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CHAPTER ELEVEN

January 1893
Alexander lay soaking in a tub of soapy warm water, lost in contemplation.  Late that afternoon the party of travelers had returned from their journey into the hills, cold and drenched to the bone, for a hard rain had begun to fall earlier that morning.  The day before, after the trouble in Bandera, they had made good time, riding well beyond sundown until finally setting up camp for a few hours sleep, then rising before dawn to get back on the trail.  Halfway to San Antonio Whiskey Dick had felt well enough to ride a horse, and Alexander had paid the boy driving the wagon and sent him back to Bandera.  Dick had listened in disbelief as Alexander told him all that had happened.  He was ashamed and embarrassed that he’d allowed Nariz to take him down—and amazed that Alexander, who knew nothing of guns and fighting, had been able to save his life.  Dick had felt great affection for Alexander before the incident; now he felt great admiration—and indebtedness.  He regretted mightily, however, that Alexander now had an enemy as terrible as Nariz, and Dick blamed himself.  He knew that the little demon, if he survived his wounds, would not rest until he had evened the score.

Looking back on what had happened Alexander still found it hard to believe he had actually shot a man, though it had clearly been the only thing he could do.  He realized how little he’d been exposed to the real world in his twenty-one years, how sheltered he’d been.  He had never before had to concern himself with mortal danger, and now that he had successfully confronted a life-or-death situation, he felt like a different person.  And it felt good.

During the ride back to the city Maricruz had told him the story of her life, going into detail about Hoyt Senior’s will, about falling for Hoyt Junior, the rape, the burns, the people who had helped her along the way to San Antonio, and how she’d come to find a home at Miss Clara’s.  Though she was a year younger than Alexander, he reckoned that even if he made it to one hundred, he would never know as much adversity.  Now he admired her more than ever, and he promised himself she would never suffer again.  He would protect her from here on out, and he was sure he could do it.  Having passed a test of sorts, he felt strong and confident, like never before.  He was a man now, and he would live life on his own terms.  Whatever doubt he might have had about staying in Texas was now gone.  He would write his mother and his relatives at the bank in Boston informing them of his decision.  They wouldn’t be happy, but they would just have to understand.

There was no going back.

Later that evening Alexander, Whiskey Dick and Alfred sat around the kitchen table having a supper of ham and eggs.  Outside a cold, steady rain continued to fall, and the warmth of the stove was welcome.  Dick had had a bath and a nap, and thanks to several glasses of Kentucky bourbon, he was feeling better.  The knot on the back of his head had shrunk considerably, and he no longer covered it with a bandage.  He was still shaky, however, and seemed to have aged over the past couple of days, probably due more to the blow to his pride than to the blow to his skull.  But he was making an effort to be the same old fun-loving Whiskey Dick Cantrell, and he was certainly not about to give in to self-pity.  While they ate he and Alexander told Alfred all about their trip into the hills.

After Maricruz had revealed her secrets to Alexander, he had asked if he might tell the two older men about the Jorgenson will and the rape.  At first she had said no, arguing that the fewer who knew, the less likely it would be that Hoyt Junior might one day find her.  But Alexander had argued that Alfred and Dick needed to be informed in case one day she needed their help, and she had eventually agreed.

“So the one with all the hair was the son of Hoyt Jorgenson?  And he’s the one’s got Maricruz so terrified?” asked Cantrell, chewing fried ham and sipping coffee.  “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“You say it as though you knew of Mr. Jorgenson,” said Alexander.

“Knew of him?  Hell, I knew him, and real good, too.  Worked for him on several occasions way back when I was hirin’ out my services as a stock detective.  He was as fine a gentleman as I ever met.”

“I knew him, too” Alfred said.  “Met him a time or two when he was on business here in San Antonio.  He was one of the most respected of the big South Texas cattlemen.  Everybody knew who Hoyt Jorgenson was—and thought highly of him.  I even have a casual acquaintance with his widow, who lives here now.  She’s got a house a couple of blocks from mine, but I rarely run into her.”

A thought suddenly occurred to Alexander.  “Dick, when you worked for Jorgenson did you ever happen to meet his foreman, a fellow by the name of James O’Malley?”

