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March 1873, San Francisco

 

“DESIRE ETHERIDGE.” MR. MARKHAM FROWNED AT THE paper atop his desk in the tiny manager’s office behind the stage. “That’s an odd name. Desire.”

“Desiree,” Daisy corrected, pronouncing it Dez-a-ray. She pointed to the paper. “If you’ll notice, there are two e’s on the end.”

He squinted up at her, rolling an unlit, well-chewed cigar stub from one corner of his mouth to the other. “You French or something?”

“I try not to be,” she quipped.

His teeth clamped down, snapping the cigar stub to attention. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“N-Nothing,” she stammered, taken aback by his challenging tone.

“My mama was French.”

That explained a great deal. “I didn’t know that.”

“If you got something against the French, missy, then you can just march your skinny ass out of here right now.”

Mortified by the reprimand, yet pleased that he thought her backside skinny, she forced a smile. “It was a poor joke, Mr. Markham. I like the French. Truly.”

The stub relaxed, rolled to the left side of his mouth and settled between his gum and cheek like a damp little rodent sliding back into its burrow. He returned to his perusal of her application. “Says here you been singing at the Silver Spur. That in the red light district?”

“No.” But it was near enough to open the eyes of a farm girl from Quebec who had to walk past those busy doorways every night after work.

“Still, it’s a saloon,” Markham went on without looking up.

Since it wasn’t a question, Daisy didn’t respond. Besides, it seemed every time she opened her mouth lately it got her into trouble. How was she to know that the drunken lout who had tried to stick his hand down her dress during last night’s chorus of “Bridget’s Lament” was the mayor’s wife’s second cousin’s son? The nitwit.

She studied the man before her, wondering if he was any better.

He was old, at least double her twenty-one years, judging by the gray in his whiskers and in the curly sideburns showing beneath his bowler hat. He seemed fit enough, but there was a weary slump to his shoulders. He reminded her of a sour old draft horse that kept plugging along, no longer caring where it was headed or where it had been, just getting through the day.

When she didn’t respond, his head came up, a challenging thrust to his chin, the cigar stub battle-ready. She watched his gaze slide over her, coming to rest on the bosom that always seemed to draw attention no matter how tightly she corseted. “You’re not a whore, are you?”

“Of course not,” Daisy sputtered, addled that he would say such a thing. Nervously she pressed a hand to her chest, wondering if a button had come undone and a breast had escaped, but both dress and breast were securely corralled.

“This is a legitimate theater company, missy. We don’t take on whores.”

“I am not a whore,” she said with stringent emphasis. An unwed mother, perhaps, but not a whore. There was a big difference.

An oddly disappointed look came into his dark eyes. “You sure?”

“That I’m not a whore? Of course I’m sure.” The very idea.

The stub drooped. With a sigh, he turned back to her application.

As Daisy waited, she tried to regain her composure by studying the old playbills pinned to the wall behind the desk. Some of the names she recognized from earlier times when her mother, a frustrated singer herself, would declare a holiday from farm chores and take her to nearby Quebec City to see the latest theatrical productions passing through.

“Someday it will be you up on that stage, ma petite cherie,” her mother would say. “It will be the name ‘Desiree Etheridge’ on the posters out front.”

Daisy smiled, filling her mind with the lovely images her mother had painted so many years ago—the flickering light and oily smoke from the lamps along the front of the stage, the rapt faces of the audience staring up at her, the musicians poised, instruments ready, that hush of expectancy as she opened her mouth and the first glorious notes—

“Says here you got a kid.”

Daisy blinked. The images dissolved. Reality pressed like a weight against her throat. “Yes, a daughter.”

“Where’s her pa?”

“Gone.”

“Gone where?”

“West.”

That narrow-eyed look again. “We are west, missy. It don’t get any more west than San Francisco.”

Reminding herself how much she wanted—needed—this chance, especially since that scene last night with the mayor’s wife’s second cousin’s son had gotten her fired from the Spur, Daisy hid her irritation behind a smile. “Australia.” At least that was where the bounder had been headed when he’d left over two-and-a-half years ago. Afraid her patience would stretch to the point of snapping if these useless questions didn’t end soon, she said forcefully, “I am a vocalist, Mr.  Markham. A good one. I can read music, I play the piano fairly well, and I also have a four-octave range and a—”

He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Never mind all that. Can you sing, girl, and loud enough to reach the back row of the balcony?”

Daisy let out a deep breath. “Yes, Mr. Markham. I can sing.” And she showed him—right there in his tiny office, without music, accompaniment, or proper acoustics—just how powerful her voice was.

She got the role.

A role anyway. She wouldn’t know which until she returned the next day to audition for the director and the owner of the theater. But it was a start. Hopefully it would pay well enough to support her and her daughter and cover the raise in pay Edna Tidwell demanded to watch Kate while Daisy was working. If she needed more, Mr. Markham said she could help with the sewing chores in wardrobe.

A few minutes later she left the Elysium Theater, a bounce in her step. Mr. Markham turned out to be a nice man after all, in a middle-aged, cranky sort of way. And he seemed to like her voice. Daisy smiled, remembering the astonished look on his face when she hit her high notes. That nasty stub had almost fallen from his mouth. And he had been most insistent that she return the next day, making her promise twice before he let her leave. It would feel good to be singing real music again. Saloon songs had been no challenge at all.

It’s really happening, she thought as she turned off Broadway onto Powell Street, taking the long way back to the boardinghouse to avoid the dangerous waterfront area. I’ll be singing on a real stage!

