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Chapter One 
 
 

“Is he dead?” The high pitched voice whined. 
“If he isn’t,” came a low rumble, “I could fix that.” 
“I ain’t killin’ no man over a saddle.” 
“And a gun. He’s got one of them new Colt revolvers.” 
“I still ain’t killing no man over a saddle and a gun.” 
“I bet he has a bag of gold on him.” The lower voice had the power of a salesman on a slow 

day. “He’s as dirty as a prospector.” 
“He ain’t as dirty as us.” 
“Suppose he does have gold. Would it be alright to kill him then?” 
The high pitched bleat continued. “How much gold you reckon he has?” 
“At least a couple twenty-dollar gold coins.” 
“Maybe you’re right.  For forty dollars, why cain’t I just hit him over the head with this 

fence post?” 
“If you don’t knock him clean out, I’ll have to shoot him.” 
“You got a gun?” 
“I’ll use his.” 
“Okay, but you do the shootin’. I ain’t shot nobody since the war.” 
“Maybe he is dead. Shorty said he’d been laying there on his saddle without movin’ since 

daybreak.” 
The whiner seemed hesitant. “If he’s such easy pickin’s, why didn’t Shorty clean him out?” 
“Maybe he did.”   
“He could be asleep.” 
“In the middle of the day?  Who sleeps in the train yard in the middle of the day?” 
“Old man Ticcado did. He was sound asleep right smack dab on the tracks.” 
“He was crazy.” 
“Why do you say that?” 
“You have to be crazy to marry one woman when you was still married to another.” 
“Well, it didn’t work out too bad.” 
“What?  He got run over by a train.” 
“Yeah, but they sent half to one wife and half to the other.” 
“I say it’s goin’ to be simple. I’ll reach for the revolver. If he raises up, you clobber him 

with the fence post.” 
“You got any whiskey?  I could bust a skull better if I had me some whiskey.” 
“We’ll have plenty of whiskey when we pick him clean. You ready?” 
“I reckon.”  
“I’ll just reach down here nice . . . and . . . slow,” the low voice whispered, “ . . . and . . . 

stop!” The last word was a shout. 
“Stop?  He ain’t raised up.” 
“Don’t hit him.” 



“Is he dead?” 
“I don’t think so. He’s got one eye open and a saddle pistol shoved in my belly.” 
Race Hillyard opened his other eye. An unshaved man with matted hair and tattered 

brown suit hovered over him. “Tell your pal to put down the post,” Hillyard growled. 
“Put down the post, Cuke. You heard him.” 
The little man with big, black mustache jumped back, but held onto the broken piece of 

four-by-four. 
Hillyard shoved the first man so hard, he tumbled to the dry dirt of the train yard. “Is 

there any reason why I shouldn’t shoot you two?  You were going to kill me.” 
 The one called Cuke dropped the post. His bare toes wiggled through the holes in his 
boots. “Me and Willie thought maybe you was dead.” 
 Hillyard backed up, but kept his gun pointed at the men. “It’s alright to steal from a dead 
man?” 
 Willie struggled to his feet. “They don’t complain much.” 
 Cuke wiped his broad nose on the back of his tattered shirt sleeve. “Don’t shoot us, 
mister. Times is tough. They run us out of our homes after the war and won’t give us decent 
jobs out here.” 
 “You two Rebs?” Hillyard asked. 
 Cuke threw his shoulders back. “We didn’t rebel against nothin’. We are proud veterans of 
the Army of Northern Virginia.” 
 Hillyard shoved his saddle gun back into his bedroll. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”  He 
reached in his coat pocket and tossed the man a coin. 
 Cuke turned it over in his hand. “A silver dollar?” 
 “That’s to buy dinner for both of you. I was on the losin’ side of the war, too, boys.” 
 “No foolin’?” Cuke scratched his head like a dog looking for a flea. “We didn’t know that.” 
 Hillyard’s glance whipped around the train yard, as if he expected another ambush. 
“Would it have made a difference?” 
 Willie eased close enough to smell the garlic and whiskey on his breath. “To be honest, 
mister, probably not.”  He leaned against Race’s shoulder. “These is tough times, alright. A man’s 
got to do what’s right for himself.” 
 Hillyard felt his Colt being pulled slowly from his holster. His clenched right hand caught 
Willie under his narrow, pointed chin and lifted him off his feet.  The gun blasted into the air, 
as the man slammed motionless to the dirt. 
 The Colt retrieved, he turned towards Cuke, who stumbled backwards through a cloud of 
black powder smoke.  

