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  Donato Sanchez was convicted and hanged for the brutal murder of Carlotta Ridgefield. Father Juan Salas, the victim’s confessor, believes the executed man was innocent and hires Morgan Westphal to determine who really committed the crime. Set in Santa Fe and northern New Mexico in 1916, Seal of Confession is a multi-layered plot with seemingly unrelated threads connected to the murder, the execution, the legacy of the early Spanish Land Grants and railroad expansion.





  “Morgan Westphal ... is the protagonist in this mystery novel set in early 20th Century New Mexico. The characters are vividly portrayed, and the realism of both time and location indicate serious research by the author. But the strongest part of this excellent story is the plot. It will keep you intrigued from start to finish.”—Charles H. Hayes, author of The Briefcase.




   




  “Intricately woven intrigue crafted by a gifted storyteller, Seal of Confession grabs you from the first page and doesn’t let go ... must negotiate a maze of twists and turns on his way to a jaw-dropping truth. Set some time aside; you’re not going want to put this one down.”—Steve Brigman, author of The Orphan Train.




   




  “... a delightful read.  Holtry excels at melding a complex plot with equally complex characters ... [a}moving and tragic story of a murdered woman, a conflicted priest and a brilliant detective.  You won’t be able to put this one down.”—Gary Ettari, author of Sentimental Over You.




   




  “Seal of Confession is a wonderful trip back in time to early in the 20th century .... If you enjoy historical mysteries, you should read SEAL OF CONFESSION.”—Sheila Lowe, author of the Forensic Handwriting mysteries.
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  Prologue




  Santa Fe, New Mexico, June 25, 1916




   




  The metal cell door clanged shut behind Father Juan Salas followed by the rasp of the bolt as the jailer locked him in. On too many occasions the priest had come to hear the final confession of the condemned. He thought by now he should be used to such visits, and yet each time seemed more difficult than the last. He forced himself to remain composed as much for himself as for Donato Sanchez.




  Through the grate the jailer said, “I’m sorry, Father, there isn’t much time left, only a few minutes.”




  The priest thought it was wrong that a man should die, no matter the severity of the crime, but the secular world believed otherwise; therefore, Donato Sanchez would die for what he did. His concern now in the few minutes Donato had remaining was to prepare him to stand before God.




  The small dim cell was not much larger than a closet but was mercifully cool in comparison to the shimmering heat outside the jail. He wrinkled his nose at the acrid stench of stale sweat and urine. A shaft of light from a small barred window only accentuated the gloom. He could barely make out Donato’s shadowy form sitting on a metal bench that also served as a bed. Through the window, the priest heard the scrape and thud of the gallows trapdoor being tested, an audible and chilling reminder of what awaited Donato in the courtyard outside. The test momentarily stilled the low murmuring of the small crowd clustered around the gallows; some were present because of political or civic obligation, but most of the onlookers were there simply to see a man die.




  In spite of the evidence that Donato Sanchez was guilty, the priest still found it hard to believe he was a murderer. He wondered if the young man had truly understood what was happening during the trial or that he was about to die based on what the jury decided. He grieved for the foster parents who had been so loving and patient with Donato. The few words of comfort he’d given them had sounded empty even to his own ears. It was difficult to tell them to accept the will of God when he was having trouble understanding why such a thing had happened.




  Once his eyes became accustomed to the dark cell, Father Salas saw Donato looking at him, a puzzled expression on his handsome face. In the several weeks since his arrest, the cuts and bruises from the savage beating he received at the hands of the mob were nearly healed except for the discoloration remaining above his right eye. The police had been slow to intervene and stop the mob in tacit approval of what they were doing. Donato was lucky to have survived, but then perhaps he wasn’t so fortunate after all.




  Juan Salas thought Donato’s quiet demeanor was in stark contrast to the emotional state typical of most of the condemned men he had come to console on similar occasions. He steeled himself and said, “My son, I’ve come to hear your confession. You must reconcile with God and cleanse your soul from all earthly sins to prepare yourself for the journey you are about to take.”




  “Father Juan, I am glad to leave this place. It is dark here, and I do not understand why they put the chains on me,” he said, holding up his manacled wrists.




  “Donato, do you understand what is about to happen to you?”




  “Yes, Father. They are going to send me to heaven.” The unemotional reply was spoken without hesitation. “I will miss Mamacita and Papa — and my mules,” he added after a brief pause.




  The priest looked intently at Donato. “Do you understand why you are going to die?”




  Donato shook his head. “No, Father.”




  The priest tried to keep the urgency from his voice as he desperately searched for the right words to respond.




  “My son, there is not much time. You are going to be punished for what you did to Senõra Ridgefield, and for this, you will soon stand before our Savior. He will ask if you are truly repentant of the mortal sin you committed.”




  “But, Father, I do not understand why they say I harmed Senõra Ridgefield.” Donato’s voice and expression clearly showed he did not.




  Resigned, the priest took refuge in ritual, hoping it would lead to awareness and then contrition. “Donato, kneel and declare your faith in God so that He may, through me, forgive your sins and grant you absolution.”




  The shackles clanked as Donato obediently slid off the bench and onto his knees. The priest listened as the young man slowly recited a list of minor transgressions consisting mainly of impure thoughts, the occasional curse and a few other minor offenses of omission or commission. Collectively, the venial sins admitted to would have merited no more than a few Hail Mary recitations. He waited in vain to hear Donato confess to the murder of Carlotta Ridgefield. Donato’s prolonged silence finally told him he was finished and was merely waiting to hear his penance.




