
Death of an Heiress 

Chapter One 

 

There was no sound more final than the crack of Judge Widney’s gavel as he struck the 

bench that morning of May 27, in the year of Our Lord 1872, to end the probate on the estate of 

one Robert Gaines. I had attended Mr. Gaines as he slipped away to his final reward a month 

before. His last words were a promise to his loving daughter, Lavina, that she was well-provided 

for. Indeed, when the will was read, Lavina was to inherit half of her father’s estate, with the 

other half going to her older brother, Timothy. Alas, the elder Mr. Gaines had no idea that the 

brother’s greed would hold sway, and in a move so duplicitous that even Judge Widney 

questioned it, Timothy Gaines robbed his sister of her inheritance. 

The robbery was completely legal, which is why Judge Widney was forced to approve it. 

For all that His Honor might have questioned the younger Mr. Gaines’ motives, it was not 

entirely unreasonable for Mr. Timothy to request that he hold Lavina’s bequest in trust until such 

time as he saw fit to give it to her. Most men left inheritances to their unmarried daughters in 

such trusts. However, most such trusts were generally only to be held until the time of the 

marriages of said young women, or until they had achieved some age or other. The younger Mr. 

Gaines had insisted, however, that giving him full discretion over when the inheritance was to be 

handed over would better protect his sister from fortune hunters, not to mention affording him 

the opportunity to build up his sister’s fortune on her behalf. Had Lavina been less sensible and 

more easily swayed by the attentions of men, I might have been forced to assign some limited 

merit to his argument. 

My testimony to Lavina’s temperament and sensibility was not allowed to be heard, nor 

was Lavina’s. We women were seldom allowed to testify in court. My colleague, Dr. Skillen, did 

testify in Lavina’s behalf, but could not testify as to whether the elder and late Mr. Gaines had 

been of sound mind in the weeks before his death, as I had been the physician caring for the old 

man. Mr. Timothy, or rather, his attorney, had argued that, while the senior Mr. Gaines’ affection 

for his daughter was commendable, the fact that he had left half of his estate to an eighteen-year-

old, unmarried girl did not speak to being of sound mind. In addition, the attorney argued that I 

had unduly influenced the dying man, and my sympathies toward letting women take on mannish 

roles were well-known. Sadly, the will had been made in those same final weeks, which made it 

hard for Lavina’s attorney, Mr. Melvin, to counter the arguments. 

As Judge Widney approved the trust and made the probate final, I could not help but be 

proud of Lavina. Instead of giving in to tears, however much they were warranted, she held her 

head up as we walked out of the courtroom. Mr. Melvin later told us that His Honor seemed 

somewhat surprised, and perhaps chagrined, to see such dignified behavior rather than the tears 

of a weak woman. As I have noted in my earlier memoirs, Lavina Gaines was, indeed, eminently 

sensible and intelligent, nor was she easily swayed by a man’s attentions.  

Men frequently paid their attentions to her. She was a comely lass, with a round face, a 

perfect nose, and soft brown hair that she generally wore in ringlets, although that day, she’d 

pinned her hair back from her face into an upswept arrangement. Her small bonnet was fitted 

with black lace and had a short veil off the back of it. She, of course, still wore her mourning 



dress of coal black, although the tucks and gathers on the skirt were pulled back into a modern, 

and very tasteful, bustle, decorated with silk lace dotted with jet beads.  

As we left the courtroom and passed by the clerks’ office, one of the clerks came out 

from behind the counter between the door and the clerks’ desks and bowed to Lavina. 

“Miss Gaines, if there is anything I can do to help, it would be an honor,” he said. 

It was a courtesy that I was surprised to see. Mr. Cipriano Alverno’s nature was such that 

most people in the pueblo believed he had not the least understanding of courtesy, let alone the 

ability to extend such to another. Many of us had cause to rue any intercourse with him, even 

though it was sometimes necessary, he being a clerk in the county court. He was singularly 

unhelpful most of the time and generally behaved as if he were suffering the worst of impositions 

any time someone requested his aid. 

He was a small man with black hair scraped in strands over his bare scalp. Like almost 

every man of the day, he wore a full beard, his being equally black as his hair and trailing into 

wisps at the bottom. His clothes were dingy. I supposed they were clean, as he did not smell as 

he would have had they not been. One of his front teeth was missing and it was his habit to suck 

on the other when annoyed, which he generally was. 

“You are most kind, Mr. Alverno.” Lavina smiled politely at him, then held her head up 

again. “I would like to leave now.” 