She giggled then laughed out loud, startling a drunk dozing behind a refuse bin outside a garment maker’s shop. “I’m going to be a star,” she called gaily to him as she hurried by.

She had dreamed of it, prayed for it every day since she had seen her first musical puppet show at a traveling fair fifteen years ago. To be able to sing arias rather than lewd ditties or maudlin ballads, to fill a hall with her own voice, singing music composed by the masters ... she still couldn’t believe it.

At Commercial Street, she turned left, hoping it was still too early in the day to bring out the worst of the criminals that prowled the shadowed alleys like rats hunting fresh meat. A few blocks farther, she turned onto her street and breathed easier. Here on the fringes of the red light district, the saloons and gambling dens catered to a richer, cleaner clientele and the brothels were a little more discreet. Dirt and mud gave way to cobblestones, and the row houses were less shabby, although each year more of them boasted the red-painted doors and lamps that identified them as houses of ill repute. Perhaps if she did well in the theater company, she could land a bigger role that would bring in enough money to move Kate to a safer neighborhood, maybe one with parks and other children to play with.

“Daisy,” a woman’s voice called.

Looking over, she saw Lucy Frisk waving from the front stoop of a narrow four-story building that rented rooms by the hour—a bordello, although a clean one, run by a nattily dressed Southern gentleman named Stump Heffington, who had lost everything in the Rebellion, including the greater portion of his left leg. As procurers went, he was benign. Having learned the value of contented workers during his slave-owning years, he treated his girls passably well. They considered themselves lucky to be in his employ and, by and large, were a clean, friendly lot. Lucy, in her early twenties and nearest in age to Daisy, always had a kind word for Baby Kate whenever they passed by.

“Hello, Lucy,” Daisy called back, angling across the street, delighted to have someone with whom to share her wonderful news.

Five years ago, when she had first arrived in San Francisco with her parents, she would have been shocked to find herself on such friendly terms with a harlot. But since then, she had lost both parents to a mudslide, fallen in love, had her heart broken, and borne a child. In other words, she had grown up. And although she might still be a farm girl from Quebec, she had learned to value friends whenever and wherever she found them.

“You hear about Red Amy?” Lucy asked as Daisy neared the steps.

Daisy could see she had been crying. “No. What?”

“The Indian got her. Took all that pretty red hair clean off her head then stabbed her twice through the neck. Damn bastard scalp-snatching sonofabitch.”

Daisy pressed a hand to her throat. “She ... she’s ... ?”

Lucy nodded and swiped at a tear. “Deader ’n a carp. Third this month.”

Daisy stood in stunned silence. Red Amy was the youngest in the house and one of her favorites, mainly because Daisy often saw a shadow of herself in the trusting, hopeful look behind the girl’s lovely brown eyes.

“I’m thinking of dyeing mine.” Lucy fingered the flowing, straw-colored tresses that were her best feature. “He don’t seem to like dark hair as much as blond or red. The Indian in him, I guess. Yours ain’t as light as mine, but I’d keep an eye out anyway, since he seems partial to young, pretty ones like you. Watch out for Kate, too, with those blond curls of hers.”

“But she’s just a baby,” Daisy protested, fear coiling in her chest. “Why would he go after a baby?”

“Probably wouldn’t,” Lucy said quickly, giving Daisy’s shoulder a reassuring pat. “I’m just saying keep her close, is all. And keep an eye on that Widow Tidwell while you’re at it. There’s something about that woman ... something that ain’t right.”

Daisy needed no warning on that score. When she had first taken a room in Edna Tidwell’s boardinghouse, the woman had seemed kindly enough. Having lost her own daughter to smallpox, she had been almost heartbreakingly grateful to have an infant to take care of again. But over the last months as Kate neared her second birthday, which was the same age as Edna’s daughter when she’d died, the woman had started acting strange ... almost angry that Kate had survived while her own child hadn’t. She’d upped her price several times, even though her care of Kate had grown sloppier and sloppier. Daisy suspected she might be drinking. Plus, Edna had started keeping company with a man Daisy didn’t altogether trust. Bill Johnson seemed friendly enough, but there was a coldness about him ...

Daisy shook off that worrisome thought. “Don’t worry.” She patted her coat pocket. “I’ve got my Remington Double Derringer, remember.” Kate’s father had won the palm-sized, double-barreled .41-caliber rim fire pistol in a poker game. Considering it more of a toy than a weapon, he’d given it to Daisy. Now she carried it everywhere she went—as much for protection as sentimentality. It was the only thing he’d given her, except for Kate.

“Thing’s useless unless you’re up close,” Lucy said. “Does Edna know you’re looking for someone else to watch Baby Kate?”

“I’m afraid to tell her until I find someone. If she learns of it beforehand, she’s liable to toss us into the street. Then what would I do?”

Like most big cities, San Francisco was overrun with war widows and lost children trying to escape the terrible excesses of the Reconstruction. Some were able to hire on as servants in rich neighborhoods like Pacific Heights and Nob Hill. The unlucky ones sank to new levels of depravity in the brothels and opium dens along the Barbary Coast. Many died of despair or disease.

Daisy was more fortunate. She had a talent. After her parents died, rather than squander what money they had left her, she had used that talent to support herself as a saloon singer. But then she had gotten pregnant, and when she could no longer work in the Silver Spur, that money had supported her until Kate was born. But within a week of her birth, Daisy was back at the Spur, begging for her job back. Considering the other options open to a young woman with a child and no husband, Daisy considered herself lucky to find work, even if it was singing in a smoky saloon.

