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CHAPTER TEN

Autumn, 1889
The morning after the reading of the will Hoyt Junior packed a few things into a saddlebag and rode to Whitewing Mountain, on the northwestern edge of the Jorgenson ranch.  It wasn’t really a mountain, as mountains go, but rather a dome-shaped hill that rose hundreds of feet over the plain.  But like other tall hills in the region, Whitewing Mountain appeared majestic and imposing compared to the surrounding terrain, thus it’s somewhat glorified name.  When he reached its base, he filled a large canteen at a trickling stream, then proceeded to the summit, forcing his horse to carry him despite the steep grade.  On reaching the top, he dismounted and stood for a long time staring out into the distance, which seemed to stretch on forever.  Most of what he saw was flat brush country, but there were similar hills—or ‘mountains’—to the south and north, rising here and there.  Eventually he began to feel his body and mind relax, which was what always happened when he came to this special place that he had always considered his and his alone.

He had discovered this spot as a boy of ten or twelve, and he had always seemed to do his best thinking here, where he could be completely alone.  He had always felt completely alone, even with people around, and actually being alone was somehow comforting.  He knew he was different from others in that regard, and he sometimes wondered how he had come to be that way.  Maybe, he thought, it had something to do with his father.  There had always seemed to be a barrier there, something that had held the old man apart from him.  Could it be because the two of them were so different, especially in physical appearance?  He remembered how his father had doted over his sister, always holding the little bitch in his lap, hugging and kissing on her.  He couldn’t recall the old man ever treating him like that.  Lizzie sure looked a lot more like the old man than he did; that could well be why he had always liked her so much more.  He and his mother had been closer, at least up until the time Lizzie got snake bit.  But whatever the reason, Hoyt Junior had always felt apart, and so be it.  He didn’t need anybody but himself, anyway, and was pretty much doing fine until yesterday, when he had learned he was getting screwed in the will.  That shouldn’t have surprised him, really.  He should have seen it coming.  Now he needed to decide what he was going to do about it.

He unsaddled the exhausted horse and tied him on a long rope to a lone, low mesquite tree, then he spread a blanket on the hard ground, sat down, and took a long drink of water from the canteen and stared off toward Mexico.  Though his memory was a little fuzzy because of all he’d drunk the day before, he remembered much of what Attorney J.H. Ross had said to him, and he saw that he had two options:  He could kill Maricruz and, if necessary, all her family; or he could be nice to her and probably reach some sort of accommodation.  The more he thought about it, the more he leaned toward the second course of action.  He certainly had no qualms about murder—eliminating James O’Malley hadn’t cost him a minute’s sleep.  But even though he would only be killing Mexicans, there was always a chance things could get messy.  He wasn’t worried about prison or the rope; even if he got caught he could easily buy off any of the lawmen in this part of South Texas.  Still, some vengeful friend or relative might take matters into his own hands.  With Mexicans, you just never knew.

Going along and being nice might be more trouble, but at least it wouldn’t be risky.  Maricruz was an ignorant servant, a peasant girl, but he had to admit she was beautiful.  And she was still in her teens, just beginning to blossom.  In a few years she would surely be even prettier.  With some polish she might be worthy of some sort of relationship with a man of his stature.  True, her being Mexican was a big drawback; but she was only half-Mexican, which made her somewhat more acceptable.  He maybe could even envision marriage, if absolutely necessary.  That was one sure-fire way to put the whole ranch in his name, no doubt about it.  So maybe J.H. Ross was right.  Maybe that was the way to go.  If things didn’t work out, there would always be the other option.

All this thinking took Junior the rest of the day and part of the night, and when he had arrived at a firm decision, he ate some sausage and cold tortillas and stretched out to sleep under the sky.  With the first hint of dawn he saddled his horse, descended Whitewing Mountain, and headed for the border.  What he needed now was a couple of days worth of whoring and drinking.  When he got that behind him, he would be ready to return to the ranch and put his plan in motion.

For her part, after the reading of the will Maricruz had gone about her business as usual, helping her aunt and grandmother with the cleaning, though there wasn’t much to do.  Mrs. Jorgenson and Lizzie had returned to their city homes the day after the funeral, and with Hoyt Senior gone to his reward, the big house was empty.  Although his passing had been a relief to just about everyone else, Maricruz missed the old man.  It had brought her satisfaction keeping him company and easing his frustrations, and she was sure he had been grateful for her attentions.  Though he couldn’t express himself, she knew it pained him that he had been largely ignored and avoided by his own kin, and she sensed he had come to love her more than he loved his wife and children.