  “My son, have you forgotten something?”




  “No, Father, I have nothing more to confess,” Donato replied, glancing at the priest with a bewildered expression.




  “And what of Senõra Ridgefield?”




  “What do you mean, Father?”




  “Donato, before it is too late, free yourself and repent the mortal sin you have committed. In so doing, you will not be judged harshly in the vestibule of the Lord. You may be forgiven once in this lifetime for a mortal sin, if you have confessed and show true contrition. Confess and lift this burden to save your immortal soul before it is too late.”




  “Father Juan, they said I did a bad thing to Señora Ridgefield. I swear to you and to God I did not kill her. I would never harm her. She was always kind to me and did not laugh or make fun of me the way others did. She sometimes gave me presents. When I brought the ice to her house every week, she always gave me something to eat.”




  Father Salas looked sharply at Donato, ready to speak sternly in an effort to have him acknowledge the egregious crime without which redemption would not be possible. He looked into the condemned man’s face and saw only anxious concern.




  “Father, you said I should always tell the truth, that it would be a sin if I did not.”




  “Very well, I forgive the sins you have confessed to and will ask the Lord for leniency in your behalf for what you do not acknowledge. We are all made imperfect in the eyes of God, and you were made more so than most through no fault of your own. I pray our Savior will take this into consideration so that you, too, will enjoy the love of God for all eternity.”




  Slowly shaking his head, Father Salas sighed, convinced he had somehow failed the young man. With little time left, he began to administer the last rites. He’d barely finished when he heard footsteps growing louder in the corridor outside.




  The sound of the bolt being pulled back made a hollow sound, and the door hinges protested as the cell door was thrown open.




  “It’s time, Father,” the jailer said.




  In despair, Father Salas helped Donato to his feet and watched as the guards repositioned the shackles until Donato’s hands were now restrained behind his back. The jailer motioned to the prisoner to join two other guards waiting in the corridor. The priest remained beside Donato as the five men walked down the corridor. Tonelessly, he read from the Bible, a passage he could have recited from memory, taking refuge in a mechanical act to avoid showing his anguish and risk upsetting Donato.




  Donato made no effort to slow the procession as it approached the open double doors leading to the courtyard. The crowd grew silent as the prisoner walked out into the bright sunlight. Donato tried to shield his eyes from the glare after the comparatively dark cell. The rattling of the shackles as he did so, faint as it was, could be heard by those standing in the farthest reaches of the courtyard. If Donato was alarmed at seeing the wooden scaffold with the noose hanging from a crossbeam above, he didn’t show it. He required no prodding as he approached the steps. Nor did he require any assistance in climbing to the top of the platform. In the stillness, his footsteps made a hollow sound on the wooden planks. The priest took up a position facing Donato as one of the guards placed the noose around his neck. Taking his cue, an official standing on the bottom step of the scaffold solemnly read aloud the brief order of execution. When he was finished, he nodded to the hangman.




  “Go with God, Donato Sanchez,” the priest said. “I will pray for you.”




  He began the traditional blessing “In nomine Patris…” Momentarily, their eyes locked before the black hood was pulled down over Donato’s head. It was in that instant he began to doubt Donato’s guilt. The revelation caused him to pause, interrupting the recitation just as the executioner pulled the lever releasing the trapdoor. In a toneless voice, Father Salas resumed, “et fillii et Spiritus Sancti…”




   




   




   




   




  Chapter 1




  Albuquerque, New Mexico, ten days later




   




  Morgan Westphal regarded the engine compartment of the Model T with a baleful eye. The motorcar was the latest business acquisition of Westphal & Cosgrove Investigations, and if he had anything to say about it, the automobile would be the last such investment. It had been his partner’s idea to purchase the thing and, against his better judgment, he surrendered to Will’s persistent argument that it was 1916 and time to change with the times.




  After spending nearly an hour trying to get the damn thing started, he still had nothing to show for it except a grease-stained shirt and a sore arm from cranking an engine that stubbornly refused to start. No doubt if Cosgrove was here, he would know exactly what was wrong. That Cosgrove was on vacation in California and wouldn’t return for several more weeks, simply added to his growing frustration. He stepped back eyeing the fishing rod in the front seat that would see no service that day. He started cursing loudly and eloquently as the mule skinners had taught him so well during his early years in the mining town of Adobe Wells. He immediately felt better.




  “May I be of assistance, Señor?” a male voice asked behind him. The Spanish accent was refined and cultured compared to what he was used to hearing.




  Preoccupied as he was, Morgan was unaware of the man’s approach or how long he had been standing behind him. He turned and squinted into the late morning sun, seeing only the silhouette of a tall man wearing a strange looking wide-brimmed hat with a rounded crown. “You can if you happen to know anything about this goddamned contraption,” Morgan said in disgust, gesturing to the Model T.




  The stranger moved over to the opposite side of the motorcar, and Morgan was able to see the man clearly. He was taken aback after noting the somber black attire and high-necked, white circular collar of a priest. In his early sixties, the priest had aristocratic-looking features and penetrating dark eyes. Morgan was struck by his commanding presence.




  Flushing in embarrassment, Morgan apologized. “Excuse my language. I didn’t realize you were a man of the cloth.”




  “No need to apologize, Mr. Westphal, think nothing of it. I confess now and then to have uttered things I should not, and I am ashamed to say, I usually felt better for having said them. Now what seems to be the trouble?”




