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SHADOWS IN THE MIRROR
PROLOGUE
West Texas, 1887
THE DARKNESS TREMBLED.
Frightened, Xosi Baca awoke to find herself thrown against hard, unyielding walls.
Walls? The space was narrow enough to be a coffin. She was cold enough to be in a grave. Was she dead? Xosi wondered, scrabbling at the surrounding barriers with desperate nails. Her actions were futile. The dark walls were impenetrable.
Then her enclosure shook again, harder, as if it were being moved by a terrible unseen force.
Memories stirred, slowly surfacing ...even as Xosi scraped and scratched. She remembered her raw fear as a snarling, horrible face loomed over her.
Fear that turned to terror.
That face had belonged to a man with a knife ...a primitive, sharp blade of obsidian polished to killing sharpness. The knife had been a tooth that ached for Xosi like a lover.
She flinched and screamed, "Ai-ee-ee!", reliving the moment the knife had descended, sheathing itself in her breast.
She was dead. Her beautiful body had been mutilated, her vibrant life stolen from her! And where was she now?
In hell?
Wailing, screeching, she flung herself from side to side. "El Diablo!" She challenged the devil himself. "Come for me! I will scratch your eyes out!"
She would not burn willingly!
"DAMN IT ALL anyway!" he hissed through his teeth, shaking the fingers that still burned.
Spooked, he stared down at the little silver mirror. First the thing had turned icy cold, then fiery hot. A shaft of moonlight seeping through the nearby open window made it glow like a little face in the dark.
He wanted no more part of the cursed thing, sent it skittering beneath a chair with a booted toe.
He'd only picked up the bauble -- some piece of Mexican work, a pendant in the shape of a hand mirror on a silver chain -- because he'd found nothing else of worth in Monte Ryerson's old rolltop desk.
When a floorboard in the hallway behind him squeaked, he tensed and glanced over his shoulder. Had his yelp awakened one of the sleepers in the ranchhouse?Like Monte Ryerson himself? He wanted no showdown with the owner of the spread, at least not now.
Stealthfully, he headed for the window and heaved himself up and over its deep sill.
He might not have accomplished what he'd come for this time.
But he'd be back with a vengeance.
CHAPTER ONE
Upstate New York
IPHIGENIA WENTWORTH reached for the hand mirror beside her bed and moaned at what she saw. Her skin was dead-white, her eyes sunken with fatigue, her masses of golden blonde hair as tangled as if a hurricane had roared through her Aunt Gertrude's twenty-room summer cottage in the Adirondacks.
With a shaky hand, Iphigenia placed the mirror back on the cherrywood nightstand and gazed about the guest bedroom, her prison the past four months. A breeze wafted through one shuttered tall window, fluttering lace curtains.
Light also crept into the room, though Iphigenia had no idea if it was morning or afternoon. With all the pain she'd suffered, she only remembered that night had been descending about the time the doctor had arrived the day before.
She'd thought she was going to die. In agony, she'd begged the man to shoot her. Obviously, he hadn't.
Gingerly, she stretched a little, to see if her body remained intact. Her limbs seemed to have survived, though she felt sore and weak, couldn't be certain of other parts of her anatomy.
Giving birth had been the worst experience in all her twenty-seven years.
She hardened her jaw. Damn Lamar Blake! Damn the day she'd been stupid enough to think having relations with a man would be enjoyable. What little pleasure she'd derived with the good-looking scoundrel had been cancelled by nine months of increasing discomfort, followed by fifteen ...twenty? ...hours of sheer, unadulterated hell.
When the door creaked open, Iphigenia started. "Aunt Gertrude?"
"It's me, Miss Wentworth." Mary Flannery, Gertrude's plump, good-natured Irish maid, stepped inside, carrying a bundle swathed in a blanket. Smiling, she headed for the bed. "I am thinking you might like to see your new baby girl."
"Baby girl?" Iphigenia wasn't ready to confront the small burden Mary placed in her arms.
But she looked anyway.
Huddled inside the blanket lay an infant with a wrinkly pink face and a few wisps of fine, pale hair lying across her bald pate. A tiny hand clutched at the edge of the blanket, four perfect miniature fingers and a thumb.
"Ah, and isn't she beautiful now?" cooed Mary.
To her surprise, Iphigenia answered, "Yes ...she is."
Furthermore, the weight of the baby in her arms felt ...natural somehow. Staring down at the tiny nose and soft cheeks in fascination, she forgot about the pain she'd gone through for the moment. Her feelings turned to awe as she realized this miraculous little creature had actually come from her own body.
She swallowed, running her fingers lightly over the baby's head. "What a wonder you are."
"Isn't she, Miss?" Then Mary sobered, clearing her throat. "Or beggin' your pardon, would you rather I called you Ma'am?"
The maid probably had a concern because Aunt Gertrude was such a stickler for covering unpleasantness with social niceties. Perhaps she thought Iphigenia was planning to pretend she'd been mysteriously married and widowed.
Iphigenia stated baldly, "Address me as Miss, please. I am not one to tip-toe around the truth."
Lamar Blake was long-gone, had returned to Georgia or Alabama, wherever the charming rogue had originally come from. He had disappeared from the New York society scene as soon as he realized Iphigenia was pregnant.
Mary leaned closer. "Baby's are always lovely. They are God's blessing and people's hope for the future."
The maid's tone and expression seemed so nostalgic, Iphigenia wondered if Mary had experienced motherhood herself. The maid claimed to be single, though that didn't mean
anything.
Mary straightened, obviously aware she was being scrutinized. "I should be drawing the curtains back." She moved away. "'Tis a fine, bright day outside."
Mary needn't have worried. Iphigenia hadn't planned to ask any leading questions. And she remained fascinated by the child she held, was content to let the world beyond them fade away.
"My hope for the future, hmm?" she said softly, examining each hand, each tiny finger.
Then she reached beneath the blanket to find matching toes. The baby stirred, making a soft noise. A smile trembled about Iphigenia's lips. She was a mother, though that had never been her ambition.
Her desire since she'd reached adulthood had been to live an independent life. When her attempts had been met with resistance from her difficult father, she'd become a rebel who drank and gambled more than a lady should, as well as smoked and said and did things that embarrassed the family.
Would she have felt differently, have considered an alternate course if her own mother were still alive?
Her memories of Dahlia Wentworth were few: a soothing voice, a loving touch, the comforting voluminous skirts that Iphigenia had clung to as a toddler. But all that clinging hadn't stopped death from tearing her mother away. At five, Iphigenia had wept over her mother's grave. An only child, she'd grown up in a cold, darkly furnished house in New York City where servants and nannies had been her companions.
"At least you have me," Iphigenia told the baby, filled with unusual warm, expansive feelings. Now she was glad she hadn't died during labor. She was also alight with new determination. God willing, this child would always have her. Gingerly, she inhaled the baby's sweet scent. "I shall call you Hope." She told Mary, "Thanks to the sentiment you expressed."
The maid beamed.
"I shall have to decide where we will live, of course," Iphigenia mused. "I do not think New York would be the right place." Where she'd existed in mild disgrace long before the final, humiliating incident with Lamar Blake. "The continent will be better." Europeans were more open-minded as long as one had money, she had learned from traveling. "Perhaps Paris or a villa in Florence."
Surely her father would turn over her trust fund now. Surely he realized she would never marry.
Iphigenia glanced up when the bedroom door suddenly opened again, admitting Gertrude Wentworth Cummings. Her silver hair crimped back from her austere face like wings, her patrician nose raised in the air, her spine straight inside her tightly-laced corset, the older woman looked every inch the confident society hostess she was.
Iphigenia had never liked her paternal aunt very much, though the woman had been fairly civil during her months of confinement.
Aunt Gertrude spied the baby and raised elegant brows over steely eyes. "What do you think you are doing?"
"Mary brought me my daughter Hope to see --"
"You have named the thing?"
Iphigenia bristled. "How dare you call my child a thing."
But the older woman paid no attention, had switched her attention to the maid. "I should dismiss you. Get out of this room immediately."
Looking frightened, Mary obeyed.
Iphigenia remained angry. "That was cruel. I will employ Mary myself if you don't want her."
"You are not employing anyone. Your father controls your money."
"I believe he will be quite happy to turn over my trust fund if it means getting me and my disgrace out of his hair. I plan to go to Europe --"
"Europe?" her aunt cut her off. "You have no right to make plans, especially pleasant scenarios wherein you enjoy yourself. You need to be punished." Then she approached the bed and reached for Hope.
Appalled, Iphigenia turned on her side, clutching the baby. "Leave her alone! You have no right to touch her."
"You are the one with no rights." Aunt Gertrude sniffed. "A soiled woman. You have disgraced us enough and will be lucky to find some toothless, dim-witted widower who can be tricked into marrying you." She added, "And that will only come about because of your father's influence."
Before Iphigenia could react, Aunt Gertrude lunged for the baby, easily pulling her from Iphigenia's weak arms.
"No!" Iphigenia tried to rise.
But her aunt was already hastening away, long black skirts rustling.
"Where are you going?" Iphigenia cried, still struggling to get out of bed. A sharp pain shot across her abdomen. "I want my baby!"
Hand on the doorknob, her aunt turned. "It is not your baby. It is a bastard with no parents at all. Too bad you had to see it before --"
"Before what?"
Gertrude Wentworth Cummings didn't answer. Exiting quickly, she slammed the door behind her. The baby started to wail.
The sound cut though Iphigenia like a knife.
Moaning anew, she got to her feet, imagining all sorts of desperate scenarios, such as drowning her little girl in a well. Surely her aunt could never do such a thing. That would be murder.
Panicked, cursing at her unaccustomed feebleness, she dragged herself toward the door, clutching at the carved wooden bedposts, then an upholstered chair.
"Hope isn't an it! She's my daughter!"
But there was no one to hear. And as Iphigenia finally grasped the doorknob, she glanced down to see fresh blood staining her nightgown. Then she collapsed, sliding down to the floor.
Perhaps she would die after all.
West Texas
DEATH HAUNTED HIM.
Monte Ryerson tossed and turned in his brass bed. Though a chill gust blew through the ranchhouse, he was sweating. And along with the wind's rush came the soft sound of throaty female laughter.
