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CHAPTER NINE

January, 1893
On a brilliant morning a few weeks after Christmas, several of the inhabitants of the house on Navarro headed northwest out of San Antonio.  It was a little after ten o’clock, and they were well beyond the outer edges of the city.  In the distance, steel-blue hills rose like a range of low mountains hundreds of feet above the plain.  There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the very air seemed to shine.  The temperature the night before had dipped into the twenties, but the bright sun had already warmed the day into the mid-forties, and everyone, including the animals, was full of energy.

They had rented four horses and a mule, along with saddles and bridles, at a livery stable and had packed provisions for a three-night journey.  Whiskey Dick Cantrell, riding a roan gelding, was at the head, with Julia, on a bay mare, close beside him.  Riding a few paces back were Maricruz and Alexander, both on sorrel geldings, and behind them a mule loaded with the bulk of the provisions followed along of his own accord.  Alexander had led the mule at the end of a rope until they were clear of town traffic, then Dick had told him to untie the mule.

“But what if he bolts?”  Alexander had asked.  “Or just decides to go back to town?”

“He ain’t goin’ anywhere,” Cantrell had replied.  “Why would he want to go back to that smelly stable, when he can be out here enjoying this beautiful country and our delightful company?  Besides, I’ve rented that mule before, and I can vouch he’s smarter than half the people I know.  ‘Course, I don’t reckon that’s saying a hell of a lot, now that I think about it.”

So Alexander had untied the mule and put the rope away, and, sure enough, the mule stayed right with the group.

Alexander breathed deeply of the pure, cool air and admired the scenery, especially the Maricruz part of it.  The day before she, Julia, and Alexander had bought range clothes for the trip:  long-sleeve shirts, riding pants, canvas jackets with wool lining, and boots.  In a concession to western style, Alexander had even bought himself a narrow-brimmed stockman’s hat.  He could see Maricruz hadn’t been exaggerating about being able to ride well, and he admired the easy, confident way she sat her saddle and the gentle, yet in-control, manner she had with her horse.  Here, on a horse and away from the city, he saw that she was in her true element.  To Alexander, this was the real Maricruz, and she looked lovelier than ever, with no makeup, her long hair stirred by the soft breeze.  Seeing her in this setting, he realized she must have had a powerful reason for leaving the ranch and coming to the city, and he resolved that when the time felt right he would try again to learn what that reason had been.

Around mid-day they stopped for an hour to let the animals rest and graze, and they had a cold lunch of bread, cheese, sausages and wine beneath a big live oak tree.  By late in the afternoon they were moving up into the hills, and the landscape began to change markedly.  The soil became dry and rocky, and the open plain gave way to cedar thickets, steep climbs, and deep, rugged gullies and gorges that had been carved out by centuries of raging water coming off the higher elevations.  Now and then a hawk sailed by on a breeze, or a flock of wild turkeys trotted across the trail.  When the sun began to set, Whiskey Dick spotted a nice place to camp beside a narrow creek with a stream of crystal clear water gurgling over a rocky bed.  They unloaded blankets, cooking utensils, food and two small canvas tents from the back of the pack mule and began to set up for the night.  While the men erected the tents, the women gathered firewood, and in less than an hour everything was in its place and a nice campfire was beginning to blaze.  The coffee was ready to be boiled, beans were waiting in a pot to be simmered, and Dick had four squirrels, which he had shot during the day, skinned, gutted, and ready to be roasted.  The horses and the mule had been fed a ration of oats and were now hobbled and grazing nearby.

Soon the flames of the campfire settled down, and the coffee and food were placed over the hot-burning coals.  Propped against their saddles and blankets, they sat around the fire, the girls sipping wine and the men sipping whiskey, everyone drinking from tin cups.  The night came on fast, and the warmth of the afternoon gave way to a chilly night, with the temperature dropping a degree or two every few minutes.  A beautiful quarter-moon began to rise, and the sky sparkled with thousands of stars.  Maricruz and Whiskey Dick weren’t tired and sore from the day’s long ride, but Julia and Alexander were.  Julia had never spent much time on a horse, and though Alexander had often ridden at his family’s country place outside Boston, he was used to an English saddle and riding western just wasn’t the same.  But everyone felt good, content and grateful to be outdoors, away from the crowded city and among friends.

When the coffee was boiled Dick filled his cup and Alexander’s, mixing it in with the liquor.  “By God, this is living,” he said, leaning over to stir the beans and turn the squirrels on their spits.  “You all did a fine job of keeping up with Ole Whiskey Dick today.”

“Thank you, Dick,” Alexander replied.  “And you’ve proven yourself to be an excellent leader of our little expedition.  It’s obvious this isn’t the first time you’ve ridden these hills.”  He tasted his whiskey-laced-with-coffee and wrapped his arm around Maricruz, and she moved close and rested herself against him.

“No, sir.  By no means the first.  I know just about every square foot of this country from San Antonio to Mason, to Junction, to Rock Springs, on down to Uvalde, and everywhere in between.  I’ve covered it all in my time as a Ranger and a stock detective.”

“Well, you surely had beautiful country in which to carry out your life’s work.”

“Así es,” Julia said.  “Está precioso.”  She leaned back against Dick and stretched her long legs out toward the fire.  “Se parece a partes de mi país.”

“The hell you say!  This here country looks like parts of Spain?” the old man asked.

Alexander spoke up.  “I can vouch for that, Whiskey.  It also resembles parts of France.”

“Well, I be damned,” said Cantrell.  “Some place clear on the other side of the world looks just like this right here.”  He took out a cigar, lit it, and pondered the amazing fact he’d just learned.

A minute later Maricruz said, “Cuéntanos un cuento, Dick.  Tell us a story of your time in this land, por favor.”

For a moment he sipped his whiskey-and-coffee and smoked, then said, “One comes to mind right off, one I been thinkin’ about off and on all afternoon, ‘cause it happened real close to where we’re at right now.  When we came up into this country I got reminded of it, and I’ll have to admit, it set me to worrying a little.”

Alexander interrupted.  “I don’t think I’ve ever known you to worry about anything, Dick.”

“I don’t, as a rule.  But when you hear me out, you’ll see I got reason.  Anyway, seven or eight years ago I was working these parts, trying to put an end to an outbreak of rustling.  Three or four of the ranchers up here had gone in together and contracted my services.  I spent a couple of weeks, looking for sign, talking to people.  And I learned that  a couple of brothers, along with one other fella, were stealing all the cattle.  The two brothers were look-alike twins called Big Nariz and Little Nariz, and they’d been rustling stock all over South Texas and the Hill Country for years.  They’d started out as part of King Fisher’s bunch, and then they’d gone off on their own.  I’m sure you’ve heard of King Fisher, Maricruz.”

“Claro que sí.  Many say he was good, many said he was bad.  He was un hombre muy poderoso.  Muy powerful along the Nueces Strip.”

“Well, I’m one that says he was malo.  And the Nariz brothers learned some real bad habits from him.”

Alexander spoke up again.  “Why did they call them the Nariz brothers?  That’s Spanish for ‘nose’, isn’t it?”

“Very good, son.”  Cantrell paused to add more whiskey to his cup, then went on.  “Nobody knew what their real names were, so everybody called ‘em Nariz, ‘cause they had the biggest, hugest, más grandes noses anybody within five hundred miles of here had ever seen.”

“¿Más grande que la mía?” Julia asked, self-consciously touching her own nose, which was long and straight like many Spanish noses.

