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CHAPTER EIGHT

Autumn, 1879
Hoyt Jorgenson Senior sat on the big front porch of the main house and watched the sun go down.  The house sat on a rise in the terrain, allowing him to look out over the cactus-covered plain that stretched into the distance.  As far as the eye could see, and far beyond that, the land and everything on it belonged to him—a fact that for decades had filled him with joy and a great sense of accomplishment.  But no longer.

The men had been back from Dodge City a couple of months now, and fall was beginning to arrive, which in South Texas only meant that the days were getting shorter and the heat just a bit more tolerable.  Still, watching the summer wind down, with the prospect of more pleasant weather on the way, had once brought the old man pleasure.  Now it seemed that nothing brought him pleasure.

Losing O’Malley had hit him hard.  Not only had James been the best foreman a cattleman could hope to have, he had also been Jorgenson’s best friend.  And he’d been like a son, the son he wished he had had instead of Junior.  And, finally, he’d been a partner.  The ranch, on paper, was Jorgenson’s—he had been on the land years before James had showed up with his war buddy looking for work.  But now he realized the place had really belonged to both of them, because O’Malley had done as much, if not more, than Jorgenson had to make it what it was today.  Without James he just didn’t feel whole anymore, just didn’t give a damn about anything.  The younger man’s passing had meant the end of an era, their era.   They had lived their time on earth to the fullest, and now, with one of them gone, it was like they were both gone, like Big Hoyt had lost his place in the world.  And it had taken James’ death for him to see how things had really been.

He hadn’t sat a horse in weeks, hardly even left the house anymore.  He just didn’t have the desire.  The men still came up to the house to report on this and that, and he still gave them instructions when they needed them, but his heart wasn’t in it.  Besides, he and James, together, had done such a good job for so many years that things pretty much ran themselves.  Which was fine with Jorgenson.  He really just wanted to be left alone.

Lately the old man had been doing a lot of thinking, and it shamed him to see that he hadn’t treated O’Malley like he should have.  Oh, he had always paid him well, and James had always seemed satisfied with his compensation, but now he regretted mightily that he hadn’t been more generous.  Though James had appeared happy living in the small adobe hut like the one his in-laws lived in, Jorgenson now realized he should have built him a nicer, bigger place.  Maybe then he would have remarried and given little Maricruz a true home.  He also realized he should have made O’Malley a full business associate instead of just an employee.  He should have deeded him a big portion of the land and shared much of the profits.  It was what would have been fair.

The more he had thought about it, the more guilty he had felt, and a couple of weeks back he had decided to right the wrong.  He had sent for his attorney to come out from Uvalde, and he had changed his last will and testament.  Upon his death, Maricruz O’Malley would own fifty percent of the Jorgenson Ranch.

The old cattleman had thought long and hard before coming to his decision and, as always, he had gone over all the angles.  First, he had considered his wife and children.  Elizabeth Jorgenson had never really loved the ranch or shown any interest in the cattle business.  She had been a good wife and had made a nice home, but he knew she had never been truly happy there.  She had always spent as much time as possible in San Antonio with her sister and friends, where she was active in charitable organizations and ladies’ clubs.  Now Junior was almost grown and Lizzie had been going to boarding school in San Antonio for a couple of years, so Mrs. Jorgenson felt free to spend well over half her time away from the ranch.  Lizzie had never like the ranching life, either, being very much like her mother.  So Hoyt Senior had decided to leave his wife and daughter cash, stocks, and bonds—and there was plenty to insure them a very comfortable future.

Junior, on the other hand, had always seemed to like the ranch, if it could be said he truly liked anything.  Even though he wasn’t much of a worker, he at least spent lots of time on horseback and knew every acre of ground that Jorgenson owned.  But the boy had been a terrible disappointment, and Hoyt Senior was still haunted by those ugly suspicions that Junior wasn’t really his son.  At any rate, he knew he had to leave the remaining fifty-percent of the ranch to the boy.  To do otherwise would be scandalous.  The kid would be mad a hell when he learned he would only be getting half, but he’d just have to get used to it.  He was lucky to be getting anything.

As for little Maricruz, it was already obvious she loved the land and cattle and horses.  It was in her blood.  James O’Malley had had her in the saddle since before she could walk, and she had been riding by herself since she was four.  And Hoyt Senior had a great affection for the little girl.  Since her grandmother and aunt worked in the main house, she had spent most of her life in the kitchen where she could be cared for, and for Jorgenson it had been a joy having her around.  She was a smart, well-behaved, respectful child, and he was certain she would grow up to be a fine woman, as good a person as her father had been.

