was solemn.

“Jesse, we should move away from the house.”

“It’s that bad?” 

He said nothing, but let the slight tilt of his head answer. Jesse turned and walked several yards away from the house, stopping at the broken fence to stare out at a tiny vegetable patch. 

As he followed, Adam Donovan was struck by the inconsistencies in her. She was so petite, she could have been taken for a schoolgirl, while to his reckoning she was eighteen or nineteen years old. Her words had been bitter, but her voice soft and low. Her black riding suit and boots were worn, even shabby, but her white shirt was spotless and her tawny hair shone bright in the sun. And though she hadn’t let go of the rifle, she wasn’t protecting herself from an attack from behind; his strength would have easily overwhelmed hers.

But most puzzling was her reputation for violence―at odds with her vulnerability. And the ancient rifle hanging loose now from her hand―would it even fire? That filthy weapon might just be a greater menace than the girl who held it.

“Well?” The rancor in her voice had been replaced with resignation.

“The White’s Station bank was robbed this morning. Lany Mills, the old clerk there, was shot. He may die.”

“Russell?”

“We heard the shots, my brother and I. We were coming into town.” His hand reached for her of its own volition, but he drew it back. “I didn’t want to kill him.”

As her shoulders began to shake, he reached out again. She jumped away as if he’d burned her, spinning around, her face white, her green eyes spitting fire.

“Don’t touch me! How dare you touch me!” She flung the rifle into the dirt, covered her face with both hands, and sank to the ground sobbing.

He stood there stolidly as she cried at his feet. The Donovan comfort was holding, touching. He didn’t know what else to offer her. He crouched down beside her but made no move toward her. 

Though her sobs subsided, her body continued to tremble. When he spoke her name, she raised her face, her cheeks wet with tears, her lips quivering. What he’d taken for a shadow on her jaw, he could now see was a fading bruise. She was so small. So young. He longed to stroke her bright hair, wipe the dampness from her face, hold her as he’d hold his little sister Irene when some vast grief would overcome her.

“I’m sorry, Jesse. More than I can tell you.”

“I’m sure it... Russell always...” She stood, ignoring his proffered hand, and gazed out across the garden again. “I have to tell my father. But what can I say? This will kill him.”

“Do you have to tell him everything?”

“Don’t you think he’d realize that Russell never came home? My father may be ill, Mister Donovan, but he isn’t an idiot!”

“No. That’s not what I meant. Not at all.” He stifled the impatience in his voice. “I only... maybe we could tell him there was an accident. Something like that.”

She was silent for so long he began to apologize again, but she interrupted him. “Why would you do that?” He had no answer. “Would you do that?”

“If that’s what you want.”

“The truth will kill him, you know.” A sob began, but it caught in her throat and came no further. “What can we tell him?”

“Maybe just the bare facts―that there was a holdup at the bank and Russell was killed.”

“Will you do it?”

“Of course. Now?” 

She stepped away, feet dragging. As he entered the cabin behind her, Adam nearly choked on the heat of the fire that burned high in spite of the stifling day. The old man sat in a rough rocking chair, his legs covered with a faded quilt. He was bent over at the shoulders, gray hair wild around his head, eyes sunken deep in their sockets. For the first time since he’d drawn his gun that morning, Adam wondered if he’d had another choice.

“Daddy, this is Adam Donovan.”

The old man bobbed his head several times. In a hollow, quavering voice, he said, “Wondered if the Donovans would git around to callin’.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t come before, sir.” I should have been here years ago. “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.”

“Ain’t nothin’ but bad news in this world, boy. Ain’t never been ’round here anyways.” When Adam didn’t speak, the old man roused himself. “Well, son, what is it?”

“It’s about Russell, sir.”

“Been a heap o’ trouble t’ me, that boy has. What’s he gotten inta now?” The invalid peered at Adam as if through a fog. “He ain’t in jail ag’in, is he?”

“No, sir. But there was a bank robbery in town today. The clerk got shot, and I’m sorry to tell you... Russell got shot, too.”

“What’s that? My boy got shot?” The old man tried to raise himself but fell back into the chair. “Who shot him? How bad’s he hurt?”

“I’m afraid, sir, I have to tell you... Russell is dead.”

The old man stared into the fire, his brow furrowed, his eyes blank. “Dead?” he whispered. “Dead.” He wrapped his arms around his body and rocked back and forth, but made no further sound. Jesse gestured for Adam to follow her outside.