“Way more grande,”  Dick said, grinning at Julia.  “Darlin’, your nose might be a little bit long, but it’s perfect, and it makes you even more beautiful.

“No, these two had hideous-lookin’ noses.  Stuck out maybe five inches.  And wide, too.  With a big bone at the bridge the size of a chicken egg.  And the tips curved down over their upper lips, so far down they couldn’t drink hot coffee without scalding themselves.

“And they were ugly, too, aside from their narices.  They both had beady little eyes, like the eyes of a rattlesnake, with no light or feeling in ‘em.  And Little Nariz had a constant stream of pus, or snot, maybe, trickling out of his tear ducts.  Both of ‘em had little bitty jug ears, with lots of hair growing out of the holes.  And they had real small teeth, all black and brown and rotted-out.  Acne-marked skin, too.  Ain’t no way I can tell you all how ugly they were.”

“Were they Mexican?” Alexander asked.

The old man shook his head.  “A hundred percent pure South Texas white trash.  Like with lots of white folks in these parts, the Mexicans gave ‘em their nicknames.”

Maricruz asked, “¿Y porqué uno se llamaba Big Nariz y el otro Little Nariz?”

“They were twins, like I said, and their faces were identical, but one was six or seven inches taller and a hundred pounds heavier than the other.  That one, Big Nariz, was a monster, size-wise, but everybody said Little Nariz was meaner.”

“Ya cuéntanos lo que pasó,” Julia said, anxious to get to the meat of the story.

Cantrell drew on his cigar, and checked the progress of their supper, then continued.  “Once I found out who I was dealing with, I went into Bandera and asked the sheriff if he’d lend me a deputy, ‘cause I figured I’d need help.  He agreed, and me and the deputy, a nice young man by the name of Albert Riesenbecker, went out and cut their sign.  In a couple of days we found the spot where they were holding the cattle they stole.  It was a natural box canyon, cut out by a gorge along a wide creek, with plenty of graze.  One man could keep a eye on up to fifteen or twenty head, while the other two went out looking for more.  That way they could gather up a bunch of cows before driving them to wherever they were selling them.  The place wasn’t ten miles from where we’re at right now.  Like I said, that’s what got me to thinking about this little episode.

“When we found their holding ground it was mid-day, and this one fella—not one of the Nariz boys, the other one—was there alone.  So Albert and I made damn sure he didn’t see us, and we hid our horses a ways away and settled in to wait for the others to come back, where we could catch ‘em all at once.  Sure enough, a little before dark those two ugly son of a bitches showed up with three more head, and they put ‘em with the others, then settled in for the night.  They built a nice fire, got supper going, and started passing around a bottle.  Albert and I crept in close as we dared and waited.  We figured we’d make it as easy on ourselves as possible,  let ‘em get full of beans and whiskey and all content before we made our move.”

Alexander, Maricruz and Julia were paying close attention, knowing this was about to get good.

“So we sat there for a long time, maybe three or four hours, and, man, did they get drunk!  At first, they were peaceful-drunk, playing cards and telling stories, but as the night went on it got ugly.  The stories turned into arguments, and the card game turned into accusations of cheating.  And then they started arguing about who would stay up and guard the camp and the stolen cows.

“Now, this here part, y’all aren’t gonna believe.  The Nariz twins decided that the fella with ‘em was gonna do the guarding.  But he flat-out refused.  Said he’d done it the night before and the night before that, and, by God, it was somebody else’s turn.  And, damned, if without further discussion Little Nariz didn’t whip out his hog-leg and put two bullets right between the man’s eyes.  The fella wasn’t even heeled.”

“¿Lo mató?  Just like that?” Maricruz asked, incredulous.

“Yes, ma’am.  He was dead before he hit the ground.”

“Talk about falling in with the wrong crowd,” Alexander said.

“¿Y luego?” asked Julia.

“Albert and I were sickened by what we’d seen, but I must admit that in a way we were grateful Little Nariz had made our job a bit easier, ‘cause now it was two against two.  When the Narices bent down to go through the dead man’s pockets, we pulled our pistols and stepped into the camp, and Big Nariz wheeled around, firing blind, hitting the deputy in the leg.  In a split second I shot the son of a bitch twice in the chest, then put my pistol on the little one and gut-shot him before he could get a round off.”  Dick grinned and his eyes gleamed with pride.  “Boys and girls, I don’t mind tellin’ you I could shoot back then.  And if it’s true, it ain’t braggin’.”

But his smile faded when he said, “Only trouble was, the little one didn’t die, didn’t even black out.  I wasn’t about to waste time on him, what with Albert being hurt, so I hit him up side the head hard as I could, laying him out cold.  Then I helped Albert get a tourniquet above his wound and tied Little Nariz face-down on his horse, and we headed for Bandera to find a doctor.  I didn’t figure the two dead ones would mind if we left ‘em where they lay.  All the way into town I was hoping Little Nariz would do us a favor and bleed to death, but it didn’t happen.  I reckon he was all gristle and bone, ‘cause he healed up before his trial.”

“That’s one hell of a story, Dick,” Alexander said.  “How’d the deputy come out?  And how high did they hang Little Nariz?” 

“The good news was that Albert made it all right, and, far as I know, he’s still alive and kickin’.  Last I heard, he’s a deputy somewhere out in West Texas.  Bad news is, they didn’t convict Little Nariz of murder.  The jury acquitted him, because the man he killed was a cattle rustler, and they reasoned he’d done the good citizens a favor.  All he got was eight years in Huntsville for rustling, which means he’s probably already out.”

“When you started the story,” Alexander said, “you mentioned you’d been worrying a little.  Is it because Little Nariz threatened you, by any chance?”

The old man nodded.  “Yes, son, he did.  But half the men I sent to jail threatened me, and I never lost a moment’s sleep over it.”

“What did he say, exactly?” Alexander asked.

“I remember it like it was this morning,” Cantrell said, draining his cup and, this time, refilling it with just whiskey.  “It was right after the jury convicted him of stealing cattle.  I’d been there to testify against him, trying to get him hung.  The deputy had testified, too, but all the little bastard’s anger was on me, ‘cause I was the one who’d killed his twin brother.  When they were leadin’ him away, he walked past me, and looking at me with those beady little reptile eyes said, ‘I get out, I ain’t gonna just kill you.  No, sir.’  That was all there was to it, but it sent chills down my spine, like I was being spoken to by the Devil himself.  I remember how bad his breath stunk, like something rotten and evil.  I knew right then it was no idle threat and that one day our time of reckoning would come.”

“And now you worry?” Maricruz asked.

“Yes, I do, darlin’.  I’m ashamed to admit it, but I do.  I guess part of it’s me getting up in years.  An old man gets a bit afraid, whereas a young man doesn’t.  And seeing that little son of a bitch shoot an unarmed man right in the head over an argument about who was going to stand guard has stuck with me all these years.  Little Nariz is just pure evil, and I suppose that’s what has me on edge.”

Alexander refilled his own cup with whiskey and Maricruz’s with wine, then said, “Maybe you’re worrying for nothing, Dick.  Look at it this way:  If he is out of jail, he’ll probably stay away from these parts.  He’ll most likely go someplace where he’s completely unknown.  If I were a cattle rustler, that’s what I’d do.  That’s what I would assume any thief with half a brain would do.”