And after today, luckier still.

“You can always work here, if you get tired of the Silver Spur,” Lucy offered. “You’d make more money. And Stump likes big titties.”

Daisy snorted. “I wish I could give him mine. They’re a lot more trouble than they’re worth.” Hopefully after tomorrow’s audition, she would be valued for more than the size of her bosom. “Besides, I don’t work at the Spur anymore.”

“You don’t?”

Grinning at Lucy’s look of surprise, Daisy told her about the audition. “I am now working at the Elysium Theater on Broadway.”

“Doing what?”

“I’ll know tomorrow.” Glancing up at the gray sky, Daisy realized it was growing dark. “I better go. You know how cranky Edna gets when I’m late.”

“Be careful,” Lucy warned, that sad look returning to her tear-reddened eyes. “Fog’s coming in and that always brings out the crazies.”

 

 

DAISY SLEPT BADLY THAT NIGHT, PARTLY DUE TO EXCITEMENT, but mostly worry.

Kate was teething, Edna Tidwell was acting even more nervous and furtive than usual, and her gentleman friend, Bill Johnson, had never taken his eyes off Kate throughout the meager supper Edna had provided. Daisy awoke tired but resolved that as soon as the audition ended and she knew what her salary would be, she would find another place for her and Kate to live.

She adored her daughter. But there were times when the weight of responsibility for another life—even one she treasured—almost overwhelmed her. After her daughter’s birth, the realities of survival had forced Daisy to set aside her naive hopes of singing on the legitimate stage. Such dreams were not for a woman on her own with a daughter to raise.

So with grim determination she had put those girlish dreams away, pushing them so far to the back of her mind they hardly ever resurfaced to pester her with lingering “what-ifs” and half-formed yearnings. In the months since, she had spent every night at the Silver Spur Saloon, pretending she loved being surrounded by drunken fools and shifty-eyed gamblers. And if the smoke often burned in her throat and eyes, and the bawdy remarks and lewd stares made her skin crawl and her temper flare, she reminded herself at least she was singing, and contented herself with that.

Until now. Now all those hopes and dreams had surged to the surface again, and despite almost two years of hard-won experience, she was daring to believe again.

It was a heady feeling.

Moving quietly so she wouldn’t wake Kate, Daisy brushed her long light brown hair into a smooth twist, and wiped every speck of dust off her best dress—a yellow gingham that she’d once been told brought out the fire in her hazel eyes. After leaving her daughter with Edna, she set off for the Elysium, praying this would be the last time she would have to relinquish Kate to her landlady’s erratic care.

Mr. Markham met her at the back door with a fresh stub in his teeth—“fresh” being defined by the length and dryness of the un-chewed portion of the cigar. Since the ends were never lit, she figured he must break the cigars in half so he would have twice as many butts to chew. A disgusting habit, but less irritating to her throat than smoking would have been.

“About time,” he said, locking the door behind her then towing her by the arm down the unlit hallway behind the stage.

“I’m early,” Daisy protested, almost trotting to keep up. He was quite a bit taller than she and solidly built, and the hand gripping her wrist was broad and strong. Suddenly uneasy, she realized the building seemed ominously quiet, the hall narrow and dim. Was anyone else around? Would anyone hear her if she screamed? “What’s the rush?” she demanded, digging in her heels so forcefully she almost pulled him off balance as she yanked her arm free.

He turned to blink down at her, his expression one of surprise. “They’re waiting.”

“Who’s waiting?”

“The director and owner.” His eyes narrowed. The stub came up. “You better not be thinking to back out on me, missy. I went to a lot of trouble setting up this audition and I won’t be made a fool of.” He reached for her arm again.

She stepped back. “I have no intention of backing out, Mr. Markham. But I don’t like being dragged down a dark hallway like a sack of potatoes either.”

He almost smiled.

Daisy made a shooing motion. “Lead on. I’ll follow.”

Muttering under his breath, he continued down the hall. Stepping over ropes and cables coiled on the floor beside the stage curtain, he stopped and motioned her forward. “It’s all yours. Go out there and sing like you did for me.”

Daisy peered past him at the brightly lit stage and the endless expanse of empty seats stretching into the darkness beyond the light. “Is there any accompaniment?” she asked, surprised by the tremor in her voice.

“You don’t need any. Just sing.” He turned.

She caught his arm. “In case—if I don’t—if this doesn’t work out, Mr. Markham,” she finally managed in a rush, “I just wanted to thank you for giving me this chance.”

That almost-smile again, quickly covered with a stern look. “Don’t disappoint me, missy. That’s all the thanks I need.” He nudged her past the curtain. “Now go break a leg.”

On wobbly knees she walked into the light, her footfalls echoing loudly in the stillness. The stage seemed huge, as broad as a city block, the planked floor covered with odd markings and scuffed by hundreds of feet that had trod across it through the years. A sense of unreality swept her, and for a moment she feared she was dreaming and would soon wake up to find herself back in the Silver Spur.

Halfway across, she stopped and stood uncertainly, nearly blinded by the light from the lamps along the front edge of the stage.

Then a figure emerged from the darkened rows. “Miss Etheridge, is it?” A short, round man with muttonchop sideburns bustled down the left center aisle toward the orchestra pit.

Daisy answered with a nod, afraid her voice would betray her nervousness if she spoke.

“I’m Bernard Bridgeport, the musical director here at the Elysium. You’ve heard of me, no doubt.”