“I thank you. I couldn’t have told him.” 

Again he wanted to gather her close and hold her while she cried her grief away. Instead, he reached for her shoulder. She twisted away before he made contact and he snapped his hand back. I’m not some goddamned trail bum. But anger would serve no purpose here, and he fought his irritation down.

“Please let me know if I can do anything to help you.” 

“There is something.” She spoke so softly he had to bend to hear her. “You could bring him home.”

“Of course. Tomorrow morning? Shall I bring the preacher, too?”

“Please.” Her voice was breaking. “It would mean so much to Daddy.”

* * *
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Jesse stumbled into the cabin, stopping just inside the door. When the appaloosa’s hoofbeats faded, she leaned against the wall, her strength spent. She watched her father, still rocking himself, still wrapped in his own arms, and she remembered a time when those arms had been wrapped around her. When she’d been his little girl, his baby. When he’d been even taller and stronger than the rider who’d just departed. She spoke to him but he didn’t hear. She tried to share his grief.

“Damn you,” she whispered, raising a fist to the spectre of her brother that hung there in the shadows. “God damn you.”

Then, using the wall for balance, she forced her legs to take her to her room. She fell on the bed, trembling as the aspen leaves in a sudden wind, and curled herself into a ball. Guilt, fear, rage, and shame swept across her face in rapid succession. Yet she did not cry. 

As evening fell, she roused herself and willed her body to stand. She splashed water on her face, dried it with a piece of rough toweling. Putting a tentative finger on the pitcher that had been her mother’s, she traced the outlines of the delicate yellow flowers, and allowed herself the luxury of a single sigh.

She went out to light the stove, grabbed a frying pan, and slung a lump of lard into it. As she chopped two scraggly scallions, she stared out the window, wishing for a stalk of celery, a carrot, anything more than the leftover beef tail from yesterday’s soup and a single soft potato. Her brother hadn’t brought stores home in over a week. Her brother... 

Her hands fell to trembling so badly she had to drop the knife before it cut her. She grabbed the front of the sink, knuckles white, teeth clenched, knees close to buckling. A few deep, harsh breaths helped her regain some control. But the lard was burning.

Jesse wiped the sweat from her forehead. She’d thought the day could not be worse. She began again: cleaned the frying pan, added the lard, the scallion. She cut the eyes out of the potato to plant in the garden, then sliced what remained. Scooped the marrow out of the bones and let it all fry together. It was little enough for two people; she put most of it on the old man’s plate. Absently, she added chicory and dandelion leaves to the coffee pot. She’d let it boil while he ate.

She glanced over at him. His chin rested against his scrawny chest, spittle leaking from his mouth. His flannel shirt was patched and faded, but there were no new clothes―hadn’t been new clothes for years.

She had to shake his shoulder to waken him, and he raised empty eyes to hers.

“Here’s your supper.” She offered the plate, but he waved carelessly and knocked it to the floor. It clattered and broke, the food spilling in a greasy trail. Silently, she mopped up the mess. It wasn’t like he was going to enjoy it anyway. It wasn’t like he’d been thinking of anything but his son. The son he loved like an only child. In spite of every bad thing he’d done, and everything she’d tried to do to change it. To make herself matter to him again. 

After rinsing out the dirty rag, Jesse reached for a mason jar on the shelf above the sink, spilled the coins onto the table. Two dollars and thirty-nine cents.

That’s it. That’s all there is. And how am I going to get more? Even if I could rope a cow, I don’t know where he found the strays. I don’t know how to get them to town or who he sold them to. How am I going to manage... 

She sank into a chair, letting the tears begin. Fat and round, they rolled single file down her cheeks. No sobs, no sniffles, no sighs. Just fat, round tears that looked at tomorrow and found no hope.

But she’d learned not to expect anything from the future. Today was to be gotten through. Yesterday was gone and they’d survived it. Tomorrow was a dream―as far away, as unreachable as the evening star. Tonight, she had to help him onto the cot that served for his bed, empty the can he used to relieve himself, and build up the fire. Then see if she could choke down some food. Even that poor substitute for coffee would be better than nothing.

Tomorrow would come or it wouldn’t. It would be good or it would be bad. Tonight, there were things that had to be done. Wiping a hand across her cheeks, Jesse stood and straightened her spine, and began to do the things that needed to be done.
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STILL A FEW RODS FROM the river separating the Travers canyon from Donovan land, Adam was startled by his brother’s call. He raised a hand to acknowledge it and, with a quick glance at the sky, realized he’d been gone for more than two hours. Where had his twin found the patience to wait?