Poor Lavina. Her behavior was quite noble given the circumstances. However, she was 

not made of stone, and so I took her at once to my home on the Rancho de las Flores, where I 

held several acres of vineyards and had a winery, that being the primary source of my living in 

those days. We doctors were not very well-paid at the time, even those of us who had full 

medical degrees, which I did. 

Once in the parlor of my adobe, Lavina finally broke down, sinking onto my sofa and 

weeping for all she was worth.  

“Oh, Maddie, I am so ashamed of myself,” she cried after some minutes. “To present you 

with such a display.” 

I sat down next to her. “There, there. Your tears are utterly warranted. Imagine such 

perfidy.” 

“I am trying to be charitable and believe that my brother truly intended my well-being.” 

I sighed. “As am I. I suppose if we are going to call ourselves Christians, we should 

assume the best intent in his motives.” 

I forbore to mention, however, that it was again curious how often it happened that a 

man’s good intentions for the welfare of a woman in his care seemed to coincide more with his 

own interests than with hers. 

Lavina pulled a handkerchief trimmed in black satin ribbon from her reticule. 

“I was so looking forward to managing my own affairs.” She dabbed at her blue eyes. “I 

could have lived quite nicely on what I was to receive, perhaps have bought some land and a 

house. And if I passed the exam for my teacher’s certificate, I would have been comfortable 

enough even without a husband. That was Father’s greatest worry. He was so pleased that I 

planned to undertake the exam, and even let Schoolmaster Lawrence tutor me and Julia Carson at 

home.” She sniffed. “Now, if I am to leave my brother’s house, I must take the exam and hope 

that I can live on a teacher’s salary.” 

“Or you might marry.”  

Lavina blinked. “Not for a while yet. My darling Efrem insists he has further work to do 

to build his fortune sufficiently to take me on as his wife. He promised Father, you know.” 



The unhappy circumstances under which I had met Mr. Efrem Smith the previous fall 

would not have led me to see him as a worthy suitor for any young woman. However, in early 

January, he and Lavina had met at a croquet game, the sport having become quite fashionable in 

our tiny pueblo of Los Angeles. He became enamored of her and thus underwent such a 

transformation in resolve and kindness that I had come to rather like him. 

Lavina’s father, at first, had been less than impressed. After all, Mr. Smith was a mere 

ranch hand. But Mr. Smith accepted the challenge with great vigor and even though his means 

were small, he sought to better them with careful investment. Indeed, by the time the senior Mr. 

Gaines entered into his final illness in early April, Mr. Smith had shown considerable industry 

and had even consoled the old man in his final days. 

When Lavina learned that her father had left her half of his estate in cash and real estate, 

she’d been overjoyed. Mr. Smith, however, told her in no uncertain terms that she was to keep 

good care of her new wealth, as he would not marry her until he could support her in comfort 

without it. This, too, spoke well of the young man and I was glad to hear of it.  

“Well,” I said. “Given the turn of events, if Mr. Smith is still determined to eventually 

support you, at least you will have further proof that his heart is, indeed, true.” 

“I will endeavor to see that as a blessing.” Lavina gasped and blinked furiously against 

the tears but failed to stop them. 

I put my hand on her shoulder and let her cry. She had been truly grieved when her father 

had passed, in spite of the fact that she had deserved considerably more kindness from him than 

she’d gotten. We had been friendly for some time, but over the course of the spring as her 

father’s health had failed, our intimacy grew to that of true friends, and we had begun using each 

other’s Christian names. 

Outside, I could hear the two rancho dogs barking as a buggy and team of horses pulled 

into the yard. A minute later, there was a knock on the door. I opened it to find Mr. and Mrs. 

Timothy Gaines on the other side. 

Mr. Gaines had the same soft brown hair as his sister and a portly figure. He did keep his 

beard long, but neatly trimmed to a point at the bottom. His wife almost towered over her 

husband. She had a sharp face and looked at everyone with some deep suspicion, of what, I had 

no idea. They were newly married as of that winter. 

I abhor the idea of a woman being ruled over by her husband as lord and master, 

especially having been so ill-used myself by my late and unlamented husband. Dragging me 

away from home and family in Boston out here to the lonely, miserable place that was Los 

Angeles in those days was but one of many miseries Mr. Albert Wilcox visited upon me. The 

only graces were that he’d written me a letter before we married, promising me all of his 

property should I outlive him, and that he’d died soon after we’d arrived. 