“Sure I did.  He was Jorgenson’s right arm, and you could see the old man loved him like a son.  Folks on that ranch, they all loved O’Malley.  I remember folks saying he was every bit as much responsible as Jorgenson for making that ranch what it was.  Best I can recall, he’d lost his Mexican wife and he’d been left with a little girl.”  He paused, then added, “I can still remember that child.  She was such an angel.  Reckon she was one of the prettiest little things I ever saw.  Not long after the last time I was down there O’Malley got murdered up in Kansas.  Don’t know what became of that poor little girl.  There was something real special about her.”

Alexander eyed both men for a few seconds to get their full attention, then said, “Well, I know what became of her.  In fact, I know where she is at this very minute.”  He paused a beat, then said, “She’s upstairs asleep in my bed.”

Whiskey Dick and Alfred both stopped chewing and stared at Alexander in amazement.

Finally Cantrell said, “You ain’t shittin’ us, are you?”

“No, sir, I am not.  Swear to God.”

Alexander then went on to tell them everything Maricruz had related, leaving nothing out.

When Alexander was finished Dick summed it all up.  “So that fella in the bar yesterday raped Maricruz and caused her to leave her family and that huge cattle ranch that’s legally half hers.  And to think that long-haired devil sprung from the loins of a good man like Hoyt Jorgenson.”  He pushed his plate to the side and lit up a smoke.

“We figure he wears his hair like that to cover up the scar from his fall into the hot bacon grease,” said Alexander.  “Maricruz thinks he probably lost the entire ear.  She says he was always extremely concerned about his appearance.  So she’s not only terrified of him because of her rightful ownership of fifty percent of the ranch, but also because she figures he blames her for his disfigurement.  From all she said about Junior—that’s what people call him, and he hates it—I would imagine she’s right, that he does blame her, illogical as that may seem.  I don’t know much about the human mind, but it sounds to me like he’s truly insane.”

“Damn, this world is tiny,” Dick mused, exhaling a cloud of smoke.  “Just think about it, men.  My worst enemy and Maricruz’s worst enemy are ridin’ together.”

“It’s often like that,” said Alfred.  He, too, finished eating and was ready for a smoke.  He stuck a match and fired up a fat cigar.  “It seems like the very worst people have a way of finding each other and teaming up.  And when you think about it, it’s not really all that much of a coincidence.”

“How’s that?” Alexander asked.

“Because there just aren’t that many people in South Texas.  Sure, there are a lot in San Antonio, but you get out of town and folks are few and far between.”

Dick nodded.  “Just mostly snakes and coyotes.”

They sat in silence, each man thinking the situation over.  After a minute or two Alfred said, “I can recall vividly the first time I laid eyes on Maricruz, the day my housekeeper Lupe asked me to help Maricruz find work.  She was so pitiful, dressed in tattered clothing, obviously in distress, bewildered by the big city.  And to think she was—and is—half-owner of one of the finest cattle ranches in South Texas.  Alexander, are you sure she doesn’t want me to help her take possession of what Hoyt Jorgenson meant to be hers?”

“It ain’t right,” Dick interjected.  “Young Jorgenson gettin’ away with raping Maricruz and keeping for himself what his daddy wanted her to have.”

“I totally agree,” said Alexander.  “I told her the same thing, but she’s set on letting it go.  She’s scared to death of the fellow.”  He refilled their coffee cups, then said, “Her seeing him the other day has her awfully worried.  She’s afraid next time she won’t be so lucky and that he’ll see her, too.”

Cantrell said, “She might’ve been lucky Jorgenson didn’t get a look at her, but he and Little Nariz sure as hell got a look at you.  That makes us all mixed up in this thing together.  Like I said, the world’s a small place, and chances are one of these days we’ll all cross paths.”

“Should that day come I’ll be ready,” Alexander said coolly.  “Not only to see that no further harm comes to Maricruz, but to settle scores, as well.”

“Damn, son,” Dick said, grinning.  “You’re talkin’ like a Texan now.  Didn’t take long for our ways to rub off on you.”

“I guess not.”

“Well, Lord willin’, I’ll be right there beside you,” Cantrell said.  “And next time I’ll try to hold up my end of the bargain.”