The lawyer had tried hard to talk him out of leaving so much of the ranch to a half-Mexican female, an outrageous notion in late-nineteenth century South Texas.  But Jorgenson had made up his mind and there was no changing it.  It was the only way to do justice to the memory of James O’Malley, and he knew in his bones that Maricruz would one day be the kind of person who could keep the operation going—half-Mexican female or not.  In a few years, when she got a little older, he’d start teaching her everything he knew about the cattle business.  He just hoped there would be no friction between her and Junior, and he even held vague hopes that she might grow up to be the woman who would turn the boy around.  Maybe years down the road they would even come together to form a family.  But no matter what the future held, Jorgenson had made his decision, crazy as it might sound to some.  The ranch was his to dispose of as he damn-well pleased, and anyone who didn’t like it could go to hell.  One day soon he would sit everybody down and tell them what he had done and why.

Hoyt Senior had of late grown accustomed to keeping a whiskey bottle close by.  He had always been contemptuous of men who depended on hard liquor, especially of those who drank during daylight hours.  It was just one more way he had changed during the past few weeks.  He picked the bottle up from the floor of the porch and filled his glass, then stared back out into the distance.  After a while Maricruz came riding into the yard on a horse he had given her a few weeks back, a pretty pinto mare, five years old, small of size and gentle as a kitten.  He had asked one of the men to keep an eye out for a nice pony for the little girl, and the fellow had run across the mare on a neighbor’s ranch and had bought her right off.  The child had taken her father’s death hard, and her grandmother and aunt had told Jorgenson they were worried about her, that she seemed to be closing the world off, to not want to talk or eat much, to not want to be around the other children.  Jorgenson could understand, because that was exactly the way he was feeling.  But it appeared the mare was lifting her spirits somewhat.  Maricruz still stayed to herself and still wasn’t communicating much, but at least she was spending her time with another living creature, even if it was a horse.  She waved at the old man, and he waved her over to the porch.  She trotted over, dismounted, and tied the mare, which she had named Leti, to the hitch rack.

“Come sit up here and keep an old man company for a few minutes, will you Maricruz?”

“Sí, Señor Hoyt.”

“Are you enjoyin’ your pony?” he asked, patting the rocking chair beside his, inviting her to sit down.

“Sí, Señor Hoyt.  La quiero muchísimo.  Se llama Leti.  ¿Se acuerda?”

“Yes, ma’am, I remember.  She looks like her name ought to be Leti, somehow.  You couldn’t’ve picked a better name for such a sweet little horse.  I can tell she loves you, too, Maricruz.”

“Muchas gracias—for giving her to me.”

“It was my pleasure, sweetheart.  I see you’re riding her everywhere now.  Really covering ground, aren’t you?”

“Sí, Señor.  Y usted, ¿Cómo está?”

“All right, I reckon.  I sure do miss your daddy, though.  I just can’t seem to get back on track.”  He held out a beat-up hand, and she put her little brown hand in his, and they sat that way for a while without saying anything more.

After a few minutes had gone by one of the ranch hands rode up to the porch and got down off his horse.  He said hello to Hoyt Senior and Maricruz, then handed the cattleman an envelope.  “I had to go into Uvalde for a few things, and this here letter was waitin’ for you at the store, Mr. Jorgenson.”

“Thank you, son.”  The man excused himself and rode off, and Jorgenson tore open the envelope.

September 30, 1879

Hoyt Jorgenson, Sr.

Uvalde, Texas

Dear Mr. Jorgenson,


I am a deputy marshal in Dodge City, Kansas, and this past summer I handled a case which involved your son, Hoyt Jorgenson, Junior.  I also investigated, along with Deputy Marshal Wyatt Earp, the murder of your trail boss, Mr. James O’Malley.


For weeks I have thought about writing you a letter concerning these events, and it has taken me a long time to decide to go ahead.  I know you have been shipping cattle out of Kansas at different railheads for many years, and I have often heard your name and have never heard a bad word about you, only good.  That is why I am writing you this letter.  You are a good man and should know, I believe, about what your son did here.


The night of the arrival of your cattle, your son came into Dodge City and got drunk and beat a whore almost to death.  According to the whore, your son tried to sodomize her and she would not allow it, and then he beat her with his fists and pulled one of her ears almost all the way off her head.  Other cowboys got him off her in time to save her life, but not by much.   She was laid up in Doctor Wilbur’s office for weeks and is only recently up and around.  Your son spent two days in jail.  I wanted to ask the judge to send him to the state penitentiary, but James O’Malley told me that would be too hard on you and your wife, so I relented.  Mr. O’Malley used your money to pay the doctor bill and the whore for her losses and suffering and the woman who owns the whorehouse for her losses.  Also he paid the city a fine of one hundred dollars.  Because he did everything in his power to right things as best he could, I let your son go.  All this is fact.


This next part here is a guess, but I would stake my reputation on its accuracy.  The morning after I let your son go was when O’Malley was murdered.  Your boy left camp at midnight and came back into Dodge City, even though your men were going to leave at dawn.  When they woke O’Malley up and told him your boy was gone, he rode into town to look for him.  The boy claimed he found O’Malley’s horse when he was going back to camp around daylight, and he went and got your men and they came back and found O’Malley stabbed to death and robbed.  Marshal Earp and I tried to find out exactly what had happened, but we could not.