Dick said, “Having half a brain—or any sense at all—that ain't Little Nariz.  No, I’d bet he’s right around here, where he feels at home.  Most thieves don’t have a whole lot going on upstairs, and that little bastard’s no exception.  I’m pretty sure if he’s out of the pen, he’s here in South Texas.  Hell, he could be right here in these hills.”

“Well, let’s hope he’s still in prison.  Let’s hope they decided to keep him there a while longer.” Alexander said, trying to lighten Dick’s mood.

“Or maybe somebody has killed him by now,” said Maricruz.  “He sounds like the kind who has muchos enemigos.  It could well be he’s dead, bien muerto.”

“Ojalá,” added Julia.

It was time to change the subject, and while they ate supper, everyone made an effort to keep the conversation steered toward more pleasant topics.  After the cooking utensils and tin plates were washed and dried, they laid another log on the fire and drank a little more, talking quietly, enjoying each other’s company.

Later, when Dick and Julia crawled into their tent, Alexander and Maricruz covered themselves with a few more blankets and stayed by the fire, admiring the clear night sky.  It seemed that behind each layer of stars there was yet another layer, a little less bright, one more sheet of luminous gauze stretching across the infinite black heavens.  After a while they slipped out of their clothes and made love under the blankets, saying with their lips and hands and bodies everything they were feeling but hadn’t yet expressed in words.  Finally they drifted off to sleep in each others’ arms to the sweet sound of water flowing over the creekbed and the hooting of an owl in a treetop nearby.

The next morning after breakfast Whiskey Dick and Alexander followed the creek upstream fifty yards until they found a good spot for Alexander’s shooting lesson.  A steep bank rose twenty feet across the stream, and along the bank stood several large prickly pear cacti and two medium-sized live oaks that would make good targets.  The day was cold, with a brilliant blue sky and just a few white clouds, every bit as beautiful as the day before had been.  Alexander had his new Remington derringer tucked into its shoulder holster beneath his canvas jacket, and Dick had brought along a .44-40 Winchester rifle and his favorite pistol, a Colt Peacemaker, tucked inside his belt.

“Unlike most men, I normally don’t carry my pistol stuck in my britches,” Dick had said as they walked away from camp.  “I never understood how come more fellas don’t lose their peckers that way.  But I figure I’ll be all right this once.”  Then, he said, “Son, do you have any experience at all with firearms?”

“Only with shotguns.  I’ve hunted fowl.”

“Well, that’s a good start.  ‘Cause shooting your little pistol is kind of like shooting a shotgun at a bird on the wing.  Reason I say that is ‘cause you don’t so much aim as point, like you’re pointing your finger.”

He pulled the big Colt out of his belt and suddenly fired at a cactus, all in one motion, and the plant, two dozen feet away, broke apart.  “See what I mean?  Don’t aim.  Point.  Now let’s see you put one in that tree trunk yonder.”

Alexander drew the tiny handgun and fired, all in slow motion.  The first shot missed, but  the next hit the trunk.

“That’s good, son.  If the first one don’t get the job done, keep on tryin’.  Now, put it back in the holster and try to hit that prickly pear to the left of the one I just hit.”

Alexander did as told, emptying the chambers but leaving the cactus unharmed.  He reloaded and tried again, with the same result.

“That’s all right,” Dick said.  “You came close.  And that cactus ain’t too big, plus it’s far away.”

“I appreciate your trying to be encouraging, Whiskey, but ‘far away’?” Alexander said, exasperated with himself.

“Look at it thisaway.  That plant’s farther away from us than most men are in your typical gunfight.”

“Twenty to thirty feet?”

The old man nodded.  “Most gunfights are between men firing at each other from five to ten feet away.  That’s God’s truth.  And when it comes right down to it, the winner’s usually the one that pulls his trigger first.  Take the tale I told y’all last night.  I shot the Nariz boys from a distance of ten feet, at the most.  True, the big one fired first when he shot the deputy, but I damn sure didn’t give him a chance to put his gun on me.  No, sir.  And I shot the son of a bitch twice, for good measure.  Nor did I give his brother a chance to fire.  I shot him before he could get his gun pointed in my direction.  I’ll admit, they were both snot-slingin’ drunk, but what mattered most was I fired without hesitation, and I came out fine.  Only trouble was, I didn’t finish the little one off when I had a chance.”

Cantrell looked Alexander in the eye and said, dead serious, “Listen up.  We can stand out here all day and shoot at cactuses and trees and such, but that won’t do you a bit of good if you don’t learn this one lesson:  You’ve got to be willing to pull the trigger.  You ever get in a tight situation, remember that one thing.  Don’t think about right or wrong, or fair or unfair.  Don’t think about anything.  Just pull the damn trigger.  You heed what I’m saying, and chances are you’ll come out all right.  But let’s hope the occasion never arises.”

For the next hour Alexander shot and shot, and toward the end he was hitting close to half of his targets.  Part of that time, Whiskey Dick let him fire his rifle and his .45-caliber Colt, and he enjoyed the powerful feel of the big pistol in his hand and the way it bucked and kicked and the loud explosion it made.  All the while he thought about what the old man had said, although he found it inconceivable that he might ever be involved in an actual gunfight.

During the rest of the day they continued northwest, up one hill and down another, gradually gaining altitude.  Like the day before, toward noon and into the afternoon the sun burned off the cold air, and they shed their jackets.  With higher ground the terrain became more and more rocky and the steel-blue hilltops in the distance became more spectacular.  Buzzards sailed on wind drafts high overhead, and an occasional deer or rabbit darted out of the cedar thickets and live oak mottes.  When the day was winding down, they arrived at the south bank of the Medina River, just a couple of miles away from the tiny cowtown of Bandera.  It was a perfect place to set up camp, with crystal-clear water and tall cypress and pecan trees lining the banks.

They unloaded their gear, set up their tents, collected dry wood and started a campfire.  Soon they were boiling coffee and beans and roasting chunks of meat from a wild turkey Whiskey Dick had shot along the trail.  While supper was cooking they gathered pecans to take back to San Antonio.  Later, as they drank wine and whiskey and ate the beans and turkey, they told stories, this time talking only of agreeable subjects.  The women talked about Clara Porter and the Washingtons and the girls back at the brothel.  Alexander told about life back East:  his city up-bringing, his conservative banking family, and his experiences at Harvard.  Tonight Dick mostly listened, enjoying the company and sipping his liquor.  As they had done the night before, Dick and Julia turned in early, and Alexander and Maricruz stayed by the fire, enjoying the starry sky and the soothing sound of the Medina rolling by.

Over the past couple of weeks their relationship had been moving into a new phase.  Not once since Christmas had Maricruz taken a client to her bedroom, all without either her or Alexander commenting about it.  It had just happened that way.  She still got dressed up most nights and visited with gentlemen in the parlor, but whenever one of them tried to purchase her services she politely refused, saying she wasn’t feeling well or that she was simply taking some time off.  She was still the most sought-after of the women, but now she was only playing the role of unofficial hostess.  The men she refused were always disappointed, but they generally accepted her refusal graciously.  At least they could admire her beauty and hope that maybe next time she would be available.  Besides, they could still choose among Alma, Kate, Julia, Etta and Fanny, all beautiful women in their own right.