Familiar laughter...as was the presence that rippled along with the breeze.
Xosi Baca.
Monte shuddered, once more reliving the way Xosi had died. His standing there watching, rifle in hand, unable to lift a finger to stop her mad killer. He watched the knife rise, quiver, descend in a lethal arc ...
He groaned. Xosi hadn't deserved to die, especially not in the full bloom of life.
Monte ...
He started, thinking the voice actually sounded real.
Monte ...
And seemed to be coming closer.
Monte, my beautiful man.
Although hollow, the voice seemed to be near.
He opened his eyes to a shimmering vision, hardly able to believe that Xosi Baca stood before him. He heard her throaty laugh again as she slipped her camisa over her head. Then she let her skirt drop to the floor before sitting down beside him. Voluptuous, she had full breasts, a small waist and lush hips and thighs. Her long mahogany hair coiled about her back and shoulders.
A dream? A frightening vision? For he was frightened.
Monte, she whispered again, amber eyes glowing with warmth. She reached over to caress his chest. He had to be dreaming, so why did her cold touch feel so real?
"W-what do you want?" he managed to choke out.
You, querido. She slid farther into the bed and draped herself over him. You know I have always wanted you.
"But you're dead!" The accusation came out a strangled whisper.
He lay there stunned as she rubbed against him like a cat, her flesh cold as ice. Then she angled her mouth over his, kissing him with frozen lips as she reached beneath the sheet for his manhood.
"No-o!" He winced, trying to draw away.
Yes-s-s! she hissed, attempting to anchor him. You are mine!
"No!" he yelled again, horrified that he was being aroused by a nightmare. With every ounce of strength, he pushed her away.
Once again, she stood beside the bed, this time glaring with anger, disappointment ...and more.
Do not send me away, querido, she said softly, yet with underlying threat. You will be sorry.
Still he dared, drawing the sheet about him as if it were a shield. "Go!"
She seemed ready to fight with him, but her anger faded even as did her image. He lay back against the mattress, eyes squinched tight, breath labored, heart pounding, waiting to hear her voice calling his name.
The moment never came.
Opening his eyes, Monte stared into the darkness of his empty bedroom, then swore he heard light footsteps pad down the corridor outside. His worries over what he might see warring with his concern that some noise had awakened his kids, he rose and went to the door. But no one traversed the long hallway that connected the haphazardly connected rooms of the sprawling adobe ranchhouse. Though Monte swore that the scent of a woman lingered in the air. The hair on the back of his neck rose to attention. His flesh crawled.
A ghost rather than a dream?
His Comanche heritage allowed him to believe in such beings.
Though how Xosi Baca could have followed him to his abode he didn't know. Backing into his room, he lit the kerosene lantern beside the bed and checked the shadows as he pulled on a pair of denim pants.
Then he went through the house, peering at shadows, staring into corners. Everything seemed quiet. A dim moon and a skyful of stars shone outside. An open window let in a gust of cool spring wind.
Cool, but not cold. Not freezing.
Thinking of Xosi's chilly lips, Monte shivered.
Had he actually seen a ghost?
Or was the guilt that already haunted him taking a new form?
He guessed he'd prefer thinking it was guilt, he decided, heading back for bed. Though the black moods that had possessed him the past winter were almost as bad as ghosts. He had to do something about the situation. Guilt was rotting his insides and, worse, pushing away his children.
He didn't want to destroy their lives, too.
"PA IS LONELY, that's what's wrong with him," thirteen-year old Cassie Ryerson told her brother Stephen as they rode toward Pine Bluff to pick up supplies and the mail.
"It's more than that," said Stephen, reining in his sorrel to keep pace with her smaller paint. The horses clopped through the brown dust side by side. "He's got a lot on his mind. For one, he's worried about making a living." He assumed his wiser, older brother expression, though there were only three years between them. "There's too many ranchers now -- cattle prices have been forced down. Pa's probably afraid we might go broke."
"We aren't going to go broke," Cassie asserted, trying to be positive. "And Pa wouldn't think so either if he had someone really nice to talk to." Remembering something she'd read in one of the many newspapers her father subscribed to, she quoted, "He needs 'a soft hand to soothe his fevered brow, a sweet bosom on which to rest his head.'"
Stephen made a face, narrowing his eyes. "What in tarnation are you talking about? A woman?"
"Of course, she'd be a woman. A lady." That was especially important. "Pa needs a new wife." And she herself a new mother, Cassie had decided, though she thought it best not to admit so to her brother.
"Ma's only been dead for three years."
Three long years that had felt like a lifetime to Cassie. "I think Pa's mourned enough."
"And I think it's up to Pa to decide how long he should mourn. You should mind your own business."
Cassie only grinned and kicked the paint's side, sending her mare trotting ahead. The rough road they followed rose steadily as they climbed the spare, rocky foothills toward the tiny town of Pine Bluff. The basin in which the best part of the Ryerson spread lay -- a grassy expanse created by a spring-fed creek that wove through many of the acres -- was giving way to desert with its gray-green creosote bushes, cactus, and mesquite.
Stephen also picked up the pace as they spotted the town ahead. Actually, town was too big a word for the small cluster of weatherbeaten and adobe buildings that made up Pine Bluff -- a general store, a blacksmith shop, and a cantina. Larger when it had been a stagecoach stop, the place had shrunk considerably as soon as two railroads -- the Southern Pacific, then the Texas and Pacific -- cut iron swathes across the state. The stagecoach line no longer existed but the needs of the surrounding ranches kept the remaining establishments in business. Each week, a rider made the one-hundred-and-forty mile round trip to El Paso to deliver and return mail.
Cassie could hardly wait to see if there were any special letters addressed to Ryerson. She hoped the storekeep hadn't gossiped about the one she'd sent to an Eastern newspaper a couple of months ago. As she and Stephen dismounted and tied their horses in front of the general store, she tried to hide her excitement but made sure she beat her brother through the door.
He didn't seem to notice. He stopped to examine a silver-trimmed Mexican saddle on display near the dry-goods shelves.
"Mail for Ryerson?" Cassie approached the counter to ask the storekeeper.
Her heart beat faster when he returned with a fairly large bundle, most of it sure to be the usual newspapers. Like the other ranchers, Monte Ryerson paid for the mail service.
"Thanks," she said.
"You're welcome."
Quickly she undid the twine that bound the bundle and sorted through it. Two letters and a flat packet caught her eye. Glancing behind her to make sure Stephen remained busy, she headed off for a corner to rip open her prizes.
When she returned to the counter, Stephen was checking off a list of supplies. "Molasses, flour." He glanced at Cassie. "And didn't Carmen say she could use a new butcher knife?"
"Uh, huh."
For some reason, various utensils had been disappearing. The superstitious housekeeper claimed evil spirits were taking them, but Cassie paid her no mind. Excited, she could hardly wait while Stephen counted out some coins and told the storekeep to put the rest of the supplies on the Ryerson tab. She held the bundle of mail before her like a prize.
"Wait a minute, I forgot something," Stephen told the man, then looked at his sister. "How about a peppermint? Would you like a treat?"
"Uh, sure."
"You don't sound very enthusiastic. If you don't care, we should save the money."
Cassie sighed. "I'll take a peppermint. Please?" Though she wished her brother would hurry up so they could talk in private.
Glancing at her curiously, Stephen laid another coin down for the candy. He stuck a striped red and white stick in his mouth and handed the other to Cassie. Then he carried the supplies outside.
He was loading their saddlebags when she told him, "I found a wife for Pa."
"Uh, huh."
"I'm serious, Stephen. I put an advertisement in a New York newspaper." She held up the letters. "And I got some answers."
Surprised, Stephen stopped what he was doing. "Advertisements? Are you loco?"
Cassie frowned. "I'm not crazy and I'm not stupid. I know there's such a thing as mail-order brides. Mr. Rolfson sent for one and she came all the way from Sweden."
"That was different. That was someone his family
knew."
"But other men have sent away for wives," Cassie insisted. "Just listen to me, Stephen." She waved the envelopes again. "These women are willing to come to Texas and marry Pa and take care of us."
"I'm near full-grown."
"But I'm not." She lifted her chin. "And I'd like a real lady for a mother. Someone who can tell me the right thing to say and do."
Someone who could help her be more feminine. She was sick of drudging about in dusty boots and tying her hair back in a braid. She didn't want to end up wearing trousers all the time and riding with the men like her twin sister Ginnie.
"Look at this." Cassie pulled the biggest prize of all from the mail bundle -- the fancy daguerreotype that had been in the flat packet. She could tell her brother was impressed when his eyes widened. "Isn't she beautiful? And I bet she's smart and sweet, too."
"Not to mention rich." Frowning, Stephen fingered the daguerreotype. "Who else could afford to send something like this?"
Now they'd gotten to the hard part. "I don't know how she got her portrait taken or how she managed to send it, but this lady must not be rich." Or else she was taking the advertisement at its word. Cassie paused. "What happened to the money you saved up from those horses you broke last fall?"
"Why?"
"We need to send her money for the train."
Stephen's frown turned to a scowl. "No."
"Stephen!" To get this close and be unable to carry out her plan would break her heart. Though she hadn't known what she'd do when the time came, she'd been depending on her brother's help.
"This is crazy. You're crazy," he fumed. "That woman's probably crazy, too!"
"She's not!" Cassie didn't want her to be. "Please, Stephen!" To her embarrassment, she felt her eyes fill. "It will change things, you'll see. She'll change Pa. He won't be so sad ...and faraway." At times her father withdrew so much, Cassie couldn't reach him at all. She simply knew it was more than worries about the ranch. "I can't help missing the way he used to be."
Stephen's expression became more sympathetic. He knew what she was talking about. But he told her, "Don't cry."
Cassie sniffed and swiped at her cheeks. "I'm not crying." Again she held up the woman's image, pressing her case for all she was worth. "Pa won't be able to ignore a lady like this. She's as beautiful as an angel."
"Well --"
"Please!" Her brother was weakening. She could tell. "Please, please, Stephen. I'll pay you back, I promise."
"It's so crazy," he muttered. "And we'd have to ride all the way to El Paso to buy the ticket."