It is our belief, Mr. Jorgenson, that your son killed O’Malley and made it look like a robbery.  His motive, we suspect, was to prevent O’Malley from telling you about what he did to the girl.  Though Earp and I have no proof of your son’s guilt, as lawmen we are fairly good at reading people, and we are both convinced he was the killer.  I reckon we could be wrong, but I would swear we are right in believing he murdered James O’Malley.


In my dealings with your foreman I could tell he was a fine man, and I surely hated the way he ended up.  I hope you are not offended that I have written you this letter, but I feel it was my duty.


Now the matter is in your hands.






Sincerely,






James Masterson






Deputy Marshal






Dodge City, Kansas

The letter slipped from the old cattleman’s hand and fluttered to the floor of the porch, then a breeze blew it out into the yard.  He was suddenly feeling dizzy and weak and his left hand and arm were beginning to go numb.  He tried to form the words to tell Maricruz to find Hoyt Junior and have him come to the house immediately, but hard as he tried, he couldn’t make himself say anything but, “No, no, no, no.”

“Señor, ¿Está bien?” asked the little girl.

“No, no, no, no.”

“I go for help?”

“No, no, no, no.”

She thought about that for a moment, then decided to go for help anyway and ran into the house to the kitchen where Libertad and Piedad were fixing supper.  “Abuela, Tía.  Vengan.  Creo que el patrón está mal.”

They put down what they were doing and hurried to the front porch.  “Patrón, patrón, ¿Se siente bien?” the women asked.
“No, no, no, no.”

Now his whole left side would not respond to the commands of his brain, and Libertad and Piedad helped him out of his chair and half-carried him inside and up the stairs to his room, where they stretched him out on the bed.  By now Elizabeth Jorgenson had heard the commotion and had come into the bedroom, and at once she knew what was wrong.  Her father had had a similar attack several years earlier, and she sat down on the edge of the bed and held her husband’s hand and began to cry softly.  There was nothing worse—for everyone concerned—than a massive stroke.

Downstairs, Maricruz waited on the porch for a few minutes, and when no one came back down, she untied Leti, jumped up high enough to grab the saddle horn, and swung herself aboard.  As she headed at a walk toward the main barn, Junior came walking across the yard toward the house.  Though he passed within a couple of feet of the child, he didn’t acknowledge her presence, and though she had always been strangely frightened by him, she thought she should say something about what was happening.

“Señor Junior…”

“Don’t call me ‘Junior’, God damn it!  No me digas ‘Junior’.”

“Sí, Señor.”

“So?  What the hell you want?  Habla.”

“Su papá está enfermo.”

“He’s sick?  So?”

She didn’t know what to say to that, so she said nothing.

He continued toward the house, completely unconcerned, and Maricruz went on her way.  When she reached the barn she looked back in time to see Hoyt Junior pick a piece of paper up off the ground.  It was the letter that had made his father so very sick.  She watched him read it and fold it and put it in the hip pocket of his pants.  He hesitated for a minute, then he stepped up onto the porch and went through the front door.

Now, on another warm early-autumn afternoon, a large group of mourners were gathered in the shade of a grove of mesquite trees to put the old man in the ground.  Neighboring cattlemen, businessmen, and local politicians, all accompanied by their wives and children, the Jorgenson employees and their families, and Hoyt Senior’s immediate family, everyone in their best Sunday clothes, surrounded the casket and freshly-dug grave as the preacher from Uvalde read on and on from the Bible.  There were few tears, except for tears of nostalgia, because the rancher’s passing had been a blessing—one a long time coming.  He had lived just over ten years after the stroke had first hit, his entire body useless, his voice unable to utter the simplest sentence.  It was just no, no, no, no.  During all that time he had laid on a bed in a small room next to the kitchen, a storage room which had been converted into a bedroom, so that Libertad, Piedad and Maricruz could see to his needs in between the cooking and the cleaning.

Elizabeth Jorgenson stood close to the casket, with her children on either side of her.  Now in her early fifties, she was still an attractive woman, today wearing a black dress, black hat and veil.  For the past several years she had only rarely visited the ranch, preferring to live full-time with her sister in San Antonio, where she was more active than ever in her clubs and charitable organizations.  She had been happy to leave the management of the ranch to her son.

Her daughter Lizzie had also avoided the ranch during the past few years.  After completing her schooling, she had married a young man from a prominent family in Laredo, where she now lived with her husband and two little girls.  Like her mother, Lizzie had been quick to agree to let Hoyt Junior take over the family business.  Having never gotten over the rattlesnake incident, she still feared and distrusted her brother, but she was thankful not to be burdened with the responsibility.

Both the Jorgenson women had felt a little guilty about abandoning Hoyt Senior after the stroke, but they had decided there was really nothing they could do for him that the help wasn’t doing.  Seeing him lying there in that little room, totally helpless, unable to control his bodily functions, the frustration showing in his eyes, the never-ending no, no, no—it was just more than they could stand, and their guilt had soon subsided.

