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CHAPTER ONE

October, 1892


Maricruz O’Malley slipped into a low-cut turquoise-colored dress, checked herself in the mirror, and stepped out of her room and down the hall to the parlor where the men met the girls.  The night was young, but the room was already filling up with well-attired gentlemen of all ages.  Some were scattered about on red-damask couches, chairs, and settees, while others stood at the small bar where a friendly middle-aged black man poured whiskey, brandy, and wine.  Several women in their twenties, all very pretty, moved easily among the guests, flattering them and listening raptly to their conversation.  As usual, things were running smoothly at Miss Clara Porter’s, indisputably the finest brothel in San Antonio.


Every man in the room took notice of the exotic Hispanic beauty who stood just inside the doorway.  With satiny, long black hair and cinnamon skin, Maricruz stood four-to-six inches taller than most of the Mexicanas one normally saw around the city.  She took her time looking around the parlor, imagining how it might be to go to the room with that one, or that one.  A handsome young man started across the room to introduce himself.  Before he could reach her, someone screamed from upstairs to get a doctor.


But it was too late.  Clara Porter was already dead of a heart attack at the age of sixty-two.

* * * *

The graveside gathering was held two days later.  The six young women who entertained the brothel’s clients were present, as were a dozen other women, all past employees of Miss Clara.  Also in attendance were Thomas and Mattie Washington, the black couple who handled the bartending and the domestic duties.  Aside from Thomas, only two other males were present, both long-time friends of the deceased.  They were Alfred Oltorf, who, besides being a dear friend, was also Clara’s attorney, and Whiskey Dick Cantrell, who had been the brothel’s most faithful customer for as long as anyone could remember.  There were plenty of other gentlemen Clara had considered friends, many of whom were members of the city’s business and political elite, and though most of them had sent flowers and condolences, all had claimed to have had prior commitments.  Miss Porter hadn’t set foot inside a church in over forty years and had never put much stock in organized religion, so there was no clergyman on hand.  It fell to Oltorf and Cantrell to say a few words before the lowering of the coffin.


Alfred Oltorf went first.  He was a distinguished-looking gentleman in his early sixties.  He stood five-feet-six, wore wire-rimmed spectacles, and his perfectly-tailored blue suit did a good job of concealing the extra pounds he carried around his mid-section.  Though it was late October, the day was warm and muggy, and beads of sweat formed on his bald head.


He cleared his throat and began.  “I first got to know Clara before most of you ladies were even born.  She had just opened her own business.  The place wasn’t anything special, and she was still working some herself, taking care of certain fellows like me.  I was struggling to get my law practice going, but whenever I had a few extra dollars, I’d pay her a visit.  She was a real pleasure to be around.  After I’d get my business taken care of, we’d usually lie there and just talk.  Sometimes for hours, no clock running.  Telling each other our life stories, talking about our dreams.  You sure get to know a person that way.”


He paused and wiped away a tear before continuing.  “Through the years, especially once she started making some real money, she helped a whole lot of girls just like yourselves.  She provided them a roof over their heads, good food to eat, doctoring when they needed it, and a safe, orderly place to ply their trade. In short, she was one of the best.  So Clara, may you rest in peace, sweetheart.  We sure are gonna miss you.”


Oltorf stepped back and Dick Cantrell moved forward.  Like the lawyer, he was in his sixties and going bald.  The little bit of hair he had left consisted of an unruly white fringe on the back of his head and above his ears.  A bushy handlebar mustache hung from his upper lip.  He was of medium height, lean and wiry, and his creased face had been baked deep brown by the powerful South Texas sun during his many years of chasing cattle rustlers as a range detective.  Most of the time there was a mischievous twinkle in his eye.  But not today.

“As we all know,” he said solemnly, clutching his old hat, “Clara was no church-goer.  I’ve never been much of a church-goer, either, but I don’t suppose the Man upstairs will mind if I say a few words on her behalf.  So, if y’all will bow your heads…

“Lord, I reckon you know how Clara made her livin’.  That’s how I met her, a long, long time ago, and, like Alfred, here, I surely enjoyed her company.  Maybe what she did wasn’t right, but she put a lot of happiness into our lives—and into the lives of a bunch of other lonely men, too.  I figure that ought to count for something.

“Also, she was as generous with her time and money as she was with her affection.  In all these years, I never knew her to refuse a helpin’ hand to anyone in need, or to hurt anybody who didn’t darn-well deserve it.  All in all, she was a good woman who brought a lot of kindness into a world that can be awful cruel, at times.