Patience. A trait Adam envied. He would have been surprised to learn that Brian had been pacing, stopping to search the canyon trail, then pacing again, while the events of the morning skidded around in his brain. Expecting nothing more than mundane family business, the brothers had ridden into the village, only to find themselves smack in the middle of the robbery, with Travers shooting wildly in every direction as he ran out of the bank. If Adam’s gun hadn't been so fast, his twin might even now be dead.

He shuddered at the thought. Their little town wasn’t accustomed to violence. Oh, there had been drunken cowboys, and an occasional free-for-all at the saloon, but a bank robbery? Right on the heels of the first murder in how many years? And not just a murder, either―that poor woman! It was pretty disquieting.

Brian had tried hard to convince him not to go see the Travers family alone―the girl in the canyon had a reputation many a gunman would envy. But Adam insisted that one man would seem less threatening than two, and knew now his instincts had been true. Still he was puzzled to see Brian leaning against his horse as if his knees had given way. Peering closer, he could see that his twin was talking to the palomino. 

It wasn’t unusual for Brian to address his horse. Or the trees, for that matter, or the trail or other inanimate objects. The sunny side of Brian’s nature was seldom in abeyance, but as Adam drew near, he could see his brother’s face was pale, the freckles standing out against it, bright as new pennies. He crossed the river, his conscience pricking at him for not hurrying back.

“How’d they take it?” Brian asked.

“I’m not sure. Jesse was angry, but then... I’m not sure.”

“What about the ol’ man?”

“He’s really sick, so we couldn’t tell him everything. We told him the bank was held up and Russell was killed. For all I know, he thinks his son’s a hero.”

“What’d Jesse say?”

“She seemed to know. Even before I said anything. As if she’d been waiting for it to happen.”

“Well, if she knew how he’s been runnin’ wild, I guess mebbe she was. What’s she like?”

“Lovely. Delicate.” They were the first words that came to Adam’s mind, and he didn’t realize he’d spoken them aloud until his brother raised an eyebrow. He stared for a moment at his own hands resting on the pommel, waiting silently as Brian mounted his stallion. Together, they turned toward home.

“You remember when Irene come home cryin’ about ’er?” Brian’s voice rose to falsetto. “‘Adam, it ain’t fair. Alec has a new frien’. He don't like me anymore.’”

Adam chuckled. “Nobody ever came between her and Alec Twelve Trees and didn’t suffer for it. The whining was horrendous, but at least she listened to me. I sure wouldn’t have wanted to be in Alec’s shoes.”

Brian’s face puckered into a frown. “I’m tryin’ to remember the las’ time I saw ’er. It’s gotta be years ago. Can that be right? She was such a li’l thing then―no bigger’n a whisper.”

“She’s no bigger now. It’s so hard to believe... those rumors... That rifle hasn’t been used in years. It could have exploded in her face.” 

“What about that shootout with the Texas Rangers? Everybody says that’s why they come out here. But wasn’ she jus’ a kid then? Ten, mebbe eleven? Ain’t her brother the one always causin’ trouble?”

“I don’t know, Brian. Something’s wrong. And she’s afraid of something. But...” Shaking off his mood, Adam grinned at his twin. “You two been sitting in the shade this whole time? Two bigger, lazier bags of bones I never have seen! When was the last time you got any exercise?”

“Right now!” With a whoop and a slap of the reins, Brian and Old Son took off across the pasture, heading east. Adam raced after them.

After the first few miles, the horses settled into a smooth, ground-eating lope. Though he was a good distance behind, Adam knew it was the last few furlongs that would count. His horse did not carry as great a burden as the palomino ahead: where he was tall and dark and lean, his twin was half a head taller and built like a tree, with the trunk of an oak for a body and a crown of flaming red curls no amount of effort would tame.

Adam sat easily in the saddle, unmindful of the heat. As he rode, he deliberately avoided thought of the day’s events, but concentrated instead on the majesty of Arizona. The poet in his nature was moved by the beauty of the sandy washes, the aspen thickets, the rolling fields of newly-sprouted wheat. All this was home. The triangular claim of John Patrick Donovan reached from the river to its southern juncture with a roiling stream that led to the village of White’s Station, and from there to the foothills beyond, encompassing some six hundred acres. Some land good for farming, some land good for grazing. And some land, his father was wont to say, good for nothing but looking. 