We. Now she knew she had hooked him.
"That town is dangerous," he went on. "It's full of gamblers and gunmen and shysters these days."
"But no one will bother us, Stephen. You're sixteen, a man," she said, flattering him. "You'll see that we're safe."
Just as she would see to changing the direction their lives had taken the past year or so. She'd been wishing for change, praying for it, working toward it with all her might. Each word of the advertisement in the New York newspaper had been wrung from the depths of her heart.
CHAPTER TWO
Texas rancher seeks a wife and a mother for his three children. Will pay travel expenses to El Paso. This woman should be pretty and nice, age 25 to 35, and be a real lady.
ONCE AGAIN Iphigenia read the rather childishly worded advertisement she'd cut from The New York Crier, then placed it back in her reticule. She hoped she hadn't made a terrible mistake. Ever since the Southern Pacific had left central Texas, the land outside had grown wilder and rougher and more foreboding. Dry and dusty, often mountainous, nearly barren except for twisted trees and harsh-looking plants that pushed their way between outcroppings of raw rock, the place seemed unfit for human habitation.
Where had she gotten herself?
As close to her child as she could manage came the swift answer.
As soon as she'd discovered that her aunt had sent Hope to live with poor relations out west, Iphigenia had left no stone unturned finding out exactly where the Fricketts lived. Fort Davis seemed to be some distance from El Paso on the map, but Iphigenia was certain she would find a way to get there. Just as she'd happened on a way to get to Texas from New York.
The newspaper advertisement had been a miracle. The proffered railway ticket a Godsend.
Especially considering Horace Wentworth had been measuring out the most meager of allowances, no doubt expecting his daughter to bolt. But Iphigenia had been careful to hide her emotions concerning her baby. When her empty suite in the New York mansion had been discovered, she was certain her aunt and father headed for the wharves, thinking she had found some means to book passage to Europe.
They would never believe the cold, sharp-tongued and devil-may-care Miss Iphigenia Wentworth was on her way to retrieve an illegitimate baby. They would never think she'd go so far as to marry some uncivilized Texas rancher to get her daughter back -- possibly the only unselfish act she'd ever done in her life.
She could hardly believe the latter herself. Perhaps if she'd never seen her daughter ...but she had. Those few moments when Hope had rested in her arms were the most precious in her memory. She'd felt a love she hadn't known she was capable of. Taking a deep breath, she pulled another piece of paper out of her reticule, the letter that had come with her ticket. The enthusiastic scrawl was also childish and the wording similar to that of the advertisement, but at least this Monte Ryerson had enough education to write at all, undoubtedly unusual in the wilderness.
Iphigenia put the letter away, then attempted to dust some of the dirt and train soot off her fawn-colored Redfern traveling costume. The white lace at her throat had already turned nearly the same color as the jacket and skirt. She was exhausted after endless days of travel and looking forward to who knew what when she arrived in El Paso in less than an hour.
She assumed she'd meet with Ryerson's approval. She'd actually try her best to get along with him until she had her child in her arms again. And she was prepared to do whatever else she must to achieve the reunion with Hope. She had no illusions left about romance. She need not fear another pregnancy -- the doctor had told her that the difficult birth had ended her chances of ever becoming a mother again.
Which made Hope's being taken away from her an emotional trauma.
Her baby was the only person who would ever truly belong to her, Iphigenia thought. Picturing Hope's innocent little face, the precious little fingers that had clutched the blanket, brought tears to her eyes.
Then, lowering her veil, she glanced about to make sure that none of the other passengers had noticed. She was a proud woman who rarely wept. But her traveling companions paid no attention -- a quiet young couple holding hands and a white-whiskered old man snoring against his seat.
The conductor entered the car. "El Paso," he announced, looking at his pocket watch. "We arrive in ten minutes."
Ten minutes. Iphigenia clutched her reticule tightly. She tried to be optimistic, assuring herself that whatever predicament she faced would only be temporary. Eventually, a legal marriage would release her trust fund, and she could offer financial compensation to Monte Ryerson before she left him. If he objected anyway, she would show him what her father called the true, acidic side of her personality. Then he'd probably be willing to pay to get rid of her.
A shadow of doubt filled her when she went over her plan. What if this Monte Ryerson got attached to her in truth? She would have to steal herself to any soft emotions toward the man. She would approach this as a business deal.
Shades of Horace Wentworth!
Not wanting to be reminded of her father, certainly not wanting to think she was in the least like the cold man who'd been her only parent, she looked for a distraction and was relieved when the conductor strolled down the aisle.
"I have two trunks in the baggage car," she told him. "Make sure you unload them both."
"Yes, ma'am."
She'd packed at least half her wardrobe, not knowing what kind of situations or weather to expect. She'd brought all her jewelry, sewn into her petticoat, having read that West Texas was a next-to-lawless land. And for protection, she carried one of her great-uncle's ivory-handled dueling pistols in her carpet bag. Reputedly, he'd died in a scandalous shooting incident before he was thirty, but at least he'd had courage.
Courage Iphigenia hoped she'd inherited, she thought, upon alighting in El Paso a few minutes later. The conductor offered her a hand in stepping down from the passenger car. The depot -- if one could call it that -- was nothing more than a mudbrick shed. Or adobe, she had heard it called. Larger adobe buildings rose some distance away. A gaggle of Spanish-speaking people embraced the young couple who'd ridden in her car. Nearby, an ugly, filthy, greasy-haired man spat a stream of tobacco onto the ground and stared at her with bloodshot eyes.
Monte Ryerson? Please God, no.
Frozen with trepidation, Iphigenia hardly noticed the two youngsters approaching.
"Miss Iphigenia Wentworth?"
She raised her veil and stared at the girl who addressed her, a pretty one of twelve or thirteen with soft brown eyes and wavy brown hair tied back with a pink ribbon that matched her simple dress. The girl's companion was older, a tall youth with wide shoulders, long limbs and an air of awkwardness.
"I am Miss Wentworth, yes," said Iphigenia.
"Oh!" The girl's eyes widened and lit up, while her lips curved into a tremulous smile that couldn't help but touch Iphigenia. "You're even more beautiful than your picture."
The youth tipped his hat. "Pleased to meet you, Miss Wentworth."
Iphigenia was confused gazing into the boy's blue eyes. "You're, uh ...Monte Ryerson?"
"Me?" He blushed beet red, looking terribly embarrassed. "Of course not. I'm Stephen, his son."
The girl stepped forward to shyly offer her hand. "My brother and I are here to take you back to the ranch. I'm Cassie. I'm thirteen. My twin sister Ginnie stayed at home. We brought a buckboard to take you and your luggage to the ranch --"
The poor girl was babbling. "What about your father?" Iphigenia cut in.
"Well ...Pa was busy." Cassie sobered and glanced at her brother. "He was sorting cows, wasn't he, Stephen?"
The boy merely grunted.
Iphigenia thought the two were acting a little odd, if friendly in an anxious sort of way. Ryerson actually preferred sorting cattle to meeting his future bride? But she had little chance to ask questions as she followed the youngsters to the team and wagon they had left near the depot.
No buggy? Perhaps people didn't use them in West Texas or Monte Ryerson simply didn't have the money to buy one. He would be pleased then if she came up with a cash settlement later on.
"El Paso isn't very pretty," Cassie told her as Stephen took care of having the trunks loaded. "And it can be dangerous, especially at night -- gamblers and drunks and even outlaws walk the streets."
Iphigenia raised her brows, her eyes sliding back in the direction of the filthy man who'd spat the tobacco.
"But don't worry," Cassie went on. "Stephen brought a rifle. He'll take care of us." Then she stared as Iphigenia opened her parasol against the bright sun, her expression obviously awed. "Do ladies use those sort of things?"
The girl was so innocent and seemed to be looking for guidance. "Most ladies have parasols," Iphigenia told her. "It is important to protect the skin. And it is fashionable to remain on the pale side, rather than to turn brown." Like the working class.
Cassie's smile wavered. "Really? I guess I'm not very fashionable then."
"You're also in West Texas," grumbled Stephen, who'd come around to help them up onto the wagon's seat. "Out here, things with pale hides usually make their homes under rocks."
Always ready to trade barbs, good-natured or not, Iphigenia wondered if he were indirectly needling her. "Are you comparing me to toads and snakes?" she asked archly.
"No, Ma'am." The boy flushed as he climbed the wagon himself and took up the reins. "I was only teasing Cassie. I didn't mean to insult you."
He was so serious, so easily discomfited, Iphigenia felt sorry she'd said anything. She also found herself wanting to reassure Cassie, as unusual as that seemed. She guessed it was the girl's innocent-seeming openness. She never dwelled on class differences like Aunt Gertrude anyway. She mistrusted people equally.
She smiled at the girl. "Fashions vary in different parts of the country. I'm sure you are quite the mode for West Texas." That brought a grin to Cassie's face. Soon, she was maintaining a stream of conversation as the buckboard rumbled along. They passed small houses with chickens scratching within adobe-walled yards. A man wearing a huge hat and leading a burro loaded with baskets got out of the narrow road when faced with the buckboard.
"He's wearing a sombrero." Cassie pointed at the man. "A Mexican hat."
"There seem to be many Mexicans here," remarked Iphigenia. "But then I suppose that is natural, considering the Spanish settled this part of the country in the beginning." She'd read her history.
"Mexico itself, the town of Paseo del Norte, is on the other side of the Rio Grande," said Stephen, who seemed content to remain silent most of the time. He gestured. "The river is right over there."
The buckboard was heading the opposite direction and soon left El Paso behind. Cassie continued to chatter, asking questions about New York, as well as pointing out local landmarks, and naming flora and fauna. Iphigenia tried to converse politely, though the buckboard's lack of springs made her teeth rattle. Besides, one stark mountain range or painted mesa pretty much looked like another and she wasn't very interested in creosote bushes or prairie dogs.
Cassie regained her full attention when she said, "Our Ma died three years ago. She was killed in an accident." She sighed. "We've really missed her."
A pang engulfed Iphigenia for a second. "I expect so. I lost my mother myself when I was a small child."