“Get out of here,” Hillyard roared. 
 “Eh . . . yes sir . . . I eh, didn’t know Willie was goin’ for your gun. I reckon you want your 
dollar back.” 
 “No, keep it and get out of here.” 
 “Thank you, sir. Us Southerners need to take care of each other.” 
 “I’m not doing it for you. Nor the South. I figure it’s my Christian duty.” 
 “Well, praise the Lord, brother.”  Cuke stopped in his retreat. “Say, if I had me a twenty-
dollar loan, I could go West and start all over. Could you spare . . . ?” 



 Hillyard cocked the hammer of his revolver and aimed it at the man’s head. 
 The man pushed up his hands. “No offense. I’m goin’.”  He paused. “I reckon you’re a 
Baptist.” 
    By the time Race Hillyard shouldered his saddle and hiked across the tracks, a crowd 
formed on the platform next to the West-bound train. A few boarded the train. The rest milled 
about saying farewells. 

 
The distant gunshot sounded like a celebration fired in the air, but the man in her arms 

didn’t need outside encouragement. Soft, unchapped lips pressed firm with only a twitch of 
anxiety. 

Catherine graded it a level three kiss, perhaps headed for a four. 
She threw her arms around his neck and clutched tight. His whole face now felt warm and 

moist. The low moan bubbled up like lava from some buried source. 
That’s better. A definite four. I knew you could do it.  But this is where I stop. I never go 

to a five in public. Especially in a crowded train station. 
She released her grip to study the wide, brown eyes and intense face. Women would 

murder to have such shapely earlobes. They seem wasted on a man. Hmmm . . . is that a smirk or 
a leer?  This close, his nose does not look quite so long.  

 Like reverse poles on a magnet, his lips jammed against hers again. 
He’s trying for a five, but he’s way too aggressive. She felt her mouth mash back against 

her teeth. Rose tonic water . . . men with silky soft mustaches always use rose tonic water. Why 
is that? 

“Move it.”  The tone jarred her like a dream when she tried to stop falling off a cliff. 
“You two step over by the baggage and do anything that won’t get you arrested. I’ve toted this 
saddle all the way from the stockyard and I’d like to board the train.” 
 Catherine’s eyes popped open. The growling speaker’s sun-tanned face caked a tad less 
dirt than his broad-brimmed black felt hat.  

Thick mustache, wide chin, hasn’t shaved in several days. He does not use rose tonic 
water.  

She tilted her chin. “Please, I’m going away for a few weeks and I don’t want him to 
forget me.” 
 The tall man in the rumpled charcoal gray suit and dingy white, tieless shirt, tipped his 
hat. “Lady, nobody on this train platform is going to forget that kiss. Now, move aside.” 
 Catherine suppressed a smile. “Must you be so rude?”    

Mister, you think that was memorable?  You have no idea what a level five kiss looks like. 
And I’m quite certain you will never find out. 
 The steam blast from the train caused her to stumble forward. Catherine clutched the 
hard, cold, rawhide saddle horn.  The saddle crashed to the rough wooden deck of the station 
platform. 
 The man’s face reddened, accenting his thick, black eyebrows.  “Lady, you are a . . . .” 
 “Just a moment!”  The one in the crisp, three piece suit and unchapped lips stepped 
between them. “I say, are you insulting my fiancé?” 
 I like that. A little color does men good. Women rouge their cheeks, but men are limited 



to anger or embarrassment. 
 “Mister, you probably just got the best kiss Omaha has ever witnessed.”  He swooped 
down and hefted his saddle. “No one is insulting anyone. This saddle is heavy. I’m tired. I want 
to get on the train.”  He shoved his dusty wool suit coat back to reveal a holstered revolver. 
“Get out of the way.” 
 Is he threatening to use a firearm?  I assumed this only happened in Mr. Buntline’s torrid 
novels. This must be what Gretchen meant when she said to be on the lookout for western 
ruffians. 
 Catherine slipped her hand into Mr. Rose-Tonic-Water’s arm. “It seems obvious this man’s 
coarseness is equal to his insolence.”  When she raised her chin, she felt the hatpin strain that 
kept the turned down brim of her Tuscan straw hat at a rakish tilt across her brunette bangs. 
 The man in the three piece suit shuffled Catherine Draper to the side. His lanky arms 
still encircled her waist. “It is as if all manners and decency are left on the banks of the 
Missouri River,” he huffed. “One more kiss?” 