The Donovan brothers ran wild on their land, loving the outdoors and the weather of all seasons, proud of the work of their own hands. A more sober countenance was presented in town, but the natural high spirits of the family were seldom subdued. He knew himself as the most serious of them all, given to brooding, philosophical argument, and a penchant for humming the saddest ballads ever to come out of Ireland. Yet he’d been content.

I wonder how she got hurt. The thought intruded on his peace. He tried to shake it off, tried to fix his mind on the land again. She’s so fragile. I need to know... 

And her father―he looks older than Dad, but must be twenty years younger. I can’t believe he’s cold on a day like today. What’s the winter going to do to him? And how did that cabin get so bad? He cringed, his anger turning inward. You talk so much about being good neighbors, but where the hell were the Donovans while that cabin was rotting away? What the hell happened? Just because they didn’t make the first move... 

His horse broke into a gallop, and Adam realized his home was coming up fast. Tamping down the guilt that gnawed at his core, he jerked himself back to the present. Up the lane he pounded, to the wide white corrals on the near side of the house. He reined his horse in, leaped from the saddle and stood, trying not to pant, as Brian and Old Son clattered in just behind.

“Gotcha!” Adam shouted.

“Aw, nuts! Someday I’m a-gonna win!”

Adam laughed in his face, and turned to unbuckle the girths and throw his saddle off.

“Someday I will,” insisted Brian.

“Not unless you cheat!”

“Well then, someday I’m a-gonna cheat!”

“Someday you’ll win, and someday I’ll beat you at arm-wrestling!”

“Cold day in Ju-ly. But it could happen.”

“Come on, brother, let’s get these horses put up. You don’t want to be late for dinner!”

At the expression on Brian’s face, Adam couldn’t help but laugh again. He slapped the big man fondly on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, they’ll save you some. They always do.”

“Cause I’ll beat ’em if they don’t!” 

Ridiculous. His gentle bear of a brother wouldn’t beat a dog. They ran for the barn in a dead heat, and he let Brian beat him to the supper table.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


THE FAMILY SAT AROUND a kitchen table that fairly groaned with food: steaming yams and mashed potatoes, juicy roast beef and grilled ham, carrots, corn, butter beans, bread, biscuits and honey. For dessert, freshly-baked pies, canned peaches, and cheese. Still, there was never a scrap of waste. Molly Donovan had been without food in the past and, regardless of the overwhelming availability of it now, would not treat it as a luxury. With her husband, mother-in-law, and eight of her children to feed, leftovers were few. What potatoes, meat, and vegetables remained, went into a stew pot that simmered all day to provide a quick meal for any of the men who were home. Biscuits went into saddlebags to ward off hunger on the range.

A constant flow of itinerant cowboys and ranch hands were willing to work for a meal before riding on, and when there was still entirely too much for the family―and sometimes Molly planned it that way―there was the preacher whose wife, a mousy little thing from Philadelphia, hadn’t the least notion of what a cooking-pot was for. The preacher visited at least once a week, and always went away with a basketful of Molly’s home cooking.

For a while, the clack of utensils against platters and plates filled the air. As appetites were satisfied, the table began to ring with conversation. Brian helped himself to pie, recounting the bank robbery. When thirteen-year-old Jake wished aloud that he’d been there “to help”, his father shook a fork at him, advising him to steer clear of gunfights. Molly noticed that Adam didn’t join the conversation, and was the first to leave the table. As the other men dispersed to their evening duties, the girls began to help their mother clean up.

“Evelyn,” Molly said in a soft Irish brogue, “send Jake in to finish up. Go and talk to your brother.” 

“Thank you, Mother.” Evelyn stepped outside and found Jake lounging on the porch. “Lazy boy! Get in that house and get to work―you haven’t even begun to earn your keep today.”

Jake stretched himself up, demonstrating that, by craning his neck to the fullest extent, he could look down on her. “Watch who you’re callin’ ‘boy’, woman. I’m bigger’n you are now.”

“It’ll be snowing in July before you’re bigger than me, little man!” She gave him a playful swat on the seat. “Now get yourself inside and make yourself useful.”

“Yes’m.” He grinned sheepishly and took himself off.

The tip of Adam’s cigarette flared against the dusk. He was undeniably her favorite brother―the cowboy with the poet’s soul. And why not? How many times have we heard of the soldier-poets of Ireland? If a soldier can be a poet, certainly a cowboy can.