“Ah ... yes, sir,” Daisy lied, figuring a little flattery wouldn’t hurt.

“Excellent. Myself and the owner, Mr. Langdon”—he motioned over his shoulder to a man Daisy could barely see, who was seated in  the shadows twenty rows back—“will be listening to your audition. What will you be singing?”

“What would you like?” She clasped her hands tightly behind her back so he wouldn’t notice they were shaking.

“Your choice. Perhaps a medley of your best pieces?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Excellent. Whenever you’re ready, my dear.” Turning, he walked back to his seat beside the owner.

Daisy took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Then another. She closed her eyes as a calmness stole over her. With it came a heightened awareness of the openness all around her, the musty odor of the heavy curtains, the sharp scent of burning kerosene, the beat of her own heart. And out in the darkness beyond the two men in the center row, far in the shadows at the back ... she sensed a presence. Someone watching. Someone waiting for her to sing.

So she sang.

She sang as if her daughter’s future depended on it, as if this might be her only chance to perform on a real stage, as if every hope and dream she carried within her heart rested on this one moment in time.

Which it did.

The acoustics of the hall were extraordinary, magnifying the scope and intensity of each sound, sending the notes out and back again, louder and fuller than when they left, until her voice filled all the empty spaces and she stood surrounded by glorious music.

She sang the songs Mama had taught her—romantic sonatas, bel canto arias by Rossini and Verdi, lilting Irish melodies, and sad ballads of lost love. Then when her throat grew tired and her lungs began to burn, she brought the sound back down with the haunting French lullaby her mother had sung to her every night of her childhood.

When the last notes faded away into silence, she opened her eyes and waited. For what seemed like a long time, there was no sound or movement. Then far in the rear of the theater, she saw a shadow move. A moment later, a figure stepped out of the back row and  slowly made its way down the aisle toward the stage. A bent figure. A woman.

As she passed the row where the director and owner sat, Mr. Bridgeport rose. When he started to speak, she waved him to silence, and continued her halting steps toward the front, her attention fixed on the stage.

Daisy watched her approach, her nervousness returning as the woman drew near.

She was quite old, her white hair pulled severely up in a tight knot perched on top of her head. Her back curved at the shoulders and she used a cane, her wrinkled hand clutching it so tightly every tendon showed.

But her eyes were fiercely alive. Black as pitch, they seemed to take in the lamplight and reflect it back, making it appear they were lit from within. Probing, ancient eyes that left Daisy feeling vaguely exposed.

The woman stopped at the front of the stage and for several moments stared up at Daisy with unblinking intensity. Then she nodded as if she had seen something in Daisy’s face that pleased her. “You have the gift,” she said in a rusty voice with a thick Italian accent. “Now you must learn how to use it.”

Before Daisy could ask what that meant, the woman turned and walked slowly back up the aisle. When she came to the row where the men sat, she paused only long enough to say, “I will take her,” then continued her slow progress. A few moments later sunlight flashed as the front door opened then closed.

As if abruptly released from a frozen state, the owner and director leaped to their feet. After conferring excitedly for a moment, the owner followed the old lady out while Mr. Bridgeport hurried toward Daisy.

“Excellent, excellent,” he cried, clapping exuberantly. “She loved it. Just loved it. You’re one lucky girl.”

“She, who?” Daisy asked.

“You didn’t recognize her? No, no, of course not. You’re just a child. Markham, where are you?”

Mr. Markham stepped out of the wings on the left.

“Tell her who that was,” Mr. Bridgeport ordered with a flutter of his fingers.

“Sophia Scarlatti.”

“Madame Sophia Scarlatti,” the director corrected archly. When Daisy still offered no reaction, since she had no recollection of the woman or the name, Bridgeport sighed dramatically. “She doesn’t know. Lord help us, she doesn’t know. Tell her, Markham.”

Mr. Markham might have rolled his eyes, but in the smoky light Daisy wasn’t sure. “The Sicilian Songbird.”

Realization finally struck. “Oh my gracious. The Sicilian Songbird? You’re jesting. That was really her?” Daisy had thought the woman long dead.

The Sicilian Songbird was only the most famous soprano who had ever lived. Daisy had never heard her sing, but her mother had been fortunate enough to do so. She had declared the woman had the voice of an angel, a voice so beautiful, grown men had wept to hear it. “I sang for the Sicilian Songbird?”

“And impressed her,” Bridgeport added smugly. “She has graciously consented to train you.”

“Train me?”

“As she is no longer able to sing, she helps others learn the craft. Under her tutelage, you can become the greatest soprano of your time.”

“Me?” Daisy was too stunned to do more than stutter. “But—But—”

“You will join a handful of chosen apprentices,” the director went on as if she hadn’t spoken, his gestures growing more flamboyant with each word. “Together you will travel to the famous opera houses of the world as her special theatrical company. Meanwhile, she will teach you how to read music, how to project your voice, how to breathe properly, and how to perform before an audience. Then once you are trained, she will present you to the crowned princes of Europe. Just think of it, little one. The world will be your stage!”

“B-But I have no money,” Daisy said, afraid she might burst into tears. “How would I pay for all that?”

Bridgeport gave a tittering laugh. “You silly little thing. She pays  you! Tell her, Markham.”

Crossing his arms over his barrel chest, Mr. Markham recited in a bored voice, “She pays for everything until you’re presented. Then for three years after, she gets fifty percent of whatever you earn. And she also gets seventy-five percent of whatever the tour brings in while you’re being trained. After expenses. The other twenty-five percent is split between the members of the troop. It’s not much, but since everything else is paid for, it’s free money.”