That being said, I see no reason why a woman should rule her husband, either. It seems to 

me that the happiest marriages are those in which both husband and wife live together in respect, 

if not equity, each supporting the other in their daily tasks and work. Although it could not have 

been easy to be married to Mr. Timothy Gaines, as he was just as bombastic, ill-tempered, and 

miserly as his father had been, I must say that the young Mrs. Gaines had determined to not only 

avoid being mastered by her husband, but to rule him, as well. 

“We’ve come for Lavina,” Mrs. Gaines announced, looking down at me. 

“I was not aware that she had asked you to do so.” I smiled in spite of my pique. “She is 

here as my guest and I can see to bringing her home, should she wish it.” 

Mrs. Gaines huffed. “Mrs. Wilcox, as you well know because you were there, the judge 



has given the care of our sister over to my husband. We would be utterly derelict in our duty to 

her if we were to allow her to form inappropriate attachments. I’m sure you understand.” 

“No, I do not, Mrs. Gaines.” I remained standing in the doorway. “In what way am I an 

inappropriate attachment for your sister? I would like you to tell me.” 

Mr. Gaines cleared his throat. “Mrs. Wilcox, we mean you no disrespect. However, Mrs. 

Gaines is right. If my sister is to marry well, we must think of her position in the city, and you do 

have a reputation.” 

“As what? A caring and effective physician? A woman of means who manages her 

business in a tidy and profitable manner? I do not see how either of those attributes, for which I 

am well-known, make me an inappropriate attachment.” I smiled. “However, I suppose my 

reputation for thinking for myself does present some difficulty in terms of you being able to 

manage your sister.” 

“We are only concerned for her care!” Mr. Gaines stammered.  

“Of course, Mr. Gaines." 

Mrs. Gaines snorted. “And she is in mourning.” 

“Indeed.” I glared at her, wishing to imply that Lavina’s grief over her father’s death was 

certainly more sincere than Mrs. Gaines’. “Still, it is not improper for a young woman in 

mourning to spend time in the company of good friends. Therefore, if your sister wishes to 

remain here, she shall.” 

“No, Maddie, dearest.” Lavina came up behind me. “I’ll go with my brother and his wife. 

However, I hope to see you soon.” 

She kissed my cheek and I quickly kissed hers. 

“I shall make a point of calling on you in the next few days.” I grasped her hands, then 

glared at her brother and his wife. “And I will take it very much amiss if I find that you have not 

been given every consideration and kindness, as due a loved member of the family.” 

As Lavina left the adobe with her head down to go to the buggy in the yard, I pressed my 

lips together. My one greatest failing has always been my temper. I’d been made angry enough 

by the judge’s ruling. To see Lavina going off with her brother and his wife worried and 

infuriated me.  

However, I did not have much time to contain myself. There was work to be done in the 

winery and on the rancho, and while most of the physical labor was undertaken by my partners in 

the venture, Sebastiano and Enrique Ortiz, there was a significant amount of business that I had 

to oversee or tend to, as well.  

In addition to that, there was my medical practice, which was fully occupying me at that 

time as there was an outbreak of measles in the pueblo. Admittedly, there is not a lot that can be 

done once a patient is afflicted with the miserable disease, except watch for fever and other 

complications. But there were enough fevers and complications among the children, who were 

the majority of the victims, to keep me and the five other physicians in the pueblo quite busy, not 

to mention the usual host of other diseases including, but hardly limited to, pulmonaria, scarlet 

fever, croup, whooping cough, diphtheria, dysentery, and tetanus. Then there were the accidents 

and the broken bones that often went with them, burns, wounds from various fights, and the 

occasional gunshot wound. There were also the complaints of old age, which meant cardiac 

disease, rheumatisms, and so on, and babies to be born, with the complications that often arose 

from that. 

I had worn my new visiting dress to the court hearing. It was a silk bombazine of dark 

ochre. The overskirt was swept back, creating a deep bustle. The basque was closely fitted about 



my midsection with pretty black silk lace trim that was also on the skirt. It was a lovely dress, 

but not one suited for riding all over the pueblo to tend to patients, who frequently left unsightly 

messes on my clothing.  

I called my maid and confidante, Juanita Alvarez, and asked her to get out my oldest 

riding habit, a brown dress of linen and wool. The right shoulder of the dress was getting rather 

worn from the strap of the over-large leather bag that I carry with me everywhere. Never 

knowing what illness or injury I might be sought out for, I kept the instruments and cures that I 

used the most with me almost all of the time. 

Juanita helped me out of the visiting dress, insisted on tightening my stays, then helped 

me into the riding habit. 

“Juanita, are you still thinking about getting married?” I asked as she finished buttoning 

me up. 

“All the time.” She laughed as she turned to my visiting dress and shook it out. 

