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“So, you see, Mrs. Pearson, your uncle has bequeathed you half the entire ranch,” the big city lawyer told her patiently and a bit condescendingly, almost as though she hadn’t understood him the first or second time.

She nodded to show she was listening as she thought over everything he had told her.

“I also have an offer from the cousins here,” he indicated a letter on his desk, “to purchase your half,” he continued.  “I think it’s a fair offer and you should take it.”  He pushed some papers across his desk as he looked at her.  “If you’ll sign here, I can write them and arrange for payment.”

“May I have some time to think about it?” she asked uncertainly.

He was annoyed at the delay but tried to hide it.  “What is there to think about, Mrs. Pearson?  You’ve received a bona fide offer,” he stressed the words as though she were too country to understand them, “for your inheritance, which is half a world away.  I advise you to take the offer before they withdraw it.”

She nodded thoughtfully.  “Well, this is a lot to think about.  Uncle Jude wrote to me faithfully, and I’m shocked to learn that he died and all.”

He nodded.  He was sure she was shocked, although he didn’t know a lot about his client.  He was handling it under the direction of one of the senior partners, who owed someone in Australia a favor.  He wasn’t sure this country bumpkin understood exactly what she had inherited.  “Why don’t you go back to your hotel and think it over?  We can have another meeting tomorrow and discuss things while you sign the papers.  I’m sure you will have your monies in a few months.”

She was aggravated, but he would never have known it.  His condescension had begun the moment she entered the office.  She had worn her Sunday best for this meeting with the big city lawyer, but it was apparent that her Sunday best didn’t measure up to his idea of what women should wear.  As she left the offices, she saw what other women in the city were wearing and realized she did look like a country girl dressed up to visit the city for the day.  She shook her head.  When had that happened?

Carmen made her way to a taxi stand and had them drive her back to the Clairmont Hotel.  On the way, she asked the driver if he knew a ready-made dressmaker, who might have some clothes she could purchase.  He nodded and altered his direction just a few blocks from the Clairmont.  She tipped him and thanked him as she made her way into the establishment.

“Yes, may I help you?” a pleasant-faced woman greeted her.

“Hello, I’m Mrs. Pearson.  I’ve come into the city, and as you can see, I’m hopelessly out of date in my fashion.”  She grinned ruefully as she indicated the dress she was wearing.  She warmed when the lady smiled encouragingly, not in derision or condescension.  “I’ve been told you have ready-made dresses?”

“You’ve been told correctly.”  She smiled again, pleased that someone had referred this woman to her shop.  “I have a few things that will look marvelous on you with your coloring.”  She began to show Carmen around the shop.

In no time at all, and with only a few minor alterations, Carmen had two new dresses.  She would donate her old dress to a charity later.  On second thought, maybe she would keep it.  One never knew when they might need an old dress.  She felt elegant, sophisticated, and like a townie in her new outfit as she made her way back to the Clairmont Hotel.  No one accosted her, and she was grateful that she didn’t need to use the pistol she kept in her bag.  She looked confident and her stride showed that.  She drew many admiring glances as she made her way back to her hotel.  At the desk she asked for directions to the city’s public library, and she was pleased that it was within walking distance of the hotel.  She spent her afternoon very productively.

“Mrs. Pearson?” the lawyer gasped in astonishment at the change in her appearance in only one day.

“Good morning,” she responded.  She felt one hundred percent better now that she’d had a chance to think about the repercussions of what Uncle Jude had left her.  She felt more confident after studying up on Australia and the Outback where her uncle’s ranch was located.  She had located what little information was available at the library, although precious little had been written, just a few newspaper articles and books.  She had learned they didn’t call them ranches though, they called them stations.  She looked forward to re-reading her uncle’s letters to refresh her memory of everything he had ever told her about his lifestyle in Australia.

“I have the papers right here, if you’d care to sign,” he pushed them across the desk towards her, holding out a quill pen for her to sign with, the ink bottle to her right.

“I don’t think so, Mr. Wainwright.  I’ve decided to keep my share of the station...”  She saw his look of consternation before she added, “for now.  In fact, I would like you to inquire as to the value of the station, its productivity level, and other such information on my behalf.”

“As I stated yesterday, you have a bona fide offer from your cousins–” he began again, but she raised her hand to cut him off.