Daisy stared at him, still not daring to believe. “This isn’t a joke, is it, Mr. Markham? Tell me this isn’t a joke.”

This time his smile was real. “It isn’t a joke.”

“Sweet heaven.” For a moment Daisy felt dizzy, her mind soaring with all the possibilities. Then reality brought it crashing back down. “What about Kate?”

“Who’s Kate?” Bridgeport asked.

“My daughter.”

The director glared at his stage manager. “You didn’t say she was married.”

“I’m not. Not really.”

“He’s in Australia,” Mr. Markham told Bridgeport, neatly covering for Daisy’s omission. Then to Daisy he added, “He won’t be a problem, will he, missy?”

She read the warning in his narrowed eyes. “No, he won’t be a problem. But I can bring Kate, can’t I?”

“Don’t be tiresome.” Bridgeport made an offhand gesture. “Leave her here. Surely there’s a relative or someone you can leave her with. It’ll only be for a year or two, after all.”

A year or two? Neither of them would survive it.

“There’s no one,” Daisy said in a strained voice. And even if there were, she didn’t think she could leave Kate behind. An idea came to her. What if she found a way to bring Kate with her? “How much would my salary be during training?” Maybe it would be enough to hire a nanny to come too.

Markham must have read her thoughts. A sad look crossed his face. He shook his head. “Not enough.”

“You either stay behind with your daughter like a good little mommy,” Bridgeport said with impatient sarcasm, “or come with us and be a star. It’s your choice. But you’d best decide soon. The company meets in New Orleans in two months’ time, then we sail for Rome.”




Two
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New Mexico Territory

 

SISTER MARIA ELENA RAMIREZ SHIFTED ON THE BUGGY seat, trying to ease the ache in her damaged hip. She had been traveling for the last five days, by train, then coach, and now hired buggy out of Val Rosa, and she was beginning to wonder if the pain was God’s way of suggesting she shouldn’t have made the trip.

But what choice had she? She was nearing the end of her years as a novice, and next month she would go into retreat to prepare for her final vows. If she was ever to explain her decision to the Wilkins family, or forgive her brother for the heartache he had brought them all, this was her last chance.

The buggy bounced over a rock. She bit back a gasp of pain and glanced at the driver beside her, wondering if he was asleep. Or blind. Or simply in league with El Diablo.

An unworthy thought. She would have to say five Pater Nosters to cleanse her soul. Perhaps ten. Trying to focus away from the pain, she studied the landscape rolling past as they began the long descent into RosaRoja Valley.

Spring had come early this year. Already the native plants were starting to green, and under a lingering coat of morning dew, the broad valley glistened like an emerald in the sun. Twice they slowed to pick their way through shallow, fast-moving water that cut across the road. Fed by the last of the snow melting on the high peaks, it rushed down the slopes to overflow the creek that bisected the valley floor. Birds darted through the trees that crowded the canyons. Newly budded aspens shivered in the gentle breeze. Cattle littered the flats, greedily munching the green shoots pushing through the dirt and growing heavy with the calves they would drop soon.

She smiled, breathing in the sweet scents of damp earth and new grass, lulled by the music of birdsong and trickling water, and enjoying the clean, cool breeze after three years of foggy, sooty air in San Francisco.

Nowhere else did spring bring such a dramatic rebirth of life and hope and energy as it did in this starkly beautiful place. She reveled in it, committing each glorious scent and sound to memory to sustain her through the long years ahead. The cycles of RosaRoja Rancho had been born and bred into her, and she loved them almost as much as she loved God.

The road began to level off. She saw they were approaching the southwest boundary line, and being so close to the place where she had lived for most of her life made her heartbeat quicken with both anticipation and dread.

Should she have told them she was coming? Would Jack be there? Would the Wilkins family understand her decision, or had the brothers left all the destruction behind and moved on?

When she had left three years ago hoping to have her crippled hip repaired, everything had been in chaos. The feud between the Ramirez and Wilkins families had finally ended, but at a terrible cost—the rancho nearly destroyed by fire, her brother dead, Jessica and her son sent back to England by Brady Wilkins, while he and his brother, Hank, struggled to start over again. Throughout the long months of her recovery after surgery, she had prayed for each of them every night, these generous people who had been dearer to  her than her own blood kin. Would they welcome her now, after the anguish she had caused the youngest brother, Jack?

“What the hell?” the driver muttered, yanking back on the brake so hard the buggy lurched.

Clutching the arm rail for balance, Sister Maria Elena saw a man standing in the road ahead, a rifle cradled in his arms. Another man, also armed, stood behind him, leaning against the cairn of stones that marked the ranch boundary, while a third man, little more than a boy, sat on a boulder, watching them. The only horses she saw were in a small rope-strung corral set far back from the road.

“Howdy,” the man on foot said as he strode toward the stopped buggy.

Muttering under his breath, the driver reached under the seat for his rifle.

“Está bien,” Sister Maria Elena said, smiling to reassure him. “Conozco a este hombre. I know this man. He is a friend.” Lifting a hand in greeting, she called, “Señor Langley, cómo está usted? How are you?”

The man in the road hesitated then lowered the rifle to his side. “Miss Elena? That you?”

“Sí. It is good to see you after so long.”

“Well, I’ll be.” Grinning, Langley continued toward the buggy. He had been with the rancho for many years and was one of RosaRoja’s most trusted hands. If he was still here, then hopefully the brothers would be as well.