Catherine heard the conductor yell something. Several men shoved by them. “Everyone is 
watching,” she offered.  
His linen suit has an aroma of mothballs . . . but then, every odor in a train station seems 

repulsive. 
 “I certainly hope so,” he murmured. 

She noticed a tightness in his voice, an urgency in his arms. This time their lips mashed 
until she felt her cheeks bulge and her dusty brown lace up shoes lift off the ground.   

Where do men learn to kiss?  Someone should give them lessons. Unlike ladies, I suspect 
they do not spend hours in front of a mirror practicing.  

She gasped for a breath. “Whoa.” 
 He leaned close to her ear, his thin voice a soft whisper. “Thank you for allowing me to 
see you off. Will you wave to me from the window?” 
 “Of course.” 
 Catherine enjoyed the swish of her navy blue and gray faille dress as she sauntered 
toward the train car.  Several more impatient men boarded ahead of her.  When she reached 
the steps, she tugged a linen handkerchief from under her light blue, button-trimmed chevron 
cuff. She turned to view his retreat to the platform and a circle of friends. She waited for the 
whole group to turn her way. Then she dabbed the corner of each eye and offered a shy wave.  
 Inside the coach a pentecost of languages and a menu of aromas greeted her. The sweet 
and the rancid blended without rhyme or recipe. Catherine hurried to the first pair of bench 
seats facing each other on the right side of the coach.  
 The man with the dirty felt hat occupied one window seat, his saddle the other. His long 
legs bridged the aisle between them. Chin on chest, hat pulled over his eyes, she noticed a thick 
roll of black dirt . . . or a scar . . . on his neck, just above the yellowed collar of his white shirt. 
 She positioned her floral valise and matching purse in front of her like a barrier of 
protection, then cleared her throat. “Excuse me, I need access to the open window.” 
 He neither moved nor spoke. The black leather shafts of his square-toed boots 
disappeared into the gray legs of his worn, wool trousers. 
 He looks out of place in a suit . . . even without a tie.  



Catherine raised her voice. “I said, do you mind moving?” 
 A tan faced boy in the seat behind them, about one year or so old, let out a short scream. 
His mother picked a small red wooden block off the floor, wiped it on the sleeve of her multi-
colored wool dress and handed it back to him. 
 Catherine stooped down and glanced out the open window at the group of men on the 
platform. “You can’t possibly be asleep yet. I saw you flinch when the little boy cried out. I need 
to wave at someone through the window.” 
 He didn’t look up. His deep voice startled her, like it rolled out of a dark room thought 
empty. “You talking to me or my saddle?” 
 She brushed dust off her sleeve with the back side of her pale yellow glove. “Your saddle 
isn’t blocking the aisle.” 
 Somewhere at the back of the train, couplings collided as another car was added. The 
coach jolted forward. She braced her hands against his knees to keep from tumbling.  
 He sat straight up and shoved her back. “Good grief, lady, I’ll move. You don’t have to 
attack me.” 
 I’m sure he has a mother somewhere wondering, ‘where did I go wrong?’   

 “I have no control over the coach. If you’d just scoot over, I’ll send my greeting and then 
be gone.” 
 His booted feet banged to the floor. “You going to kiss him again?”   
 She plopped down on the vacated seat next to the window. The dark brown leather felt 
warm and smooth, with a faint aroma of barn sweat. “Probably not.”    

Your hair is dirty and you need a cut. Philip has his hair cut every four weeks.  
“Do you object to kissing?” 

 The man leaned back and circled his thick fingers inside the buttoned collar of his shirt. 
“It’s overrated.” 
 “Oh, my, what words of wisdom.”  Her back to the obnoxious man, Catherine opened her 
purse, pulled out a small mirror, then adjusted the cluster of artificial buttercups, heath 
blossoms, and fern that perched on the knot of her ribboned hat. 
 “But then, I haven’t had a lot of experience with kissing . . . like that.” 
 She glanced at the mirror. His face peered over her shoulder.  “Yes, I can see why.”   She 
stuck her head out the open window. Even the heat and drifting steam felt fresher than the air 
inside. She sensed perspiration bead on her temples. 
 Above the noise of the crowd and the train, Catherine heard laughter from the men 
huddled at the far side of the platform.  She waited for the one with silky mustache to turn 
her way.  