“Yes, you told me that yesterday.  Uncle Jude’s heirs...my cousins...I get that.  We own the ranch, er, station together, and they wish to buy me out.  I require more information before making such an important decision.  You say their offer is fair but what exactly is fair?  Values of land in Australia are as precarious as our western lands here in America.  I want to be certain I have full knowledge of things before I make a decision.”

“I’m sure you do, but I assure you–” he began in a superior tone, and again, she cut him off.

“Are you working as attorney for my cousins, or are you working as my attorney and on my behalf?” she pinned him with her gaze.  Yesterday, she had been stunned to learn Uncle Jude had left her his half of the station.  Perhaps overwhelmed better described how she was feeling, hence the reason for her visit to San Francisco.  Today, she was more confident, and she wasn’t going to be steamrolled into a decision based on this man’s advice.

“Neither.”  He shook his head angrily at her question.  “I am working for one of the senior partners, who was contacted by an attorney in Sydney on your cousins’ behalf.  As you know, half the ranch is owned outright by both cousins, who received their father’s share of the ranch.  You, as your uncle’s heir, now own his half of the ranch.”

“Since they are obviously running the entire station at this time and intend to run it until this matter is settled, it shouldn’t be difficult to ask a few questions and get me some information,” she stated reasonably.

He sighed.  What had seemed like a simple inheritance matter was turning into a lot of work...work he didn’t want or need.  “There is the matter of the time it takes for a letter to get across the Pacific and out to the ranch.  I understand it is some distance from Sydney.”

“You have a point, and my uncle died quite some time ago, well before I was informed.  This matter will remain unsettled until my questions are answered to my satisfaction, and I make an informed decision,” she informed him forcefully.

He swallowed his ire.  The partners weren’t going to be happy with this delay.  What had seemed simple had suddenly become complicated due to this country bumpkin.  Although today, she seemed a totally different woman from the one who had timidly entered his office the previous day.

Carmen gestured at the will and papers on his desk.  “May I keep these copies?”

He looked down at the papers, then up at her, surprised by the question.  “These are my copies.  The others are being kept in the office safe,” he informed her indignantly.  “Another set should be arriving by mail.”  Nowadays, it was standard practice to send several copies by mail since ships had been known to go down and mail could easily be lost.

“Then, may I keep these copies?” she asked.

He eyed her suspiciously.  “You cannot inherit or sell the station until things are settled here,” he tried to inform her.

“I’m not selling anything until I get the information I requested,” her eyebrow raised, “and apparently, I’ve already inherited it, and I just have to decide what to do with it.”

He eyed her sharply.  She was a lot smarter than he had given her credit for the day before.  Perhaps, it had all been an act to throw him off.  The thought that she might have somehow tricked him angered him.  His abrupt retort was cut off when a knock sounded on his door.  Without waiting for his answer, a head popped in.  “You about done?” the man asked.

The lawyer stood up from his chair immediately.  “I’m finishing up here with Mrs. Pearson,” he said by way of excuse, gesturing at the woman sitting before his desk.  He gulped self-consciously and straightened his suit.

The man glanced at the woman sitting across the desk from the lawyer and smiled in delight.  “Mrs. Pearson?”  He came into the room, held out his hand, and she stood up.  “I’m Patrick Larson.  I knew your father before he passed away.  I’m delighted to finally meet you.  I am so sorry about your uncle.  I never met him personally, but if your father’s brother was anything like him, I’m sure he was quite a man!”

Carmen was momentarily overwhelmed by the greeting after the lukewarm attitude of the lawyer assigned to her.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Larson,” she murmured appreciatively.

“Is Simon here taking care of you?” he boomed cordially as he released her hand.

“Well, we were discussing the terms of my uncle’s will and whether I should sell the property or–”

“Sell it?” he asked in astonishment.  “Do you realize how large the station is?”

She shook her head as she recovered her equilibrium.  “That is what Mr. Wainwright and I were discussing.  I need a lot more information before I make an informed decision about the property.”

“Who has made an offer for the station?” he turned to Simon; his eyes fierce.

Simon swallowed self-consciously.  “The cousins...” he began weakly.

Patrick nearly growled as he held out his hand.  “Let me see the will and the offer,” he demanded.

Simon handed over the papers reluctantly.  He knew he was going to catch hell about this now.  If she had just signed the paperwork the previous day, everything would be settled, his work would be done, and he would have already moved on to other more important matters.

Carmen looked on in astonishment at the way things had suddenly changed.  She waited patiently as Mr. Larson perused the paperwork, his eyes missing nothing as he rapidly scanned the documents.  She could see from the corner of her eye that Mr. Wainwright was a little impatient to be standing there as he fidgeted.