He stopped beside the buggy, looked at the driver, then peered down the road they had just traveled. “Jack with you?”

Hiding her disappointment behind a smile, she shook her head. “No. I hoped he would be at the rancho.”

“Haven’t seen him since the two of you left.” As Langley’s faded blue eyes looked her over, a frown drew his gray brows together. “Are those nun clothes?”

“Novitiate.”

“Well, I’ll be.” He scratched at the whiskers on his jaw. “The folks at the house know about this?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, I’ll be.” Apparently having run out of words, he stood blinking and scratching until the man seated beside her shifted impatiently.

“You mind?” the driver said. “I got to get back to Val Rosa by dark.”

“Right.” Leaning his rifle against the buggy wheel, Langley lifted his hands to Sister Maria Elena. “Let me help you down, miss—ma’am, I mean Sister—heck, I don’t know what to call you.”

“Sister is fine. Or Elena. Do we walk the rest of the way?” she asked once he’d lowered her carefully to the ground. She hoped not. They were still at least fifteen miles from the ranch house.

“No, ma’am—er, Sister. We can ride, or I can send for a wagon.”

Knowing her hip wouldn’t tolerate a jaunt on horseback, she chose to wait for the wagon.

After sending the boy, a blond, gangly young man Sister Maria Elena didn’t recognize, back to the house to fetch it, Langley pulled her small carpetbag from behind the seat.

“I was paid to take her to the house,” the driver argued. “And I ain’t giving no refunds.”

Langley set down the bag, picked up his rifle, and looked at him. “No?”

The other ranch hand moved up behind him, his rifle held loose but ready in his hands.

The driver cleared his throat. “Well, maybe this one time, seeing as she’s a holy person and all.” Digging through his vest pocket, he separated several coins from a sticky wad of tobacco and handed them over. “And I was told to give you this.” Bending, he retrieved a string-tied bundle of mail from under the seat.

Langley took it and passed it on to the other ranch hand. “Any sick horses in Val Rosa?” he asked, turning back to the driver.

“Some.”

“How ’bout this one?” Langley nodded at the roan hitched to the buggy.

“Nothing so far.”

“Stable him with any sick ones?”

“Hell no.”

Langley stepped back. “Move on, then. And tell folks in Val Rosa that RosaRoja is under quarantine. No horses in, no horses out, and any that come through without our brand, we’ll shoot.”

The driver looked surprised. “You posting guards around the whole ranch? Must be a hundred square miles.”

“Hundred and thirty-five, give or take.”

“Jesus. How many men does this outfit have?”

Langley allowed a tight smile. “Enough. Have a nice trip.”

 

 

BRADY WILKINS AND HIS THREE-YEAR-OLD ADOPTED SON, Ben, were standing outside the foaling pen watching Brady’s brother, Hank, coax a shy foal into the world when Amos Logan rode in with news that there was a visitor at the boundary line and he needed a wagon to go get her.

“Hellfire,” Ben said, earning a halfhearted warning look from his father. Brady didn’t mind a little cussing now and again. But his wife wasn’t so tolerant.

“Her?” Brady kept his voice low so it wouldn’t disturb the laboring mare.

Amos nodded vigorously. “Didn’t catch her name, but Langley seemed to know her. Came in a hired buggy. From Val Rosa, I think.”

“Did the horse look sound?”

“No runny nose and it wasn’t coughing or nothing.”

Brady tugged at his mustache as he thought it over. “Go get her then. And since it’s a woman, take Jessica’s big carriage.”

After Amos headed into the barn, Ben trailing after him, Brady turned back to see the foal’s front hooves protruding from the birth canal. Hank continued to murmur reassurance to the mare as she shuddered and heaved with birth cramps.

“Your wife should be out here helping,” Brady said.

Hank didn’t respond. But then, he rarely did.

“She’s a nurse, after all,” Brady added.

“A human nurse.”

“I know she’s human.”

The mare lay panting, her distended belly bunching and rolling as her body worked to expel the foal. The air smelled of hay and manure and sweating horse.

“I’m just saying if she can bring my twins into the world, she ought to be able to help this mare. I mean, how hard can it be?”

Hank sent him a smirk. “Why don’t you ask your wife that?”

“Still.”

The mare tried to sit up. Hank stroked her neck until she relaxed again.

Brady admired his brother’s way with animals. Children too. Being as big as he was, Hank cultivated a gentle touch with anything small and helpless, probably knowing he could do real damage if he wasn’t careful. But that soothing touch could turn deadly in a heartbeat, as he’d proven last year when he’d crushed a man’s throat with his bare hands after the fool had threatened his wife and stepchildren.

Definitely not a man to cross—his brothers could attest to that.

In addition, Hank also had an analytical mind, an inventive nature, and an astounding way with women, which Brady never understood, since he considered himself to be the pick of the litter. Nonetheless, he was proud of his little brother.

With a final push from its dam, the foal, a leggy bay colt, slipped into the straw. Hank broke the sac over its nose, then stepped back so the mare could clean him up and imprint her scent on his awakening mind.

It was a wondrous thing to behold.

Moving over to stand across the fence rail from Brady, Hank wiped his hands on a rag and sighed wearily. “Four down, twenty-two to go. A good year so far.”

“We’ll need it.” In fact, the ranch’s very survival might rest on something as fragile as this foal’s life. A harrowing thought.

They stood in silence for a while, watching the colt try out his wobbly legs until he finally got himself upright and stayed there long enough to nurse. Then Brady said, “We got company. A woman.”