Junior, at his mother’s right, had grown into a very handsome man, almost too handsome.  He was just over six-feet tall and still maintained his slender, athletic build.  He continued to be very concerned about his appearance and still kept his black hair perfectly trimmed and his face clean-shaven, and he still insisted that his clothes be always ironed and spotless.  Like his mother and sister, today he was dressed all in black, his black boots gleaming like polished marble.  All women, young and old, were fascinated by his good looks.

Many among the Jorgenson’s circle of friends and acquaintances wondered why Hoyt Junior had not yet shown any interest in settling down and starting a family of his own.  He was twenty-seven now, certainly had the economic means, and had no lack of female admirers.  But he had always preferred the company of whores, especially the Mexican ones he constantly visited in the border towns along the Rio Grande.  He liked their dark hair and dark skin and the fact that they were generally more submissive than American women, more willing to do as told.  Nowhere did Junior feel more at home than in a Mexican cantina surrounded by prostitutas, except maybe at one of the dogfights or cockfights that were always going on along the border.  He enjoyed being free, and marriage and children were not in his plans.

In spite of his frequent absences, the Jorgenson Ranch was a successful, smooth-running operation.  Hoyt Senior and James O’Malley had done such a good job of putting everything in place that after all this time, the ranch continued to practically run itself.  The good men they had hired and trained were mostly still around, and those men had brought in other good men over the years.  All Junior really had to do was stay out of the way.  Also, there was less to worry about these days.  Gone were the risky days of driving cattle to the northern railheads, when so many things could go wrong.  Now railroads were everywhere, and the Jorgenson cattle were shipped from nearby Uvalde.  Fencing had replaced the open range, and there was much less loss due to rustling.  The only real concerns now were beef prices and getting enough rain to provide graze.  All Hoyt Junior had to do was stand back and let everybody do his job.

Gathered on the other side of the coffin from the white people were the Mexicans.  Maricruz and the Santiago family stood closest—with the vaqueros and their wives and children beside and behind them.  This was fitting because Libertad, Piedad and Maricruz had been the people closest to Hoyt Senior during the last decade of his life.  Gilberto and Libertad were well into their sixties now, thin and stoop-shouldered and weary from a lifetime of hard work.  Piedad, now in her thirties, had let herself go to fat and, though she was still sweet-tempered, there was a sad, defeated air about her.  She had taken O’Malley’s death almost as hard as Maricruz had and had resigned herself to the fact that he was the only man she would ever love.  The single ranch hands who had once tried to court her had long ago realized she would never give another man a chance, and they no longer came around.

Maricruz, now seventeen, had grown up.  She was tall and proud and stood up straight, not like most of the other Mexican women on the ranch, who were squat, round-shouldered, and who trudged through life with their eyes on the ground.  Her nose was straight and perfect, her teeth pearl-white, and her shiny black hair was long and full.  Her cheek bones were high, her chin strong and her lips full, and when she smiled, she made everyone around her smile, too.  Just as women of all ages could not keep their eyes off Junior, men of all ages, both Mexican and white, could not keep their eyes off Maricruz.  Her beauty was a frequent topic of conversation among the cowboys and vaqueros of the Jorgenson and neighboring ranches, and the most self-confident of them had tried to win her attention.  But none of them had had any luck.  For the most part, she kept to herself, spending her days working in the main house with her aunt and grandmother, or riding alone on her pinto mare, Leti.

Maricruz looked from the preacher to the Jorgensons, and she saw that Hoyt Junior, who appeared to be not the least bit saddened by his father’s death, was staring at her.  When their eyes met, he held her gaze, not quickly glancing away as other men usually did.  Like the rest of the women, she considered him very handsome, but there was something about him that made her uneasy.  She had been around him her entire life, but only during the past year had he seemed to notice her at all.  Now more and more she would catch him looking at her.  Not smiling, not saying anything—just looking.  Without being rude, she tried her best to avoid him.  Her grandfather Gilberto had told her several times to have nothing to do with Junior.  He had said she should treat him with respect, because he was the son of the patrón, but not to get too close.  She had asked why, but he wouldn’t elaborate.  Also, she had noticed that whenever Hoyt Junior was anywhere near his bed-ridden, paralyzed father that the old man would get extremely agitated—a very unnatural reaction for a father to have toward a son.

Her gaze then fell on Elizabeth and Lizzie, who seemed to be concentrating on what the preacher was saying, and who, like Junior, seemed unaffected by Mr. Jorgenson’s passing.  It had always seemed strange to her that the cattleman’s own wife and daughter had had so little contact with him after the paralysis had set in.  They were almost never at the ranch, and when they were, they only briefly looked in on him.  It seemed that Libertad, Piedad, and Maricruz were the only ones who had cared about him during the final decade of his life.  Libertad and Piedad had bathed him, cleaned up after his bodily functions and tended his bed sores; they had felt it was improper for Maricruz to perform those duties because of her young age.  But they had allowed her to feed him, shave him, trim his hair, and keep him company, and she was the only one of them who could always calm his frustrations and put him at ease.