"It's important for a girl to have a female influence in her life, don't you think?" asked Cassie, her tone hopeful.
"Well, yes, I suppose so." Though the inference that Cassie might need her made Iphigenia distinctly uncomfortable. She hadn't considered the repercussions her presence might have on Ryerson's children. "Other female relatives can also be helpful for a girl. I have cousins and an aunt." She didn't add that her cousins were stuffy prigs or that Aunt Gertrude was a cruel monster.
"We don't have any other relatives, at least not in this part of the country," Cassie said. "My Pa has a half-sister named Louisa up in New Mexico Territory but we've never gotten around to visiting her."
"That's too bad. I'm sure you will meet one of these days." But her assurances didn't seem to impress the girl, who continued to observe her eagerly, like a half-grown pup waiting for a pat on the head. When the buckboard hit a big bump, she bounced on the seat and hastened to change the subject, "How long will it take us to get to the ranch?"
"It's quite a piece," said Cassie. "We're hoping to get home before dark."
It was mid-morning now. Iphigenia's heart sank. "How far is quite a piece?"
"Seventy miles," said the laconic Stephen.
Iphigenia's mouth nearly dropped. "Good God!" Then she remembered she should watch her language. "Er, good heavens, I mean."
"We'll stop and rest, have a meal at noon," Cassie told her. "We brought tortillas and some chili."
"Chili? Tortillas?"
"Chili is a spicy stew," Cassie explained. "This one has more beans then beef. Carmen, our housekeeper, also made the tortillas."
Stephen put in, "Tortillas are a type of flat bread."
Iphigenia was more interested in the mention of a housekeeper. "So your father has someone to cook and clean and do the laundry?"
"Of course. You won't have to do any of that." Cassie's tone was full of pride. "Our Pa owns one of the biggest ranches in this area of the country -- three thousand acres. Our house has glass windows and real wooden floors. It's very nice. That's why Pa wants to marry a real lady."
Glass windows and wooden floors? That made Ryerson well-to-do for this part of the country? Iphigenia told herself to be thankful for small favors. She was already appalled at her surroundings, an endless-seeming wildness where nothing existed for seventy miles beyond El Paso, a horrid place in and of itself. Gazing out on the road that wound around rocks and sometimes too near deep crevices, Iphigenia once again wondered about her decision to come here. At the very least, every bone in her body would be bruised by the time they reached the ranch.
MANY HOURS LATER, Iphigenia was far too numb to feel any bruises. She hardly noticed that the land had changed subtly.
As the buckboard topped a gentle hill, Cassie announced, "This is my Pa's spread -- the R&Y."
Iphigenia focused bleary eyes.
Before them stretched a surprisingly grassy vale crossed by a big creek, in places edged with real broad-leafed trees. At the nearest end of the basin, inside a huge fenced enclosure, sat a sprawling house of timber and adobe. Several tall trees shaded the back of the house, while some distance away from the residence, numerous barns or sheds stood, often connected to pens for animals. Horses grazed, as well as cattle. Within one of the pens, some mounted men were chasing the latter, swinging ropes against their mounts and yelling.
Still sorting cows? Iphigenia wondered. She glanced up at the swinging sign over the gate as they rolled through -- the name Ryerson had been carved into the wood.
She'd be meeting Monte Ryerson any minute. If she weren't so fatigued, she supposed she should try to brush off some of the new dust that had accumulated on her traveling costume over the filthy miles. Her hair felt like a hornet's nest but she'd grown tired of wearing her hat, removing the fancy felt with feathers and veil to place it in her carpet bag along with her leather gloves. She'd also folded and laid aside her parasol when her arms grew too tired to keep holding it aloft. Doing so had exposed her to the sun, of course, and now the skin across her nose felt sore, probably sunburned.
Stephen slowed the team of horses as they neared the house, turning to Cassie, "You'd better tell her now."
The girl had been quiet for the last hour or so of their journey -- Iphigenia assumed from weariness.
"Tell me what?" She frowned at both youngsters.
"Um." Cassie looked like she wanted to squirm. "Er, well, you're going to be a surprise."
"Some surprise," Stephen complained. "What is Pa going to say? I shouldnt've agreed to any part of this."
Cassie swallowed. "Pa didn't place that advertisement in the newspaper, Miss Wentworth. I did." Her voice was a little shaky. She added quickly, "Please don't be mad. He'll like you -- you're so pretty -- and he really does need a wife."
Iphigenia's mouth went dry. "I'm a surprise?" Suddenly her entire plan was in doubt. "Damnation!" Surely she couldn't have come all this way for nothing. She had to be reunited with her baby at any cost.
"There's Pa out on the porch," Stephen said darkly.
Iphigenia looked dead ahead. A tall figure detached itself from the shadows of the structure's front overhang and descended a short flight of steps to approach. The man's walk was all smooth muscle and, as he came closer, Iphigenia noted his bronzed skin, strong features and shoulder-length blue-black hair.
Good Lord, the man was a savage.
Monte Ryerson glared at all three people mounted on the buckboard, though his attention centered on Stephen. "Where the hell have you been all day? I thought you took off with your little sister and sold her to some bandits."
"Sorry, Pa."
"Sorry isn't an explanation."
Stephen gave Cassie an angry look, prompting the girl to speak up. "We went to El Paso to fetch Miss Wentworth. She came all the way from New York on the train."
"Who the hell is Miss Wentworth?"
Ryerson's hostile eyes burned into Iphigenia. Eyes that seemed as black as his hair. He was attractive in his own way, she admitted, but so wild and fierce-looking, she could imagine him lifting her scalp. The only Indian she'd ever seen before had been in a Wild West show.
The man continued to stare, addressing her directly, "Who are you?"
For the first time in her life, she was nearly speechless.
"Well --"
Cassie intervened, "Miss Wentworth came here to marry you, Pa. She's looking for a husband and you need a wife."
Surprise suffused Ryerson's features, followed by an expression that seemed far from pleased. Again, he spoke directly to Iphigenia, "What kind of trick are you trying to play here? I oughta run you off my property."
Run her off the property? After days of uncomfortable train travel, then hours of a bone-crushing buckboard ride?
Leary of the man's latent ferocity, Iphigenia nevertheless managed to find her tongue ...along with a righteous flare of anger. "I am not running anywhere, Mr. Ryerson. I am exhausted and frustrated, as much a victim of your daughter's ruse as you yourself." She reached for her carpet bag and threw it to the ground. "I am getting off this chariot from hell and walking into your primitive excuse for a house. If you don't like it, then you must do what you will -- drag me behind your horse or shoot me full of arrows."
Now it was her would-be husband's turn to become speechless. As Iphigenia dismounted from the buckboard, she saw the light that flared in the depths of his dark, dark eyes. Surprise? Or, perhaps, respect?
MONTE SIMPLY STOOD stockstill and watched the haughty blonde pick up her carpet bag and march toward the house. Despite grime and too much sun, Miss Iphigenia Wentworth was truly and elegantly beautiful. Her chiseled features revealed bone structure as finely formed as any blooded horse's and her masses of pale gold hair seemed to shine in the growing dusk. Most fascinating, she held herself with as much pride and fire as any warrior.
That thought reminded him of her reference to his Indian heritage. Before she'd gotten her back up, he'd caught a flash of fear in her expression. No doubt a mail-order bride from New York hadn't expected to be mated up with a half-breed.
That she was mail-order at all, though, was the problem. Obviously feeling guilty, Stephen was blurting out all the details of the newspaper advertisement and the purchased train ticket even as Monte turned his attention back on his kids.
"Why would you do a stupid thing like that?" he asked his son, angry. "You're too old for such shenanigans." And he came around the buckboard to deal with Cassie, who was sliding to the ground. "Don't you think you're going anywhere, girl. You're in deep trouble. I oughta lock you up for a year."
She gazed up at her father, mouth trembling. "I thought you would like her!"
Cassie had always been more dreamy than practical but Monte had never thought she'd do something crazy. "You can't match people up like a cow and a bull. And where did you get the money for the ticket anyhow? Did you dig around the bureau in my room? Search my pockets?"
A fat tear seeped out of Cassie's eye and slid down her cheek. "I wouldn't steal! I borrowed the money from Stephen." Then she broke into sobs and took off at a dead run, holding her pink skirts up out of her way.
"Come back here!" Monte roared, striding in pursuit.
But the girl only ran faster. Behind Monte, Stephen called, "She did borrow the money from me, Pa, honest."
Monte stalked on, until he heard a new, icy voice, "Enough! Stop right there!"
He whipped around.
The blonde had dropped her carpet bag to run after him. "Leave the poor child alone! Perhaps she has made a mistake but she doesn't deserve to be beaten."
"I'm not going to beat her," Monte growled, upset that anyone would think so. Was his anger that ferocious-sounding? "I never beat a young one in my life." And he only intended to catch up with Cassie and give her some more talking to. "Go back to the house and mind your own business."
"This is my business." Iphigenia Wentworth retreated a couple of steps and fear glinted in her eyes. But she stuck out her chin and placed her hands on her hips. "I answered an advertisement in good faith, whether it was placed in a newspaper by you or your child. The damage has been done. I am here. It would seem more sensible to work out this matter between the two of us, not rant and rave at her."
"I won't have my daughter thinking she can do whatever she gets into her head."
"Then talk to her when you have calmed down. If you are ever calm. With a father who shouts and makes accusations and wishes to think the worst, it is no wonder she longed to obtain a parent who was softer and more liberal."
The blonde's speech sounded impassioned, as if she had some personal experience with the subject.
But Monte wasn't about to be told what to do and by a stranger. "Who says she wanted another parent?"
"She did. She wanted a wife for you and a mother for her. That is how the advertisement was worded."
At this new bit of information, Monte scowled, though his anger was slowly fading.
"You do not have to worry about the imposition of my presence here anyway," Iphigenia went on. "I had a good reason for traveling to Texas. As soon as I have taken care of it, I shall be most happy to return to New York."
That didn't sit well with Monte. "You're not taking off until I have a say. Besides, you just stood there and admitted that my daughter wants a mother."
"But you don't want a wife."
He couldn't tell if that was a relief to her or not. If she was relieved, he couldn't help feeling annoyed. "Don't plan on going anywhere. I don't know what I'm going to do."