“And I’ll be there, too,” Alfred added.  “I’m not much good at wielding a gun, but I’m not too shabby when it comes to wielding the law.  Maybe between the three of us we can make Hoyt Jorgenson’s son pay for what he did to Maricruz—and see that she gets what rightfully belongs to her.  If she’ll ever let us.”

Just then she walked into the kitchen.  She was wearing a heavy cotton robe, her long hair was unbrushed, and she wore not a trace of makeup.  But Maricruz looked as lovely as Alexander had ever seen her.  He slid his chair back a bit from the table, and she settled on his lap and draped an arm around his shoulders.  Dick and Alfred gazed at Maricruz with an extra measure of admiration, now that they knew about all she had endured.

“We’ve been talking about you,” Alexander said.

“I thought that is what you might be doing.  But enough of that.  It is time for you to come to bed, Alejandro.  Te necesito.”

“And I need you, too, mi amor,” he said, kissing her cheek.

She slid off his lap and Alexander stood up.  “If you gentlemen will excuse us, Maricruz and I have things to do.”

She took his hand and led him out of the kitchen and up the stairs.  Alfred and Whiskey Dick smiled wistfully, both thinking how nice it would be to be young again and in love.

* * * *

Now that Alexander knew all about Maricruz’s past, he wanted to see the people and places connected to her story.  In late January she took him to meet Lupe Contreras and her children.  Lupe proudly showed Alexander her home and pointed out all the improvements that Maricruz had made possible:  the new roof, the new cast-iron stove, the two rooms that had been added on.  She showed him the shoes, clothing and warm coats Maricruz had bought for her and the children, and she told of all the doctor’s visits Maricruz had paid for.  While Lupe was explaining all this Maricruz sat outside on the patio as the children swarmed around her, admiring the gifts she had, as usual, brought.  When they were leaving Maricruz pressed a few bills into Lupe’s hand, and Alexander saw the pleasure it gave Maricruz to be of help.

One beautiful morning in early February they rented the same two sorrel horses that had taken them into the hill country and rode out toward Castroville to visit the Sánchez family.  Their arrival was a cause for celebration.  It had been a good while since Maricruz’s last visit, and the children all ran out to greet her as soon as she came into view.  After introducing Alexander to everyone Maricruz led him out to meet Leti, who was grazing in the pasture.  Seeing the pinto nuzzle Maricruz as she fed her carrots she had brought from the city made Maricruz’s story come to life for Alexander.  Like Lupe, Vicente and Esmeralda adored Maricruz and considered her their savior, and Esmeralda quickly set about preparing a big meal to celebrate her coming.  After Maricruz had passed out everything she had brought for the children, she and Alexander went for a ride around the little ranch, with Maricruz riding Leti bareback.  Alexander again took note of the effect being on a horse and out in the open had on Maricruz, of how extra-happy she was when in her element.  He decided then and there that a major part of their future would be on a ranch, far from the crowded city.

Later that evening after the Sánchez family had gone to bed, Alexander threw a couple of logs on the fogata, and he and Maricruz spread their blankets close by.  Vicente and Esmeralda had insisted they sleep in the new house that Maricruz’s generosity had made possible, but they had preferred to sleep out-of-doors.  They snuggled and gazed up at the star-filled sky.  The dogs were curled up nearby, enjoying the warmth of the fire, and Leti grazed several yards away.  Now and then Leti would come over to nuzzle Maricruz, and Maricruz would caress her velvet nose and speak to her softly in Spanish.  A little farther away the goats were bedding down for the night, while the two burros that protected them kept an eye out for coyotes.

Alexander turned the cap on a flask of brandy and offered Maricruz a drink.  She took a couple of swallows, then handed it back to him.

“These people surely do love you,” he said.  “You’ve been awfully good to them.”

“I love them, too, Alejandro.  And they have been just as good to me.”

For a while they lay in comfortable silence, then Alexander said, “It’s all coming together, Maricruz.  I can see it.”

“¿Qué cosa?”

“Mi futuro.  Nuestro futuro.”

“¿Sí?  Tell me about it, por favor.”

“Well, for years, when I was back East and in college, I always felt something was calling me from somewhere far off.  I was happy there, but I think I knew something was missing.  Now it’s obvious what it was.  Or who it was.  And now with you—in this place—I know I’m where I was always meant to be.  That feeling of being called from far away, of there being something missing, is gone.  Completely gone.”