When the service concluded the white folks began to walk the short distance to the main house, and the Mexicans wandered off to resume their chores.  There would be a reception for the Anglo guests, and Maricruz, Libertad, and Piedad hurried to the kitchen to set out the food and refreshments.  As they put platters of fried chicken, carne guisada, frijoles, nopales, tomatoes, corn, tortillas and bread on the big dining room table, the women and children began to fill their plates.

In the parlor, bottles of whiskey, brandy, and tequila had been set out, and most of the men headed for the liquor.  They poured their own drinks and gathered around Hoyt Junior, treating him with the respect he now merited as the sole male heir to the area’s largest cattle enterprise.  Everyone knew him for what he was:  a heavy drinker who would rather waste his days and nights in the company of whores than do a lick of honest work.  But now that he was officially one of the region’s most powerful men, he had to be treated as such.

Because of the heat, most of the male guests had taken off their suit coats, loosened their ties, and rolled up their sleeves.  Worn-out from the day’s travel and the long funeral, they settled into the room’s comfortable couches and chairs and lighted their cigars and cigarettes and sipped their drinks.  Junior, much younger than most of the others, sank back into his favorite arm-chair and savored a tall shot of tequila.

One of the cattlemen, whose land bordered on the northwest side of the Jorgenson property, asked, “You plan to keep things pretty much like they been, Hoyt Junior?  Like you been doing while your daddy was laid-up?”  He was an old man who had been ranching in South Texas almost as long as Hoyt Senior, and though he had little regard for Junior, he forced himself to address the younger man as an equal.

Another old rancher from a nearby spread, who often referred to Junior as ‘the pretty boy’ added, “No reason to do anything different, right?  Looks like everything is running pretty smooth as is.”

Junior took his time lighting a long, thin cigar and said, “For now, I reckon.”  He got the cigar going, then added, “But, who knows?  In time I might want to expand my holdings, now that I’ll be in charge free and clear.”  Grinning, he glanced around the room and said, “One of these days I might even get a mind to take over some of my neighbors’ property.”

The men in the room laughed nervously, uncertain whether or not Junior was joking.  No one pursued the subject.

“Main thing,” Junior said, “whatever I decide to do, I’ll do.  Now that my dear old daddy’s gone, there won’t be anything stopping me.”

He started to say something about how much he appreciated everybody’s friendship and how he was going to be every bit the good neighbor his father had been, but he changed his mind.  He downed what was left in his shot glass and sank further back into his arm-chair.  He knew most of these old farts held in him in low esteem, but he couldn’t care less.  And if he made them uncomfortable, so what?

For the next hour, while the men talked about cattle prices and rain, Junior sat quietly, saying almost nothing, just enjoying his cigar and drinking shot after shot of tequila.  Eventually, the men began to drift off to the dining room, and when they had all left the parlor he was still there, alone with his thoughts, content to be where he had for so long wanted to be:  at the undisputed head of the Jorgenson Ranch.  True, he’d been running things for the last ten years, what with his father incapacitated.  And he would still have to see that his mother had the funds to keep up her life-style in San Antonio, and he’d have to send Lizzie something now and then.  But with the old man in the ground, everything was different somehow.

Finally, the ranch was his. 
Later in the afternoon, when the guests had said their goodbyes and set out on their long rides home, the Jorgenson family attorney, J.H. Ross, gathered the family for the reading of Hoyt Senior’s will.  Normally the reading would have taken place a few days later, but the Jorgensons had asked that it be done today.  Elizabeth Jorgenson had things to do in San Antonio, and Lizzie and her husband and children needed to get back to Laredo.  This was fine with Mr. Ross:  It would save him a trip back out to the ranch, and he liked to put unpleasant tasks behind him as quickly as possible.

Once the three members of the immediate family were seated in front of Hoyt Senior’s big desk, the lawyer excused himself for a moment.  “I’ll be right back,” he said.  “There’s someone else who needs to be here.”

In the kitchen he found Maricruz standing with her grandmother at the sink, rinsing the last of the dishes, glasses, cups, and saucers.  “Maricruz,” he said, “could you please come with me for a few minutes?”

Wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, she put down a plate and said, “Claro, Señor Ross.  Someone has spill something?”

“No, no.  Nothing like that.  It’s a business matter.  Mr. Jorgenson has left you something in his will.  En su testamento.”

“¿A mí?”  She was confused, but she took off her apron and followed J.H. Ross to Hoyt Senior’s office.

When Ross entered the room with Maricruz, the Jorgenson women smiled at her, putting her at ease.  Like the deceased, they both regarded the young servant with affection.  Junior, slouching in his chair and by now half-drunk, gazed at her with undisguised lust, while everyone pretended not to notice.  None of the Jorgensons thought it unusual for Maricruz to be included.  It was only natural that Big Hoyt would have left a little something to the daughter of James O’Malley.