Out of sight, out of mind, no doubt. Ah, dear Philip, you have never, ever forgotten me.  
When she caught his attention, she put her gloved hand to the side of her mouth. 

“Goodbye, Darling,” she called out. 
 The man lumbered toward the coach, then waved back with the enthusiasm of an actor 
bringing down the curtain on the first act. “Take good care of yourself, Sweetheart.” 
 “Oh, yes.”  The train pitched forward. Catherine righted herself, then held her hand over 
her heart. “I’ll write to you every day.” 
 From down the line, someone hollered, “All aboard!”  



 He jogged a few feet from the window. “Tell your Aunt Demetria we will all be praying for 
her.” 
 The train rolled forward. She pressed her gloved hand against her full, rose colored lips 
and blew him a kiss. “Until I’m back in your arms, my love.”    

He slowed his trot and slid out of sight. 
 Catherine pulled inside the window as the train rattled out of the station. Brick walls and 
white cased windows hurried east. She adjusted her hat and brushed down the wrinkles of the 
rounded end of the pale yellow sash.   She tugged the valise to her lap and stared out the 
window.   
 I’m not sure why most of my life is lived at a distance, as if I’m watching it from across 
the street. I have no idea why I get so demonstrative in public. It’s a good thing Philip 
understands that. 
 “That’s my seat, lady,” the voice was insistent, devoid of kindness or grace. 
 She noticed a small hole in the elbow of his suit coat.  

Single men should hire a woman to tell them what to wear.  
“I shall find another.” 

 “When?” he growled. 
 She looked back at the hefty woman with two babies in the next seat. The lady shrugged. 
 Catherine stood. “Rest assured, I do not intend to sit with anyone so ill mannered.” 
 As he slid next to the window, the train slammed to a stop. Catherine tumbled towards 
him again. His rock hard arms a collapse into his lap. 
 He shoved her back upright. “Lady, you are a chummy thing.” 
 “That’s insulting. You know it was unintentional.”  She peered through the crowd on the 
train car. “Have you seen our conductor?  I must talk to him.” 
 He leaned back, calloused hands behind his neck. “Are you going to report me for being 
grumpy?” 
 “I’m sure that reporting your rudeness would not change you in the least and prove futile 
to improving the comfort of this trip. I have a question concerning tickets.” 
 The large lady in the next seat leaned forward. “The conductor came through before you 
boarded. I’m sure he’ll return.”   
 The man again stretched his legs across the side aisle and rested them near his saddle. 
 Catherine  noticed the fence posts alongside the tracks. “Why aren’t we moving?” 
 The lady with the sleeping infants suppressed a yawn. “Honey, they just roll us out of the 
station where they can make up a train. We could be here a while.” 
 Catherine clutched her valise with one hand, her purse in the other, then pushed her way 
down the center aisle.  
 She passed the woman in a multicolored light chiffon dress perched with two black haired 
infants so small they looked like ornaments attached to her arms. The next four bench seats 
filled with dirty men who wore knee high leather boots. One had a mining pan over his face as he 
leaned back, that amplified his restless snores. All the men seemed as tired as infantry after a 
lengthy battle. She had seen that look before . . . way too many times. 
    A gray haired lady with skin more olive than Catherine’s sat in the next to last row. Beside 
her a pale man in a linen suit stared straight ahead and curled his thick black mustache. His 



sickly face looked so thin he seemed skeletal.  She peeked through the back platform at the 
next coach then retraced her path. 
 The other side of the train car held a blanketed man with long, ink black, wild hair 
handcuffed to a small man wearing a bowler and badge. The long haired man leered at Catherine, 
revealing two missing upper front teeth. He pointed to his knee, as if offering her a chair.  
 She scooted past him and several other men. Six girls in matching bonnets and gingham 
dresses crammed seats, three to a row. Catherine guessed them to be in the fourteen to 
seventeen age group. They sat straight backed with expressionless faces.  