“But what about your madre, tu familia, tu gente?”

“I’ll see my mother when I can.  I’ll travel to Boston now and then.  I’ve already written her to let her know what I’ve decided.  And I invited her to visit us, by the way.”

“Us?”

“That’s right.  Us.  Man and wife.  Children.  All of it.  That’s what I mean by seeing it all come together.  I can see us with a place all our own here in Texas, with Leti grazing just outside, with our little boys and girls playing in the yard, dogs and cats everywhere.  And someday their children, our grandchildren, will be with us, too.  And on beautiful nights like this, we’ll build a nice fire and spread blankets on the ground and sleep out under the stars.  Even when we’re old and gray, dos ancianitos.”

Then he took her hand, produced from his pocket a simple gold band with one small diamond, and slipped it on the proper finger.  “¿Te casarías conmigo, Maricruz? Will you marry me?”
For a minute she studied the ring in the soft light of the campfire, relishing the moment which she had not at all expected.  As tears welled up she said “Claro que sí, mi Alejandro.  I will marry you anytime, go anywhere.”
They kissed long and deep and after a while lay side by side, looking skyward.

“You know,” he said, “all the terrible things you’ve been through, as bad as they were, have served a purpose.  They took you to my Aunt Clara’s house, and if you hadn’t been there I would probably never have found you.”

“That is true.”

“And if what happened in Bandera had never happened, I might still be confused about things.  But somehow I turned a corner that day, sort of grew up.  And I now know that whatever comes along, I can handle it.  That we can handle it.  All our lives, all of yours and all of mine, have brought us to where we are right now. Amazing, huh?”

Maricruz agreed.  Then holding each other as close as they could, they made love on the South Texas plain.

* * * *

The next morning they took another ride, Maricruz on Leti, Alexander on his rented sorrel.  Then at mid-day, after another big meal, they said goodbye to Los Sánchez and headed back to San Antonio.  In the city they returned the horses to the livery stable, then walked the few blocks to the house on Navarro.

Just as they were reaching Miss Clara’s an older man and woman came down the street in a horse-drawn carriage.  The man was well-dressed in an expensive wool suit and medium-brimmed beaver hat.  He appeared to be in his fifties, and he was tall, slender and broad-shouldered.  He was very handsome, almost too handsome, with a strong jaw, high cheek bones, and smooth olive skin.  He was clean-shaven and looked like he had just had a long bath.  Most notable of all, he had long, long eyelashes.  But despite his immaculate appearance there was something about him that made him seem slightly disreputable, someone not accustomed to earning an honest living.  Perhaps he was a professional gambler who was very good at cheating, or maybe a man who lived off of the generosity of women.  There was an easy familiarity between the man and the woman, though not necessarily the familiarity of a husband and wife.

The woman in the carriage was Elizabeth Jorgenson, and as the coach passed by she couldn’t help but notice the beautiful dark-skinned young lady in riding clothes accompanied by the handsome gentleman with blue eyes and sandy hair.  Mrs. Jorgenson’s gaze lingered on the attractive couple until they had climbed the steps and entered the pretty  red-brick two-story house.

“What is it, darlin’?” her companion asked.

“Oh, I was just noticing that handsome young couple who just went into that lovely house.  The woman looks to be Mexican—obviously of the upper class.  You can tell by the way she carries herself.  I just know I’ve seen her before, though I’m not sure where.”

“I doubt very much that she’s of the upper class,” the man said, breaking into a broad grin that showed a mouthful of perfect white teeth.

“And just why is that?”

“Because, my love, that place is a brothel, a whorehouse, if you’ll pardon the expression.”

“No!”  Then she poked him in the ribs and giggled like a school girl.  “And how would you know, if I might ask.”

The man gave her his most charming smile.  “Darlin’, there’ve been some mighty long stretches over the years when you left me all alone to run off to that big ranch.  A fellow has needs, you know.”  Then he said, “But you’re right, she’s a beauty.  Next time you run off and leave me I just might have to pay her a visit myself.”

Elizabeth Jorgenson laughed out loud and reached for his hand, knowing that was most likely exactly what he’d do, if given the chance.  Strangely, that was one of the things about him that had maintained her interest all this time.

Then another of couple of blocks down the road, it dawned on her who it was that she had just seen.