No longer did the other girls visit Alexander’s bed.  Contrary to Whiskey Dick’s observation that Alexander’s special feelings for Maricruz might cause ‘friction among the ranks’, none of the women seemed to mind that he wanted her company alone.  As long as he was happy—and kept the business going—they were happy.  Maricruz spent all her nights with him now, but she still kept most of her clothes in her own room and still used it for bathing and dressing.  In the afternoons, too, they were usually together.  She often accompanied him on his errands to the bank or to pay bills, and afterward, if the weather was nice, they would take long walks or coach rides.  A couple of times a week they would drop by Alfred Oltorf’s law office, and if he wasn’t too busy, he would go with them on their walks and rides, always pointing out points of interest and educating them on the city’s rich history.

Alexander had found a bookstore which he visited frequently.  He had brought just a few books with him from Boston, and here he bought volumes he hadn’t read and ones he wanted to read again, usually choosing works from Dickens, Poe, and Shakespeare.  To his delight, Maricruz showed an interest in what he was reading, and though she had learned to read and write as a child, her English vocabulary was limited.  Late in the afternoons they had gotten into the habit of lying in Alexander’s bed, she reading one book and he another.  Every few minutes she would interrupt him to ask the meaning or pronunciation of a word, and he loved helping her.  He bought a few books in Spanish, and he would try to read those, too.  He had studied Latin and that helped in learning Spanish, and she was always eager to offer assistance.  The plan was for each to help the other become completely bi-lingual.

In the evening when they spent time in the parlor with the customers, one would go one way, one another.  Alexander was turning out to be the perfect host, an expert at making everyone feel welcome and comfortable, like guests being entertained in the home of a friend.  He made it a point to learn the names and occupations of the regulars and was good at striking up conversation with those just passing through the city.  Since he had arrived, there had not been a single incidence of unruly behavior.  Just as Alfred had assured him in the beginning, the house on Navarro attracted only the top clientele, and because many of the gentlemen were civic and business leaders, he was immune from police harassment or shakedowns.   His Aunt Clara had left him a very well-oiled machine.

But he and Maricruz weren’t spending all of every evening at home.  On several occasions since Christmas, they had gone out to a play and then to supper, usually in the dining room of the Menger Hotel.  Afterward, if the weather was nice, they would sit outside in the courtyard and have an after-dinner drink, remembering the room upstairs where they had spent their first night together.  Back at the brothel, as the night was wearing down, they usually sat around the kitchen table with Mattie and Thomas, a few of the girls, Whiskey Dick, and maybe another one or two of the other regulars.  They were happy and grateful to have such a carefree place to work and live, and everyday Alexander marveled at all that had been given to him by the aunt he had never known.

Now, by the campfire on the banks of the Medina, her head resting on his shoulder, he couldn’t imagine a more perfect moment.  Over the past weeks he had become sure of his feelings for Maricruz, and he was all but certain of hers for him.  Though she continued to reveal little about her past, he knew she trusted him more everyday and that she would soon open up.  Also, her wall of independence was beginning to disappear, as evidenced by the fact that she was no longer entertaining clients.  Every day he was becoming more convinced that his future would be here in Texas, and though he still wasn’t sure how long he would remain in the brothel business, he guessed that events would eventually help him decide.  Of one thing, however, he no longer had the slightest doubt:  He was meant to be with Maricruz.  True, their backgrounds couldn’t have been more different, and until recently she had been making her living as a prostitute.  And she was still almost as much a mystery to him as she’d been the night they’d met.  But crazy as it seemed, that was all beside the point.  Alexander was in love with Maricruz, and he was sure he always would be.

He was right in believing that she felt the same about him, and she was just as amazed as he was that it was all happening.  Only two months ago she had been dependent on no one, taking men, most of them complete strangers, to her bed for big sums of money, sometimes enjoying their company, most of the time not.  She had had a terrible experience with a man once, and though she knew that not all men were evil, she had resolved to never again put herself at risk.  But now this handsome young gentleman with his strange, formal manner and way of talking, this man so different from any she’d ever known, had suddenly come along to change everything.  At first she had tried hard to hold herself apart, to not give in to what she was feeling, but the feeling was just too strong.  Now she couldn’t bear the thought of being away from him for more than a few hours, much less letting another man touch her.  It was out of her control, and she had decided to let whatever was going to happen happen.  All she could do was hope it would all work out for the best.  She was beginning to believe in Alexander, sort of the same way she believed in Dios.

Alexander sensed the time had come to tell Maricruz exactly how he felt about her, and though he was a little nervous, not having had much experience in these matters, he got up his nerve and began.  “Are you happy?” he asked.

“Sí, muchísimo.”  As she said it her thoughts flashed back to a time which was in a way similar:  the last time she had seen her father, when as a child she had rested her head on his shoulder and stared up into the heavens, the night before he had left on the cattle drive from which he would never return.  She had a feeling that this moment, like that one, was one she would always remember.  She could only pray that this man would not be taken from her, as well.

“¿Y tú?”  she asked.  “¿Eres feliz?”

“Muchísimo,” he replied.  “I never would have thought I could be this happy.”

Then he said, “Maricruz, there’s something I’ve been wanting to say for some time.  I’m new at this sort of thing, so I’ve been putting it off, I guess.  Getting my thoughts in order.”

She squeezed his hand under the blankets.  “Just relax and tell me.  I will not bite.”

He drew a deep breath and said, “Well, you’ve got to know I’m crazy about you and have been since the night I first laid eyes on you.  That was just a couple of months ago, and everything has happened so very fast.  And I’ve changed so fast I hardly recognize myself.  I suppose that’s why I’ve been sort of confused about things, like where I plan to live and work and what I plan to do about the business my aunt Clara left me.”

“Lo sé.  Everything has changed fast for me también.”

“Anyway, the truth is I’m still not quite certain about all those things.  But there’s one thing I am completely, totally sure about.”

“¿Qué cosa?” she asked, pretty sure she knew what was coming.

“That I can’t imagine a life that didn’t include you.  I couldn’t bear the thought.”

“I could not bear the thought, either, mi Alejandro,” she said, squeezing his hand a little tighter and holding it to her breast.  Then, “But it does not bother you that I have been with many men?”

“Of course it bothers me.  But I know you must have had your reasons.  Besides, who am I to judge?  When I’ve had everything handed to me on a silver platter, quite literally.  I just hope that’s all in the past and that we can start our lives from scratch, together.”

“Of course it is all in the past.  I do not ever want any other man touching me, nunca.  I could not stand it.  I only wish you had been the first, and the only one for me.  That I had been pura para tí.”

He could see a little moisture forming in her eyes, and said, “Don’t cry, mi amor.  And don’t worry about all that.  It’s over.  Period.  From here on out, it’s you and me, because I love you with all my heart and I always will.”

“Yo también, mi Alejandro.  Te amo con todo mi corazón.  Y te amaré para siempre.”

He wiped a tear from her eye, and she caressed his cheek and smiled, the amber light of the campfire flickering softly on her skin.  They kissed a long lingering kiss, then lay back, gazing up at the brilliant hill country sky.

“Well,” Alexander said, “it looks like we’ve finally got that much settled,” and Maricruz agreed.

For the rest of the night they stayed right where they were, out under the stars, close by the fire, making it a night they would never forget.

