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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“You do not mind if I leave you today to visit Lupe and her children?” Maricruz asked.

It was early, for them, a little after nine on a Sunday morning.  She was dressed in a white cotton dress and was sitting on the side of their bed.  The room was dark; she had left the window curtain closed, so Alexander could get back to sleep easily.

He smiled and took her hand.  “I should be able to survive a few hours without you.  After that, I’m not so sure.”

He had been up until four, playing host in the parlor.  It had been a busy night, and though he would have enjoyed going with Maricruz to see Lupe and her kids, he needed a few more hours sleep.

She kissed his forehead and stood up and began to fill a large bag with things she had bought for the children:  clothes, shoes, candy, books.

“You love children so much, I imagine I’m going to have to make a mother of you fairly soon, mi amor.”  He propped an extra pillow under his head and watched her load the bag.

“You had better, Alejandro.  If you do not, I will have to leave you.”  She smiled to herself, because she had a strong suspicion he had already done his part.  But she had decided not to say anything until she was absolutely certain.

When she was ready to go, she sat down on the bed again and ran her fingers through his hair.  “When we do have a child,” she said, now serious, “we must have a proper home, you know.”

“But what’s wrong with the home we have now?”

“Be serious, Alejandro.  We cannot raise a child in a brothel.”

“All right, I’ll be serious.  I’ve been thinking about that, and I’m of a mind we should have two homes—one in the city and one away from the city, en el campo.  I don’t know exactly what I want to do with this place, but whatever I do with it, I’d like to try other things, too.  Maybe invest in real estate, maybe buy into other types of businesses.  I’m not exactly short on capital, you know.  My father left me a bundle when he died, and so did Aunt Clara.  Anyway, I figure we’ll need a house in town, ‘cause I’ll be busy here a good bit—and our children will have good schools to go to.”

“And the one away from the city?”

“That will be our place to get away.  A ranch, maybe.  You love the outdoors, riding, cattle—all that.  I’m starting to love it, too.  Plus, it will be good for our young ones to be around that kind of life.  All in all, we’ll have the best of both worlds.  What do you say?”

“I say, me parece perfecto.”  Maricruz’s smile lit up the darkened room, and she gave him a big hug.

Then she was up and gone, and he rolled over and was asleep in seconds.

When Maricruz walked out the front door and looked around for a coach to hail, Junior was just taking up his position at the window.  It was the moment he had been waiting for:  At last she was going out alone.

“Get up, Nariz!” he yelled.  “Now!”

When there was no response he charged into Nariz’s room.  Little Bit was coming awake, but Nariz continued to snore loudly.  The man could sleep through anything.  Junior grabbed his good leg and jerked him halfway off the bed.

“Get up and get dressed!” he bellowed.  “We gotta move!”

Junior glanced out the window to make sure Maricruz was still on the street looking for a carriage.  She was.

Nariz was awake now, pulling on his clothes and boot and strapping on his wooden leg.  He knew the time for action had finally come, and, for once, he didn’t complain or waste time.  In seconds he was ready to go.

Little Bit sat up in the bed, making no attempt to cover her naked body as the two men grabbed their things.  “Mister Junior, can we settle up ‘fore y’all run off?  I ain’t been paid.”  She yawned and rubbed sleep from her eyes.  “Mister Junior?”

But she got not reply.  They were already gone, bolting down the back stairway.

When they came out into the alley, they ran around the building and, hiding in a shadow, looked out onto Navarro Street.  Maricruz was just flagging down a coach, and Junior was relieved to see another coach come rolling down the street not far behind it.  He hailed it, and he and Nariz jumped aboard.  Junior ordered the driver to follow Maricruz’s carriage and pressed a wad of bills into the man’s hand.

The two coaches traveled through the quiet Sunday morning streets, heading west, away from the center of town, Junior never losing sight of Maricruz.  When they reached a poor section of town, made up of low huts built close together along narrow dirt streets, the lead coach pulled to a halt in front of one of the little homes.  Maricruz stepped down and spoke with the driver for a few seconds.  Hoyt Junior ordered his driver to halt, and he watched from a couple of blocks back as a half-dozen Mexican children burst out of the hut to greet Maricruz.  When they all entered through the front door, her carriage slowly rolled away.

