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Allen/THE HOUSE ON NAVARRO


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

One year later

On a warm spring afternoon a buggy drawn by two horses pulled up to the spot where the main house of the Jorgenson Ranch had once stood.  Alfred Oltorf held the reins.  Beside him sat Alexander’s mother, Eleanor, and behind them, Maricruz.  In her arms was four-month-old James O’Malley Porter, a beautiful, chubby baby with black hair, cinnamon skin and dark green eyes.  Alexander and Whiskey Dick, each on horseback, rode on either side of them.

Alfred helped Eleanor, then Maricruz and little James, down from the buggy.  Alexander and Dick dismounted, and two young vaqueros trotted out and took charge of the team and the other two horses.

“Bienvenido, Patrón,” one of the vaqueros greeted Alexander.  He tipped his hat to Maricruz and said, “Patrona.”  Admiring the baby, he added, “El niño está bien bonito.”

Everyone admired the two-story structure that was being built on the foundation of the previous house.  The framing had just been completed.

“Oh, I just know it’s going to be beautiful,” Alexander’s mother said.  “Beautiful and big.”

“We figured we’d need lots of room, Mother.”  Alexander put his arm around Maricruz and kissed her cheek and the baby’s.  “Little James is bound to have a few siblings.  And, of course, Dick will have his own room for his visits.  And you and Alfred will have yours.”

A powerful friendship had developed between Alfred and Eleanor when she had come for the wedding a year before.  They had spent many hours together while he had slowly convinced her to accept her son’s business situation, her daughter-in-law’s ethnicity and background, and the fact that Alexander would be making his life in South Texas.  At first she had been horrified by the fact that her son was running a brothel and that Maricruz had once been employed there.  But the old lawyer had employed all his charm and power of persuasion to help her understand it was something she would just have to live with.  Since the wedding she had made three more visits to San Antonio, and with each one—and the exchange of a hundred letters—their relationship had grown closer.  Later this very week there would be another wedding:  Alfred and Eleanor were getting married.

Maricruz’s relatives came hurrying out of their adobe huts, which were being renovated and expanded, to greet everyone.  It was only the second time they had laid eyes on James, and after a round of hugs, Maricruz put the baby in Piedad’s arms.

“Se parece a su abuelo,” said Piedad.

“My aunt says he looks like my father,” Maricruz translated for Alexander’s mother.

“Then Mr. O’Malley must have been a very handsome man,” Eleanor said.

“Sí, señora,” Piedad said sadly, remembering the only man she had ever loved.  “Era guapísimo.  Pero más importante, era un hombre muy bueno, muy noble.”

Alexander’s mother was gradually changing her way of looking at life.  She was beginning to love Maricruz like a daughter and had long since stopped judging her.  Maricruz was a good woman who made Alexander happy, and in the end, she had come to realize, that was all that mattered.

Maricruz took Alexander’s hand, and, moving away from the others, they stepped up onto the foundation of what would be their casa del campo.  They passed through where the living room and dining room would be, the big down-stairs bedroom, a small parlor, and into the kitchen, which was being built right where the old one had been.  For a long moment she looked at the very spot where she had been raped, but said nothing.  Then she led Alexander to the area of the tiny room where Hoyt Senior had spent the last decade of his life, after the stroke.

It was also the room Hoyt Junior had occupied for the final months of his life.  Miraculously, he had survived his gunshot wound, but he had been paralyzed from the neck down.  He had been brought home and had been installed in the same little room, where he had spent the remainder of his life helpless and in excruciating agony.  Grudgingly, Piedad and Libertad  had cared for him.  Unlike his father, who, though frustrated by his inability to speak, had tried to remain agreeable, Hoyt Junior had been verbally abusive to the end.  But it wasn’t the spinal injury that had eventually done him in.

“It must’ve been a terrible, terrible way to die,” Alexander said.  “Burning to death, totally unable to even try to escape.”

Maricruz squeezed his hand and shuddered.  “The very worst,” she agreed.

“And so strange that a man who couldn’t move his arms or legs could manage to knock over a lantern.”