“So, Lord, when you balance the books on Clara Porter, we’d be much obliged if you’d take all the good she did into account.  We’re pretty sure it’ll out-weigh the sinnin’.  Amen.”  


As the grave-diggers came forward to take up their ropes and lower the casket into the ground, the mourners tossed handfuls of dirt upon the box and whispered their goodbyes.  After a few minutes they turned and slowly walked away, except for Whiskey Dick, who knelt in the sparse shade of a gnarly mesquite tree to be alone with his thoughts about Clara Porter and mortality itself.

After the burial the brothel’s current inhabitants and Alfred Oltorf returned to Miss Porter’s.  Mattie Washington brought out a chocolate cake, coffee and cups, and her husband Thomas set a bottle of whiskey and glasses on the big kitchen table.  The cake was cut and passed around, the coffee poured, and everyone took their seats, including Thomas and Mattie, for Miss Porter had never tolerated discrimination at her table.


Alfred declined the cake and poured himself a straight shot of bourbon, downed it, and refilled his glass.  He wasn’t a particularly heavy drinker, but the day had been a rough one.  The lovely Maricruz sat on one side of him, and Alma, a buxom blonde with a sweet disposition, sat on the other.  All the women loved Alfred, and Maricruz took one of his hands in hers, while Alma gently massaged his neck and shoulders.  The rest of the group sat in silence, staring down at their cake and coffee.


After a moment Alfred said, “I reckon y’all are wondering what’s going to happen now.”  He sipped his liquor.  “As far as the long haul goes, the answer is that I simply don’t know.  But here’s what I can tell you:  Everybody knows Clara was from back East.  What very few people know was that she came from a wealthy banking family in Boston and that she had had a terrible falling out with her folks when she was a young lady.  This was way back before the war.  All those years, she never had a bit of contact with her people.  Then about a year-and-a-half ago, she decided to write a letter to her only sibling, a brother.  It turns out he was still alive, and he wrote her a letter back, telling her, among other things, that he had a son, an only child.  Since Clara had never married or had had children of her own, she was real excited to learn that she had a nephew.


“That one letter was all she ever got from her brother, because the next time she wrote him, she got a note back from his secretary saying he had passed away of a heart attack—a sudden, unexpected death, like Clara’s.  I reckon that got her to thinking about her own mortality, ‘cause she had me draw up a will, leaving everything she had to her closest kin, the nephew.  I’m guessing he’s just out of college about now.  All the money she’s put away through the years and this house now belong to that young fella.


“Yesterday I mailed him a letter letting him know about Clara’s death and about the will.  I’m not sure he even knew of Clara’s existence, so this whole thing might come as a big shock to him.  I’m hoping he’ll get in touch soon and let me know what he wants to do.  I told him in the letter I hoped he could come to San Antonio and look into things, but I didn’t tell him much else.  Who knows how he’ll react when he finds out the kind of business he’s inherited?  I hear those old-money Eastern folks can be mighty narrow-minded.”


Everyone looked around the table at each other, amazed at what they were hearing.  It somehow seemed unnatural that Miss Porter would have family—back East or anywhere else, for that matter.  This, they had always thought, was her family.


Finally, Alma said, “What do you suggest we do for now, Uncle Alfred? All us girls and Thomas and Mattie, I mean?”  Alma was a real beauty, with milk-white skin and a voluptuous figure.


Maricruz focused her dark green eyes on the attorney and reminded him, “This is our home, Uncle Alfred, nuestra casa.  It is all that we have.”


He patted her hand reassuringly.  “Now, I don’t want y’all worrying about anything, at least not for the time being.  I figure we’ll just keep things going like always.  In a day or two, when everybody’s feeling a little more cheerful, we’ll open up again and get back down to business.  I’ll come by and collect the house cut to pay the overhead with, and I’ll hold what’s left over for Clara’s nephew.  I’m certain she’d want to keep the place operating.”


Kate, a lanky redhead from Alabama, spoke up.  “What about when the fella shows up?  What then?”


“Why, we’ll just do our best to persuade him to stay in business.  It shouldn’t be hard for me to convince him that this place is a gold mine.  I am a pretty good convincer, you know.  It’s how I make my living.”


Then, for the first time since learning of Clara’s death, Alfred Oltorf managed a smile.  “And I’ve got a hunch you ladies will do your part to make the young man feel at home.  So what do y’all say?”

Everybody agreed it sounded like a pretty good plan.