She continued to ride Leti every afternoon, sometimes for hours.  As she rode, her thoughts were consumed by the last few days’ turn of events.  The fact that Mr. Jorgenson had willed her half of this land she loved and half of everything on it was slowly sinking in.  At first it had all been too overwhelming to even contemplate.  Hoyt Junior’s violent reaction during the reading of the will had frightened her, and she worried about what he would do when he returned from wherever he’d gone.  He had always been so distant and cold, and she had felt uncomfortable around him for as long as she could remember.  Then, there was the fact that she was totally unprepared to help manage a big business like the Jorgenson Ranch.  She knew a little about caring for cows and horses, but absolutely nothing about buying and selling cattle and balancing books.  If she were a white man it would be hard enough, but for a Mexican woman it would be next to impossible.  At times she thought it might be best to renounce the inheritance and let Hoyt Junior have it all, if such a thing could be done.  That would surely be the easiest way out.  But then she would think of Mr. Jorgenson’s wishes—and of her father.

James O’Malley had been gone for ten years now.  There were no photographs of him to keep his image vivid, and the picture she carried in her mind’s eye of her tall handsome papá was becoming more blurred with every passing year.  Her memories of the feelings between them were still sharp, however.  The love and protection she had lost when he died had left her with an emptiness that her aunt and grandparents had never been able to completely fill, hard as they had tried.  The lawyer had said Mr. Jorgenson had left her half of everything because he and her father together had made the ranch what it was, and that since her father wasn’t alive to claim his rightful share, that part would now belong to Maricruz.  When she rode past the cattle and the horses grazing, when she watched the men working, when she looked at the houses, barns, corrals and fences, she tried to see it all though the eyes of her father and feel the pride he must have felt in his accomplishment.  When she thought of her predicament in this light, she would tell herself she must step up to the task that had been thrust upon her, however difficult it might be.

Her family couldn’t offer much support; they were as bewildered by it all as Maricruz was.  Her tía, Piedad, could read and write a little, but her abuelos, Libertad and Gilberto, were illiterate.  The women were servants and Gilberto was a trail cook, and they knew of nothing else.  The notion that Maricruz could be la patrona was beyond their grasp.  They were content with their status and with what little they had.  That their Maricruz might become wealthy and powerful was incomprehensible to them.  So when she discussed the situation with them they viewed it all with skepticism, and she got the impression they felt she should decline the offer.

Like Maricruz, they were especially concerned that there might be trouble with Hoyt Junior.  Libertad and Piedad remembered how he’d been as a child:  not laughing and playing like a normal boy, but keeping to himself.  Now he was a grown man, twenty-seven years old, an age when most men had wives and several children.  But despite his wealth and good looks and the fact that eligible young ladies from all over South Texas had been throwing themselves at him for years, he was still a bachelor.  He had never even had a girlfriend, as far as anyone knew.  Some had speculated that maybe he was one of those peculiar men who secretly liked men, un joto, but that clearly wasn’t true.  Too many of the vaqueros had seen him cavorting with prostitutas in the border town cantinas.
But that he had always been a loner and would rather be with whores instead of settling down with a good woman didn’t make a man dangerous, and Libertad and Piedad clearly considered him dangerous.  Because of his obsession with order and cleanliness they had always been keenly aware of his temper.  Even when he was a child, if they didn’t make up his bed properly or if he found dust in his room, he would throw a fit.  If his shirts and pants weren’t starched and ironed just right, he would fly into a rage.  So they had learned early on not to chance it, and they took special care with his room and his clothes so that he would never have reason to complain.  In fact, they spent more time meeting Hoyt Junior’s demands than they did on meeting those of Mrs. Jorgenson.

He was also extremely particular with regard to his food.  At breakfast, his eggs had to be fried just the way he liked them:  sunny side up, the yolk runny, but not too runny.  His bacon had to be crunchy, but not brittle; his biscuits fluffy and moist; his coffee strong, but not bitter.  If something didn’t measure up there would be a tantrum, often resulting in a plate being knocked to the floor or a cup being hurled against a wall.  He preferred to eat breakfast alone, so that his parents wouldn’t be there to make him mind his manners.  That presented no problem because Mrs. Jorgenson and Lizzie usually got up late and Hoyt Senior got up way before dawn.  At the other meals, when the family was often at the table together, he was still picky, but he never screamed or threw things.  So the servants had learned to have everything perfect; it was well-worth the effort and avoided a lot of unpleasantness.  It had been years now since Junior had gotten really upset about the way they cooked his food or cleaned his clothes and quarters, but they feared that could change in an instant if they got careless.  He was like a bomb that could explode at any moment.  And they worried that Maricruz’s having been left half the ranch might be the fuse that would set him off.