Too close in age to be sisters. Perhaps a class on a trip, but not a very happy one.  
 A full bearded hulk of a man sprawled next to a short-legged dog who resembled a gray 
watermelon with legs. Two bushy haired men in grimy duckings inspected her as if selecting 
meat in a butcher shop. In front of them, a hardware drummer thumped on his catalog to point 
out some treasure to a placid, white haired old-timer. That brought her back to the front of 
the car. Four angry men wearing guns on their hips bellowed conflicting rules of a card game as 
one in the corner shuffled a deck. 
 Catherine scooted back into the side aisle and frowned at the man with the hat pulled 
over his eyes. “This is the only open seating until the conductor comes. Would you mind moving 
your saddle so I may sit by the window?” 
 “My saddle likes the view.” 
 “Isn’t that nice.”  She plopped her valise down next to the saddle. “But, I might point out, 
I paid for a seat and . . . .” 
 “So did my saddle.”   

His chapped lips moved, but she could not see his eyes.  
I read that western men treated women with courtesy and dignity. He must not read.    
“What did you say?”   

 “Lady, I bought one ticket for me and one for my saddle. That seat is paid for. He’s 
sitting in it. And I’m tired.” 
 Catherine rubbed the back of her long neck. “Why on earth didn’t you check your saddle 
with the baggage car?” 
 “I did that once and they lost him. He spent the whole winter in a train depot in Elko, 
Nevada. The emotional scars run deep. He still has nightmares over it. So now, any time we 
travel together, I buy him a ticket.” 
 This is as futile as trying to reason with a carpet-bagging judge.   

“Wouldn’t your saddle enjoy the safety and comfort of the trip more by sitting next to 
you?” 
 “Nah, he and I don’t get along that well.” 
 Catherine crimped her arms across her chest. “That’s incongruous.” 
 “Yeah, that’s what I try to tell him, but have you noticed that saddles are a stubborn 
breed?  They never listen to reason.” 
 One of the angry men behind her muttered something about “no guns or knives.”  She 
didn’t look back, but tapped the reclining man’s shoulder. “You aren’t going to move your saddle 
for me?” 
 “Lady, there are two empty seats. You can sit next to the saddle or next to me. Your 



choice.”    
 Catherine gazed down the aisle of the coach again. The six gingham bonnet young ladies 
stared at her as if waiting for a cue. This time when the train jolted forward, she staggered 
back and managed to turn around and drop into the rear seat next to the saddle. She hugged 
the valise and purse.  

Wait until I tell Philip about this. He will be outraged. 
 “Not a good choice,” he mumbled from under his hat. 
 “You think I should sit by you?” 
 “I don’t think you’ll like your back to the door. Every time someone comes in from the 
Pullman car, you will crank your neck around to see who it is.” 
 “You’re worried about my neck?”  She noticed a button missing from his white shirt down 
near his belt buckle.  

I’m sure sweat and grime holds a shirt fastened long after the buttons wear off. 
 “And other things.” 
 Catherine brushed her bangs back. “Which other things?” 
 He pointed his finger as if lecturing children about the dangers of playing in the street. 
“When that door opens up, a gust of wind and dust will blow your skirt up in the air. For most 
ladies, that causes some consternation.” 
 “That’s ridiculous.” 
 “Depends on the woman.” 
 “Why is it you are so intent to have me sit next to you?” 
 He sat up so quick, she jerked back towards the coach door. “Lady, I’m praying that you 
are a short liner and will be getting off at the first stop.” 
 Oh, my, he has such drawn blue eyes. I don’t think he’s slept in days. The fruit of a 
reprobate and restless life, no doubt.  

She tugged off the glove of her right hand. “I am very content to sit right here. As I 
told you, it will only be until the conductor comes through. I intend to move up to a Pullman 
compartment.” 
 “Whatever.”  He yanked off his hat and ran his fingers through matted, dirty hair. “It’s 
going to be a long trip. Eight days will seem like a month.”  He jammed his hat back on, leaned 
forward, elbows on knees, face resting in his hands. “I plan to sleep through most of it.” 
 She squinted out the window as a freight car rolled by on the track next to them. “It’s 
only four days to San Francisco.” 
 “Have you ever taken this trip before?” 
 “No.” 
 “I have. It will take at least eight days. Only express trains make it in four-and-a-half 
days. This is not an express, and even then, it seldom happens.”  He turned to the hefty woman 
with huge amber eyes who listened behind him. “Isn’t that right, lady?” 
 When she leaned forward the folds of her neck rolled out like waves. “He’s right, honey. 
It took me fourteen days last January. We were stuck in the snow three days and three nights 
with nothing but buffalo robes and peach brandy.” 
 Catherine yanked the glove off her left hand and examined her slender fingers. “It’s not 
winter now. I’m sure we’ll make it in four or five days.”   