Junior paid and dismissed his driver.  He and Nariz took up a position in the doorway of an abandoned building a block away from the house Maricruz had just entered.  Each man carried his saddlebags, filled with their weapons, extra clothing, the things they had brought with them from the ranch.  Junior’s saddlebag also contained a few things he had acquired in the city:  the spyglass, strips of linen he had cut from a bed sheet, a roll of heavy twine—and the devices he had had the craftsman make.

Nariz dug his pistol out of his saddlebag and said, “Well, get your gun ready and let’s go.  What’re you waitin’ for?”

“Go where?”

“Where the hell you think?  Go in that there shack and drag her out.”

“Just like that?”

“Shouldn’t be no problem.  That’s what we’re here for, ain’t it?”

“You’re not much of a thinker are you, Nariz?”

“What’s that s’pose to mean?”

“That you’ve got nothing but shit between your ears.”

“I, by God, won’t tolerate bein’ talked to thataways, Junior.”

“How many times have I gotta tell you…” Junior stopped himself and drew a very deep breath.  Slowly, like he was addressing a child, he said, “We are not out in the middle of nowhere.  There are many, many people all around us.”

“Watch your tone.”

Junior took another deep breath.  “We go in there and bring her out, all hell’s gonna break lose.  A hundred Mexicans’ll come running out of these huts, and they’ll be all over us before we’re halfway out the door.  And say we’re able to stand ‘em off, then what?  We got no horses, no coach, no way to move away fast.  Jesus, man, think!”

Nariz glowered at his boss.  “You’re so God damn smart, you tell me what’ll work better.”

Junior looked up and down the street, then said, “From what we’ve seen, it looks like she’ll be in there a while.  Maybe she’s visiting relatives, or taking a bunch of shit to some poor people.  Whatever she’s doing, I figure she told that driver to come back later, ‘cause there sure as hell aren’t any coaches handy out here in this part of town.”

“And?”

“I figure we wait till he comes back.  We’ll position ourselves a block or two down yonder, past the shack she’s in.  When she gets in the carriage, they’ll roll right past us, slow-like, ‘cause they’ll just be startin’ up.”

“How come we wait down yonder?  You don’t know he’ll be coming back to pick her up from the same direction as before.”

“No, I don’t know that for sure, but it stands to reason he’ll be headed this way from downtown, where all his business is.  But even if I’m wrong, we can run and catch up.”

“And then?”

“We hop right in there with ‘em.  Quick and quiet.  You take the driver, and I’ll jump in back with the lady.”

“What lady?” Nariz asked, genuinely confused.  Then, “Oh, the whore, you mean?”

“Don’t be callin’ her that.”

“That’s what she is, ain’t she?”

Not answering, Junior stared coldly into those tiny close-set eyes that never stopped dripping pus.  It was a look the little man had not seen before, and for the first time it occurred to him that his boss might be dangerous.

After a moment, Nariz said, “All right, all right.  I won’t call her that no more.”

Junior stared a moment longer, then went on.  “Like I was saying, you take the coachman.  Bust him hard, before he can holler and make a fuss.  Then take the reins.  Soon as we come to a good spot, we’ll get rid of him.”

“What about the…lady?  She ain’t gonna be hollerin’?  She just gonna come right along?”

“You let me worry about that,” Junior said.  “After we dump the driver, I’ll take over and you get back downtown to the livery stable however you can.  Just make it fast.  When you get there, you get our horses and buy one for her, and, of course, an extra saddle and bridle.  Then you come back this way on the main road out of town and catch up with me.  I won’t be moving fast, so you ought to overtake me before Castroville.  Then we’ll get rid of the coach, and the three us us’ll head west on horseback.”

Junior took out his roll and counted out what would be enough to cover the bill for the boarding of their horses and the cost of another horse and tack.  Then he gave Nariz a hundred dollars extra for his trouble.

“And when do I get to have me some fun with them two, the old man and that Yankee college boy?”

“It won’t be long, just a couple of days.  Four or five at the most.  You’ll get ‘em served up on a platter.  I guarantee it.”

Nariz stuffed the money into his pocket and stared out at the dusty street filled with Mexican children and scrawny dogs on a warm Sunday morning in springtime.