The attorney stepped behind the desk.  He was a middle-aged man, tall and rail-thin, with a full head of gray hair.  Despite the late afternoon heat, he had put his suit coat back on, because the reading of a will always called for a certain formality.  He removed his papers from a leather case, and before sitting down, he glanced at Maricruz, who was standing a few feet away from the others, obviously uncomfortable with the situation.  He indicated a vacant chair next to Lizzie’s and said, “Please, have a seat, Maricruz.”

“Así estoy bien, gracias.”  It was unheard of for a Mexican servant to sit down with the family of the patrón, and the lawyer’s invitation made her even more nervous.

But Mrs. Jorgenson smiled at her again and said, “It’s all right, Maricruz.  Siéntate.  It won’t hurt, this once.”

So she timidly took her place, and Ross then sat down at the desk and began.  “First of all, I’m assuming Hoyt Senior never discussed with any of you the contents of this document,” he said gravely, tapping the papers in front of him.

They all shook their heads and waited for him to continue.

“All right, then.”  He took a deep breath and said, “He sent for me a few weeks before he became ill.  If you all will remember, the unfortunate passing of James O’Malley had greatly affected him, and he had decided to make some changes in the will.  So I came out, and he told me what he wanted done.  I told him the changes were much too drastic, but Hoyt was a strong-willed man, and, as you all know, once he’d made his mind up about something, there was no arguing with him.  I know he meant to talk to you all about what he had done when everyone was here at once, but I guess between the time he dictated the new will and the time of the stroke the occasion didn’t present itself.  So since the document is brief and offers no explanations, I’ll try to relay his reasoning as best as I can recollect it.”

Elizabeth, Lizzie and Junior exchanged uneasy glances, and Mrs. Jorgenson said.  “Let’s get to the point, J.H.  You’re frightening us.”

“Very well, then.”  He picked up the first page and began to read:

I, Hoyt Jorgenson of Uvalde County, Texas, declare this to be my Last Will, and I revoke any prior Wills and Codicils.

I devise and bequeath my entire estate as follows:

(a)  to my wife, Elizabeth Jorgenson, two-thirds of my cash holdings on deposit in various Texas banks and two-thirds of the value of all my holdings in securities.

At this point, Attorney Ross paused and handed Elizabeth Jorgenson a one-page listing of these holdings and their current estimated market value.  Then he said, “Elizabeth, Hoyt’s thinking was that since you’ve always been more comfortable in San Antonio than here at the ranch, this would be the best way to insure your future happiness.  He felt that by not burdening you with the land and all the responsibilities that go with it, he would be doing you a great favor.  As you can see, he’s left you a very wealthy woman.”

She was quite pleased with the figures on the page, and said, “Hoyt knew me well, didn’t he?  I’m very, very grateful.”

“I’m glad you feel that way, Elizabeth.  He would be happy to know you agree with his logic.”

Then Ross continued:

(b)  to my daughter, Elizabeth, one-third of my cash holdings on deposit in various Texas banks and one-third of the value of all my holdings in securities.

He then handed Lizzie a list like the one he had prepared for her mother and said, “Hoyt’s reasoning in your case is basically the same reasoning he applied in your mother’s case.  Like her, you’ve always preferred the city life.”  Then with a smile, he added, “I know you and your husband aren’t exactly hurting, but this’ll add to the pot.”

“It certainly will,” Lizzie said, as pleased with her inheritance as her mother was with her own.  “I, too, am very grateful.”  She reached over and held Elizabeth’s hand and waited for the lawyer to go on.

Ross cleared his throat and shuffled his papers for a moment, dreading what was to come.

(c)  to my son, Hoyt Jorgenson, Junior, one-half of my holdings in land in Uvalde County, Texas, and one-half of all improvements, livestock, and other wealth thereon.

A moment ago Junior had been elated, believing his father had willed him one hundred percent of the Jorgenson Ranch, free and clear.  Now he was stunned, the fury starting to build within him.  “What the hell’s going on here, Ross?”

The attorney raised a hand and said, “Let me finish, please.”  Then:

(d)  to Maricruz  O’Malley, one-half of my holdings in land in Uvalde County, Texas, and one-half of all improvements, livestock, and other wealth thereon.

Junior jumped from his chair and slapped the paper out of the lawyer’s hand, sending it sailing across the room.  He glared at the lawyer, then at Maricruz and shouted, “I won’t allow this to stand!  The old son of a bitch must’ve been going feeble-minded—or crazy—I don’t know which.  But, by God, this will not stand!”  Then, kicking over his chair and sending it crashing against a wall, he stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

For a good half-minute they all sat without saying a word, everyone staring down at his hands, the only sound being the rustle of a slight breeze passing through the open windows.  Eventually, Maricruz got up and retrieved the paper from a corner of the room and placed it on the desk in front of J. H. Ross.  Then she up-righted Hoyt Junior’s chair and sat back down.

The lawyer, his hands trembling, his voice quavering, said, “I suppose that went about as well as could have been expected.”