Finally, Patrick looked up.  “I would advise against accepting this offer for now.  I would recommend getting an assessor out there immediately and confirming the value of the property.  I know your uncle and his cousin had grazing licenses, but your father mentioned that they were looking into acquiring the land legally.  Twin Station is not a small endeavor, and I don’t believe this offer is adequate for what it would entail.”

Carmen felt relieved.  She had been worried about what her own stubbornness would cost her.  Simon’s superior knowledge made her feel justified in asking for the same information.

“It will take months to get a letter there and months for a reply–” Simon began but halted at the look from Patrick.

“These things always take time.  It might take years, especially with the heirs in different countries.”  He indicated Carmen.  Turning to her, he asked, “Do you have the time to wait, Mrs. Pearson?”

She smiled and nodded.  “Yes, but I have to get back to the valley.  I only intended to be in the city for a few days, and those days are now up,” she said regretfully.

“Ah, the next time you are in the city, you must allow me to buy you dinner.  I would enjoy it.”  He turned to Simon, “You’ll draft the necessary paperwork in quadruplicate?”

“Quadruplicate, sir?” Simon asked, unsure.

“Yes.  Two copies will be mailed to Australia on separate ships to ensure that one reaches its destination, one for our files, and one copy for Mrs. Pearson, of course,” he said in a tone that implied Simon should have known better.

“Of course, sir,” Simon hastily assured him.  “I’ll do that immediately.  You will have your copy this afternoon, Mrs. Pearson.  I’ll have it messengered to your hotel.”

Carmen smiled and gathered the papers Mr. Larson handed her; she had the desired copies now.  “I’ll be leaving by stage first thing in the morning.  See that you arrange that,” she answered Mr. Wainwright with a smile.

“Allow me to escort you out, Mrs. Pearson,” Patrick offered gallantly.

Simon heaved a sigh of relief when they both left and immediately began writing a draft of the letter that must be sent to Australia.  He realized that he might have just angered a senior partner by pressuring Mrs. Pearson into settling the estate too quickly, but he had only wanted to clear the matter up promptly.  He hoped his industriousness would impress Mr. Larson and he wouldn’t be angry, possibly costing Patrick his position with the firm.  It was obvious Mr. Larson valued Mrs. Pearson’s patronage.
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Carmen took the mid-morning stage the next day as she had planned.  She was wearing the second of her new dresses, her bag on top of the stage containing the rest of her wardrobe.  She had read over the paperwork many times; the terms of her uncle’s will clear to her now despite the legal wording of it all.  The property known as Twin Station was left jointly to her and her two cousins.  Originally, two brothers had owned it, and they each had children.  One had a son, and the other had two sons.  The one with two sons had sent the younger son out into the world with an education and enough money to start his own station, but instead, he had immigrated to America and met a local woman whose family had a ranch that he helped to develop.  That man had been Carmen’s father, and that ranch was now Carmen’s.  The other uncle/cousin with only one son had two heirs, the brother and sister, who had offered to purchase Carmen’s share in the station.  The money was good, but Carmen suspected it might be less than the actual value of the station, and she wanted more information.  The little she had learned about Australia from the city library had told of a wonderous new land, but apparently, not a lot was known about it yet.  The interior was basically unexplored, and it amazed her that a huge bit of land like Australia was still relatively unknown.

Originally a penal colony, Australia had slowly welcomed free settlers, who availed themselves of the labors of those incarcerated for various crimes.  Some of those convicts worked off their period of incarceration until they were free and, depending on their crimes, they returned to England.  Some stayed and became members of the growing communities in Australia.  At first, the Blue Mountains kept them away from the interior.  The strange animals, the bugs, and the aboriginal people were all very different from what anyone had seen before.  Expansion was slow as farming and ranching was different from what people had known in England, but people adapted as they learned.  Selections or small farms were the norm, but as the land was vast and seemingly unlimited, larger ranches or stations began to develop.  Sheep and cattle began to be bred in numbers that staggered the imagination.  People from all over the world began to migrate to this new and diverse land.