Junior said, “So what do you say?  Are you with me?”  His tone was now conciliatory.  Nariz spat on the ground, “I reckon.  But after this is over and done, I’m gonna need a lot more’n this here hunnert you just give me.”

“Will five hundred do?”

Nariz nodded, liking the sound of that.  Then he said, “But afterwards, I’ll be on my way.  I’ve come to realize I wasn’t never meant to work for nobody but my own self.”

Later that evening, a couple of hours after dark, Alexander and Whiskey Dick were at the kitchen table.  Alexander was sipping brandy, Dick bourbon, each puffing on cigars.  But far from feeling relaxed and content, both were on edge—especially Alexander, who was growing more anxious by the minute.

“Damn,” he said for the fifth or sixth time, once again checking his pocketwatch.  “She should’ve been back hours ago.  This isn’t like her at all.”

Mattie Washington was at the sink drying dishes.  “I’m worried, too, Mr. Alexander.  I got a bad feelin’.”

Dick finished his drink, rose from the table, and said, “No use sittin’ around here.  You think you can find the place she went?  Her friend Lupe’s place?”

Alexander stood, too.  “I’m not sure.  I’ve been there with Maricruz, but all those little houses look a lot alike.”

Dick said, “On the way, we’ll pick up Alfred.  Him bein’ Lupe’s jefe, he ought to know where it’s at.”

As they were heading out the front door, a man came staggering down the sidewalk.  He held a bloody handkerchief to his head, and he called to Alexander just as they descended the steps.

“Mr. Porter,” the man said weakly, “hold up.”

Dick and Alexander helped the man up the stairs and into the house and led him back to the kitchen.  Mattie checked his wound and set about cleaning it.

“You remember me, sir?”  He flinched as Mattie used a towel to dab at the bleeding bump on the top of his skull.  “I’m Willie.  Drive a coach?  I hauled you around town a time or two.”

“Of course I do, Willie.  What the hell happened to you?”

“I got bad news, Mr. Porter.  About Miss Maricruz.”

Alexander felt the wind go out of him, and he sank into a chair.

“I come here soon as I come to.”

Alexander steadied himself and asked, “What happened, Willie?”

“I rode your lady out to see her friend this mornin’, and she had me come back an hour or so before dark.  When I picked her up is when it happened.  We hadn’t gone two blocks when two men jumped right up in the cab—one up front with me, the other in the back.  Quick as lightnin’.  Then before I could even holler I got busted up side the head and everything went black.  I woke up a little while ago in a alley and caught a ride into town.  Got here soon as I could.”

“Did you get a look at them, Willie?” Dick asked.

“Like I say, it happened real fast, but I did notice the one that busted me was a tiny little fella, stunk to where he’d make a dog leave a gut wagon.  I’m not sure, but it seemed like he had a peg where one of his feets oughta been.  And the damnest thing—and this I’m sure about:  His nose was missin’, flat gone!”

Alexander and Dick exchanged grim glances.

“The one jumped in back with Miss Maricruz, I didn’t see hardly.  Was more like I felt him.  But I think he was a fairly big fella, and I wanna say he had long black hair.  Long as a woman’s.”

* * * *

It was close to midnight and they were making good time, having passed through the small German village of Castroville, riding west through the peaceful countryside.  A gentle, cooling breeze blew in from the south, and the sky was mostly cloudy.  A three-quarter moon showed itself now and then, casting light over the open fields all around.  A while earlier a train had gone by, also heading west, and Junior would have liked to have been on it, but he wasn’t about to take the risk.  Up to now everything had gone perfectly, just as he’d planned, and he was going to keep it that way.  He silently congratulated himself for having finally learned to control himself and events.  If he’d learned his lesson a few years back, everything would be different now.  But better late than never.

“What are you going to do with me?” Maricruz asked.  She was terrified, but doing her best to not let it show.

Junior had tied a strip of bedsheet around her mouth to keep her quiet, and a moment ago he had taken it off, now that they were safely away from towns and people.  Her hands were bound in front, so she could handle her reins, and he planned to keep her restrained for the next few days.  He had been considerate, though.  The craftsman he had visited in San Antonio had fashioned a comfortable set of handcuffs, with soft leather wristbands and a small-link three-foot-long chain that would allow her some mobility.  

“Because if this is about the part of the ranch your father gave me,” she continued, “I do not want it.  I swear that I will never try to claim it.  You can have it.”