  Curious the priest knew his name, Morgan said, “Father, if I knew that, I would’ve been down at the river fishing an hour ago instead of standing out here in the hot sun trying to get this da…,” he caught himself in time and said, “darned machine started.” He looked at the priest closely and asked, “You wouldn’t by any chance know anything about motorcars?”




  “As it happens, I do. I love machines and especially motorcars.”




  While leaning over the engine to inspect what to Morgan was an incomprehensible and intimidating assembly of parts and wires, the priest began describing the mechanical characteristics of the motorcar.




  “Mr. Westphal, this is an exceptionally fine 1915 Model T Ford.” The priest spread his arms in a gesture suggesting a blessing over the inner workings of the automobile. “This front-mounted en-bloc, four-cylinder flathead engine configuration is capable of producing 20 horsepower and perhaps even more. Did you know it can reach speeds as high as 40-45 miles per hour?” Without waiting for an answer, he continued, “It can be powered by gasoline, kerosene or with an alcohol mixture.” The priest glanced up at Morgan with a sheepish expression and added, “Motorcars happen to be a hobby of mine, second, of course, to serving our Savior. Regrettably, it is a passion I am only able to indulge on the infrequent occasions when I am asked to drive the archbishop. The archbishop is most accomplished in religious matters but remarkably inept when it comes to mechanical things, particularly when it comes to the automobile I convinced him to purchase for the archdiocese.”




  “You sound like my partner. I suspect the archbishop and I could come to some agreement on the subject of motorcars.”




  “Ah!” the priest said, straightening up with a triumphant smile. “I believe I have discovered the problem. The choke wire has become dislodged. If you would hand me the pliers, I believe we will have the engine running in no time.”




  Morgan peered over the priest’s shoulder, trying to look as if he understood the purpose of a choke. He watched as the priest deftly connected the loose wire he had failed to notice. He silently considered even if he had seen the loose wire, he wouldn’t have known where it was supposed to be attached.




  “Mister Westphal, if you would be so good as to engage the spark advance lever — it is the small lever on the right side of the steering column — I will crank the engine, and, God willing, it should start.”




  Morgan turned the small lever the priest pointed to and watched in fascination as the priest grasped the choke wire extending outward from under the radiator with his left hand while slowly cranking the engine several times with his right hand. He then moved to the front of the motorcar and took hold of the crank handle and gave it a vigorous turn. The engine immediately coughed and sputtered erratically into life before settling into the rhythmic pocketa-pocketa-pock Morgan had been waiting to hear for almost an hour.




  The priest extended a hand. “My name is Juan Salas. I am assigned to the archdiocese of Saint Francis in Santa Fe, and I have come to ask for your assistance.” The announcement took Morgan completely by surprise.




  Baffled but impressed with the strength of the priest’s grip, Morgan said, “I can’t imagine how I can be of any service to a priest. Do I address you as Father?”




  Smiling, Father Salas said, “If you were Catholic it would perhaps be appropriate. That you asked, tells me you are not; therefore, you may address me as Father Salas, Father Juan, or simply Juan as you prefer and as so many of my parishioners do. I tend to believe ceremony is best reserved for mass and for heavenly matters and not for ordinary conversation.” Morgan thought from anyone else the self-deprecating comment would have sounded false. He had no doubt the priest was sincere.




  “How do you happen to know of me?”




  “There is a lawyer in Santa Fe who speaks highly of you. He believes you may be able to help us in a most serious and delicate matter.”




  “That would be Mr. Domingo Mercado.”




  “You’ve guessed correctly, Mr. Westphal.”




  “It was no guess. He happens to be the only lawyer I know in Santa Fe.”




  “I see. Well, Mr. Mercado has kindly offered to help me, and, I might add, to provide the funds necessary to employ you. Since he is in the middle of a trial, and I had business here in Albuquerque, I offered to approach you instead. He has entrusted me with what he believes are sufficient funds to engage your services should you agree to our petition.”




  “I presume you know my business is the field of forensic investigation, which in my experience has little or nothing in common with spiritual matters.”




  “Unfortunately, the church is involved, and that is the reason I am here to speak with you. Actually, I am here on behalf of a man hanged for murder ten days ago. His name was Donato Sanchez, and I believe he was innocent.”




  “Was this man found guilty and sentenced in a court of law?”




  “He was.”




  Morgan’s brow lifted in surprise. “And yet you claim he was innocent?”




  “I am convinced he was.”




  “I don’t know, Father. It seems a bit late in the game to worry about guilt or innocence. The truth isn’t going to help the dead man now.”




  “On the contrary, it will help to right a grievous wrong, and the truth of Donato’s innocence will be established.”




  “What if the truth only confirms his guilt?”




  The priest shrugged, “In my heart and my mind, I believe he has been cruelly wronged. I would see his name cleared of a crime he did not commit.”




  “Have you gone to the police?”




  “I have, but they refuse to reopen the case.”




  “Then I assume there’s no proof someone else committed the crime.”




  “That is correct.”




  “Then why do you believe this man was innocent?”




  “I cannot say more than I have.”




  “I don’t follow. Are you saying you know who the guilty person is, and yet you won’t identify him?” Morgan shook his head in bewilderment.




  “Even if I had known the identity of the murderer before Donato Sanchez was hanged, I would have remained silent.”




  “Not even to save his life?” Morgan asked in wide-eyed astonishment.




  The priest slowly shook his head. “The Seal of Confession is inviolable. My vows to the Holy Catholic Church forbid me to say more. It is possible I have already said and done too much. I may already be guilty of violating the sanctity of the confessional. I am sorry, but I can say no more.”