Oh, Philip, you are right. My left hand will look so much more appealing with a beautiful 
gold wedding ring.  

“I am in rather a hurry because I have someone waiting for me,” she continued. 
 “Your sick aunt?” he asked. 
 Catherine fussed with the gamp of pale yellow faille at her waist. “Who?” 
 The man tugged his hat down to his chest and scowled at her. “You told Mr. Passion that 
you were going to visit a sick aunt.” 
 Catherine threw her shoulders back. “I said no such thing.” 
 He leaned back to the large lady. “That’s what she said, right?” 
 The perfectly round face winked at Catherine. “She most certainly did not. The man at 
the station called out, ‘Tell your Aunt Demetria we’ll be praying for her.’” 
 “Doesn’t that presume she is going to visit a sick aunt?” 
 “There are other reasons for prayer,” the lady replied.  
 The man slumped back down in the seat. “So, you are saying your Aunt Demetria isn’t 
sick?” 
 Catherine rolled her tongue across her lips and tasted the bitter coach dust. “I’m saying 
I don’t have an Aunt Demetria.” 
 The woman waved a fleshy hand. “I have an Aunt Delutha. She’s rather obese. I always 
feel petite around her.” 
 “If you don’t have an Aunt Demetria, why did Mr. Sweetlips say that?” 
 “I have no idea in the world,” Catherine shrugged.  

I have to admit he has nice looking teeth. But then, so did my first pony. 
 “That makes no sense.”  The man rubbed his cheek as if nursing a toothache. “You must 
have hinted about an aunt or something of the sort.” 
 “It makes sense to me,” the big woman broke in. “After all, my Farley thinks I’m taking 
the children to a Temperance Convention in California. Isn’t that a laugh?”  She slapped the 
man’s shoulder.  

He flinched. “I’ve had more meaningful conversations talking to my saddle.” 
 Catherine dropped her wool valise on the floor and faced the window seat. “Mr. Walker, I 
trust you are enjoying the scenery.” 
 Without lifting his hat, the man muttered, “My name’s not Walker.” 
 “I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to your saddle. On the back of the cantle is the name, 
‘D. E. Walker, Visalia, California’.” 
 “That’s the name of the saddle company.” 
 She kept her eyes on the saddle horn. “Does he always treat you with such disrespect?   I 
just don’t know how you put up with it. What?  He does what to you?  Oh, my, how horrid.” 
 “Lady, you’re crazy.”  He sounded croaky, like water gurgling down an empty pipe. 
 “Strange you should say that. Mr. Walker claims the same about you. He told me the only 
time he’s had any peace and quiet was when he leaped  off the train in Elko. He spent the entire 
winter peacefully lounging about the train station next to a pot-bellied stove.” 
 The big lady chuckled. “I like the way you think, honey. You remind me of Pepper Paige. I 
was with her in a horrible blizzard at April’s place when she talked to her mirror all night long.” 
 “You’re both crazy,” the man sputtered. 