“I heard.”

“Wonder who it is.”

Hank shrugged.

With a sigh, Brady pushed away from the rail. “I better go warn Jessica. She’ll probably want to repaint the house or add another wing or something. You know how she is.”

“Yeah. I do.”

 

 

BRADY DIDN’T HAVE TO REPAINT OR ADD ON A WING, WHICH was a good thing, since the house was mostly stone and log construction. But he did have to change shirts and slick back his unruly mostly black hair, then corral his four kids and Hank’s two stepchildren and carry them upstairs to be tidied up by the Ortega sisters. The Garcia sisters used to have the job, but they’d begged off, saying they’d rather go to Santa Fe and work in their uncle’s house. Kids.

“Brady!” Jessica called from the entry. “They’re coming! Hank! Molly!”

Motioning the Ortega girls to get the twin babies, Sam and TJ, Brady scooped up two-year-old Abigail with one hand and steered Ben down the hall with the other. Hank met him at the top of the staircase with his wife, Molly. Penny, who was seven, and Charlie, who was ten and almost as talkative as Hank, trailed behind their stepparents.

“Hurry along now,” Jessica prodded, the clipped tones of her English accent making them all step lively.

“Who is it?” Molly asked Brady as Jessica herded them out onto the sprawling front porch.

Brady could tell Molly was nervous, as she always was around strangers. Eighteen months ago she and her orphaned niece and nephew had been on the run when their train had derailed, leaving two men dead and another—a stranger who happened to be Hank—mortally injured. Being a resourceful and intelligent woman, she had immediately seen a way to get the money she desperately needed to keep running. All she had to do was present herself as the injured stranger’s intended, marry him, then collect the railroad settlement when he died.

But Hank, being stronger than a mule and hardheaded besides, didn’t die, although he did lose his memory for a time, which complicated matters between the newlyweds somewhat. But he and Molly had gotten past that and had been happily married for almost a year. Odd, how things work out.

“It’s not Jack, is it?” Molly persisted.

“No, it’s a woman.”

“Do you know who?”

“I don’t.”

Molly had never met Jack, the youngest Wilkins brother. He and Elena had left for San Francisco almost three years ago to have Elena’s crippled hip fixed, and they’d been missing ever since. Then last spring a letter had come from Jack. “Be home in a year,” was all it said. More of a talker than a writer, Jack was.

“Here they come.” With brisk efficiency, Jessica assembled them across the porch like a troop of soldiers lined up for inspection.

Brady smiled, watching her. Her face was flushed. Her eyes sparkled. By her proud smile, it was obvious how pleased she was with her family, which greatly pleased him.

Satisfied all was in order, she took her place at his side. “Do I look all right?” she whispered, smoothing back her coppery curls and brushing wrinkles from her skirts.

Brady leaned down to kiss her temple. “You always look all right.”

She flashed a smile. “As do you. Except perhaps for the whiskers.”

“I didn’t have time to shave.”

“Do you ever?”

“I thought you liked it.”

“It makes you look rakish.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “Which you like. Especially when I—”

“Hush.” Biting back a smile, she hiked her forceful little chin and watched her large, four-wheeled closed carriage roll through the arched gate and up the long drive to the house.

“Can you see her?” Jessica shaded her eyes against the afternoon glare. “I can’t see her.”

“That’s because she’s inside.” Brady studied her, wondering why she was so worked up. Was she that lonely out here so far from town that the prospect of a visitor would put her in such a dither? Had he been wrong to take her away from England and the genteel life she’d known there? The thought settled like a stone in his chest. He loved this woman more than he’d ever thought possible. He would kill for her, die for her, do anything. Except live without her. “Regrets, Jessica?”

She glanced up, a tiny frown between her whiskey brown eyes. “About what?”

“This. Us. Being stuck out here on the ranch.”

His beautiful, proper, highly decorous wife punched him in the arm. “Dolt.”

Reassured, Brady allowed himself to relax, enjoying the way her eyes followed the movement of his lips as he grinned. It was gratifying that even at thirty-seven he could still prime her pump with a smile. “She’s here.”

“What? Oh!”

The carriage rolled to a stop beside the wide steps leading down from the porch. No face showed in the curtained window. No hand threw open the door.

Langley hopped down, lifted the mounting step from the driver’s box, and walked briskly to the side of the carriage. After setting the step on the ground, he opened the door.

A woman’s booted foot showed, then a black-clad figure stepped out of the doorway. Black from head to toe, except for the white wimple around her face. “Hello, Brady, Jessica, Hank,” the woman said in a Spanish-accented voice.

“Holy ...” Brady began before his wife elbowed him to silence.

“Elena?” Jessica spoke hesitantly, her eyes round in her freckled face as she stared at the figure smiling up at them from the foot of the steps.

“Is that a nun outfit?” Brady muttered.

Jessica didn’t answer because she was already halfway down the steps. “Elena!” she cried, arms wide, laughing and crying as she rushed toward the woman.

Brady turned to Hank. “Is that a nun outfit?”

Hank shrugged.

“It appears so,” Molly ventured.

“What’s a nun outfit, Aunt Molly?” Penny asked.

“Later, dear. I’ll explain it all to you later.”

“Then you can explain it to me,” Brady said.

“A nun,” Hank mused, still rooted to his spot on the porch. “When did she get to be a nun?”

“She can’t be a nun,” Brady decided, watching the two women hugging and laughing and crying by the carriage. “Married women can’t be nuns.” He frowned at Hank. “Can they?”