Evelyn could often read his mind and knew it wasn’t guilt that plagued him―he’d only done what needed to be done. But his understanding of human suffering went deep, and he hadn’t said a word about his meeting with the Travers family.

She crossed the wide yard, the new grass lush underfoot. She stopped to admire a cluster of daffodils, to encourage the tulips that were about to pop. At the corral, Adam was hand-feeding his stallion, whose name was “Apples”, the baby Irene’s abortive attempt at “appaloosa”. Evelyn put her arm around his waist and quipped, “Apples to Apples.”

He gave the nuzzling horse one last piece of fruit, took his cigarette from his mouth and crushed it beneath his bootheel. The lopsided smile he gave her didn’t reach his eyes.

“And dust to dust.” Resting a hand on her shoulder, he leaned against the fence. “We’ve been wrong, Evie, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

“What have we done?”

“It’s what we haven’t done. What we haven’t even tried to do.” His voice was sad in the gathering darkness, and the unmistakable flavor of Ireland wove faintly through his words.

Evelyn waited silently, knowing the chaos in his mind would find order and expression in her patience.

“Do you remember when we moved out here from Texas?” he asked.

“Of course. I was just a kid, but I remember the trails and the covered wagon we had, and the storms. That beautiful desert, and the smell of mesquite burning in the campfires. It was a wonderful trip―I felt like Aladdin and the genie combined.”

He gave her shoulder a squeeze, rolled and lit another cigarette before continuing. “It was a wonderful trip, but I remember why we moved. I was fourteen and determined to join the fight. I didn’t care about slavery, about right or wrong. I just wanted to prove myself. To show I could fight like a man.” He uttered a short laugh. “Like a man, my god! Like an idiot! I remember the last night we packed up―I was crying like a baby because I couldn’t go and join the fight.

“All night long, Dad explained things to me. He said a man can’t fight his brother―can’t fight his neighbor. He said I was my brother’s keeper, just like the Bible says. He said without a family, a man has nothing. And without being a good neighbor, a man is nothing. That’s why he left Ireland, he said, because the men he knew thought nothing of letting people starve to death, as long as they could make a profit.

“The Travers’ have been here, what, six or seven years? We’ve never once offered neighborly comfort. We’ve failed, Evie. And it may be too late to do anything about it.” 

“What needs to be done?”

“Everything. The cabin needs a roof, the corral has fallen down. There’s not even a barn to speak of, just a little shed. 

“There’s something else, too.” His blue eyes darkened and his voice dropped into a lower register. “I think everyone’s wrong about her. I don’t know why... there’s something... She’s so young, so small. She can’t weigh more than a wet kitten.” He scowled out at the night. “She didn’t even try to use her rifle, but we’re supposed to believe—hell, we’ve all believed she killed a Texas Ranger. I don’t see how it can be true. And if that isn’t true, how can we put credence in anything else we’ve heard? Why haven’t we ever checked it out―seen for ourselves?

“I’m just so sure we’ve been wrong. I need to do something and I don’t even know if she’ll let me. God knows I couldn’t blame her...”

“We have to try,” Evelyn said. “Up to now, we’ve been thoughtless. It’s hard to imagine someone having so little in the way of family when we have so much. But if we don’t try to help now, then we will be wrong.”

“Will you help me?”

“You know I will, Adam. You know everyone will.”

“But it’s you I need.”

“Just tell me what to do.”

“Tomorrow, Brian and I will go to town and bring the body back for burial. It might help her to have another woman around.”

“Count on me.”

He hugged her tightly. “Eibhlin mavourneen, you’re the love of my life.” He chucked her under the chin as she grinned up at him.

“Someday you’ll regret those words,” she warned. But he laughed, tucked her arm under his, and strolled with her to the house.
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​Chapter 4 
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IN THE MORNING, PLANS changed—the younger twins were sent to town to transport the body while Adam, Brian, and Evelyn went directly to the Travers’ place. Adam drove their smallest wagon, equipped with spades and picks, as he doubted the Travers’ tools would be usable. Evelyn had packed a basket of food and sat next to Adam with another bundle on her lap. Brian followed behind, as usual, on Old Son.

The day promised to be warmer than the previous one. Heat shimmered over the trail as they entered the canyon. Evelyn drew her bonnet well forward in an attempt to prevent the freckling of her skin, a battle she always lost.