Her eyes widened. "You don't mean to say that you would consider marrying me?"
"You came here under that assumption." Whether or not he intended to carry through. "And my daughter paid for your train ticket, is expecting something from you. You're gonna have to stick around, at least for awhile, until things get sorted out."
"But ..."
Good. That shut her up. "Go back to the house. I thought you said you were tired. Sit down and wait until I come back." As he still wanted to talk to Cassie, if not give her the tongue-lashing he'd originally intended.
"Sit?" The woman took a big breath. "I am no dog to be ordered about."
Now she was acting downright rankled. "Look, lady, I don't know how you want me to talk to you. Go sit, lie down, prance up and down, dance on the roof. I don't care."
He turned his back and walked away, surprised to hear low cursing behind him, a string of words that would make a churchman blush.
Miss Iphigenia Wentworth might be a lady -- she certainly looked like one and spoke with education -- but she could use language that would do justice to an old cowpoke with the seat of his longjohns caught in barbed wire.
GINNIE RAYERSON said nothing as the blonde woman fumed past her on the porch. What a stupid thing for Cassie to do -- send away for some mail-order bride through a newspaper. She couldn't understand what her sister was about. But then, they'd been growing apart the last year or so.
Ginnie herself wasn't very interested in the whole show. She'd only watched because everybody was making so much noise.
Who cared about the ordinary world, when one had a secret that went far beyond it?
Filled with anticipation, she slid into the house and sneaked down the long corridor that connected most of the rooms. Her own territory beckoned, the small space she'd carved out for herself in the attic under the eaves. She ran up the narrow stairs that led to her makeshift lair, flopping down on the narrow bunk she'd moved out of the room she used to share with Cassie. Her bed was right under the window where she had a view of grazing land and mountains looming in the distance.
But the landscape she was most interested in could lie in the palm of her hand.
Reaching beneath the mattress, she pulled out the little mirror necklace she'd found beneath a chair downstairs. She polished it with a sleeve and stared into the mirror's silvery face.
"Are you there?" she said softly, searching for the spirit who inhabited the thing. Then she reworded the question in Spanish.
There was no answer in either language.
But maybe that was only because it wasn't dark enough.
Xosi Baci would eventually appear, Ginnie could count on that. And once again, Xosi would tell Ginnie not to worry, that she was very smart and important, that Xosi would help her get whatever she wanted.
Of course, Ginnie had asked what Xosi wanted in return: Freedom.
Xosi had already had a taste of that last night with Ginnie. But Ginnie suspected that Xosi had also managed to free herself from the mirror at other times to wander through the house in the dark.
Unless the footsteps and the laughter had only been a dream. Ginnie wasn't sure exactly who or what Xosi was but she was fascinated by the mirror and its inhabitant, respectful of Xosi's power. Fed up with her own boring existence, disheartened by the gap that had grown between her and the rest of her family, Ginnie would give just about anything to possess some power herself.
She felt certain the little mirror and its magic could give that to her.
CHAPTER THREE
"SENORITA WENTWORTH?"
"Hmm? What?" Dozing, Iphigenia started, wondering where she was.
A dark-haired, middle-aged woman peeked shyly through the doorway. She spoke with a soft accent, "I have made a late supper. You may join us at the table if you are hungry."
Hungry? Iphigenia's stomach growled. "I shall be there. Thank you."
Rising to her elbows, she gazed about the bedroom that Carmen, Ryerson's housekeeper had made up for her. Exhausted and thankful she hadn't been trundled into the master's quarters -- although that would have been unlikely since he hadn't known of her existence before today -- she'd barely washed up, removed her outer clothing and shimmied out of her corset before she'd fallen on the bed to drift into deep sleep. She had no idea of how long ago that had been.
But she wasn't about to pass up food. The chili stew and insubstantial tortillas felt like distant memories. She rose, groaning at her stiff back and sore muscles, throwing aside her covering and swinging her feet to the floor. Then she turned up the wick of the kerosene lamp that glowed beside the bed. Her trunks lay in the middle of the room, having been carried there by some surly-looking, mustached men.
She'd have to get dressed and she didn't really want to. She'd been so comfortable sleeping in her petticoat and camisole.
But supper beckoned. She stood, stretched her sore body and hobbled for the washstand to scrub her face and arms again. Then she rummaged in the carpet bag for keys, opened a trunk and pulled out the first garment she found, her brown riding habit.
That seemed appropriate for a ranch, where, she was certain, people didn't dress formally for dinner. She was also fairly sure that no one around here wore corsets. She thought she could squeeze into the riding habit's skirts if she left the top buttons open and wore the shirt outside.
She was equally casual with her thick waist-length hair, brushing it back quickly and tying it with a ribbon.
Outside, in the corridor, delicious aromas wafted, drawing her along at a fast pace. She would be able to find the kitchen and the dining table by the smells alone, even if she hadn't seen those areas of the house when she first entered. Carmen had stared at her curiously but had been helpful, providing her with a pitcher of washing water as well as a place to rest.
Carmen still wore a questioning look when Iphigenia entered the dining room. Monte Ryerson stared openly, his black gaze disconcerting. His three offspring were already seated, Cassie's face swollen from weeping. Still, the girl managed a shaky smile.
Iphigenia couldn't help feeling sympathetic toward the girl, had found her emotions surprisingly stirred when Monte had carried on, yelling at his daughter when they'd arrived.
She took the chair next to Cassie's. "Good evening."
"Good evening."
No one else said a word. Stephen merely nodded, Monte maintained his silent stare and Cassie's sister, Ginnie, didn't even raise her glance to the visitor. Iphigenia had caught sight of the slimmer, darker twin upon entering the ranchhouse. Acting as furtive as a wild animal, the girl had then quickly disappeared.
Well, Iphigenia shouldn't care that her presence was or was
not appreciated at the moment. Her goal was sustenance.
"Please help yourself." Cassie passed a heaping platter of roast beef that made Iphigenia's mouth water.
There were also beans, rice, some sort of sausages, and cornbread. Iphigenia dug in with enthusiasm.
While she ate, she covertly observed her intended "husband." He was definitely handsome, if wild-looking, with his long raven-dark hair and exotic rugged features. He had wide shoulders and strong arms with well-formed large hands. For some reason, Iphigenia found herself imagining what those hands would feel like on her body. What in Hades was the matter with her? she thought, face growing warm.
Monte was also watching her. Finally, he asked, "Have a nice nap? Now that you're rested, I figured we could get down to the dragging behind horses and arrow-shooting."
He spoke so bluntly, she couldn't tell if he were being sarcastic. "I assume you mean to be humorous."
"What if I don't?"
"Then I suppose I shall have to fetch my pistols and defend myself."
"You have pistols?"
"And I know how to shoot."
"Oughta fit right in out here in the Wild West then."
He chuckled, though no one else laughed. And Iphigenia felt no real fear. Ryerson simply had to be needling her.
The man switched his attention to his son, asking the boy about some ranching duties. Stephen answered soberly, obviously continuing to feel ill-at-ease because of his part in Iphigenia's arrival. He didn't look much like his father, except for his height and large-boned build. Although the twins had brown eyes, rather than blue like their brother's, and Ginnie had very straight dark brown hair, Iphigenia guessed that the children's mother must have been white.
She wondered if Monte Ryerson would make good on his threat about marrying her. Although she needed her trust fund to support her and Hope, she found the idea of wedding a stranger disconcerting now that she faced the reality of such a situation. And Monte Ryerson scared her ...for reasons other than his mock threat about exchanging arrows and bullets. The man's Indian heritage might have something to do with it. He certainly was wilder and in a true sense than the reckless Lamar Blake had ever dreamed of being.
Moreover, Ryerson exuded a fierce power Iphigenia found fascinating, if frightening. She wasn't certain whether that came from the attraction she felt for him -- against her will -- or whether there was something deep and dark within him, secrets that called out to a woman who had never particularly been happy, who had lived through some deep, dark moments herself.
But Iphigenia wanted to set aside her worries. She needed to maintain calm. Making Cassie feel more at ease might help. Not that she approved of the girl placing the advertisement. But she could identify with someone who got into trouble with her father, not to mention a child who had wanted a mother so badly she was willing to go to so much effort in the first place. She realized that was what had caused her intense reaction to Monte's yelling earlier.
Helping herself to more beans, she asked the girl, "Is this dish another sort of chili?"
Cassie shook her head. "Just black beans and pintos with some bacon and seasoning."
"Spicy seasoning," said Iphigenia, though she thought the taste rather interesting. She got a surprise when she took her next bite of cornbread, though. "Oh!" Eyes watering, she stared at the bread, noting a bit of green in the middle. "What in Hades ...er, what on earth is in here?"
"Jalapeno peppers," said the young girl. "Do you like them?"
Actually, no, but Iphigenia struggled to be complimentary. "They certainly make the bread interesting." She nibbled at it more gingerly, avoiding the jalapeno.
"Mexican cooking uses a lot chilies," Cassie went on. "That's what they're called -- where the name for chili stew came from. There's all kinds of chilies, green and red. Jalapenos aren't so bad but watch out for the little, bitty green ones. They'll set your mouth on fire."
"Thank you for the warning," said Iphigenia, thinking it more likely that steam would come out her ears. Jalapenos had already burned her mouth. But she acted like she was having a good time and smiled, pleased when she got a return grin from Cassie.
"I guess they don't have peppers in New York," Ginnie remarked from across the table.
"We use sweet peppers, rather than hot." Iphigenia switched her attention to the other twin. At last the girl had said something. "That would be usual."
"What would the usual meal be like in New York?" asked Cassie.
Iphigenia thought of the formal way her father and aunt always dined, even when the number of guests at the table was limited. But she tried to be succinct. "We would probably start with a soup course. And we would frequently have a seafood dish, stuffed fowl, and perhaps lamb or beef."
"And a fancy dessert, I suppose?" inquired Cassie. "We're having plain old apple pie tonight."
"Apple pie sounds wonderful," said Iphigenia, though she was already nearly full.