“Oh, no, no,” he said.  “I don’t care about that either.  Not anymore.  Hell, you can have it all.  No, darlin’, this is about us.  It’s about me makin’ you the happiest woman on the face of this earth.  That’s all that matters to me now.”

Maricruz was reminded of the way he had spoken to her during those few days years ago, when he was being so sweet.  When he was convincing her he had changed.  Right up to the moment he had raped her on the kitchen table.  She said nothing.

Junior glanced over his shoulder at Nariz, who was a few yards back, half-asleep in the saddle.

“I know what you must be thinking,” he said.  “So right here and now I’m going to promise you one thing, Maricruz:  I am not going to hurt you.  So don’t you be worrying about that.  ¿Entiendes? What happened that time will never, ever happen again.  You have no idea how much I’ve hated myself for what I did to you.  How rotten, how ashamed, I’ve felt every day since.  And what this is all about,” he said with a wave of the hand, “is making it up to you.  Making everything right.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

“By picking up right where we left off.  I mean, right before where we left off.  Things were going so good back then.  You were beginning to care for me, you can’t deny that.  And I was beginning to love you.  I swear I was.  What I felt was real, and those were the best days of my miserable life.

“But I had to go and mess it up.  I don’t know what the hell got into me.  I guess I just went crazy there for a minute.  I just wanted you so bad.  I acted like a God damned animal.  Even this scar I carry—I don’t blame you for it, no ma’am.  I blame me.  I deserved it.  I’ll carry it until the day I die, and it’ll remind me of the fool I was.  And it’ll keep me from hurting you ever again.  I just hope it’s not too ugly for you, to where you can’t stand to look at me.”  

Junior’s hand went up to the little hole in the side of his head, and he stopped talking and retreated deep inside himself.

As they rode in absolute silence through the quiet night, a weary numbness began to settle over Maricruz.  Her worst nightmare had become a reality.  Somehow she had always known that it would.

Shortly after midnight most of the inhabitants of the house on Navarro began drifting off to their rooms to try to get some rest.  Miss Clara’s had closed for business after it had become clear that Maricruz had been abducted, no one being in a mood to entertain clients.  A pall had descended upon the house.  Everyone just sat around, waiting and worrying.

Alma and Kate got up from the kitchen table, each saying goodnight and hugging Alexander.  The Washingtons, Julia, Etta and Fanny had all retired earlier, leaving only Alexander, Dick and Alfred, who had been summoned after Willie the coachman had brought the bad news.

They had been looking at all the angles for hours, trying to understand exactly what was happening and to decide how to respond.  Alfred and Whiskey Dick were worried sick.  Alexander was worried sick—and he was a nervous wreck.  His shirt was wrinkled and sweat-stained.  His brow, usually smooth as glass, was deeply furrowed.  His normally well-groomed hair was a mess; he’d run his hands through it at least a hundred times.  One moment he would be up pacing the floor, the next he would slump into a chair and stare blankly at the cups and glasses and ash-trays filled to overflowing that littered the table.

Alfred filled everyone’s coffee cup and lit a fresh cigar.  He leaned forward and said, “Let’s sum up what we’re pretty sure we know.  First of all, it looks like Jorgenson found out Maricruz was living in this house.  How he found out doesn’t matter.  So he and his sidekick have been watching.  For how long is anybody’s guess.  But since yesterday morning was the first time Maricruz has gone out alone in a good while, it’s quite likely he’s been spying on this place long enough to see you and her together, Alexander, coming and going.  From the way you two are always holding hands and such, he’s bound to have figured out you’re a couple.  No one could miss the fact that you’re crazy about each other.  Also, he’s likely to have seen Dick stopping by every night.”

“And he’ll remember us from Bandera,” Dick said.

Alfred nodded.  “Alexander, he’ll surely assume Maricruz has told you all about him and the rape and the ranch and her inheritance.  So, he’ll be certain you’ll suspect him right off as the one who’s got her.  He’ll figure the coach driver they jumped probably knows where she lives and will in all likelihood let you know what happened.  But Jorgenson won’t know for sure if the driver got a good enough look to describe him and Nariz.  He’ll know it’s more likely he can describe Nariz, since Nariz jumped up front.  And how many little fellows are there around who’re missing a foot and a nose?”  