  “So, you’re inferring someone confessed either to being or to knowing who the killer was, but you won’t reveal who it is?” Morgan waited in vain for the priest to answer, but Father Salas made no comment.




  After interpreting the priest’s silence as the only answer he was going to get, he said, “I don’t know what to say, Father Salas. You expect me to find the guilty person on faith alone? With all due respect, I usually require something a little more ‘earthly’ to go on. If the police are unwilling to pursue the case, I don’t see where I can be of much help.” He hoped his words would discourage the priest without having to refuse the request in far more blunt terms.




  Sensing he was being given a polite refusal, the priest countered, “Before you say no, I urge you to hear me out and then decide. Mr. Mercado has authorized me to compensate you for the time it will take me to tell you about Donato Sanchez and the murder victim.”




  Morgan sighed in resignation and turned off the motorcar’s engine. “In that case, perhaps we’d better go inside.” Trying to conceal his irritation and disappointment in giving up the chance to go fishing, he motioned toward a door at the rear of the building, “Go in there. Miss Clarkson will show you to my office. I’ll join you there after I clean up a bit.”




  Morgan headed for the water pump wondering if he could refuse the case without giving offense and feeling guilty about it later. By the time he finished washing most of the grease and grime off his hands and headed for the back door, he was resigned to hearing what the priest had to say. He also thought saying no to Father Salas would be difficult.




  It wasn’t too many days later he had reason to wish the engine of the motorcar had started, and he had gone fishing before the priest ever found him.




   




   




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




  Juan Salas studied the man across the desk with interest. The lawyer had told him something of Morgan Westphal’s colorful past. He thought no two men could be more dissimilar in their upbringing and the way they had chosen to lead their lives than Westphal and himself. He had been curious to meet a man with such a wide and varied background that included mining, serving in the U.S. cavalry and later as a civilian peace officer, before becoming a private investigator. In contrast, his life had been considerably more mundane. Compared to the investigator’s humble beginnings, he had been born to a background of wealth and privilege, all of which he had given up freely for service to God.




  The priest was surprised Morgan Westphal was younger than he first thought. The deep creases on either side of a hooked nose, the trace of silver in his dark hair and full moustache drooping down past his mouth made him look older than his years. Not for the first time since leaving Santa Fe, he wondered if he was doing the right thing by trying to hire this man, particularly if the result of any investigation resulted in more deaths. He had prayed many times for guidance on the matter, but so far his prayers had gone unanswered. He finally decided he had little choice in the matter if he was to serve the obligation he felt he owed Donato Sanchez and his deep-rooted belief the hanged man had been the victim of a miscarriage of justice. He would have to risk possible excommunication for approaching Mr. Westphal and seeking his help without violating his obligation to the Holy Catholic Church and everything he was committed to as both sacred and unquestioned. Still, there was that pervasive thought that Donato had told him the truth, and if so, was his obligation to the truth or to the Church? He was profoundly conflicted and was at a loss to find a way to satisfy both the Church and justice for Donato.




  “All right, Father, tell me what happened.”




  “A widow by the name of Carlotta Ridgefield was murdered, and a man named Donato Sanchez was accused, tried and convicted of killing her. Domingo Mercado was Donato’s lawyer. Before I tell you the details of the crime and why Donato Sanchez was accused of it, it is important that you know something about Donato. It will help explain why Domingo Mercado had difficulty defending him.”




  Morgan nodded and maintained a neutral silence while refraining from looking at the Regulator clock on the wall behind the priest. He was still overcoming his resentment for wasting time on a matter with so little business promise.




  “Donato was found on the steps of a small church in Santa Fe twenty-four years ago. Unfortunately, such a thing is not an uncommon event when a poor family is unable to feed another mouth or an unmarried woman ignores the teachings of the Holy Church. The priest who found him placed him in the care of Ignacio and Maria Sanchez rather than making him a ward of the church. The childless but faithful couple thought the infant was a true ‘gift’ and appropriately named him Donato.




  “In time, it became apparent the boy took longer than most to learn things which came easily to others. I first met Donato when he was a young boy. He struggled to understand the catechism. Eventually, he learned to respond to the questions flawlessly, although I doubt he ever fully understood either the questions or the answers. He grew up to be a burly, handsome lad. Those who did not know him well were convinced he was simple for he spoke slowly. Few had the patience or took the time to listen to him. Donato was a likable boy, and I enjoyed my time with him. I never knew him to intentionally tell a lie. Again, others who knew him less well thought otherwise, since he was easily confused when he spoke. His thoughts would stray, and he would contradict himself. He grew to be a large man and a hard worker on the Sanchez farm. Three years ago, the ice factory in Santa Fe hired him. Because he was reliable, punctual and good with animals, the owner of the factory eventually had him deliver ice around town and to the villages located near Santa Fe. Once a week, he drove the wagon three miles south of town to the home of Carlotta Ridgefield.”




  The priest paused, sensing his listener was becoming impatient. “Please bear with me, Mr. Westphal, for in the end it will not be me but Donato Sanchez who may persuade you to help.”




  Morgan nodded encouragement and worked harder to look interested. “Take your time, Father,” he replied, hoping the priest would not.