As they neared the cabin, Adam saw Jesse standing at the broken fence, as if he’d left her there the day before. He pulled the horses up, jumped from the wagon, and hastened to her side. His fingers, featherlight, brushed across the bruise on her cheek, but she didn’t move away. He lifted her chin, saw deep purple smudges beneath her half-closed eyes. His hand trembled.

“Jesse, what’s wrong?”

“He’s dead.” Her voice was cracked and hollow. A shuddering passed through her. Her eyes met his, but they were empty. “He died... last night.”

She was on the verge of collapse, but he did not dare hold her, did not believe she knew he was touching her face. Slowly, he drew his hand away. Hers came up to rest against her cheek, as if it missed the caress, then fell limply to her side.

“I am so sorry,” Adam said. Her eyes held his for a moment before they drooped again. “This is my sister Evelyn.” 

Jesse’s only response was a vacant stare. As Evelyn led her away, the girl moved like a mannequin, with no life or blood in her veins. Adam turned to lean over the broken fence. He’d come too late―several years too late. He was swearing softly and thoroughly at the garden when Brian strode up to him.

“What’s goin’ on?”

“The old man is dead.”

“Good Lord! Ain’t there been enough hardship here? What happened?”

“I’m not sure. She wasn’t up to saying anything more.”

“What a lotta misery.” Brian’s shaggy head wagged back and forth. “I unloaded the wagon. Put the food on the porch in the shade. Actually, I was afraid to step on it―the porch, I mean. Don’t reckon it’ll hold me.” He gave a short laugh. “Well, where d’ya think we oughta dig?”

“Her mother should be buried here someplace, so let’s look around.” Adam searched for her and Evelyn, saw his sister’s flaming head bent low over Jesse’s darker one. “I’d rather not ask her unless we have to.”

“That sycamore grove seems a likely place.”

They found the grave on a hillock beneath a majestic oak tree. There was a granite stone, carved by an amateur hand with a single word, Rose.

Brian began digging while Adam returned to the cabin to find enough wood to build a coffin. As he hunted through the lean-to and the yard, he resumed a slow and fluent cursing. He railed at fate, at death, at himself. Finally, he kicked over one of the remaining upright sections of fence and tore it apart for wood. He hunted in the buckboard for tools and came up with a hammer and a scant handful of nails. He’d just finished hammering when his younger brothers drove up. 

“Whatcha doin’?” Frank asked as he jumped down. “You knew we were bringing a coffin.”

“The old man died last night. We’ll have to bury him, too.”

“Wow, that sure is hard luck. D’ya suppose the preacher woulda charged double?”

“Since when did the preacher charge for burying folk?” Geordie demanded.

“You don’t know everything. I heard he charged the Walkers for preaching over that uncle of theirs.”

“That’s ’cause the Walkers don’t ever come to church and give in the collection plate. Like Dad says, ain’t nothing’s free.”

“Well, what about―”

“All right, enough.” Adam scowled at them. “Frank, you go up and help Brian finish the graves. Follow the corral fence around―he’s up on the hill.”

“How can it be a corral fence if it’s lying on the ground like that?”

“Just go.” As Frank obeyed, Adam scrubbed his hands over his face. “Geordie, I guess it’s up to us to get them up the hill. When’s the preacher coming?”

“Well, y’see... truth is, he wasn’t in town. Tommy said he was out at the Callender place. Their dad fell off a ladder yesterday and got hurt real bad. But he told us the preacher’d already been in to bless Russell, so we thought it was OK. I mean, we didn’t know...”

“I guess yesterday was a bad day all around. Poor Jesse. But she must have a Bible.”

“I stopped at home and got Mother’s.” 

“Good boy. I should have known you’d think of something.” Ducking his head, the boy stood still for a brief hug before Adam took him into the cabin. The old man’s body lay on a cot set up by the hearth; Jesse had covered her father with the quilt Adam had seen on the invalid’s lap. They carried the cot outside with its burden, wrapped the old man in the ragged coverlet and laid him in the coffin. While Geordie folded the cot and stashed it in the lean-to, his brother fitted the lid on the box. 

Adam reached into his pocket and found only two nails left. “Don’t suppose you brought any nails with you?”

Geordie shook his head. “I bet there’s some in Brian’s saddlebags!”

Adam watched as he ran off to see. The practical soul of the family, quieter sometimes than even I am, but never brooding, never worried. And always noticing things the rest of the family doesn’t. He’s so much like Frank to look at but, as Brian says, you can tell them apart by their expressions. Frank’s face changes every minute, but Geordie’s always so calm, so self-contained. What would we do without him?