Ginnie stabbed at the food on her plate for a moment, then made a rude noise. "You don't really like our food," she told Iphigenia. "You hated the jalapenos and I bet you think apples are boring. I bet you'd love to go back to New York. Why did you really come out to Texas anyway? You don't belong here."
Cassie looked stricken. "Ginnie! That isn't nice -- insulting a guest."
"She's your guest, not mine," Ginnie returned. "And I can say whatever I want."
Having had plenty of experience with speaking her mind when she shouldn't, Iphigenia nevertheless felt moved to put Ginnie in her place. "You can indeed say anything you want but you would do well to think about the repercussions that being unpleasant can cause. The more civilized and clever way to insult someone is by being indirect," she lectured. "Your victim will receive the message, yet often be caught too offguard to respond in kind."
Ginnie merely sneered. "You use big words, but that doesn't make them important."
"Ginnie." Now Monte Ryerson stepped in. "I don't like arguments at the table. And I also don't like children mouthing off to their elders. If you can't behave yourself, you can take a walk."
"All right." Throwing her fork down as Carmen was clearing the dishes and starting to serve pie, Ginnie gave Iphigenia a look of pure hatred and strode out of the room.
That's when Iphigenia noticed the girl wore trousers. A style normal for girls and women in this wild country?
"Insults are mean, whether they're indirect or not," Monte went on, looking directly at Iphigenia. "Everybody gets along in this family or they have to deal with me."
Iphigenia wasn't about to be told what to do and she wasn't a member of Ryerson's family. "I believe we already have an assignation for the exchange of arrows and bullets. Do you want to step outside immediately?"
"Those words don't sound too indirect."
Iphigenia shrugged. "Sometimes I fail to follow my own advice."
Monte scowled, looking like he wanted to say something else, but was holding himself back. Finally, moving his dark, penetrating gaze to the pie, he dug in. He'd only gotten a few bites, however, when one of the ranch workers appeared in the kitchen doorway. The man was grizzled, homely, short and bow-legged.
"Mr. Ryerson? Found out what happened to those hosses in the north pasture last night. You might wanta come take a look at what's left of 'em."
Monte seemed startled and pushed aside his plate. "Okay, Shorty. I'll be right out." When Stephen started to rise, he ordered, "Finish your food. I'll take care of things."
Which ended the first real meal Iphigenia had eaten in West Texas, as well as her second conversation with Monte Ryerson. Exhaustion seeping slowly back into her limbs, she decided she'd finish the pie and make a run for her bedroom so there wouldn't be another go-round tonight.
MONTE FROWNED at the lathered animals his wranglers had herded into a corral. Nearly saddle-broke, the small herd had been grazing some distance from the buildings before being run off in the wee hours the night before.
"Whoever them hombres was, they didn't really wanta steal these cayuses," said Norbert Tyler, one of the cowboys who'd returned the horses. "Or they would've headed 'em for Mexico. They jest wanted to spook 'em."
Monte had already figured that out, having tracked the smears the invaders' horses had made until they split off from the herd. The thieves had covered their mounts' hooves with cloth Indian-style, so their prints couldn't be identified. The only problem left to deal with had been to round up the horses, which is why he'd sent some of his men, hadn't gone along himself.
"Them sum-bitches did a damned good job of spookin'," Shorty said, the leader of the round-up crew. "We couldn't catch three or four hosses. High-tailed it like the devil hisself was after 'em. And found a mare layin' on a mesa, dead. Plain run herself to death."
"Run to death?" Monte was surprised. And angry. The fact that Iphigenia's arrival had gotten him all riled up earlier didn't help any. "Who would want to run a horse to death?" When they were valued everywhere. "And how could they run the mare to death anyway? They didn't follow the herd that far."
"Don't think it was jest the thieves," said Norbert. "Somethin' else scared the hell out of them animals in the first place."
"A cougar? Wolves?" Though Monte hadn't seen any signs of either predator around the ranch in a long time.
Shorty shook his grizzled head. "Bill says there was some kinda spook light out there last night."
"Spook light?" Monte felt a chill.
"Pablo here seen it, too," Norbert said, nodding toward another wrangler. "We was up late, takin' a smoke outside when we saw some kinda greenish light flutterin' around way up on the hill. I think it made them hosses take off and the thieves jest followed 'em."
More men had gathered from the bunkhouse, including Monte's foreman, Jake O'Brian.
"Guess ghosts and evil spirits and such sure can scare an animal," muttered Jake, stroking his bushy mustache. He pointed at a sweating bay. "Look at that horse's eyes. They're still rollin'."
Monte couldn't give into superstition, at least not in front of his men. He didn't believe Jake or Shorty would have either, if the three of them hadn't made that fateful trip deep into Mexico the previous fall.
Though he wasn't certain about the situation himself, he insisted, "I don't know what you saw, Norbert. Or you either, Pablo. But there weren't any spooks."
"Then how do you explain what happened?" said Jake, giving him a slant-eyed look. "And why did that waterhole over east go bad all of a sudden? And why are we findin' cows laying dead for no reason? Things aren't doing so well around here."
"Don't know that I have an explanation but I don't believe we're talking about anything unnatural." Monte hoped not anyway. "Waterholes go bad every once in awhile in desert country. You know that. And cattle die."
Not to mention that he had some enemies, the worst of which was Jonah Barkley, his estranged stepfather. Monte's grandfather Ryerson had paid Barkley to marry Monte's mother and take her away from the Comanche warrior she fancied.
Growing even angrier at the thought of Barkley, he ordered, "Let's get these horses cooled down, see that they don't make themselves sick by drinking too much water."
Some of the men started to go about the task, but several of them muttered among themselves.
Norbert said, "Sure that one of your enemies didn't put a spell on you, Mr. Ryerson? Luis Padilla ain't too happy that his brother got kilt in Mexico."
"None too happy about it myself," said Monte, having felt low as a snake when he'd had to talk to the family. "Roberto was a good man."
"And it ain't Mr. Ryerson's fault what happened," added Shorty.
Monte was glad to hear that vote of confidence but noticed Jake had nothing to say. His foreman had been odd the past year, maybe a bit spooked himself. Possibly because the man had seen things that didn't agree with his view of what was real and was not.
"Nobody likes losing someone they love," said Monte. "Tobias Perez was shot out of his saddle by the bandits we chased into Mexico." The ones that had begun all the trouble. "His family buried Tobias and mourned him, but they don't blame anybody for his death."
Though he sometimes couldn't help blaming himself. Still, he had to keep his men in check. Because cattle prices had been low, he'd been working with a skeleton crew whose hours were long and wages were late every month. They were already edgy. Figuring those who'd been grousing would calm down if he helped with the work tonight, he went into the corral and got busy.
"Say, who was that pretty lady I saw ridin' in with your kids on the buckboard?" someone asked.
Iphigenia -- they simply had to bring her up.
"A visitor," was all Monte would say. About the lady part, he wasn't certain.
"How long she stayin'?" asked Shorty.
"Don't know for sure. Probably no more than a week or so."
If he could talk Cassie into that. And if he could avoid giving into the temptation to keep the tart-tongued but beautiful blonde around so he simply could look at her.
He had enough problems already.
IPHIGENIA undressed and returned to bed but she couldn't sleep. Though she remained exhausted, she felt all wound up, worrying about her baby, thinking about Monte Ryerson and his children, considering all the complications that had cropped up, no matter her initial plans. Tossing and turning, she wished she'd packed a flask of smooth bourbon in one of the trunks. Actually, even a glass of wine would do.
Wondering if Monte Ryerson kept spirits somewhere in his house, she rose and peeked out into the corridor. Finding it empty, she threw a wrapper over her nightgown and went out to explore. The place seemed completely deserted, the children having gone to bed and Carmen having returned to her own abode after cleaning up. Cassie said that the housekeeper and her husband occupied a small house on the grounds.
Kerosene lamps burned in the kitchen and in the parlor area that opened off the dining room. Orange-gold light flooded the white-washed adobe walls.
Iphigenia searched every cupboard and cabinet, all to no avail. Wandering through the parlor, she ran her fingers along the edge of one of the blanket-covered sofas. The throws were colorful, obviously of Mexican or Indian make, as were the rugs covering the wooden floors.
Beside a well-worn chair stood a stack of newspapers and other publications. Iphigenia spotted an issue of The New York Crier. Monte Ryerson might be a savage and he hadn't written either the advertisement or the letter enclosing the train ticket, but Iphigenia assumed he was literate. He spoke intelligently enough, if not intellectually.
Sighing with frustration at the way her well thought out plan had taken an abrupt turn for the worse, Iphigenia entered the corridor again and approached a half-open door not far from her own. Even in the dim light, she could tell it wasn't a bedroom. She brought the lamp from her own quarters to see a rolltop desk standing against one wall and a tall cabinet occupying the farthest corner.
She approached the latter, smiling when she spotted a bottle of yellowish liquid that had to be liquor. It was labeled in Spanish but she didn't care what the contents were, as long as they were alcoholic. Conveniently enough, there were also several squat glasses in the cabinet.
Pouring herself a heaping serving, Iphigenia took a big swallow, closing her watering eyes as the liquor burned a path to her stomach. The liquor had an odd, salty flavor, but did its job. Warmth seeped through her limbs. Soothed already, she finished the glass and poured herself another before sliding down into the chair before the rolltop desk.
"You drink, too?"
The question suddenly coming from the shadows of the corridor would have made Iphigenia jump if she weren't so relaxed. She wasn't too relaxed, however, to fail to recognize Monte Ryerson's voice.
"Surely you don't object to a guest having a glass of spirits. After all, no wine was served with dinner."
"Guess West Texas doesn't live up to New York standards. Didn't have all those courses either," he said, stepping into the room, his face dark and enigmatic.
The way he loomed over her made Iphigenia think his height topped six feet. On the tall and willowy side herself, she'd already noticed he bested her by several inches. With broad shoulders, a flat belly, and long muscular legs, he was a fine figure of a man. She watched him as he went to the cabinet and picked up the bottle.
"Mexican Tequila. Ever had this stuff before? Kinda strong for most ladies."
"Society women in New York have been known to drink spirits when they so desired." If in the privacy of their own quarters or at gambling parties.