  “As I was saying, although Donato was simple, he was dependable in making his deliveries on schedule. Maintaining the same routine was necessary for Donato and helped him to keep from being confused. Almost six weeks ago, Donato delivered ice to Senõra Ridgefield on a Thursday afternoon as he always did. Because her home was several miles outside of town and took longer than the others, he routinely made her delivery the last one of the day. He claimed on that particular Thursday he did not see the Senõra that afternoon when he carried the ice into the kitchen. As was usual on Thursday, Elena the housekeeper and her husband Luis Ramirez, the groundskeeper, had the day off and had not yet returned. Donato said he waited in the kitchen a few minutes hoping Senõra Ridgefield would come to see him as she normally did. When she did not come, he finally left. He hadn’t gone very far when a man walked out from the trees along the road and asked Donato for a ride. Donato agreed, and they continued on toward town.”




  “Did he know the man?”




  “No, he was a stranger,” the priest replied. “Donato described him as an Anglo and small in build. He wore high-heeled boots and a broad-brimmed hat. He said he looked and walked like a vaquero; I presume he meant the man was bowlegged. He had a moustache except that unlike yours it was light-colored. According to Donato, the man was very friendly and smiled a lot. He said his name was Sandy. He told Donato he was on his way to the railroad crossing on the edge of town to catch a train to Albuquerque where he hoped to find a job. The man had a bloody rag wrapped around his hand, which he said he had injured when he climbed over a barbed wire fence. He asked Donato if he knew where a doctor’s office might be to have his hand attended to before leaving for Albuquerque. Donato took him to Doctor Henderson whose office was somewhat out of the way to the ice factory. Donato said when they arrived at the doctor’s office he offered to wait for the man until the doctor finished taking care of him. The man refused and said he would walk to the train station from there. In appreciation for giving him a ride, the man gave Donato a gold crucifix with a broken chain. Because he was late in getting back to the ice factory, Mr. Danielson, the manager, asked Donato why he had been delayed. Donato told him about the stranger and showed him the crucifix. It was a distinctive crucifix and looked to be too valuable to be given away for the reason Donato gave. Suspicious, Mr. Danielson continued to question him and finally accused Donato of stealing it. Donato became upset and refused to say more. Mr. Danielson sent a boy to find me at the Chapel of Saint Agnes where I have been assigned for many years.”




  “Why did he send for you?”




  “I was the one who convinced Mr. Danielson to hire Donato. He thought Donato might tell me more than he told him. I went to the factory as quickly as I could. Mr. Danielson repeated Donato’s story and showed me the crucifix. I immediately recognized it as the one Carlotta Ridgefield always wore. I went to speak with Donato who by then had calmed down and was in the barn feeding the mules. Donato repeated the same story he told Mr. Danielson except that he showed me a bloody handkerchief he had found in the wagon where the stranger he picked up had been sitting. He said it was the same one the man had wrapped around his right hand.”




  “What happened then?”




  “I confess I was not sure Donato was telling the truth. As I said before, Donato did not see the world quite as we do, nor could he perceive that a perfect stranger would give away such a valuable thing in return for so small a gesture. I decided to visit Doctor Henderson on the chance the stranger was still there. Before I reached the doctor’s office, I saw Luis Ramirez riding toward me. He stopped long enough to tell me Senõra Ridgefield had been killed, and that he was on his way to the police station to report what he and Elena had found when they returned to the ranch after spending the afternoon in Santa Fe. I immediately went back to the factory and told Mr. Danielson what had happened. I advised him that it would be better to keep Donato there until the police could talk to him. I borrowed one of Mr. Danielson’s mules to ride to the ranch. I arrived before the police did. Elena Ramirez was outside the house hysterical with grief. I went inside and found the body of Carlotta Ridgefield. She was lying on the floor in the hallway near the front entrance.”




  The priest stopped and tried to compose himself. He made the sign of the cross and said, “Madre de Dios!” His expression reflected a blend of anger and deep sorrow as he slowly shook his head.




  “She had been beaten to death, and the weapon used was the altar cross from her chapel. It was also obvious she had been violated. Never have I seen or heard of anything so despicable.”




  Morgan waited patiently as the priest struggled to regain his composure. Finally, Morgan prompted, “At that point, did you believe Donato killed her?”




  Father Salas cleared his throat and continued. “At first I did not think anything at all. My mind and body were numb with shock. I pulled her dress down to cover her nakedness then fell to my knees and prayed for her. I was still kneeling beside her when the police arrived soon after. They wanted to know why I happened to be there. I told them about Donato and the crucifix. I also told them about the man Donato took to see Dr. Henderson. Two of the police officers left for Dr. Henderson’s clinic. It was not but a short time later before the police officers returned and informed the detective in charge no such man with a wounded hand as described by Donato had visited Dr. Henderson that day. Donato was arrested; however, before the police officers could take him to the station, a number of workers at the ice factory pushed past Mr. Danielson and me. They seized Donato and beat him severely in spite of Mr. Danielson’s and my efforts to stop them; the police did not interfere until Donato was unconscious on the ground.”




  “Did the police make any effort to look for the man Donato described?”




  “Unfortunately, they did not. They did not believe Donato’s story, and I am sorry to say by then, may God forgive me, I too, began to doubt the truth of what Donato had said.” The priest’s face plainly showed remorse.




  “What else did you notice inside the house?”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Was there any indication the house had been searched, things taken?”




  “Ah, of course, I understand. Yes, it was apparent the assailant was looking for something, perhaps jewelry or money. The desk drawers in the study had been emptied on the floor. In the bedrooms, the bureau drawers had also been emptied and the contents placed on the beds. The police found drops of blood in the upstairs hallway, and they suspected Senõra Ridgefield may have surprised the intruder or intruders there. Whether the blood was hers, or she managed to wound one of them was unclear.”




  “Wouldn’t the blood found in the hallway offer the possibility Donato was telling the truth?”