In the morning after breakfast, Alexander and Whiskey Dick walked a ways away from camp and spent an hour shooting their pistols.  Alexander showed signs of improvement, hitting more than half his targets.  Afterwards, while the men cleaned their weapons, everyone agreed that since the beautiful weather seemed to be showing no signs of changing, it would be nice to extend their outing by a day or two.  Alexander and Maricruz rode into Bandera to buy the extra provisions they would be needing:  beans, bacon, fresh eggs, coffee, oats for the animals, and bottles of bourbon and wine.  Dick and Julia stayed on the river to guard the campsite and to ‘take care of some business’, as the old man put it.

Alexander had picked up the wine and the whiskey and a bag of oats and was now sitting on a bench on the boardwalk outside the general store while Maricruz shopped inside for the other things.  For a few years during the eighteen-seventies and the early part of the eighteen-eighties, Bandera had been a thriving little village.  The great cattle drives from South Texas up the Western Trail passed close by, and it was a convenient re-stocking point.  After fencing had become widespread and the railroads came through Texas, the town had declined somewhat, but it still held on as an outpost for hill country ranchers.  Alexander stretched his legs out in front of himself and lit a cigar, enjoying the quiet morning.

Two men rode in from the north end leading a magnificent jet-black mare at the end of a rope.  The saloon was next door and the hitch rack in front of it was occupied.  The men dismounted and tied the horses to the hitch rack in front of the general store.  They stood for a minute in the dirt street, stretching their muscles and looking around.  They glanced at Alexander, and he nodded hello, but neither one returned the gesture.

Each man’s appearance captured his attention.  They were as dissimilar as two men could be:  one tall and very handsome, the other short and extremely ugly.  The taller one, a little over six-feet, was slender and athletic-looking, with broad shoulders and narrow hips.  He wore all-black range clothes, clean by trail standards, black boots and a wide-brimmed black beaver hat, the brim flat with a slight downward crease at the very front.  His facial features were perfect:  a straight nose, high cheekbones, strong jaw and chin, and he had big eyes with long lashes.  His clean-shaven face was tanned but not leathery.  But the most striking thing about him was his hair:  It was jet-black and long, so long that it completely covered his ears and the sides of his face.  If one saw only the man’s face and hair, and not his masculine physique, one might think he was looking at a beautiful woman.

The other man was as unattractive as his companion was handsome.  He stood just a little over five-feet tall, was thin and wiry, his slumped shoulders narrow, and his arms much too long for the rest of him.  His ill-fitting clothes were filthy, caked with mud, dust, and dried sweat, and Alexander was repulsed by the foul odor coming off the man from ten feet away.  His battered hat sat on a head of grimy, shaggy, reddish-brown hair, and a scraggly beard grew wild on his acne-scarred face.  His eyes were close-set and small, his chin almost non-existent, his mouth just a tiny slit, his little jug ears, like those of a chimpanzee, stuck straight out from his head.  But this one’s most noticeable feature was his nose. It was the most enormous nose Alexander had ever seen.  He immediately thought of Whiskey Dick and the tale he had told the night before last.

A middle-aged black man in ragged clothes came walking slowly down the street, and the two men watched him as he approached.  When he was a few yards away, the tall handsome man yelled, “Hey, boy.”

The black man didn’t seem to hear, just kept on walking.

“Hey!” the tall man called out again, this time much louder.

Now the black man stopped and turned slowly to face the two men.  “You callin’ me, sir?” he asked deferentially.

“You see anybody else out here in the street?” said the one with the huge nose.

The black man looked around and said, “No, sir.  I don’t reckon I do.”

The tall one dug into his pocket, pulled out a few coins, and motioned for the black man to come closer.  He held out the coins and said, “Got a little job for you.”

The black man accepted the coins.

“See that mare?” the white man said, indicating the beautiful animal at the hitch rack.

“Yes, I do.  I don’t reckon I’ve ever seen a mare that fine.”

“”Well, me and this fellow are gonna step in the saloon and have us a drink or two, and I want you to stand right beside her and keep a real close eye on her.  Think you can handle that?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“We rode all the way from Uvalde to Fredericksburg to pick her up, and I paid a fortune for her.  So anybody even looks at that mare like they’d like to make off with her, you get your black ass in that saloon and tell me about it.”

“But, sir, they won’t let me come in that saloon.”

The ugly one said, “Then stand outside the door and holler, boy.  Jesus, you’re ignorant.”

“Yes, sir.  That’s what I’ll do, holler.  Loud, too.”

The two men walked the few feet to the saloon, but before they stepped up onto the boardwalk, the tall one turned and said, “Anything happens to my mare while we’re havin’ our drink, you’re gonna be in big trouble.”

“I’ll take good care of her, sir.”

As the two men were stepping onto the boardwalk, Maricruz came out of the store carrying her bag of purchases.  She smiled at Alexander, then out of the corner of her eye she noticed the tall man just before he passed through the saloon door.  She gasped and back-stepped into the store, dropping the sack on the door sill.  A few of the eggs she had just bought broke, and the yolks ran out onto the boardwalk.  Alexander stood and started to say something, but she held a finger to her lips, indicating silence.  Then after a couple of seconds she peeked out to make sure the man had gone inside the saloon.

Satisfied that he had, she said, “Vámonos, Alejandro.”

“But the groceries,” he said, bending over to retrieve the bag and deal with the broken eggs.

“¡Olvídalo!”  Let’s go ¡Pero ya!” 

In an instant she untied her horse, swung herself into the saddle, and headed south out of town.  By the time Alexander could get his horse unhitched and climb aboard, Maricruz was racing past the outskirts of Bandera at a full gallop, not slowing until she reached their campsite a mile or two away.  She reined to a halt and began to hurriedly gather their belongings.

“¡Tenemos que irnos!” she shouted to Dick and Julia, who were still inside their tent.  “We must go!  ¡Ahorita mismo!”

A minute later Alexander galloped into camp just as Cantrell came crawling out of his tent, buttoning his trousers.  Julia held back the flap and looked out to see what was going on, covering her naked body with a blanket.  As Alexander dismounted Dick pulled his suspenders up over his shoulders, then took hold of Alexander’s arm, leading him a few yards away.

“What the hell’s goin’ on, son?  What’s got into that girl?”

“All I know is she saw a man going into a saloon and suddenly became extremely agitated.  She’s obviously scared to death of him, whoever he is.”

“Did the fella see her?”

“No.”  Alexander tied his horse to a low-hanging branch and said, “Remember how we’ve talked a time or two about her reluctance to reveal much about her past?  And how you and I surmised the she was running or hiding from someone or something?”

“Of course I do.”

“Well, obviously this has to do with all that.  Whatever that is.  And I’m finally going to insist that she tell me everything, Dick.  Otherwise, how in the world can we help her?”

Cantrell nodded, then said, “She really does mean a lot to you, don’t she, son.”

“She means everything to me, Dick.  Everything.”

“Well, I’m sure glad to hear it.  She’s a fine young woman who’s been needing a fine young man like you to come along.  She was never meant to be a whore.”

They glanced over at Maricruz as she raced about the campsite, packing up.  She looked back at them, not saying anything, but pleading with her expression for them to quit talking and help.

They were about to start helping when Alexander said, “Oh, Dick, strangest thing.”

“There’s more?”

“The man that so frightened Maricruz was accompanied by a nasty, hideous-looking little man.”

“Oh?”

“He had little jug ears and the most enormous nose I have ever, ever seen.”

Immediately, the old man went into his tent and came out strapping on his holster and pistol.  He then headed for the roan gelding, which was hobbled and grazing nearby, and began to bridle and saddle him.

As Cantrell was tightening the cinch, Alexander said, “You’re not actually going into town, are you?”