After another long moment of silence, Elizabeth said, “Please excuse Hoyt Junior’s rudeness, J.H.  I certainly don’t condone his behavior just now, but his reaction is understandable, I guess.”  Then, “When you said the changes Hoyt had made to his will were ‘drastic’—well, that was an understatement if I ever heard one.  What on earth was he thinking?”

“From what he told me,” Ross said, still unsteady, “O’Malley’s death had made him realize just how much the man had meant to him.  It made him reevaluate everything.”

“Hoyt did take it hard,” Mrs. Jorgenson said.  “I remember how it seemed to change him somehow.  And then came the stroke.”

The attorney nodded, then said, “And the way I recall it, Big Hoyt told me it wasn’t just that he’d lost a real good friend and foreman, he also felt he’d lost a partner.  He said he’d come to realize O’Malley had been every bit as responsible for the building of the ranch as Hoyt himself.  And he felt guilty that he’d never given O’Malley his due, never rewarded him like he ought to have.  He even said he felt like he’d cheated him somehow.  So he decided the only way to right the wrong was by leaving fifty per cent of the ranch to Maricruz.”

The Jorgenson women and J.H. Ross looked at Maricruz.  Her black cotton dress was still damp with sweat from the afternoon’s labor, and strands of her hair were stuck to her cheeks, neck and forehead.  Tired and bewildered, she was doing her best to follow everything that was being said.

“Do you understand what has just happened, dear?”  Elizabeth Jorgenson asked.

“Más o menos, Señora.” 
“You now own half of this ranch,” the lawyer said slowly.  “¿Entiendes?  And half of everything on it.  The horses, the cattle, the barns and wells and corrals and fences.  Half of all of it.”

“Sí, Señor Ross.  La mitad de todo.”
For the first time Lizzie spoke up.  “But J.H., she’s totally unprepared.”  Then to Maricruz, “Discúlpame, querida.  Pero es la verdad.”

“Lo sé, Señora Lizzie.”
Ross said, “Hoyt and I talked about that.  His plan was to send Maricruz to a good boarding school, probably in Monterrey or Mexico City.  When she was home in the summers he was going to teach her proper English and everything he knew about cattle, about markets, about keeping the books.  Even though she was just a little girl when he made his decision, he said he could see she loved the ranch and that she had a whole lot of James O’Malley in her.  He was sure she would be up to the challenge.”

He paused for a moment, thinking.  Should he remind them that Big Hoyt had had absolutely no confidence in his no-account son, that he had feared for what might become of the ranch it if were left solely in Junior’s hands?  Should he tell them Big Hoyt had more faith in the potential of a seven-year-old girl to one day make his legacy live on?  There had to be a more delicate way to put it.  Finally, he just said, “And he had a strong feeling that Maricruz, when she grew up, would be a big help to Junior.”

“Then with the sudden illness,” Ross concluded, “all Hoyt’s plans about preparing Maricruz went out the window.  Anyway, what’s done is done.  Let’s hope it all works out for the best.”

Elizabeth and Lizzie nodded silently, each now lost in her own thoughts.  As far as they were concerned, the terms of the will suited them fine.  They had each been left with a lot of money, making them independent of income from the cattle operation.  And they had been spared the responsibility of caring for the ranch—and of having to deal with Hoyt Junior.  For years Elizabeth and her son had been growing farther and farther apart, and Lizzie wanted nothing to do with him.  It was a strange way for a mother and sister to feel, but he was a hard one to love.  As for the fact that Maricruz O’Malley, a half-Mexican servant, would now be half-owner of the Jorgenson Ranch—well, that was an embarrassment, to say the least, one that would certainly give everyone within a hundred miles something to talk about for a long time to come.  But they didn’t hold it against the poor girl.  If anything, they pitied her, for now she would be the person who would have to deal with Junior on a regular basis.  In the end, if he had lost out on a big part of his inheritance, what did they care?

Ross looked around the room.  “Well, if nobody has any questions or comments, I guess that’s about it for now.”  Collecting his papers, he said, “Maricruz, are you sure you understand the situation?”

“Creo que sí,” she said softly, still in a daze.  “¿Y ahora qué hago?”  

“Well, for now just keep doing what you’ve been doing, I suppose.  It’ll take a few weeks to handle all the paperwork, make everything official.  Probating the will, they call it.  When that’s all taken care of I’ll be back in touch.  And, Maricruz, I promise I’ll do everything I can to be of help.  I know this isn’t going to be easy for you.”

“Muchas gracias, Señor Ross.”
Ross and the women stood, and Elizabeth and Lizzie gently patted Maricruz on the back, each giving her a little smile.  They knew she was in for hell.

The Jorgenson women stepped out of the room, and Maricruz turned to J.H. Ross.  “Señor…” she said. 

“Yes?”

“Le tengo un poco de miedo al Señor Hoyt Junior.  I am a little afraid of him.”

Ross buckled his document case and said, “Oh, don’t worry about him.  He’ll get used to the situation.” But even to his own ears the words rang hollow.