  “Looking back, I suppose it should have. Yet at the time, there was such certainty Donato committed the crime the police simply did not believe the man he described existed. Donato did not help matters when the police went to the ice factory and arrested him. I went with them. Donato became hysterical and fought when they tried to put the shackles on him. Donato was a big man and very strong. Even though there were three officers, they had a difficult time. He managed to hurt one of the men quite badly. I intervened and finally succeeded in convincing Donato to go with them peacefully. By then the police were absolutely convinced they had the guilty man.”




  “Tell me about the victim. Who was she? Did she have enemies? Was she wealthy?”




  “Carlotta Ridgefield was a widow in her early forties. She married Vincent Ridgefield nearly twenty years ago. He was much older than Carlotta and had been married before. His first marriage ended in a bitter divorce. From all that I know, Carlotta and Vincent were happy. Carlotta’s one disappointment was Vincent’s persistent refusal to convert to Catholicism for reasons I never learned. You asked if she had any enemies. I do not know of anyone who would have intentionally harmed her. The Ridgefields were widely respected because of their generosity to the poor. I would not describe them as extremely wealthy, although I believe you could say they lived quite comfortably.”




  “Did the Ridgefields have any children of their own?”




  “They did not. I understand Vincent had two children, a son and a daughter both of whom remained estranged from their father. They did not come to Vincent’s funeral when he died about two years ago from injuries he received in a riding accident. Carlotta never met his son or daughter.”




  “What was the source of their income?”




  “Carlotta’s father was apparently quite wealthy. He and Carlotta’s older brother were lost at sea when the ship they were on sank off the coast of California. Her mother died not long after when Carlotta was still very young. As the only living child, she inherited the ranch she and Vincent lived on as well as the town of Cottonwood Springs west of the Chama River in addition to a large parcel of land near the town.”




  “Am I to understand whatever money the Ridgefields may have had resulted solely from Carlotta’s inheritance?”




  “I do not know. Vincent Ridgefield never talked about his past; consequently, I can tell you very little about him.”




  “What happens to the land now the Ridgefields are gone?”




  “Again, I do not know for certain as Carlotta’s will has not yet been made public, but I have been told the church will be a primary beneficiary. Why is that important?”




  “Father, when someone gets murdered, the first place to look is to find out who would benefit the most from the victim’s death. While there are random killings committed only to satisfy some depraved urge, in my experience most murders are more often motivated for financial gain, revenge, or to settle a dispute.”




  “I am afraid I have no knowledge of Carlotta’s business and financial affairs. My involvement with her involved matters associated with the church. But now that you’ve asked, I can tell you the Ridgefields were not always on friendly terms with Jordan Guettler, although it would be overstating it to describe them as enemies.”




  “Who is Jordan Guettler?”




  “He is a rancher and one of the largest landowners north of Santa Fe.”




  “What was the problem between them?”




  “Last year, Carlotta sued Mr. Guettler for using her land to graze his cattle and for property damage to several small ranchers who lease acreage from the Ridgefield holdings. Mr. Guettler countersued claiming the land was open range and that there was no clear title to the land. Eventually, they settled out of court, although Mr. Guettler did compensate for the damage his cattle caused.”




  “Following the suit, was there any further trouble between Mrs. Ridgefield and Guettler?”




  “None that I know of. I believe the settlement may have occurred because of Archbishop Crowley’s intervention.”




  “Why would the archbishop get involved?”




  “Carlotta was highly regarded by the archbishop for her devotion to the church and her support of the orphanage. Jordan Guettler is also Catholic and was responsible for extensive repairs to the cathedral when it was damaged during a summer storm last year. The archbishop felt compelled to intercede to try and foster better relations between two of the archdiocese’s most generous benefactors.”




  Morgan leaned back and considered what the priest told him. In spite of his earlier inclination not to get involved, to his surprise he was starting to waver. After a few minutes of thoughtful silence, he said, “All right, Father Salas, I’ll look into it.” Seeing the priest’s face brighten, Morgan cautioned, “I think there’s very little chance of finding who murdered Mrs. Ridgefield. It’s been a long time since she was killed, and the trail couldn’t be much colder unless it was January instead of July. I’ll spend a few days on it; however, understand, my help is conditional. I’ll drop the case as soon as I think further effort is a waste of time and money—my time and Mr. Mercado’s money.”




  “I am grateful,” Father Salas replied with obvious relief. “I understand your reservations and believe you are only being realistic. Based on what I have told you, what are your thoughts?”




  Morgan shrugged and replied, “If your description of Donato’s mental capability is accurate, it seems unlikely he had the capacity to plan a murder in the way this particular murder was accomplished. On the other hand, it’s still possible he did kill her, or he may have helped to carry it out. Having said that, the brutal manner in which she was killed seems more a spontaneous act than something premeditated. Furthermore, the man he claimed he picked up on the way back to town may not exist at all.”




  “I do not believe Donato had the imagination to invent a fictitious person as he described much less persist in maintaining such a fabrication. As for being the murderer or an accomplice, the one thing I am most positive about is that Donato Sanchez was neither the one nor the other.”




  Morgan studied the priest. “I can see you’re convinced he was innocent, which persuades me you know more than you’re willing to tell me.” If he expected to see any confirmation or denial by word or change in expression, it didn’t happen. The priest’s expressionless face revealed nothing. Morgan continued. “All right, I’ll accept for now you won’t or can’t say more. It would save time if I knew all the facts.”