Hank frowned back.

They both frowned at the coach. “Where’s Jack?”

The women finally separated. Elena moved to the bottom step then stopped, hands clasped at her waist. She looked up at Brady. “Hola, querido,” she said with a tremulous smile.

“You’re a nun.”

“A novitiate. Next month I will be a true nun.”

“How? I don’t understand. And where’s Jack?”

Her smile slipped a bit. She spread her hands in welcome, revealing the heavy silver cross hanging on her belt. “Have you no welcome for me, querido?”

Brady went slowly down the steps toward her. “Am I allowed to hug a nun?”

“You are always allowed to hug me, mi hermano.”

Brady felt an odd stinging behind his eyes as they embraced. He shared so much past with this delicate, damaged woman. So much pain. And now this new twist in the history that bound them together. Wondering if there was more sadness ahead, he stared over her head at the distant ice-capped peaks of the mountains. Despite the clear skies, he sensed a storm brewing.

When he released her and stepped back, he could see fresh tears in Elena’s dark almond-shaped eyes.

“Is he alive?” he asked, dreading the answer.

“I pray so. But I have not seen or spoken to him in almost three  years.” Blinking hard, she put on a brave smile. “Come.” Taking Jessica’s arm on her right and Brady’s on her left, she gently steered them up the stairs. “First you will introduce me to these beautiful children and that lovely woman standing with Hank. Then you will tell me all about the rancho and how you came to build such a fine sturdy home. And later, when the house is quiet and the children are in bed, we will speak of your brother and what happened in San Francisco.”

 

 

San Francisco

 

AFTER LEAVING THE THEATER, DAISY WALKED AIMLESSLY until afternoon, trying to calm her turbulent thoughts. She had no family to leave Kate with, even if she could bring herself to do such a thing. Her closest acquaintance was a harlot who lived in a brothel. She had no money to hire anyone, nor would the small salary she would earn while training be enough to cover the extra expenses of bringing Kate along, much less a nanny.

Either stay behind with her or come with us.

Pain pressed against her heart. To be so close. To have the dream almost within her grasp only to have it snatched away. It was too much.

Fighting back tears of bitter disappointment, she walked woodenly toward the boardinghouse. She would have to find another position. Maybe go back to the Silver Spur and beg for her old job back. The thought made her stomach cramp. She would also have to find another place to live, another person to watch over Kate while she worked.

Come with us and be a star.

The unfairness tore at her, left her trembling with resentment and despair.

If only she hadn’t fallen in love.

If only she hadn’t allowed him to talk her into his bed.

If only she had known she was pregnant before she had let him sail away.

If only ... if only ... if only.

But then there would be no Kate. It was late by the time she turned onto her street. As she neared the bordello, Lucy came down the steps of the brothel, dressed for errands, rather than work. When she saw Daisy, she stopped and waited for Daisy to reach her. “How was the audition?”

“It’s not going to work out.” As they fell into step together, Daisy told her about Madame Scarlatti and the offer to join her traveling theater company. “But they won’t pay for Kate and I won’t earn enough to meet her costs and those of a nanny. And since I have no family to take her in and I won’t leave her with strangers, I won’t be able to go with them to Rome.” Daisy blinked back tears. “And now I don’t even have a job at the Spur, either. Lord, what a mess.”

“Stump says she can stay at the house. But only if you stay, too. He is running a business, after all.”

Raise Kate in a brothel? Never. Besides, Daisy didn’t have it in her to be a whore. It was one thing to give yourself to a man you loved, and quite another to lie with a stranger. “I’ll think on it,” she hedged, hoping to God it would never come to that. Forcing a change in subject, she asked, “Where are you headed?”

“Apothecary. Hazel’s got the itch.”

But Daisy hardly heard her. They had neared the boardinghouse, and she could hear cries coming through the open upstairs window of the room she shared with Kate. “That doesn’t sound right.” Alarm exploded in her chest. “Something’s wrong!”

Charging up the steps, she threw open the front door to the boardinghouse, banging it into Edna, who lay sprawled on the entry floor, her neck twisted at an odd angle. The reek of whiskey filled the narrow space. Without stopping to check on her, Daisy ran up the stairs. When she rushed through the open door into their bedroom, she saw Bill Johnson bent over Kate’s cot. “Get away from her!” she screamed as she slammed into him.

He staggered, caught his balance, then with a snarl, drew back his arm. “Bitch!”

Daisy kicked, aiming for his groin but getting his hip instead.

He stumbled back, his fist missing her jaw, but striking a glancing blow high on the side of her head. She fell against the iron foot rail of her cot, her ears ringing.

Then he was on her, his hands around her throat. “You stupid bitch!” he shouted, his voice rising above Kate’s terrified shrieks.

Daisy clawed at his fingers, fighting for air. Her vision narrowed. A buzzing began in her head. In flailing desperation, she grappled for her coat pocket, found the pistol. Without pulling it from her pocket, she jerked the hammer back, thrust the barrel into Johnson’s gut and squeezed the trigger.

A muffled “pop,” then his grip on her neck loosened. As he lurched back, she smelled spent powder and scorched cloth and the hot, rank scent of blood.

Johnson stood swaying, a look of stunned disbelief on his face. He looked down at the blood blossoming across the front of his vest then up at her. Surprise gave way to fury. Roaring like an animal, he charged toward her.

Pulling back the other hammer, Daisy yanked the pistol from her pocket and fired her last shot up into his open mouth.
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