Coming out of the big house, J.H. Ross hurried across the yard toward the corral where he had left his horse, hoping to avoid, at least for the time being, any further contact with Hoyt Junior.  But he was to have no such luck.  As he entered the corral and approached his gelding with bridle in hand, Junior came lurching toward him, clutching a half-empty bottle of tequila by its neck.  Ross could see that Junior had managed to get considerably drunker in the short time since he had stormed out of the reading of the will.

“Hey!” Junior hollered.  “You figure you’d just slip off without us talkin’?”

“Nothing like that,” Ross answered, trying to hide his disgust—and fear.  He loathed dealing with drunks, especially belligerent ones.  “Just didn’t see you, is all.”

“Well, you see me now.  So start talkin’.”

“Well, uh, as I was about to tell you inside, your father’s thinking was that he had never done right by James O’Malley, and so he decided the fair thing to do was…”

“I don’t give a shit what the old fart was thinkin’,” Junior bellowed.  He drained another half-inch from the bottle and said, “What I wanna know is how you’re gonna handle this thing.”

“Handle it?”

Ross’s horse, which a moment earlier had been coming toward him, trotted off to the far side of the big corral, spooked by Junior’s surliness.

“How you’re gonna deal with it,” Junior said, like he was addressing a slow child.  “Whether you can change the will under the table or whether you’re gonna have to go to court and say the son of a bitch was out of his mind.  I wanna know how you’re gonna keep that girl from takin’ half of what’s rightly mine.”

Junior had climbed the corral fence and was sitting on the top rail, swaying slightly, looking down on the lawyer.  Though Ross had removed his suit coat, he was starting to sweat profusely and his hands were trembling again.  He tucked them deep into the pockets of his pants and did his best to appear in control.

“I’m afraid none of what you suggest would be possible,” he said.  “I couldn’t change the will ‘under the table’ even if I were so inclined—which I am not.  Second, getting the document invalidated on the basis of your father having been mentally incompetent would also be completely out of the question.  Everyone in this part of Texas thought very highly of your father, and I seriously doubt you could find a single soul who would swear in court that he was without his faculties before he became ill.”

“You gotta come up with somethin’,” Junior said, his tone a little less belligerent.

“As far as I can see, you’ve got no choice but  to accept things as they are.”

“Never.”

Ross sensed the alcoholic rush which had seconds earlier fueled Junior’s rage had peaked and was just beginning to bring him down.  He thought he might now have a chance to reason with him.  The lawyer took a deep breath and said, “Look at it this way:  You can’t buy Maricruz out, because you don’t have that much cash money.  Your mother and sister are getting just about all of that.  But you’ve just inherited one-half of one of the biggest ranches in this part of Texas—which is quite something, if you’ll stop and consider it.  Now, Maricruz is Mexican, true, but she’s only half-Mexican, and although she’s uneducated, she’s obviously an intelligent, well-mannered young woman.  Plus, there’s not a better-looking female within a hundred miles of here.  You see where I’m going?”

“You’re sayin’ I should be nice to her?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.  Just let things go along smoothly.  I doubt she’s going to want to interfere in the running of the ranch.  She wouldn’t know where to begin.”

Junior took another swallow of tequila, his shoulders slumping.  The energy was rapidly draining out of him.  He didn’t say anything.

“Maybe one thing will lead to another, if you see what I mean.  You’re single.  She’s single.  And you know as well as I that every man—white or Mexican—who’s ever laid eyes on her would love to be with her.  You could do a lot worse.  A whole lot worse.”

Junior set the bottle on the top of a fence post, took out his tobacco pouch, and tried to roll a cigarette.  He was too drunk to manage, and Ross offered him one of his cigars.  When the attorney held out a stuck match, Junior leaned down to receive the light and toppled off the fence.  He hit the ground hard, and Ross had to help him to his feet.

As Junior slapped at the dust that covered his black shirt and pants, the attorney asked, “Will you think about what I’ve said?”  Then he struck another match and this time Junior got the cigar going.

Exhaling smoke, Junior propped himself up against the fence and said, “I reckon.”

“Very well, then.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to be getting on the road.  It’ll be dark soon, and I’ve got a long ride ahead of me.”

Ross headed across the corral to catch his horse.  When he had bridled and saddled the gelding, he led him out of the gate, climbed aboard, and waved goodbye to Junior, who was once again perched dangerously on the top rail.  Before Ross could go twenty yards, Junior called him back.

“One other question,” he said.  “Hypo…hyper…”

“Hypothetical.”

“Yeah, that.  Just talkin’ now.”

“Yes?”

“What if somethin’ was to happen to her?”

“I certainly hope you’re not serious?”

“Just answer the question.”

“Then her kin would take over her share.  And if something happened to them, then their kin.”

Without another word, the attorney touched up his horse and headed out at a lope.  He doubted that tomorrow Junior would remember much, if anything, of what had been said, but, for now, he wasn’t going to worry about it.  He was just relieved to be on his way.