What will Jesse do now with no one?

He couldn’t let it happen. He couldn’t leave her here to fend for herself. But would she let him help her? He vowed to find a way to make her accept his help―their help. He’d somehow make her need his help.

Geordie found another hammer and half a dozen nails in Brian’s saddlebags, and they completed their task. They lifted the coffin into the buckboard beside the other.

“Evelyn and Jesse went down by the stream a while ago,” Adam said, waving in that general direction. “Go find them and tell Evelyn we’ll be waiting for them at the graves.” He climbed into the buckboard and lifted the reins. “Tell her there’s no hurry.”

“OK. The Bible’s in under the seat.” 

“Thanks, boy-o. Thanks a lot.” 

* * *
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Adam found his two brothers sitting in the shade of the oak. After he helped them unload the coffins and set them into the graves, he rolled and lit a cigarette.

“Got one for me?” Frank asked.

“You’re too young.”

“I’m almost twenty-three.”

“And I’m thirty-two. When you get to be as old as I am, I’ll share my smokes with you.”

“How’m I ever gonna be as old as you when you’re always gonna be nine years older?”

“Ex-act-ly.”

“Smokin’s no good anyhow,” Brian put in. “Smells bad.”

Adam slid down against the tree and inhaled smoke deeply into his lungs. He scrutinized his brothers. Sweat had run in little streams through the dust on their faces. Their arms and hands were caked with dirt. They were shirtless, and the thick mat of red hair on Brian’s chest was drenched with sweat and dust. Frank was essentially hairless, but his chest was also crisscrossed with rivers of dirt. Adam blew smoke rings into the air and watched them drift away as he said, “If I were going to write a thesis about smelling bad, I’d have the perfect research subjects right here.”

Brian snorted. “You’re jus’ changin’ the subject. Reckon we do have time to clean up a li’l though―I mean, b’fore Jesse gets here.”

Adam changed his bantering tone. “It might be a little while before she comes up. I sent Geordie to find them―I’m not sure where they are.”

Brian hauled himself to his feet. “By the way, what’re we gonna do ’bout a service? Frank says they didn’ find the preacher.” 

“Geordie brought Mother’s Bible. Will you read over them?” Adam asked. His twin’s simple faith and deep, solemn voice would be appropriate, and he wanted to keep his eye on Jesse.

“Sure. C’mon, Frank, let’s get cleaned up.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5
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THE BROTHERS RETURNED together and Geordie told Adam, “Evelyn says they’ll be here directly.”

Adam glanced down the path they’d come up and was surprised by the length of the shadows. Almost four o’clock. Had she eaten today? “They’re coming now,” he said. 

The Donovan men stood silently while their sister approached. Every eye was drawn to the slight figure at her side. Jesse wore a dress of gray dimity, and as she came closer, and there was still no expression on her face, no life in her movements. Like a wooden doll. If she doesn’t bend soon, she’ll break.

Jesse stopped beside her father’s grave. Brian’s voice was low, solemn and slow, as he read from his mother’s Bible, but Jesse seemed to take no notice of the words. Her head was bowed but she wasn’t crying. From the advantage of his height and his position on the higher slope of the hill, Adam could watch her easily, even with his head bent.

When Brian stopped reading, they all said “Amen.” Jesse looked at the big man for a moment; her lips moved but she made no sound. She turned away and started down the path.

Evelyn began to follow, but Adam held her back. Frank lifted a shovelful of dirt and threw it onto one of the coffins. Jesse cringed and stumbled, walking alone as Geordie began to play his harmonica―a sweet, wild sound they recognized as “Amazing Grace.” Only then did the girl stop and cover her face with her hands. They heard her first sob. At her second, Adam was at her side. Before she could crumble to the ground, he lifted her into his arms. She struggled wildly before collapsing against him and giving vent to all the pent-up grief in her heart. As he carried her down the hill, Adam prayed. God bless Geordie. And God help me to help her through this. 

He took her into the cabin and with one foot, pushed the old rocking chair to the hearth. The fire was out, but he wanted her away from the door, away from the movements of the others. He held her like a baby on his lap, both arms around her, his face in her hair.

“That’s my girl... good girl... let it out,” he murmured. “Don’t hold it in. My little girl, let it go.” They were the words he’d soothed Irene with so long ago. She was older than Irene, but so much smaller it seemed fitting. “My good girl... just let it go.”