“Damn right, I am.  Like I said the other night, soon as we rode up into these hills I started frettin’ about that little devil and the threat he made, and, low and behold, it sounds like he’s right here closeby.  It’s like it was fated for us to meet up.  Destino, the Mexicans call it.  I’ve never put much stock in such things, but I don’t know how else to explain it.  If the fella is Little Nariz, I’m gonna settle this business once and for all, one way or another.”
“Then I’m going with you.”

“I appreciate that, Alexander, but this ain’t none of your concern.”

“Of course it’s my concern.  You’re my friend.  Besides, the man’s not alone.”  He stepped over to fetch his little derringer and shoulder holster which were hanging from a tree limb.

“Forget about it, son.  This could be way too dangerous.”

Alexander ignored the old man, strapped on the holster, and began walking toward his horse.  Dick stepped in front of him and hit him hard with a right jab to the jaw, and Alexander collapsed, stunned and disoriented.  With disbelief the women witnessed what was happening as Cantrell swung into the saddle, touched up his horse, and headed for Bandera at a high lope.

Whiskey Dick was only a hundred yards away when Alexander began to come around.  His head was cradled in Maricruz’s arms, his mind foggy, his jaw throbbing.

“¿Qué pasó, mi amor?”  Why did he hit you?”
“To keep me from going into Bandera with him,” Alexander said.  “But it didn’t work.”  He got to his knees, paused to let the dizziness pass, then stood up.

“But why does he go into town?  We must leave here now.”

“I don’t think you saw him, but the little killer Dick told us about the other night is, we think, riding with the man you’re so afraid of.  Dick is on his way to confront the man right now.  Whether he likes it or not, I’m going to be there in case he needs me.”

“But why did you tell him about seeing this man, the one who might be this Little Nariz?  You must have known Dick would go after him.”

“Because I’m a damn fool, that’s why.”

Maricruz watched Alexander untie his horse, knowing it would do no good to try to stop him.  Then he hugged her and told her he loved her and pulled himself aboard.  As he galloped away, she wondered if this would be the last time she would see him alive.

Whiskey Dick stepped inside the saloon, which he had visited several times years ago, and looked around.  It was a typical back-country dive, with rough-plank floors and walls.  A twenty-foot-long bar made of unpolished cedar ran along the left side of the room, and a half-dozen beat-up tables were scattered about.  There were only two small windows, and the place was dark and dreary and stank of stale tobacco smoke and spilled beer.  There were several men seated at the tables, playing cards, talking quietly and sipping beer and whiskey.  Cantrell, who would be the last to disparage a place that served liquor, wondered how any sane man would choose to pass such a glorious morning as this one inside these walls.

Behind the bar a bored-looking bartender, bald and chubby, sat on a stool playing solitaire, and standing across from him a few foot away was a tall man with long black hair, his back to the door and a bottle in front of him.  At the man’s right, leaning against the bar and smoking a cigarette, was the one Cantrell had come looking for.  He stepped slowly across the room, took a spot at the little man’s right, ordered a shot of bourbon and laid a coin on the bar.  He downed the shot in one gulp, and when he set the small glass on the bar, Little Nariz noticed him for the first time.

Whiskey Dick held the man’s gaze and said, “You remember me, Little Nariz?”

“It’s just Nariz now, old man.  Ain’t no Big or Little no more, now that there’s just one of us left.”  He spat on the floor.  “Thanks to you.”

Dick almost gagged on the odor coming off the man’s body and breath, but remained standing close and said, “I reckon you remember the promise you made me the day they hauled your sorry ass off to Huntsville.”

Nariz just stared back, that same thin trickle of yellow pus still coming out of both tear ducts, just as Cantrell had remembered from years earlier.

“Well, I happened to be in the neighborhood and heard you were, too, so I figured now would be as good a time as any to settle our business.”

“I ‘preciate that, old man.  Saves me the trouble of trackin’ you down.”  Nariz dropped his cigarette butt on the floor, crushed it out with the heel of his boot, and tossed back the whiskey in his shot glass.

“Let’s step out in the street right now and get this over with,” Dick said.  “I got folks waitin’ on me.”

“They gonna be waitin’ a mighty long time.”

The little one turned and motioned with his right hand for Dick to lead the way and, with his left, reached for the neck of the almost-full bottle of whiskey on the bar.  When Cantrell began to head for the front door, Nariz swung the bottle around with all his might, clubbing him in the back of the skull.  The bottle was made of thick heavy glass and didn’t shatter, and Whiskey Dick fell to the floor, face-down, out cold.

Outside, Alexander was just arriving.  He slid off his horse, tied it to the hitch rack and stepped onto the boardwalk.  He stopped at the saloon’s entrance and peered inside just as Nariz was taking hold of the back of Dick’s shirt collar and beginning to drag him across the barroom floor toward the front door.  Neither the bartender nor any of the customers moved a muscle, but Nariz drew his pistol from his belt, cocked it, and held it barrel-down, so as to discourage interference.  When he had dragged Cantrell to within six feet of the doorway, Alexander stepped inside and pointed his derringer at the little man’s head.

“That’s far enough,” he said, feeling oddly detached, like he was watching the scene from a short distance away.  “Let go of that man this instant.”

“Well, what the hell have we got here?”  Nariz said with a grin that showed a mouthful of rotting teeth.  “You sure talk funny, sonny.  You sound like some Yankee city slicker college kid.”  He looked around the room and asked, “Don’t he, boys?”

“I mean it,” Alexander said, now cocking the little pistol, standing his ground.

“Sonny, you don’t put that play toy away, you’re ‘bout to get hurt real bad.”

When Alexander didn’t budge, the little man, in a fraction of a second and with no further warning, let go of Dick’s collar and brought up his six-shooter.

Alexander squeezed off a round.

The bullet struck the bridge of Nariz’s enormous nose, which exploded in a pink mist of flesh, cartilage and bone.  As he went down he reflexively fired his big gun, blowing off the front half of his right foot.  The back of his head hit the rough-plank floor as the barroom rang with the pistol’s deafening boom.  Then he lay face-up and motionless, except for the twitching of his leg.  Blood streamed out of the hole where his huge nose had been and formed a puddle around his head.  A larger puddle began to spread out from what was left of the foot.

Alexander did not move for a long moment, staring down in amazement at what he had just done.  Gradually, he began to come back into himself, and with trembling hands he knelt down to examine Whiskey Dick, who lay sprawled, still unconscious, next to Nariz.  Now the saloon’s customers and the bartender began to gather around, murmuring among themselves.

“Could someone, please, go for a doctor?” Alexander said.  “My friend appears to be badly hurt.”  He assumed Nariz was dead and would only require the less urgent services of an undertaker.

“Oh, Doc Oliver will be down directly,” said one of the men, as calmly as if this type of thing was an everyday occurrence.  “His office is right upstairs.  It’s real convenient that way, seein’ as how most of his business comes from right in this here saloon.”

Sure enough, within seconds a fat man with a full head of unruly white hair came bounding down the outside stairway and in through the front door.  He was wearing long-handle underwear and brogans and was badly in need of a shave.

“Heard the shootin’,” he said, out of breath.  He knelt beside the two fallen men and set his medical case on the floor.  The doctor looked at Alexander.  “This your doin’, son?”  There was a strong odor of liquor on the man’s breath, but he seemed to be in control of his faculties.