  Father Salas nodded, “I quite understand your position and only hope you can appreciate mine and why I am unable to say more than I have. I’m curious, Mr. Westphal, why do you think the murder was planned and not simply incidental to a robbery?”




  “Father, I don’t believe in coincidence. Whoever killed Carlotta Ridgefield knew the servants would be off that day. I also believe Donato’s Thursday delivery could have been a part of the plan.”




  “I do not understand. Why would the killer risk being discovered by Donato?”




  “Maybe the individual or individuals responsible for killing her counted on his delivery that day.”




  “I see, to place the blame on Donato.”




  “Possibly it could be nothing more than that, and if so, they did a good job of it. The police made a mistake in not investigating the circumstances of her death more thoroughly.” He paused and then said, “Perhaps the reason Carlotta Ridgefield was killed had nothing at all to do with robbery.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Why would anyone who intended robbery give a valuable crucifix away for a short ride into town, particularly if the crucifix could be recognized so easily? No, Father, if the reason for entering the Ridgefield home was only robbery, Carlotta Ridgefield might be alive today.”




  “Why do you think so?”




  “Burglars are looking for valuables and don’t want to be seen by anyone, least of all by those they rob. I think they — I suspect there was more than one — knew she would be there that day and alone. It’s quite possible whoever killed Carlotta Ridgefield planned it including placing the blame on Donato. If Donato really was innocent, he was one unlucky son of a…” Morgan flushed and apologized, “Sorry, Father. I’ll try to be more careful.”




  The priest smiled sympathetically and said, “Every time I curse, I apologize as well. I have already said two Hail Mary’s since breakfast.”




  Morgan thought he and the priest might get along just fine.




   




   




   




   




  Chapter 3




   




  The two men were indistinguishable from each other. Both wore goggles, gloves, similar caps and mud-spattered dusters. Since leaving Albuquerque four hours ago, the travelers had experienced weather extremes varying from drenching cloud bursts to bright sunny skies; consequently, the road conditions alternated between stretches of choking dust and viscous mud that caused the motorcar to slip and slide along the slippery surface. Morgan silently regretted not taking the train; however, it was clear to him the priest had no such regrets and was thoroughly enjoying himself. Father Salas had talked Morgan into letting him drive the Model T instead of taking the train, citing the need for transportation once he arrived in Santa Fe. It was clear to him now the priest’s logic was motivated more by the prospect of a motorcar trip back to Santa Fe and the possibility he would be offered a chance to do some of the driving. They had barely left Albuquerque behind when the priest asked if he could take the wheel. Morgan wasn’t sure if the request was motivated by a desire to drive or concern for his poor driving skills; he suspected it was the latter and did not take offense, silently relieved to be free of the unwelcome task. It didn’t take long to realize just how skilled a driver the priest was.




  They were still several miles south of Santa Fe when Father Salas pulled the Model T off to the side of the road.




  “Mr. Westphal, the Ridgefield ranch is but a short distance down that road.”




  Morgan noted the padlocked gate. “Who has control of the property now?”




  “The archdiocese has custody.”




  “What about Vincent Ridgefield’s son and daughter?”




  “I do not believe they will benefit, though I have heard speculation they may contest the will. Pending final adjudication by the court, Judge Lindstrom ruled the archdiocese will have temporary possession of the keys to the house and control access to the property based on Señora Ridgefield’s intent to leave the bulk of the estate to the church. The archdiocese has been granted permission to receive all revenues from existing rent and lease arrangements to be held in escrow pending a final court ruling.”




  “Would it be possible to see the house?” Morgan asked.




  The priest relaxed, satisfied the reason for stopping had achieved its purpose.




  “Of course, I will get the keys and take you there myself.” Then eying the darkening sky, he added, “It is late in the day, perhaps tomorrow will be better.”




  “That’s fine. I want to talk to Domingo Mercado first. After all, since he’s the one who’s hiring me, we should come to some agreement on the cost and scope of the investigation.”




  “Very well, at your convenience you can pick me up tomorrow at the Chapel of Saint Agnes. The chapel is not far from the central plaza, and several hotels are located nearby. If you permit, I can recommend the Grandview Hotel as one of the better hotels in Santa Fe; it is also conveniently located a block off the plaza.”




   




  After dropping Father Salas off at the chapel, Morgan made his way toward the town center. Following the priest’s directions, he found the three-story Grandview Hotel situated practically in the shadow of the Cathedral of Saint Francis, the most celebrated and distinctive landmark in Santa Fe.




  A vacant space in front of the hotel was just large enough to accommodate the motorcar. He pulled in slowly and carefully to avoid hitting a large, dark-green touring automobile that had met with considerable rough use. Numerous dents and scratches were visible on the fenders of the expensive motorcar. The initials JG inside a diamond were painted in gold on the door panel. He had seen enough cattle brands to guess with some certainty the source of the car owner’s wealth.




  Morgan climbed out of the Model T and was shrugging out of his duster when he heard a man’s loud, clearly angry voice exclaim, “Don’t tell me to be patient! By God, I’ve waited long enough, and I’m tired of hearing all your excuses why I can’t move ahead. In case you’ve forgotten, you’re supposed to be solving the problem not adding to it!”




  Morgan turned toward the sound of the voice but halted mid-turn as his eyes fell on a tall woman wearing a thoroughly exasperated expression standing beside a large, barrel-chested older man. Although the angry man initially caught his attention, it was the striking woman Morgan focused on. She was dressed in an open-necked white shirt, long riding skirt and worn boots. Her face was even-featured and tanned. She had raven-black, shoulder-length hair gathered loosely at the back of her neck. Tugging on the arm of the older man beside her, she said something in a voice too low to be heard.