"Society?" Monte poured himself half a glass and turned to gaze down at her. "Are you saying you're from upper class type of people?"
Iphigenia took a big sip herself, smiling as another wave of warmth stole over her. She felt expansive, though fully in control. She could hold her liquor. "My blood runs true blue."
"Hmm, never knew that blue-blooded ladies cursed like sailors."
Was he actually doubting her? Iphigenia gave him a haughty look, realizing at the same time that he was running his eyes over her. And she wore only the thin silk wrapper and nightgown. "I am not the usual lady," she said sternly, sitting up straighter, pulling her wrapper tighter. "But I am a lady. My father is Horace Wentworth of Park Avenue. He is the owner and president of New York Central Maritime Bank."
"Never heard of the man."
"You will find his name in some of those papers you have stacked in the parlor."
"Yeah? And that's where you could have read about him, too."
Now Iphigenia was beginning to feel angry. "Are you questioning my veracity? You, who are nothing more than --"
"A savage?" He pulled another chair out from where it sat against the opposite wall and sat down. "Get your names right, lady. I'm a half-breed, not a full-blood. Half-Penateka Comanche and half Ryerson. Will, that was my white grandfather, was one of the founding pioneers around here."
She nodded, pretending she wasn't that interested in the information. She asked, "What is a Penateka Comanche?"
"The Penatekas were a tribe that used to live in Southern Texas. They owned thousands of horses. Introduced them to the plains Indians up north."
"A service for which they should be commended by the U.S. Army, I'm sure," she said, sarcastic.
"The Comanches already paid plenty to the U.S. Army -- lost their land, their people, a lot of them their very lives."
Though he didn't sound bitter.
"Are you still on the warpath about that?" she asked, using a term she'd read about.
"I'm half-white, too. I'd have to be at war against myself." Then he turned the conversation back to her. "Lady or not, I'd appreciate your watching your mouth around my kids."
She could hardly believe he dared chastise her. "I said no more than you. I know you spoke two 'hells' to one of my 'damnations'."
"You said a lot more than that when we were arguing out there. And you never know who's around to hear." He added, "I'd also appreciate your trying to hold back the insults, especially about Indians. At least in front of my kids. They've got Comanche blood, too. Have it out with me, if you want, but don't be mean to them."
Her eyes were green, but he'd already realized that at dinner. Green and shimmery as emeralds. Now, in the lamplight, they sparkled with anger. Iphigenia Wentworth definitely had a temper.
"I have no intention of being cruel to your children," she said tightly. "I would never yell at them, like you."
Now she was hurt, he realized. "I'm only asking for decent where behavior is concerned."
"Are you insinuating I am indecent?" She really had her back up. "In my vocabulary, indecent means lewd. What do you think I am? A harlot?"
Not unless she was a high-priced one.
But he didn't get a chance to say anything before she went on, "I am the daughter of Horace T. Wentworth. My Aunt Gertrude Wentworth Cummings is a hostess in the finest Knickerbocker tradition."
A term he remembered running onto in the New York newspapers.
Iphigenia's hand shook, sloshing the tequila around as she became even more upset. "I have given you absolutely no reason to think I am a lightskirt. I have not so much as flirted with you."
No, though he couldn't say as that would be unpleasant. "Don't get your tail in spin --"
"My tail?" Now she leaned forward, as if she were going to strike him or throw the liquor in his face. "How dare you!"
He took hold of her hand, appreciating its softness. "Calm down. I'm talking like a Texan. Tail is only a word, not lingo for your behind." Pretty as it surely must be. "You musta known that somebody would have some questions about what a woman like you is doing out here. Never seen an outfit like the one you were wearing when you arrived tonight, not even in Kansas City." Where he'd driven cattle one time.
When he reluctantly let go of her, Iphigenia seemed to settle down. She took a long swig of tequila, draining her glass. "I had a disagreement with my father. We aren't close."
"Enough of a disagreement to take off for Texas to be a mail-order bride? I'd never let one of my daughters do a thing like that." Even if she was older -- Iphigenia was at least twenty-five.
She lowered her eyes, her mouth straight. "My father doesn't know that I am here."
"So you ran away?" Which explained why she'd needed a train ticket. She had two trunks of clothes or belongings but obviously no cash.
He waited for an answer to the running away question but she placed the glass down on the desk and gazed off into the shadows. Probably didn't want to admit anything. He gulped down some liquor himself.
Then he probed, "You said you had a good reason to be in Texas, something you had to take care of."
"A business matter."
"What type of business matter?"
"I do not have to explain."
"To an intended husband? Think again."
She looked at him, eyes widening, once again impressing him with her fine-boned, fiery beauty. Her golden hair shone about her face like a halo, though he suspected she was no angel.
"Are you truly going to insist that I marry you?"
"What did you expect? Did you think you could take a train ticket from somebody, come clear out here and renege on your promise?" Not that he actually did intend to marry her, a stranger. But he'd needle her plenty. "You can't waltz onto my place and take advantage of my hospitality, without giving anything back."
"What do you want?"
He could tell exactly what was going through her mind, but he hedged, "I'm not sure what I want. I told you I'll have to think about it."
Especially where Cassie was concerned. He'd seen how upset his daughter was when they'd had a talk earlier.
"I suppose I could teach your children some of the finer social graces." Iphigenia muttered, "If you don't think that would be insulting them, that is."
She stood up, swaying a little. But who wouldn't, unless they were used to strong tequila? From his count, she'd had two hefty glasses.
She looked at him, her mouth pouty. "And I'll have you know that teaching social graces is all I will do. I don't want to be your wife but I am certainly not going to share your bed unless we are married."
He felt a spark of desire. "I didn't ask you to." Much as he'd enjoy getting his hands on her.
"You may say what you will. But from my experience with men, I know that it is not beneath any one of them to ask for a woman's ...body, in trade. I am certain that was the reason you inferred I might be a harlot in the first place."
"I didn't call you any names. You took things the wrong way. I asked a few questions. I have the right."
"No, you do not have the right. Insulting a woman's reputation is something that is not done, at least it is not spoken of openly."
He stood himself, liking the fact that she only had to raise her face a little bit to look him in the eye. "Maybe they don't talk about such in New York, not in Knickerbocker society." He added, "But if that's the case, I get the feeling you don't always follow the rules. You seem to speak pretty straight about anything you want to."
She sighed. "I suppose I do have a sharp tongue at times."
Which was the first admission of any fault or weakness he had heard from her. Actually, he liked her spicy personality, thought it added an extra dimension, like spirit in a good horse.
He told her, "Well, you don't need to be dancing around bushes out here. We usually talk straight, speak our minds."
"As long as I do not swear or insult your heritage."
"Use common sense. We wouldn't have had this whole conversation in front of the kids."
She started to leave, wobbling, catching the edge of the rolltop desk.
He reached out to take hold of her arm. "You've had too much tequila."
"I can hold my liquor," she insisted. "I have always been able to do so." But her voice was slurred.
"Still, you'd better be careful with this. It's a might stronger than you're probably used to."
He took hold of her shoulders and pointed her toward the door. A strand of gold lay against the bronzed skin of his hand. He touched the curl lightly, appreciating its softness.
"Um-m." She turned toward him, her perfectly-shaped lips half-parted.
He felt a hot wave of desire but fought it, pointing, "Your room is in that direction."
Still, she stared at him. "You are handsome in your own way, I'll admit that."
Was she picking up the same sensations that sizzled through his veins? But he refused to take advantage of a drunken woman, saying tightly, "I should be flattered, I guess."
"You like my looks, too."
He was going to have to draw on all his strength. "I don't think we should be discussing this in your state. Go to bed."
"Don't order me around." She leaned toward him, her warm breath feathering his face.
"If you don't go down that hall right now, I'm going to kiss you." At the very least.
"Kiss me?" She giggled. "First it's arrows and bullets. Now kisses."
He was only human, damn it. Reaching for her, he drew her to him, covering her mouth. She pressed herself against him, winding her arms about his neck. He kissed her deeply, appreciating the sweet softness of her lips, the intoxicating taste of her. The curves of her body pressed against the thin material of her gown. He became instantly aroused.
But this wouldn't do. He walked her backward across the hallway, took a deep breath and broke it off. He even pushed her gently toward her bedroom.
"Go to bed. Lock your door."
She mumbled something as he ambled away. But she went inside the room, thank God. Monte glanced over his shoulder, again taking a deep breath. He still wasn't certain Iphigenia Wentworth was a lady, but he knew he was more of a gentleman then she would ever appreciate.
IN THE DEAD OF NIGHT, Iphigenia awakened to the sound of soft footsteps in the corridor. Monte? But the soft throaty laugh she then heard seemed to be female. Strange ...
She jumped when something suddenly thudded against her door. It was locked, thank heavens. Her mind was muzzy, but she remembered following Monte's orders.
Click. Click.
The doorknob was turning, rattling.
"What? Who's there?" Iphigenia raised her head.
Only to hear the same female voice mutter something in Spanish.
"Carmen?"
But there was no answer and Iphigenia was suddenly too tired and dizzy to care. Even in the darkness, the room spun. For the first time in a very long while, she'd managed to get drunk.
"I am having hallucinations," she decided, letting her head flop back down. She shouted at the door, "Go away!"
Then she squeezed her eyes shut and pulled the pillow over her head, hoping she wouldn't feel too badly in the morning.
CHAPTER FOUR
"GREAT-GRAMMA RYERSON had silver plate and pretty china," Cassie told Iphigenia. "Ma showed me some pieces once, said she was scared to lose or break them. I don't know where everything is stored, maybe in the attic."
"Then we'll take a look there." Seated at the dining room table, Iphigenia sipped another strong cup of tea, attempting to clear her head.
She'd risen that morning with jumbled, embarrassing memories of the night before. Monte questioning her identity, challenging her claim to social position, chiding her for use of strong language ...
Then soundly kissing her goodnight.
Iphigenia only wished she could recall the details of that kiss and exactly how it had come about. Surely it had been his idea, though the man hadn't taken further advantage of her. Mortifyingly enough, she might have let him.
"So we're going to have a real dinner," Cassie enthused.