“I suppose one could put it that way.”

“Well, let’s have a look and assess the damage,” the doc said, rubbing his hands together and moving toward Nariz.
“Could you see to my friend first, doctor?” asked Alexander, indicating Cantrell.  “The other one, I’m afraid, appears to be beyond saving.”

The doctor leaned in close to inspect the back of Whiskey Dick’s head, which was beginning to sprout a very large bump.  He gently parted the old man’s hair and ran his fingers over the knot.  Amazingly, there was no cut, no bleeding.  Then he checked Dick’s pulse and lifted his head to check his eyes and breathing.

“Why, this here is Whiskey Dick Cantrell!” Doc Oliver said with a big smile.  “I haven’t laid eyes on this fine fellow in a coon’s age.”

“You’re friends?” Alexander asked.

“Oh, yes, good friends.  We’ve shared many a tall tale and quite a few bottles of liquor right here in this saloon.  No better man ever rode these hills.”

“So, how does he look, doctor?”

“Ugly as ever, I’m afraid.  Ugly as ever.”

Alexander frowned.

“Just a bit of levity, son.  No harm intended.”  He carefully set Dick’s head back down on the filthy planks, and said, “Don’t worry about Ole Dick.  He’ll be fine.  He’ll probably be out for a while longer, and when he comes to, he’s gonna be in a world of pain.  He’ll be sportin’ a knot the size of an ostrich egg for a few days, but Dick’ll be all right.  Ain’t nothin’ broke, far’s I can tell.”

“Do you think he’ll be able to ride?”

“Not for a day or so, I don’t reckon.  You’d best hire a buckboard if you need to move him.”  The doctor glanced at the bartender and said, “Cecil, how ‘bout a clean wet towel for Ole Dick’s head?”

In a moment the bartender brought the towel, and Alexander cautiously cradled Dick’s head in his arms and held the towel against the knot.  Dick groaned a little and looked like he might come awake, but he didn’t.

Doc Oliver turned his attention to Nariz, who now lay completely still, the leg having stopped it’s twitching.  He poked around in the gaping wound with his gritty, nicotine-stained fingers.

While the doctor worked, Alexander said to the onlookers, “I suppose someone should go in search of the local lawman, if one of you gentlemen would be so kind.”  When no one moved, he said, “Isn’t that normal procedure when a man’s been killed?”

The bartender said, “Sheriff’s laid up drunk.  Been that way for days.  I doubt this here business would interest him much.”

Another one of the men said, “Maybe if you promised to throw in a couple of bottles of liquor, you could coax him into droppin’ by.”  The others all had a good laugh.

“No need for the law,” Doc Oliver said after a moment, his fingers on Nariz’s wrist.  “This man’s alive.  His breathing is shallow, and he’s in shock, but he’s got a pulse.”

Alexander was relieved that he hadn’t actually killed a fellow human being, but he had always been one to adhere to formalities, and he said, “Still, there’s been a shooting, and I’d feel better if we could get the matter cleared up.”

“Stop your worryin’, son,” said the doctor, who seemed to be the closest thing to an authority figure in the room, or in the town, for that matter.  “This fellow ain’t dead, and, far as I know, it ain’t a crime to destroy a man’s nose.”

The bartender leaned in for a closer look, then said, “Hell, it ain’t destroyed, it’s gone!”

Everyone had another good laugh, but what the bartender had said was true.  Nothing remained of the little man’s nose but a loose fragment of skin, which hung to one side, resting against his cheek.  Doc Oliver dabbed at the wound with a dirty bar rag, and soon the bleeding slowed considerably.  Then the doctor reached into the hole and pulled out the misshapen chunk of lead that had done the damage.  He held it up between his fingertips for all to see, then flipped it into a nearby spittoon.

The doc studied the man for a long moment, then said, “By God, this is the demon they call Little Nariz!  I didn’t recognize him without the beak.  I remember this no-account son of a bitch from when he was rustlin’ cattle in these parts years ago.  As I recall, it was Whiskey Dick who sent him away.”  He looked at Alexander and added, “Now this little episode is startin’ to make some sense.”

One of the onlookers said, “I recognized him when he first come in.  That nose was a dead giveaway.”

“What do y’all reckon he’ll go by now?” said another.  “No Nariz?”  More laughter followed.

Doc Oliver said, “Well, that nose—hideous as it was—saved the little devil’s life, not that that’s necessarily a good thing.  A normal sized nose would have allowed the bullet to run right up into his brain.”

The doctor turned his attention to the foot wound, which was still draining blood onto the barroom floor.  He removed what was left of the boot and sock to reveal a jagged nub of flesh and splintered bone.  The heel was intact, but from the middle of the foot forward nothing remained.  He used the same blood-soaked bar rag he’d been using on the man’s face to wipe the foot.

After a moment he said, “This wound is actually the worse of the two.  It could very easily get infected.  If Little Nariz don’t end up makin’ it, it’ll be because of this here foot wound.”

The bartender said, “That wound ain’t the young feller’s fault.  Nariz done that to his own self on his way down.”  He spotted part of a big toe a few feet away, picked it up, and tossed it out the front door into the street.

Doc Oliver took a tourniquet from his medical case and tied it tight above the ankle to stop the bleeding.  Then he began to go through Nariz’s pockets.  He came out with a few coins, put them back where he’d found them, and shook his head.  “This man’s gonna require considerable doctorin’ for the next several days if he’s gonna have a chance of makin’ it, and it don’t look like he can afford my services.  I’ve got to make a livin’ like everybody else, and I can’t be takin’ on charity cases.  ‘Specially not for a little piece of shit like this fellow.”  The doc glanced around and asked, “Anyone of you men friends of his?”

The bartender nodded toward the stranger at the bar, who stood there sipping his whiskey and watching—seemingly without the least bit of interest—all that was transpiring.  “Nariz come in here with that man yonder,” he said.

Alexander, for the first time since the confrontation had begun, looked over at the one who had so frightened Maricruz.  How curious, he thought, that the man had not lifted a finger to help his companion.

Doc Oliver studied the stranger for a moment and judged by his nice clothes and expensive boots that he had money.  “You a friend of this man, mister?”

“He’s an employee,” the tall long-haired man said, sounding bored.

“Will you be responsible for my fee?  Otherwise, I won’t be able to do nothin’ for him.  Like I said, I ain’t running’ no charitable organization.”

Junior Jorgenson sighed and thought about it for a while.  Finally, he said, “Go ahead and do what you can for him.”  He took another sip of liquor and turned his gaze away from the others.

The doctor enlisted a couple of men to carry Nariz up the outside stairway to his office.  On his way out the door he smiled at Alexander and said, “Take good care of Whiskey Dick, and when he comes to, tell him Doc Oliver says ‘hello’.  He started to go, then turned back and with a wink, added, “And thanks for bringin’ a bit of business my way, son.  Things have been slow lately.”

Alexander walked across the street and down a few doors to the livery stable to arrange for transporting Dick, entrusting the bartender to tend him.  In less than half an hour he was back with a buckboard, a mule to pull it, and a teen-aged boy who would drive it and later return it to Bandera.  As he and a couple of men loaded Cantrell into the back of the wagon, placing him on a bed of hay to cushion the ride, Dick groaned a few times, but remained unconscious.  The back of his head continued to swell, and Alexander worried about his condition, not entirely certain Doc Oliver’s optimism was merited.  But there was no alternative other than to hope the doctor knew what he was talking about.  He had learned at the livery stable that the nearest towns with doctors were Hondo and Kerrville, each thirty miles in the wrong direction.  Besides, Maricruz was frantic to get back to the city, so he could only hope for the best.  Alexander tied Dick’s horse to the buckboard, and before setting out he went back inside the saloon to thank the bartender.