She raised her face, the tears streaming, and began to beat her fists against his chest. “You did this! You did it! It’s your fault! and I hate you. I hate you!” She collapsed against him. “I hate you,” she sobbed.

Bending his dark head over her again, Adam whispered into her hair, “I know, little one. I know you do.” He brushed a kiss across the top of her head. “I’m so sorry, mavourneen.” 

God or nature or fate had ordained this day, and there was nothing he could do to change it. He vowed to do whatever he could to help her, and admitted his motives were selfish―his family had been wrong and he needed a way to erase their mistake. Then maybe, someday, she’d think of him as a friend and not an instrument of disaster. So he held her and soothed her, calling her “mavourneen” and “little one.” Gradually her sobs subsided, though her body still trembled and tears still coursed down her cheeks, and the hand that had caught in the scarf at his throat was cold. 

When Evelyn came in, he motioned for her to bring him the Indian blanket hanging on the sofa. As Evelyn draped it around Jesse’s shoulders, he released her hand from his scarf, kissed her fingers, and tucked them in under the edge of the blanket. He used a loose edge of material to wipe her face. She closed her eyes as he touched her cheek. Her skin was damp and soft as a rose petal at dawn. Tenderly he guided her head to the hollow of his shoulder, until his chin brushed against her hair. As her body lost its tension, he lost himself in the scent of honey and lilacs.

When his sister brought a cup of strong sweet tea, Adam could smell the brandy in it. He pulled up in the chair so Jesse was forced to sit up to keep her balance, then he took the cup and held it to her lips. “Drink this, mavourneen.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Drink it.” His voice was low, gentle, but with the touch of steel. She lifted a trembling hand and sipped cautiously.

“All of it, Jesse.” She grimaced, but continued to drink. When she finished, he leaned back again, shifted her slightly so that more of her body was next to his, and wrapped her up closely in his arms. Slowly he felt her body growing warmer. A little time later, her soft, even breathing told him she was asleep.

He let her sleep there for a while, reluctant to let her go, until Evelyn came in and whispered, “Come and eat.”

He carried Jesse into the nearest bedroom. She whimpered softly as he lay her down, but she barely stirred. After covering her, he smoothed her hair and whispered, “Good night, mavourneen.” He closed the door as he left the room.

He ate cold chicken and biscuits in silence, drank a cup of the tea laced with brandy. Evelyn didn’t hover, but after setting food and drink on the table, quietly turned to straighten the little cabin. When he finished, Adam stood and stretched, arching his back and neck to relieve their stiffness.

“All right?” his sister asked.

“I need some air.”

Evelyn wiped her hands on her apron and followed him out the door.

“First thing to do is put this porch right,” he said. “Man needs a place to sit.”

“The first thing might be the roof. A woman’s entitled to keep her head dry.”

He laughed softly. “How come you’re always right?” His sister shrugged. He put his arm around her shoulders and dropped a quick kiss on her head. “Thank you for today.”

“I didn’t do much. She wouldn’t talk to me. But she would do anything I wanted, just like a little puppet. It was really frightening―I didn’t know what to do.”

“I know.” He freed his hand, dipped into his vest pocket for his makings. “That’s exactly how I felt yesterday. Like there was something I could say or do to make things better, only I couldn’t imagine what it was.” His match flared against the darkness. “I don’t think she should be alone.”

“Oh, we can’t leave her. Besides, I sent Brian and the twins home with the wagons. Adam... it might be best if you’re not here when she wakes up.”

“I know.” His voice was quiet, empty. She reached for his arm, and he covered her hand with his. “It’s all right. I didn’t take it personally.”

“But she’ll be embarrassed about the things she said.”

“You’re right. You’ll tell her...?”

“Of course. She’ll think you’re the Saint incarnate when I’m through telling her!”

“God help her if she does,” he rejoined, only half in jest. He dropped his cigarette and carefully ground it out with his bootheel. It was more than habit―in the parched Arizona landscape, it was necessity.

A horse whinnied in the distance. “Is that Old Son? Then I’ll just take Brian’s bedroll down the trail a bit and find a nice soft spot in the dirt.”

“Poor cowboy.” Her voice mocked him, but he patted his sister’s cheek.

“Thanks again. I’ll take a look at that roof in the morning.”

“Good night,” she called after him. 

“Good night, love.” He went off after the horse, softly singing a tune of the open range. “I’m a poor, lonesome cowboy...”
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