“And to the same young man we’ve already discussed?” I adjusted the basque of my 

dress. 

“Oh, I see.” She picked up the clothing brush and attacked the hem of the bombazine. 

“You are still unhappy with Mr. Navarro.” 

“He is a rogue of the worst sort.” 

Juanita shook her head. “And there is no possible chance that he could reform himself? 

You wouldn’t have thought it of Mr. Smith, and yet you believe he has.” 

She had considerable justice on her part. It was my duty as a Christian to believe that the 

sinner could turn from his sins and become a new man, and Mr. Smith had proven that it was, 

indeed, possible to do so. However, Mr. Navarro was quite a dashing young police officer in the 

pueblo who was exceptionally charming and knew how to use such charm to considerable effect, 

not only on miscreants, but on vulnerable young women. I also had good cause to know that he 

was not very temperate in his habits, either. That he had cast his eye on my darling Juanita did 

not make me the least bit happy. 

“Mr. Navarro has yet to display any evidence of such reform,” I grumbled. 

“He has to me.” Juanita’s eyes glittered with mischief. “Maddie, I know very well why 

you do not like him.” She shrugged. “And I must say you have some reason for your worries. 

But he has shown me nothing but kindness and courtesy.” She looked up from the bombazine 

with a smile utterly filled with guile. “And I assure you, Maddie, that I will accept nothing less 

from him.” 

I smiled softly. “There is some hope, then.” 

Juanita laughed and shook her head. It is possible that I was not being entirely sincere in 

my statement. Nonetheless, there was little more to be said, nor did I have any time to say it.  

As I made my way to the parlor, where my bag waited by the front door to the adobe, I 

could hear loud complaints in rapid-fire Spanish from outside in the courtyard kitchen. Maria 

Mendoza, the house maid, was decidedly angry. Her husband, Hernan, was one of the ranch 

hands, and they and their three young children lived on the rancho, as did all of my workers and 

partners. 

“What is going on?” I asked, going into the courtyard where Olivia, the cook, and wife of 

my partner Sebastian Ortiz, was listening with a disapproving frown to Maria’s tirade. I spoke in 

Spanish, as I had come to be as fluent in that language as most of my household had become in 

English. 

“The grocer, Mr. Larson,” Olivia said. She was a stout woman with dark hair laced with 



gray, and a sour face that belied her normally cheerful nature. 

“He took liberties again!” Maria snapped, still in Spanish. For all she was on the short 

side and well-rounded, thanks to the coming child, she could be exceptionally fiery. “I was 

forced to slap him.” She stopped and swallowed. “I hope there will be no complaint.” 

I sighed and shook my head. “It will do him no good if he complains. Your word is far 

better than his, to my mind. But why do you go to his store if he is prone to such despicable 

behavior? There are other grocers in the pueblo.” 

“But he is the only one who carries those French sugared violets you like,” Maria said. 

“Oh, for goodness sakes,” I groaned. “I have but to send a telegram to my sister and I will 

have plenty of them within a month or two. We no longer have to wait for them to go around the 

Cape and pray the ship doesn’t sink. There’s an intercontinental railroad to San Francisco. 

Something small like sugared violets are no trouble to ship.” 

Maria sniffed. “Thank you, Maddie. I will no longer give that man our custom.” 

I returned to my front parlor wishing that all troubles were so easily resolved, but, alas, 

no. As I gathered up my bag, I could hear the sound of running feet outside. Yet another boy had 

been sent to request my presence at the sick bed of some family member. 

The family member in question was a little girl of barely three years, Marielena 

Reposena. She had the measles, as so many children in the pueblo did, and her forehead burned 

with fever. There was little comfort I could offer beyond a soothing salve for the rash and cool 

compresses. Neither helped her. Her soft, dark curls framed her face as she breathed her last. 

I spent what time I could with the mother, who was deeply saddened. But I also had other 

patients to see, most of whom were doing well enough. Still, I felt utterly helpless. 

As I pen my memoirs, it is perhaps tempting to pretend that I was (or am) a paragon in 

the art of healing. I most certainly was not. Nor am I so foolish as to believe that I can heal 

everything, even in these enlightened days of the Twentieth Century, when we know so much 

more than we did back in 1872. Nonetheless, one cannot help but feel overwhelmed at times, and 

watching a perfectly charming young babe succumb to a disease that most other children manage 

quite well was quite distressing.  

That night, as I lay in my bed, commending my mind and my soul to the tender mercy of 

our Most Loving Savior, I could not help but think that the day had been lacking in the least 

satisfaction. Had I but known that a greater tragedy awaited me. 

 