When he placed a few dollars on the bar, the bartender said, “What’s this for?”

“Just a token of my appreciation,” Alexander said as he shook the bartender’s hand.  “You’ve been very helpful.  Also, I’m afraid we’ve made a mess of your floor, what with all the blood.”

“Oh, it ain’t nothin’.  I’ll just let it soak in good, then I’ll sprinkle some sawdust on top.  Be good as new.  And if in the meantime some fool should slip on it and fall, that’ll be his own fault for not mindin’ where he’s goin’.”

“Well, thanks again.  I suppose we’ll be on our way.”

Alexander was beginning to feel shaky now, what with all that had just happened, and he was eager to be gone.  But before leaving he studied the tall handsome man who still stood drinking at the bar.  His curiosity about the man and his relationship to Maricruz was strong, but he was confident that as soon as they got on the road back to San Antonio, she would tell him everything.  It was odd, because the man didn’t appear evil; he reminded Alexander more of a sullen, spoiled-rotten child.  He obviously was evil, however.  Apart from whatever he had done to Maricruz, any man who would employ the likes of Little Nariz had to be bad.  Of one thing Alexander was almost certain:  This wouldn’t be the last time he would lay eyes on the man.

As things quieted down, Junior leaned on the bar and cursed his luck.  He had hoped to make it to Hondo late tonight or in the morning, load the horses onto the train to Uvalde, and be at the ranch by tomorrow afternoon.  Recently he had become interested in the sport of horse racing, running his horses against those of other ranchers, and he couldn’t wait to breed his new mare.  He was sure her babies would be big winners and that over the years the high price he had paid for her would be won back many times over.  At any rate, he was anxious to get back and the delay infuriated him.

On a whim, Junior had hired Nariz a few months earlier to do his dirty work, and he was beginning to regret having done so.  True, the little man was more ruthless and cold-blooded than anyone he had ever come across, but he was quickly proving to be much more trouble than he was worth.  He seemed to have enemies everywhere they went, and confrontations like the one today were not uncommon.  Until today, however, he had not been bested.  It was strange, Junior thought, that the one fellow who had appeared to have absolutely no chance against Nariz was the one who had almost killed him.  The kid had seemed so out-of-place, so green, so innocent.  Who the hell could he have been?

Junior ordered a fresh bottle to replace the one Nariz had used to club the old man, and he pondered his options.  What he would like to do would be to tell the doctor he’d changed his mind about the fee and to go ahead and let the little bastard die.  But Nariz was tough and might well recover on his own.  Then what?  He sure didn’t like the idea of a vengeful Nariz coming after him, which was exactly what would happen if he survived his wounds.  If he couldn’t leave Nariz to die, maybe he could go on back to the ranch by himself and Nariz could make his own way back as soon as he was able.  But even that might not be an option.  Nariz was mighty touchy, and he could easily take offense at being left alone in Bandera.  Junior had learned that getting on the little fellow’s bad side could be very harmful to one’s health.  The more he thought it over, he realized he was probably going to have to spend the next week or two, maybe longer, in this shit-hole of a town, waiting for Nariz to get well enough to be moved.

Despondent, Junior downed his shot, left enough money on the bar to pay for the bottle, and took it with him outside into the brilliant late-morning sunshine.  After being in the dark saloon, the light blinded him, and he sat down on a bench on the boardwalk to let his sight adjust.  After a moment he opened his eyes all the way, took a pull from the bottle, and glanced toward the hitch rack where he had left the magnificent black mare an hour earlier.  Neither the mare nor the black man he had paid to watch her were anywhere in sight.  Junior buried his head in his hands, wanting to kill something, anything.

* * * *

When Alexander came in sight of the camp Maricruz and Julia ran across the grassy field to meet him.  He dismounted, and Maricruz flung herself into his arms and hugged him as hard as she could.

Julia peered down at Whiskey Dick, who lay unconscious in the wagon bed.  She touched his face and, with an anguished expression, asked, “¿Está muerto?”

“Oh, no,” Alexander said.  “But he’s got a terrible bump on the back of his head.  He took one hell of a lick.”

Maricruz let go of Alexander and moved back a bit and looked into his eyes.  “Ay, Alejandro.  I was so worried about you.”  She studied him for a moment, then said, “You look different.  Un poco older, un poco más hombre.”

“I imagine I have aged a bit during the last hour.  I feel older, anyway.  A lot older.  As for being more of a man, I couldn’t say.”

As they walked beside the wagon back toward camp, he related all that had happened.

“And the one who scares me?” asked Maricruz, still almost as agitated as she had been earlier.

“He never got involved.  I never even exchanged a word with him.”

“That is good.  You can see he is muy malo, because he is traveling with such a man as Little Nariz.”

Alexander nodded, then stopped walking and put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him.  “On our way home, you’re going to tell me everything.  About the man, about your past.  Everything.”

“¿Todo?”

“Absolutamente todo.  I love you, and I’m going to help you in every way I possibly can.  And to do that, I must know everything,” he said sternly.

“Está bien.  I will.”  She held his gaze and said, “I have never told you of my past, because it is sad and shameful.  Also, I did not wish to worry you con mis problemas.”

He hugged her again, and they walked the rest of the way to the campsite.

The women had everything set to go.  The tents and blankets and cooking utensils were secured on the pack mule, and their horses were ready.  They had cleaned up the area and had kicked dirt over what was left of the campfire.

As everyone was about to mount up, Cantrell moaned and raised himself up on an elbow.  “What the hell am I doin’ in this here wagon?” he asked, flinching at the pain in his head.

“Little Nariz blind-sided you with a whiskey bottle,” Alexander said.

“And?”

“Luckily, I arrived in time to stop him from harming you further.”

“And just how’d you stop him?”

“I was forced to shoot him.”

Dick stared at him in disbelief, and Alexander added, “He’s not dead.  Doc Oliver, who, by the way, sends his regards, is treating him.  He thinks he’ll most likely recover, in time.”

“Oh, Jesus, son.  I didn’t want you mixed up in this mess.”

“So I gathered.”  Alexander touched his jaw, which still hurt.

“Well, by God, I got to get back to Bandera and finish what I set out to do.  Especially now that that little devil is gonna be after you, too.”

“By no means, Dick.  You’re in no condition to do any such thing.”

The old man tried to sit up, but the pain and dizziness caused him to fall back onto the bed of hay.  He groaned again, then drifted off into unconsciousness.

Everyone now climbed aboard their mounts, the hired driver flicked the reins on the rear-end of the mule pulling the buckboard, and the group set off toward San Antonio, with the faithful pack mule following close behind.  As they left the Medina, Alexander admired its beauty one more time.  He would have loved to have spent a couple of extra days beneath the tall cypress and pecan trees on the banks of the pristine river, but that would have to wait for another time. When they were on the rocky trail, he and Maricruz rode ahead a ways, so that she could tell him her story in privacy.

“It is strange,” she began, “that I would see him today in the little pueblo of Bandera, when I always feared that I would see him in the city.  That he would come to Miss Clara’s and find me there.  Of course, that could still happen.”