“Pues ¿Sí, verdad?”

There were two people—and only two—who knew how it had really happened.  One night several months earlier, Maricruz’s Abuelo Gilberto had had too much tequila.  That same day Junior had been especially difficult when Piedad was changing his diaper, and she had complained bitterly about it to her father.  Finishing what was left of his bottle as he and Piedad sat alone under the stars outside their adobe, he had told her his theory of why and how James O’Malley had died.  Then they had each retired to their rooms.

Later that night Gilberto had stepped outside to relieve himself just as Piedad came hurrying across the yard from the main house.  As he watered the ground he saw the area of the house around the kitchen erupt in flames.  He was tucking himself away as Piedad approached the hut.  Neither said a word, but they did exchange conspiratorial nods before slipping back inside and into their beds.

“I do think,” Maricruz said pensively, “that somewhere deep, deep down inside him, there was a little bit of good.  Just a little.  They say there is a little bit of good in everyone.”

“Even in someone like Nariz?”

She chuckled and said, “Well, maybe not in everyone.”

They finished looking around the new house, each thinking of all that had happened and all that lay ahead.  During the past year Alfred had taken care of Maricruz’s rights to her half of the ranch, and after Junior’s death a deal had been worked out with Elizabeth and Lizzie, who had jointly inherited Junior’s half of the property.  Maricruz and Alexander would operate the ranch, paying Elizabeth and Lizzie a share of the yearly profits.  If things went well, they hoped to eventually buy them out altogether.  They both had a lot to learn about the cattle business, but they were determined to keep the big place prospering.  With the help of the cowhands and vaqueros who knew the ranch so well, they would succeed.

The house on Navarro was still going strong and would for years to come.  Alexander and Maricruz had bought their own city home just a block from Alfred’s, leaving Alma and Kate in charge of Miss Clara’s.  Alexander continued to drop by several times a week, mostly to collect his share of the profits, and Maricruz often accompanied him to see how the girls and the Washingtons were doing.  But little James was now the center of their lives.

Whiskey Dick was finally beginning to slow down.  It had taken him weeks to fully recover from the head wound he had received at Whitewing Mountain.  It had taken much longer for his pride to heal.  Nariz had surprised him twice, hitting him from behind in exactly the same part of the skull, the second time precisely while he was in the bushes relieving himself.  Then he had been staked out on the bare ground in his underwear.  Once again it had been Alexander—with the help of Maricruz—who had saved him from torture and death.  He had been on a mission to rescue someone and had had to be rescued himself.  It was downright embarrassing, and for months he had moped around feeling old and useless.

Lately, however, his good spirits had been returning, because he was finally beginning to accept the fact that he was an old man.  He still visited the house on Navarro, just not every night like before.  He still gambled and drank bourbon whiskey, just not as often and as much as he once had.  The birth of the baby had also done much to lift him up.  Alexander and Maricruz made it clear to him they expected him to be an uncle to their child, and he was happy with the new responsibility.  Dick took a lot of his meals with them at their home in the city, and he was looking forward to spending a lot of time at the ranch when the new house—with his very own room—was completed.  He understood that his life wasn’t over; it had just entered a new phase.

Maricruz and Alexander rejoined the others in the yard, where a couple of the ranch hands were setting up a table and chairs for the guests in the shade of a big mesquite tree.  Piedad and Libertad were in their adobe putting together lunch, and Eleanor Porter—soon to be Oltorf—had just stepped inside the hut to ask them if there was anything she could do to help.

Maricruz sat down and began to nurse James O’Malley Porter under a cotton shawl, and Alexander, Alfred and Whiskey Dick sat down around her, each of them lighting big cigars and stretching their legs out in front of them.  Gilberto Santiago came out with a fresh bottle of tequila and a handful of shot glasses.  Maricruz swayed the baby gently and smiled at the people around the table.

She felt a nibbling at her ear, warm breath, lips soft as cotton.  She didn’t have to turn to see who it was.

“Hola, Leti,” she whispered.  “¿Cómo estás, mi amor?”

Maricruz was completely happy, completely content, surrounded by ones she loved.
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