"This very evening, if I can make the proper arrangements." And even if it killed her. She would show Monte Ryerson a thing or two about society and manners. "We will have several courses and they will be served correctly."
But first, Iphigenia felt the need to wash the dust out of her pores. The kitchen had a pantry with a door that could be closed for privacy. Rushing to her bidding, Carmen heated water, spread an oilcloth on the pantry's floor and carried in a round metal tub. It wasn't big enough to sit in but Iphigenia took a bath as best she could, using some scented soap she'd brought from New York.
Cassie bathed next and, as their hair dried, she and Iphigenia went over the types of foodstuffs available on the ranch. Iphigenia made up a list, which she gave to the housekeeper.
"This will be our menu for tonight."
The Mexican woman seemed perplexed, a little flustered. "Pardon, Señorita, but I do not read English so well."
"Yes, of course." Realizing the poor woman might not be able to read at all, Iphigenia felt badly that she'd put her on the spot. "Start with soup -- you said you have some squash that would do. Mix in cream and season it with salt and pepper." At least she thought that's what Cook did in her father's Manhattan kitchen. "Then we shall have an egg dish."
"Eggs? For supper?"
"Dinner," corrected Iphigenia. "Seafood is better but God only knows what sort of fish they have around here." Oops. She'd forgotten her language again -- though obviously the same rules didn't apply to men as to women, considering how Monte often spoke. "Just boil the eggs and slice them. Serve them with a sauce."
"Salsa?"
"Um, hmm." She assumed that was the right Spanish word. "Hollandaise would be good. After the eggs will come sliced beef and stuffed quail. You said your husband shot some birds?"
"Si, Señorita."
"I suppose we shall have to have your rice and beans again as side dishes. But you said there are greens that can be used for a salad." The traditional fourth course of a five course meal.
"I know where we can gather the greens," Cassie offered.
The girl had been following Iphigenia about, her constant shadow.
"Good. I think we should have fresh bread made with flour, not cornmeal," Iphigenia continued. "And what was the pudding you suggested for dessert, Carmen? Flan?"
"Si, Señorita." Though agreeable, the woman continued to look flustered.
But Iphigenia was certain everything would come together beautifully. Since Carmen was considered a good cook, how difficult could it be?
"I shall come back to the kitchen to help you a bit later," she promised. And to instruct the housekeeper on the proper way to serve. She patted Carmen's arm. "I know this is all new for you. We really should have a maid, as well as a cook and housekeeper."
Carmen merely nodded.
Iphigenia tied her hair back and headed for the dining room with Cassie trailing her and asking, "You really had a maid in New York?"
"Several of them, including a girl who looked to my wardrobe and my hair."
"A maid just for your clothes and hair." Cassie sighed. "My, aren't you going to miss all that in Texas?"
Iphigenia hoped not to stay so long that she would miss it, but she wasn't going to say so to Cassie. "Life is simpler here. I'll adjust."
Meanwhile, she and the thirteen-year old climbed the narrow stairs to the attic, finding a surly Ginnie stretched out on a small cot beneath the area's sole window.
"What are you doing here?" Ginnie asked, tone sour.
"We have to get into the storage area." Cassie gestured to the low door set in the inner wall. "We're going to bring out Great-gramma Ryerson's china and silver for a real fancy dinner." "I don't want a fancy dinner."
"Then I guess you shouldn't eat," said Cassie.
Iphigenia felt the same but she tried to handle things in a more polite, adult manner. Not that Monte's complaints about cruelty to his children had anything to do with it. She was simply in a better mood today.
"I am sure you will like the food, Ginnie, as well as the new experience."
Ginnie muttered ominously as Cassie stepped over the clothing scattered across the narrow floor and opened the big latch of the storage door. Iphigenia followed. Inside, Cassie lit a candle to illuminate the darkness. A large trunk and numerous crates were stacked about, musty and covered with cobwebs.
Cassie handed Iphigenia the candle and opened the trunk. A cloud of dust rose, making both of them sneeze. After a few minutes of sorting through layers of fabric and paper, Cassie came up with a silverware case and located her grandmother's china plates.
An old design but authentic, Iphigenia noted, holding a plate up to the light to see the mark.
They found the rest of the china set packed in a crate, as well as lace-trimmed damask tablecloths with matching napkins. The fabric goods were wrinkled and yellowed with age. Too late to try to wash them, but Iphigenia suggested they be shaken out and smoothed with a hot iron from the fire. Another task for Carmen.
The last treasures to be located were some stemmed glasses and silver candleholders. Cassie held up a glass. "Isn't it lovely?"
"Very." Monte's grandmother had had decent taste. But now there was the problem of bringing everything downstairs. "We'll have to make more than one trip ...unless Ginnie can help us. Ginnie?" she called, raising her voice.
In answer, she heard retreating footsteps.
"Isn't she disgusting?" Cassie groused. "She didn't used to be like this. We used to have a good time together."
"Girls go through spells." Iphigenia could recall the times that excuse had been applied to her. She mused, "When did Ginnie change, anyway?"
"I'm not sure. She was always a tomboy who liked being outdoors. Sometimes she even rode with the cowboys. I can't remember when Ginnie started keeping to herself and acting so nasty." She sounded thoughtful. "I guess a couple of months ago."
But they had better things to do than worry about Ginnie. Though on the last trip to the attic, Iphigenia tripped over a shirt lying on the floor of Ginnie's room, sending something skittering across the floor.
Cassie picked up a butcher knife. "What's this doing here? Carmen thought she lost it."
Iphigenia frowned. What purpose would Ginnie have with a knife? Did her taking it have something to do with her bad moods?
Then again, on a Texas ranch where weapons were kept in the open, perhaps having a knife meant nothing. She certainly hoped so.
As she and Cassie traversed the long corridor downstairs, they passed Monte's bedroom. The door was open, and a gunbelt and revolver hung on the brass bedpost -- no doubt a Colt .45. Having learned to shoot on country outings, Iphigenia knew something about guns. She could even identify the Springfield rifles on the rack on Monte's wall.
Ginnie now lurked in the dining room. She gave Cassie and Iphigenia a dirty look before starting to walk away.
"You could help us fill out menu cards, Ginnie," Iphigenia said, yet again trying to include the girl. "They will list the courses and we will need one for each person."
Ginnie slowed. "I don't want menu cards."
"Then you could help fold napkins." And before Ginnie could come up with another excuse, Iphigenia informed her, "You will have to dress for dinner, you know. I assume you have a skirt or a frock of some sort."
Ginnie stopped and whipped around. "I'm not wearing any stupid dress!"
Iphigenia became more stern. "Then you will have to eat in the kitchen."
"Pa won't make me eat in the kitchen."
"I think he will," Iphigenia bluffed, wondering if he would think banishing Ginnie there too cruel. "I must be strict. He specifically asked me to share my knowledge of social graces with you children."
"I'm not a child!" Ginnie shouted, rushing away toward one of the doors that opened to the outside. The wooden panel slammed behind her.
Cassie raised her brows but Iphigenia said nothing. She'd wait until the evening to see how things went. She had a feeling that Ginnie wouldn't be the only disgruntled person, but she didn't care.
The morning and early afternoon passed quickly. Since Stephen and Monte had chosen to take "grub" with the men in the bunkhouse, Cassie and Iphigenia shared a light lunch of cheese and tortillas and got to know one another better. Before and afterward, they rinsed the china and silverware, dealt with the tablecloth and napkins, set the table, made out menus, gathered greens and helped Carmen.
Later in the afternoon, Iphigenia found time to unpack a few of her things. Cassie insisted on helping. The young girl oohed and awed over the beautiful clothing.
"I wish I had something like this." Cassie held up a silk tea-gown.
"Are there dressmakers in Texas? Perhaps we can have something made up for you."
"Do you think so?" The girl looked thrilled.
Again, Iphigenia felt touched. Cassie seemed so sweet and open. It seemed that the smallest nicety pleased her. "Maybe someone could even cut down one of my gowns," Iphigenia offered, rewarded by the girl's dazzling smile.
"Would you really let me have a dress? Oh, that's too much. They're so beautiful!"
"But I have many. One less wouldn't hurt." And would obviously give the girl a great deal of pleasure.
Though Iphigenia wasn't certain how much a dress would ease the pain once Cassie's new "mother" was gone.
After spending two days together, she was getting an inkling of how high the girl's expectations were, and she couldn't help feeling guilty that she didn't mean to stay. Perhaps she should keep more distance between them. For the moment, she decided to send Cassie away by asking her to find some pretty greenery or flowers for a centerpiece. The girl agreed happily, saying she'd look down by the creek.
On her own for the first time that day, Iphigenia searched a trunk for her little Swiss music box. When she found it, she held the wooden box for a few moments, running her fingers over the carved lid, then placed it on the bureau at the foot of her bed. The tune would no longer play but the item was dear, since it had belonged to her mother.
Motherhood.
Both the music box and Cassie's anticipations reminded Iphigenia of her baby. Mourning her separation from Hope, she thought she recalled seeing a map of Texas on the wall above the rolltop desk last night.
She crossed the corridor and opened the door of Monte's office. There was a map indeed, a big one with the Ryerson spread outlined in red and towns clearly marked in black. Unfortunately, if it were true to scale, the map also indicated some distance between the ranch and Fort Davis. More than seventy miles, since El Paso seemed closer.
And the country was probably rough.
Iphigenia sighed. She'd expected her new husband to gladly help her retrieve her child. But nothing was working out as planned. She had no idea of what Monte had in mind for her -- whether or not he expected to marry her, not to mention whether or not she was willing to marry him now that they'd met. After the unpleasant surprise of her arrival, he surely would not appreciate a second, more shocking one. Undoubtedly, he would refuse to take her to Fort Davis.
Well, she would just have to go it alone, then, find Hope by herself. She would have to borrow a horse or trade a piece of jewelry for one of the animals, as well as cart along her compass and aged muzzle-loading pistols. Still, she would be none too safe.
Nevertheless, to be reunited with her daughter, Iphigenia was prepared to do whatever she must.
"I MUST WEAR A JACKET to dinner?" growled Monte when Iphigenia informed him of the rules that evening. "The hell I will."
She gave him a withering look. "You are swearing."
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