Alexander interrupted.  “Willie’s fortunate to be alive, I’d say.  It’s a wonder they didn’t just kill him.  That way they wouldn’t have to worry about what he might have seen.”

“Maybe they figured committin’ murder in the city was too risky,” Dick said.  “Somebody might see something.  Who knows why they didn’t do it?  But you’re right, that driver’s damn lucky to come out of it with nothing worse than a knot on his noggin.”

Alfred took a sip of coffee and continued his summation.  “Now, Jorgenson doesn’t know Maricruz saw him and Nariz together in Bandera, but he’ll likely figure that, since you’ll suspect that he’s the one who’s got her, you’ll wire the doctor in Bandera and ask him if, by any chance, the name of the fellow who paid Nariz’s medical bill was Hoyt Jorgenson Junior.”

“To make a long story short,” Cantrell interjected, “he’ll know there’s a real good chance we’re onto him and that the only way he’ll be able to rest easy is to get us out of the picture.”

“Us?” Alexander asked.

Dick nodded.  “You and me.  You, ‘cause your Maricruz’s man, and any man with a woman like that’s gonna get her back or die trying.  And me, ‘cause he’ll know from the way you saved my useless ass in that saloon that you and me are this tight.”  He held up his thumb and index finger a mili-meter apart.

“Don’t disparage yourself, Dick,” Alexander said.

“Pardon?”

Alexander thought a second, searching for the translation, then said, “Don’t be making shit out of yourself.  You’re not useless.  Not by any means.”

“Anyhow, Jorgenson’ll know he’s gonna have to kill you and me, both.”

“Or have Nariz do it for him,” Alexander said.

Dick nodded again.  “From what Maricruz told you about Jorgenson, I’d say that’s exactly how a chicken-shit like him will play it.”

“And who better for the job?” Alfred added.  “That little devil will have a chance to settle scores with the man who cost him a nose and a foot, plus the man who killed his twin brother and put him in the penitentiary for a good many years.  He’s got to be salivating at the prospect of killing the both of you.”

Dick said, “And from the way he hopped right up in that coach with Willie it sounds like he’s recovered enough to be as dangerous as ever.”

“And the police?” Alexander asked.  “Shouldn’t we notify them?”

Alfred said, “If we thought there was any chance Jorgenson was holding Maricruz in the city, we should.  But he’d be crazy to do that with so many folks around.”

“As far as asking for help from the law out in his part of Texas,” Cantrell said, “it would surely do more harm than good.  A big cattleman like Jorgenson spreads money all around.  Sheriffs, judges, marshals, none of ‘em are gonna do a thing to him.  Hell, they’re way more likely to help the son of a bitch.”

Alexander stood up and began to pace the floor again. “So you’re thinking they’re headed west, toward the Jorgenson Ranch?” he asked.

“That’d be my guess,” Dick said.  “That’s the country he knows best.”

“But that would be terribly risky, wouldn’t it?” Alexander asked.  “They’re a lot of people on that ranch that love Maricruz and would probably do anything to save her.”

“I’m not saying he’ll take her anywhere near the main areas where the ranch hands are at,” Dick said.  “He’ll take her someplace real far out of the way, somewhere nobody ever goes.”

“The ranch is that big?”

“Son, a man could ride for weeks and never cover it all.”

Alexander ran his hands through his hair one more time and sat back down.  “So what the hell do we do?  We can’t just sit here and do nothing!”

“I’m thinkin’ that’s all we can do for now,” Dick said.  “Just wait for Jorgenson to get in touch, let us know where we can find him—and Maricruz.  And Nariz.”

“He’ll do that?”

“I’m thinkin’ he will.  Like I said, he’ll know he can’t rest easy till you and me are dead.  He’s got Nariz to help him.  Why not go ahead and get the job done?”

“You honestly believe that’s what he’ll do?” Alexander asked again, incredulous.

“I do, son.  He’ll draw us out.  Most likely sooner than later, to somewhere where he’s holding all the cards.”

“So, we’ll have to walk right into his trap to have any chance at all of getting Maricruz back?” Alexander asked.  “We’ll be sitting ducks.”

Whiskey Dick shook his head.  “Worse.  Ducks might stand a chance.”