 Catherine leaned toward the lady. “You know, when a person thinks everyone else in the 
world is mad . . . .” 
 “Says something about him, doesn’t it?”  She stuck out a fleshy hand. “Honey, my name is 
Francine Garrity.” 
 “I’m Catherine Draper.” 
 “Of the Memphis Drapers?” 
 “No.” 
 “New Orleans?” 
 “No.” 
 “Well, where are you from?” the big lady pressed. 
 “East.” 
 Francine bit her lips and nodded. “Yeah, sweetie, me too.” 
 “East?” the man growled, then slumped lower in the bench seat. “A mysterious woman of 
unknown ancestry?  It’s like I’m trapped in the script of a boring melodrama.” 
 Catherine whirled around to the saddle. “Mr. Walker, is he always this incoherent?  
Usually more so?  He must live alone most of the time. No, I cannot fathom what horrors you 
experienced stuck with him in a cabin in the Rockies all winter. You poor dear.” 
 She reached over and patted the leather fenders.  
 The words leapt out like a sprung mousetrap. “Keep your hands off my saddle.” 
 “Oh, my, what nasty jealousy.”  Catherine laced her fingers together in her lap. “Mr. 
Walker, I suggest you might need to talk to an attorney about this abuse.” 
 “Lady . . . .” 
 Francine jammed a finger into his shoulder. “Her name is Catherine Draper.” 
 “Yeah, I know. Not the Memphis or New Orleans Drapers. Miss Draper . . . it is Miss 
Draper, isn’t it?” 
 “Why do you ask?” 
 His voice rose with each word. “So I will quit calling you ‘lady’ and not get poked.” 
 “You may call me Catherine.” 
 “Okay . . . Catherine, will you please stop talking to my saddle?” 
 “You are the one who anthropomorphized it.” 
 “That’s a big word for a  . . . .” 
 “For a woman?  Yes, college has a tendency to do that.” 
 “He did what?” Francine boomed. “Is it something sinful?” 
 Catherine ran her finger across the engraved letters, D. E. Walker. “He made it human 
and talked to it like it was a person.” 
 “So, you went to college?”  When he rubbed his eyes dirt rolled up in the crevices. 
 “I graduated from college in Boston.” 
 “Oh, well, if you are educated, I suppose it’s alright.”  His voice tightened with sarcasm.  
“Go ahead. Talk to my saddle. You two can discuss Schleiermacher and his growing influence on 
German higher criticism. Just keep it down. I’m still short on sleep. And whatever you do, don’t 
get him talking politics. He voted for Sam Tilden.” 
 “Where did you ever learn of Schleiermacher?” 
 “It’s the kind of thing they teach in Seminary.” 



 “You went to a theological college?” 
 “I didn’t say that. Look, I really am worn-out. Talk to someone else.” 
 She reached over and stroked the saddle, then whispered. “Sweetheart, perhaps when 
King Grumpy is asleep, you and I can step out on the platform and catch some fresh air.”  
Catherine leaned closer. “What’s that?  At the next stop you want us to sneak off train and run 
away to some little cabin and spend the winter together?  Now that is a very tempting offer.” 
 “You are nuts, Catherine. Absolutely nuts.”  He stared out at the Omaha train yard. 
“Perhaps I should just toss you out the window.” 
 “Mr. Walker, I don’t know why you travel with him. What?  You don’t even like sitting next 
to the window?  It makes you dizzy?  He does it on purpose to torment you?  Oh, you poor, poor 
dear. Listen, I have an idea . . . .” 
 “Forget it,” he barked. 
 “Mr. Walker, why don’t you sit over here by the door, where you can relax, and I’ll sit in 
that cramped corner next to the window.” 
 “Don’t touch my saddle!” 
 “Nonsense, I will not have you torment poor Mr. Walker.”  She stood up. “Honey, you just 
scoot over here and  . . . .” 
 The man drew his gun, but didn’t cock the hammer. He held it low. One of the angry men 
playing poker stomped over to them. “Lady, do you need some assistance?” 
 Catherine sat back down by the door. “Would one of you handsome gentlemen please 
shoot this man dead?” 
 He glanced over at the drawn revolver, now cocked. “Are you joking?” 
 She frowned. “Yes, unfortunately, I am.”  She turned toward the window. “I’m sorry, Mr. 
Walker, we tried. Mr. Tyrant uses a gun to bully defenseless women and inanimate objects.” 
 Francine rocked a sleeping baby in the crook of her left arm.  “Catherine, I mean this as 
no chagrin, but how tall are you?  I admired how you towered over the man across the aisle.” 
 Catherine’s shoulders slumped. “I like to say I’m five-foot-eleven-and-a-half.” 
 “Are you really six feet?” Francine gasped. 
 “With any kind of heel on my shoes, I am. I try to not think about it.” 
 “If I had my druthers, I’d rather be tall than big boned. That’s my trouble, you know . . . 
big bones.”  Francine poked the man.  “Mister, I believe Catherine is taller than you.” 
 “I’m six feet, two inches.” 
 Francine grinned and Catherine noticed perfect straight white teeth.  