Carmen returned to her own ranch in the Central Valley with mixed emotions.  She had watched her father build up the ranch after marrying a Spanish-Mexican’s daughter, who brought him respectability in the valley that was mostly controlled by Dons.  The Dons were slowly losing their heritage to the Americans that arrived in droves to California and discovered the lush and fertile valley.  She had grown up here, married here, and been widowed here.  Among the vast fields of grain, the huge orchards of fruits, and the hillsides full of cattle, were a lot of drifting men who came to California to find their fortunes when gold was discovered in its mountains and streams, but they found it wasn’t as easy to thrive here as they had been led to believe.  Thefts of food, cattle, and other things were common, and Carmen was grateful when her stage was met by some of her own men, many distant cousins of her mother’s.

“Ola, Senora Carmen.  How was your trip to the city?”  A nattily dressed man with dark black hair, a huge sombrero, and black moustache grinned to her from his horse as he held another for her.

“It was interesting, Paco.”  She smiled at him as he jumped down, handing her the reins to the horse he was leading.  She smiled up at the big, black horse, who immediately began nuzzling against her as she patted it affectionately.

“He doesn’t act that way with anyone else,” the man mumbled resentfully as he took her bag to fasten it to the back of his saddle.

“That’s because he loves me, and he merely tolerates everyone else,” she said laughingly as she walked to the horse’s side where Paco helped her to scramble into the side saddle.

“A side saddle?” she murmured to him quietly.

“I thought this once you might like to look like a lady,” he answered saucily.

“You thought right,” she indicated the fine dress she was wearing, clearly not riding attire, and she grinned in return.  She looped her knee over the saddle to hold herself on the back of her stallion and adjusted her skirts.

Side saddle or astride, she was a good rider, and they were soon on their way.  They rode rapidly away from the town, spectators watching as she effortlessly controlled the big stallion.  Two more riders following behind grinned happily as Carmen greeted them.

“Any problems while I was away?” she asked Paco, who rode next to her with his hand near his pistol, always alert.

He shrugged.  “What are problems these days?” he hedged in answer.

She sighed.  She knew what the problems were.  They were the same they had always been there in her father’s time and in her grandfather’s time.  Her father hadn’t had the same prejudices to deal with from the whites streaming into the state but her grandfather and cousins had.  Her father had to deal with the Mexicans because he was one of those hated gringos.  Her mother had loved him, and he had not only loved her in return but adored and worshipped her.  He had been nearly devastated when she died giving birth to a little boy, who hadn’t survived much beyond his mother.  In her absence, he had heaped his affections on their only daughter and heir, his letters to his brother and cousins proudly telling of their niece and cousin and her accomplishments.  As a result, his brother had left his only heir and niece his half of the station in Australia.  He could have left it all to his cousins who lived there but he hadn’t.  Carmen wondered at that.  Why hadn’t he left it to the cousins?  They knew the Outback, and they knew the station.  She lived in America and knew nothing about running a sheep station.

She also knew in all probability that her father had confided in his family about all the problems they had encountered on their own ranch here in the Central Valley.  Drifters, con-artists, and bureaucrats were constantly trying to put aside the old land grants that the Mexicans had had for hundreds of years, long before these others had moved into the rich state of California.  Their own ranch was relatively small, yet solvent because her father had been white and her grandfather was a Don, but still, people coveted the rich land.  After the death of first, her father and then, her weak husband, Carmen was alone.  She had her four children to raise, and she would do this as she saw fit.  She had received many offers for their little ranch, but she had held out for two years now despite the pressures mounting exorbitantly.  Slowly, her cattle had been stolen.  She had tracked down the thieves numerous times and hung them as a warning to others, and still, others came to try again.  But her horses were her babies, and they were jealously guarded.  A new kind of horse and cattle thief had come into the valley, and she knew it was only a matter of time until they outmaneuvered her.  She had meant to ask the city attorney, perhaps she would write to him...not that Mr. Wainwright but Mr. Larson.

When she returned to the hacienda, Carmen learned that someone had run off with several heads of cattle and three of her prized horses.  They had caught up with both thieves, but their heads had been blown away before her men could hang them.  “I think someone is trying to impress you,” Paco informed her.

Carmen had been courted often during her two years of widowhood but found no one who excited her.  She had married a man too weak to protect her.  She had been too young to realize there were things more important than looks.  Still, he had given her beautiful children, his good looks and her Hispanic and European heritage coming through in the children.  His death had been a relief.  She had mourned him properly, but she intended to marry for love next time, if there was a next time.

“Mama, Mama, Mama,” three voices yelled in chorus as she pulled up and slid from her saddle.  After ground tying her horse, she opened her arms and the children ran into them.  Three little boys hugged her exuberantly as a Mexican woman came out with a little girl in her arms.  