Alexander looked at Alfred.  “How do you see it?”

“Sounds to me like Dick’s got it pretty well figured out.”

“Then so be it,” Alexander said wearily.  “We wait to hear from Jorgenson.  And hope it won’t be long.”

“For her sake,” Alfred added.

The three men fell into silence, each lost in his own thoughts.  What worried them most was what Maricruz might be going through at that very moment.  But the possibilities were too terrible to mention.  So nobody said a word.

They had traveled for three days, mostly at night, taking their time, riding at a walk.  Junior had not touched her, or even given any indication that he might.  But she knew he could snap any second.  When they talked, which was very little, it was mostly about the ranch and its people.  Maricruz had learned that Libertad, Gilberto, Piedad and Juan were all doing well and that everything was about the same.  She hadn’t asked what he had told them to explain her disappearance; she tried to keep their conversation as superficial as possible, hoping to avoid any topic which might set him off.  The longer she could keep him relaxed and on an even keel, she figured, the better.  Maybe somewhere along the way she could find some way to escape.  Or maybe someone would come to her rescue.  She thought constantly of Alexander, imagining what he must be going through.  She even found herself worrying more about him than about herself, and she thanked God that even if things turned out for the worst, at least she had known that kind of love.

It was early morning, and they were camped outside Uvalde a quarter-mile off the main road in the shade of a cluster of tall pecan trees.  The beautiful spring day was warm, high white clouds floated by on southeasterly breezes, and the fields around them were blanketed with bluebonnets and Indian paint brushes.

Nariz was being sent into town for provisions, leading Maricruz’s horse to use as a pack animal.  Her heart had sunk when she heard Junior tell him to buy canned goods, liquor, canteens, blankets, two small tents, a shotgun and ammunition.  Clearly they planned to keep her isolated, far away from people, making escape difficult.  Maricruz had also seen Junior give Nariz a piece of paper, and she thought she heard something about sending a telegram.  That worried her, because the repulsive little man, who had been sullen and quarrelsome the whole time, suddenly grinned, exposing a mouthful of yellow, brown and black teeth, all in various stages of rot.

He was so hideous, with that strip of fleshing dangling from the middle of his face—thanks to Alexander—and so frightening to be around that she was actually grateful for Junior’s presence.  Several times she had noticed Nariz staring at her, his rheumy eyes filled with lust and menace, and she could only hope Junior would protect her from him.  But what if Junior left her and Nariz alone together, even for just a few minutes?  She had survived Junior’s attack and would probably survive another if it happened again.  But she might not survive an attack by Nariz, might not even want to.

Maricruz watched him ride off toward town and said to Junior, “That man scares me to death.  Es horrible.”

She was sitting on the ground, leaning against the thick trunk of a big pecan tree.  She felt filthy, not having bathed in days.  Her hair was greasy, her sweaty skin coated with a thick layer of grit.  The inside of her knees were chafed from the saddle because she was riding in a thin cotton dress.  She was bone-tired, and she could feel herself starting to lose hope.

“Don’t worry about him,” said Junior.  “He bothers you, I’ll kill him.”

She hesitated, then went ahead and asked, “Why do you have such a man working for you?”

Junior didn’t answer the question, just said, “He won’t be around much longer.  Just a few more days.”

She changed the subject.  “How did you find me?”

“My mother spotted you on the street and told me in a letter.  So I headed straight for San Antonio.  Like I said, I been hoping I’d come across you ever since…”

“How long have you been watching me?”

“Few days.  A week, maybe.”

She knew then that Junior had surely seen her and Alexander together and that he had to know they were very much in love.

Still, she said, “Then you know where I work, what I do.  Why would you even care about someone like me, una prostituta?”

“I figure you being in that line of work was mostly my doing,” he said, staring off into the distance.  “If I hadn’t done what I did, you wouldn’t have run off with just the clothes on your back.”

Then he looked her directly in the eye and said, “But you’re not in that line of work anymore.”  He paused, then added, “I saw you and him together, you know.”  The way he said it left little doubt that Alexander was in danger.

The only thing she could think to say was, “I’m his favorita, that’s all.  For now, anyway.  Mañana, ¿quién sabe?”

“Then what’s that on your finger?”