  The older man wore a battered broad-brimmed hat, worn leather vest over a faded striped-shirt and cord trousers stuffed into riding boots. His muscular build and leathery face indicated he was used to hard work and hard weather. He had a prominent, slightly flattened nose that looked as if it had been broken but never properly set.




  Ignoring the young woman’s apparent attempt to calm him down, the angry man continued to punctuate his tirade by jabbing the chest of a much younger man wearing a conservative business suit. The recipient of the tirade seemed not in the least intimidated by the heated outburst. Morgan thought from the latter’s calm demeanor, he was either a banker or a lawyer accustomed to dealing with unhappy clients.




  “You said everything would be settled a week ago. Now you’re tellin’ me you don’t know when it might be. McCord, don’t disappoint me again, or you’ll find out just how goddamn unpleasant I can be! You’ve got one more week to get it done, or I’ll find someone else who can!”




  Without waiting for a response, the man turned and with the rolling gait of a man accustomed to long hours in a saddle, headed toward the touring car next to the Model T. The woman walking slightly behind him did not bother to try and keep up. As she drew closer, Morgan had difficulty keeping his eyes off her. She was somewhat older than his initial impression, perhaps in her early thirties. He tried not to stare at her as she climbed into the passenger seat of the touring car while the older man moved to the front of the vehicle and cranked the engine to life.




  Morgan threw the duster and goggles on the passenger seat, picked up his bags, and started walking toward the hotel. He had taken only a few steps when behind him, he heard the grinding of gears inexpertly engaged followed a moment later by a crunching sound of metal hitting metal. Morgan stopped in his tracks with the sudden ominous feeling Will Cosgrove would not be happy about what just happened to the Model T.




  The touring car’s engine stopped abruptly, replaced by the now familiar voice of the burly individual lacing the air with a string of obscenities accompanied by the woman’s laughter. With a fatalistic sigh of resignation, Morgan put the bags down and turned to see the touring car’s right fender fused with the left rear fender of the Model T. The heavy-set driver climbed out of the touring car and looked in his direction. The woman remained where she was, a bemused expression on her face.




  “Hey, Mister, does this piece of junk,” thumbing in the direction of the Model T, “belong to you?” he asked with more irritation than anger in his voice.




  “It does,” Morgan replied, walking toward the motorcars, “although a moment ago it looked better than it does now.”




  “Can we settle this here?” pointing to the Model T’s crumpled fender. By now, Morgan was close enough to the other man to smell a strong odor of whiskey.




  “I see no reason why not. What did you have in mind?”




  “Will fifty bucks take care of it?”




  “More than enough,” Morgan said as he took a closer look and realized the damage was considerably less than the sound of the collision might have indicated.




  “Sorry for the inconvenience, fella,” the man said pulling a thick wad of bills out of his front pocket from which he peeled off a number and offered them to Morgan.




  Morgan took the money and then gave half the bills back. “That’s too much. Half will cover the damage.”




  “Go ahead and take the rest for the inconvenience my father caused you,” the woman said with a smile.




  Morgan looked at her, liking her relaxed smile and the direct way she looked at him. He decided then he would find a way to see this woman again under better circumstances.




  “I should probably do that, but the damage isn’t too bad, and I think easily fixed.” He turned his attention to the older man whose eyebrows were lifted in surprise and added, “No offense intended but thanks all the same.”




  After pocketing the returned bills, the man remarked, “No offense taken. I’m just a little surprised. Hell, mister, there ain’t anybody I know would turn down a few extra bucks. The name’s Guettler, Jordan Guettler,” the man said, extending his hand. Morgan recognized the name immediately. He was the individual Father Salas had named who filed the lawsuit against Carlotta Ridgefield. “And this is my daughter, Arianna Beltrane,” he said, gesturing to the young woman in the front seat. “She’s always trying to spend my money and usually does a damn good job of it,” he added with a scowl that did nothing to conceal the affectionate look he gave her.




  “Morgan Westphal,” he replied as he shook Guettler’s hand.




  “Westphal, you take your motorcar on over to Ira Samuel’s Garage over on Third and Kearney and tell him it was me who done it. He knows me pretty good.”




  “Well, he should,” the woman said, this time laughing outright. “He’s worked on this fancy rig enough times. It’s a good thing my father rides horses and drives cattle better than he can a motorcar, or he would’ve been out of stock a long time ago.”




  Ignoring the ribbing, Guettler paused and with a thoughtful frown asked, “Did you say your name was Westphal?”




  “That’s right, I did.”




  “That’s an unusual name,” Guettler said, removing his hat and mopping the inside of the brim with a handkerchief while looking at Morgan with narrowed eyes. “A few years back, maybe ten years or more, there was a sheriff down in Las Cruces by that name, any chance that could be you?”




  “I once wore a badge in Las Cruces. I don’t anymore.”




  “Then you’re the one who shot and killed Jake Ordean.”




  “Was he a friend of yours?” Morgan asked without admitting to the accusation.




  “Nope, but the worthless sunnuva bitch was a nephew of mine and a horse thief to boot. I don’t hold he was a horse thief and cattle rustler against him so much — done some of that a time or two when I was a young sprout. What I couldn’t abide, it was my horses and my cattle he was stealing. He deserved hanging instead of a bullet, and kin or no kin, that’s exactly what I woulda done if I’d been able to catch the little bastard. The way I heard tell, you didn’t give him much of a chance.”
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