After giving the boys each a hug and a squeeze, she reached for the little girl.  “Mama,” the small girl said shyly as she smiled endearingly, a dimple on each cheek.

“Rachel, my darling.  How are you?” Carmen asked the little girl, who held her close.

“Mama, can we go ride?” asked the oldest of the three little boys.

“Why don’t you take Dancer to the barn and unsaddle him,” she responded.  The boys lit up at the importance of the job.  Not everyone could handle Dancer, but the stallion allowed them to pull him along to the barn, strangely docile in the presence of the little boys.

“You know that horse is a killer?” Paco mentioned quietly as he watched the children heading to the barn.

Carmen laughed with genuine humor and said, “Then you better hurry up,” as she carried her daughter into the house.
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Carmen wrote her letter to the attorney in San Francisco.  She didn’t believe in procrastinating.  She was kicking herself.  She had just been there, and she could have asked his advice on the ranch and the problems they had been having.

She was so very tired.  She had washed up before dinner.  The welcome food had filled her, but the trip had exhausted her.  Dealing with the problems on the ranch was slowly eroding her confidence.  She had plenty of help, mostly from cousins and other relatives who lived in the vicinity, but she knew it was only a matter of time before the thieves stole what was rightfully hers.  After writing her letter, she asked one of the boys that worked on the ranch to take it into town and mail it when he went for supplies tomorrow.

Over the next few days, the sophisticated clothes she had bought in San Francisco were tucked away in favor of a split skirt, knee-high boots, and a corduroy shirt that she tucked in with a belt sporting a pretty powerful looking gun hanging from it.  Carmen worked her ranch as much as any owner in the valley.  She supervised the workers that lived there and the migrant workers that came and went with the seasons.  She worked her own horses, her babies, after having started a breeding program that was the envy of many horse lovers.  That was why her horses were frequently the target of thieves as well as buyers.  She had started with a thoroughbred mustang cross, then introduced a Hanoverian Belgian cross, and as a result, the horses she had were tall, muscular, and hardy.  They could ride all day, pull heavy loads, and still were beautiful.  She only sold horses that didn’t live up to her high standards.  The two dozen adults she had left, some with foals, some still pregnant, were part of her breeding program.  They were expensive, but they were still her babies.  She kept a watchful eye on them.  Dancer was father to many of them.  He had been the firstborn of the original crosses, and he was a beautiful example of good, selective breeding.  He was also very dangerous.  He had killed several people, who had made attempts to steal him or part of his harem.  He was strangely gentle to Carmen and her children though.  He tolerated Paco and a couple of the handlers, but anyone else was in danger from the large, midnight-blue-colored stallion.  His coal black eyes penetrated with an icy chill, but his beauty left you breathless.  His offspring were every bit as beautiful as he was, but none were as mean.

Carmen rode Dancer around the ranch in the following weeks, inspecting and prying into every aspect of her operation.  Dancer protected her and got her where she needed to go...fast.  Nothing felt better than giving him his head and allowing him to take her where he would, rapidly crossing the miles of ranchland.  She loved this land she had been born to, and yet, she was coming to resent it.  It had killed her father, her husband, and indirectly, her mother and grandfather.  She was tired of the strife, and she was tired of the battle.  She owned and worked this land—it was hers by right of inheritance—but still, she had to fight for it more often than she liked.  She looked at the acres of tilled land, the orchards, and the animals in her fields and wondered how long she could hold on.  She instinctively knew that the time of large rancheros was coming to an end, and she was curious what would happen to the Dons and their offspring as the Americans came in and tried to take over.  There would be bloodshed, of that she was certain.

Weeks after she returned from the city, she received another thinly veiled threat in the form of an offer from another shady businessman in town.  She received at least one like this every month, so she simply ignored it.  However, when someone began taking shots at her workers and scaring them off, she realized this one was different.  The others had merely been nuisances, but it seemed that someone really wanted this ranch, small as it was, and they were determined to get it.  She increased the patrols by her cousins and ranch hands but still near misses occurred.  She herself went out and practiced with her rifle and pistols, nearly hitting a trespasser once.  The near misses stopped for a time after that, but she began to think she might have to order her people to shoot all trespassers on sight, and that couldn’t be allowed.  If they shot a trespasser, the law wouldn’t help her.  She was aware that the Anglos made the laws to favor themselves, not the Hispanics, who had lived here for hundreds of years.
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