“Stand up and let me compare.” 
 “Lady, I’m not going to stand up.” 
 Catherine jammed his knee. “Her name is Francine.” 
 “Francine, I’m not playing this game.” 
 “Of course you are.” Francine jabbed him in the ribs.  
 He reached for his revolver. 
 “Oh, that’s fine,” Catherine fumed. “You are going to draw your gun on a lady with two 
young children. There is a very strange person on this train, and it’s you, Mr. Whatever-your-
name-is.” 
 Francine rolled her big amber eyes. “I always say, a man who won’t give his name is hiding 



something. Perhaps he’s Black Bart?  Or Dirty Dan?  Or Raymond the Ripper.” 
 The man waved his arms. “Catherine . . . Francine . . . I will make a deal with you. I will tell 
you my name and even stand up and show you my height. But then you cannot talk for a solid 
hour while I get some rest. Is that a deal?” 
 Catherine patted the saddle. “Does that include Mr. D. E. Walker?” 
 “Especially him.” 
 “I reserve the right to talk to the conductor about my move to a Pullman compartment 
when he comes through,” Catherine insisted. 
 “You may talk to the conductor.” 
 Francine glanced at her sleeping children. “If Preston and Nancy wake up, I will need to 
talk to my children.” 
 “Of course.” 
 “Can we hum?” Catherine added. “I do love to hum.” 
 “Oh, me too,” Francine said. “My whole family are good hummers. Can’t whistle worth a 
fig, but very good hummers.”  
 “Forget it,” he groused. 
 Francine slapped her big hand on his shoulder so hard, both children woke up. “Stand up, 
mister. You got a deal.” 
 The man pulled off his dirty beaver-felt hat and tossed it over the saddle horn. “I’ve 
been in gunfights more peaceful than this.” 
 “Stand up straight, you two   . . . back to back,” Francine commanded. “Don’t slump.” 
 Catherine felt the back of their shoulders touch. The semi-bustle on her dress kept 
anything else from touching. 
 “He’s right, honey. I’d say he’s at least two inches taller.” 
 Catherine scooted in on the bench seat next to the saddle. He plopped back down next to 
the window, shoved his legs across the aisle, and pulled his hat down. 
 “I believe you promised us two things,” Francine said. 
 “Race Hillyard,” he replied. 
 “Race?” Catherine questioned. “What kind of name is Race?” 
 “It’s better than Herb.” 
 “What does that mean?” 
 “It’s a long story that I don’t intend on telling you.” 
 Francine rocked the youngsters back and forth. “Say, you wouldn’t be one of the Hilliards 
from St. Joseph, would you?” 
 “Not Hillyards of St. Joseph, St. Louis, or St. Paul.  Ladies, you are looking at the last of 
a proud family of Hillyards from Ash Fork, Texas.  Now, I believe I have earned my peace and 
quiet.” 
 I shouldn’t have worn a dress with a bustle of any sort. If I had a drawing room, I’d 
change dresses . . . that is, if I had another dress. Well, I do have that dress. I’m not sure I 
want to wear it yet. 
 The train rolled back on the main track and picked up speed. Train yards and one-room, 
unpainted houses paraded by the window.  
 Whole families crowd in those tiny shacks. I trust they are happy.  



 She mused about that a bit, then snatched a glimpse back inside the coach. The man with 
the full black beard and watermelon shaped dog slumped his chin on his chest in deep sleep. The 
six young ladies behind him now giggled and visited as if at a tea party. Her gaze returned to 
the window. 
 A happy family. I wonder if they all understand the riches of that?  It’s taken me 
twenty-nine years to discover the value. Philip always made me happy. That’s what I remember 
most. Laughing. Racing to the river. Trying to count all the stars in the sky. I don’t believe I 
have ever seen Philip angry. Always such an incurable dreamer with a miracle waiting around 
every corner.  
 One of the card players yelled “rotten luck” and then stepped out on the platform to 
smoke a cigar. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine Philip. Then a blast of wind from the 
open door raised her skirt. She shoved her ankle length navy and gray dress back down as her 
face turned warm. 
 “Well, I swear,” Francine said. “I could see your . . . eh, never mind.” 
 Catherine scooted across the aisle and plopped down next to Race Hillyard. “As for you, 
quit smirking at me.” 
 He pulled his hat off his eyes. “I’m not smirking.” 
 “I wasn’t talking to you.”  Catherine brushed down the front of her dress. “I was 
conversing with Mr. Walker.” 
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