She had forgotten all about the small diamond mounted on the simple gold band.  She recalled that wonderful night when Alexander had placed it on her finger.  It was weeks ago, but it seemed like another lifetime.

“Many men give me gifts.”

She had pushed her luck.  His hand shot out, and he slapped her hard across the face, slamming her head against the tree trunk.  He made a fist and drew back to strike her again, and she covered her face with her forearms and waited for the blow.

He caught himself and took a deep breath and willed himself to settle down.  After a moment, he said, “I’m so sorry.  I shouldn’t have done that.  But don’t be lying to me.  Just don’t be lying.”

She was shaking all over, her eyes welling up with tears.  Blood trickled from her lip and ran down her chin, then dripped onto the dirty cotton fabric of her dress.

“Sometimes I still lose my temper, I guess,” he said.  “But I’m working on that.”

He didn’t say anything else for a full minute, just stared off again into the distance.  Then, still looking away, he said, “He gave you that cross around your neck, too, didn’t he?”

She didn’t answer.

Now he did look at her, his eyes revealing a profound sadness.  He held out his hand, palm-up.  Her own hands, still bound by the leather cuffs and the three-foot-long chain, trembled so badly she could barely make them function.  But she managed to remove her engagement ring and the emerald cross and necklace.  She dropped them into Junior’s palm, and he stood and flung them far out into the beautiful field of wildflowers.

Then he kneeled down and reached out and very tenderly touched her cheek, which was slick with tears.  He smiled his sweetest smile and said in a voice she could barely hear, “Come on now, mi amor.  Everything’s gonna be all right.  Like I say, I’m gonna make you the happiest woman alive.”

That same day shortly after noon, Alexander and Whiskey Dick were in the parlor of Miss Clara’s.  Dick sat in an arm-chair and watched Alexander pace the room like a tiger in a cage.  Alexander had just bathed and shaved, but far from refreshed, he was haggard and exhausted.  His eyes were blood-shot, he had lost ten pounds, and he seemed to have aged five years since the abduction of Maricruz.

“Son, you’re gonna wear holes in that rug.”

Alexander disregarded the comment.  “I can’t take this any longer,” he said.  “I’ve got to do something.  If nothing happens today, I’m going to the Jorgenson Ranch.  Right up to the main house.  Kick the front door down, if necessary.  But I’m going to do something!”

The tall Spanish beauty Julia came in with two cups of coffee on a tray.  Dick accepted one of them.

“No, gracias,” said Alexander.  “I’m just about to jump out of my skin as it is.”

Most of the girls were awake and in the kitchen having coffee and breakfast.  Normally their talk and laughter could be heard all over the house, but for the last few days the place had been as solemn as a morgue.

“Estamos tan tristes, Alejandro,” Julia said.  “We all wish we could help our Maricruz.”

“Thank you, Julia.  I wish I could help her, too.”

He sank into a chair and Julia left them alone.  “Do you think it’s possible that your theory could be wrong?” Alexander asked Dick.  Lately he had been asking that question every hour or two.

But Dick answered patiently, “Of course it’s possible.  But I still think I’m right.  The more I go over it, the more I figure they’ll get in touch.”

There was a rap on the front door, and in a moment Thomas Washington came into the parlor with a telegram.  “I reckon this is for you, Boss.”

It was addressed to Occupant, and Alexander ripped it open, his hands trembling.

GO TWENTY-SEVEN MILES WEST-BY-NORTHWEST FROM UVALDE TO WHITEWING MOUNTAIN STOP JUST YOU AND THE OLD MAN STOP

He handed Dick the telegram.  “Looks like you were right.”

Cantrell read it and grimaced.

“Are you familiar with the place, Dick?”

“Yeah, and it’s about as bad as it can be.  Jorgenson couldn’t have picked a better spot—better for him, I mean.  I never been up top, but  I’m sure a man can see for miles in every direction.  And the vegetation is real sparse, so it’ll be impossible for us to hide and sneak up on ‘em.”

Alexander looked Cantrell dead in the eye.  “You know, you don’t have to go.  I do.  There wouldn’t be any hard feelings.  None at all.”

“Don’t insult me, son.”

“Then what’re we waiting for?  Let’s get moving.”

Dick said, “First, we’d better bid everybody a fond farewell.  I can just about guarantee you they won’t be seein’ us again.”