Gilberto and his son Juanito had never had much contact with Junior.  Their job was to cook for the cowhands, and Junior, who preferred to have as little to do with the men as possible, only rarely ate chuck wagon food.  But the memory of the fateful trip to Dodge City was still fresh in Gilberto’s mind.  He knew about what Junior had done to the whore who had displeased him—James O’Malley had told him all the details.  And he was almost certain that the young man had taken his son-in-law’s life on that hot summer morning a thousand miles from home, though Gilberto had never discussed it with anyone.  If the word had ever reached Maricruz’s ears, or Piedad’s, they would surely have sought vengeance, and what good would that have done?  So he had kept his suspicions to himself, and he had warned Juanito to do the same.  But now that his granddaughter had inherited half the ranch he worried that Hoyt Junior might try to do away with Maricruz, as well.  Like Libertad and Piedad, he thought she should turn down the inheritance.

So as Maricruz roamed the ranch on Leti, she pondered her dilemma:  to give in to her family’s doubts and fears, or to face the challenge before her.  For now, she decided not to decide.  She would wait and see what the coming days would bring.

Early one morning a week after Hoyt Senior had been buried, Libertad, Piedad and Maricruz went about their normal chores on the first floor of the main house.  They swept the floors, dusted the furniture, and got everything prepared so they could fix Hoyt Junior’s breakfast when he came down from upstairs.  One of the hands had let them know Junior had ridden in around midnight, finally returning from his trip.  The kitchen was spotless, the biscuits were in the oven, the eggs and bacon waited beside a greased skillet, the coffee was hot.  The three women were apprehensive and fidgety, all wondering how Junior would behave when he appeared.  The wait was long and nerve-racking, but finally, a little after ten, they heard his foot-steps on the stairway, and they braced themselves for the worst.

“Buenos días,” he said, smiling brightly, as he walked into the kitchen.  “¿Cómo están?”

The three women stood silent, not believing their eyes and ears.  They couldn’t remember the last time he had even acknowledged their existence, much less offer them a smile and a friendly greeting.  For a long moment none of them responded.

Junior smiled again.  “¿Qué pasa?  Aren’t you ladies glad to see me back?”

Libertad looked nervously at Piedad and Maricruz, then answered, “Pues, sí, Patrón.  It is very good that you are safely home.”  She tried to return Junior’s smile, but she suspected this might be some sort of trick, and the muscles of her wrinkled old face wouldn’t quite cooperate.

After another moment’s silence Piedad spoke up.  “Are you ready for your huevos, Patrón?”

“No, Piedad.  Today I think I’ll have hot cakes, por favor.  And instead of bacon, I think I’ll have ham, if it’s not too much trouble.”

Junior had always eaten at a table in an adjoining room, the family’s informal dining area.  But today he sat down at the small servant’s table in the kitchen.

The women exchanged more nervous glances.  Number one, it was the first time ever any of them had heard him say “please”, or “if it’s not too much trouble”, or anything of the sort.  Number two, that a member of the Jorgenson family would sit down at the little kitchen table was something that simply didn’t happen.  Not even Hoyt Senior, who had always treated the Mexican women with amiable familiarity, had ever seated himself at their table.  But Maricruz managed to pour a cup of coffee and set it in front of Junior without spilling it, disconcerted as she was.  Libertad and Piedad set about cutting a few slices from a big ham and mixing a batch of pancake batter.

Junior sipped his coffee and directed a charming grin at Maricruz.  “El café está riquísimo.  And by the way,” he added, “you’re lookin’ lovely this morning, Maricruz.”

Piedad dropped her butcher knife, and the tip of the blade stuck in the wooden floor next to her big toe.  Luckily, no damage was done.

Maricruz thought maybe Hoyt Junior had gone crazy—a good kind of crazy, but crazy nonetheless.

“Gracias, Patrón.”  She managed to return his smile with a weak one of her own, then said, “¿Se siente bien, Patrón?  Do you feel all right?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever felt better.”  He took a couple more sips of coffee, paused for a moment, then said, “You know, while I was away I did some thinking.  A lot of thinking.”

Maricruz poured more coffee into his cup and waited for him to go on.

“I guess my daddy’s passing put me in a reflective mood.  And I’ve come to the conclusion that all my life I’ve been lookin’ at the world all wrong.”

“¿Mande?”
“What I mean is, I’ve been seeing the bad in everything and not the good.  I’ve never really appreciated all I’ve been given.  I’ve been selfish.  I haven’t considered the feelings of others.  I haven’t treated people like I should.  Here I am, one of the most fortunate men in this part of Texas, and I haven’t shared a lick of what I’ve got with anyone.  To boil it all down, I’m afraid I haven’t been a very good person.”  Junior frowned and shook his head in self-reproach, staring down at the table.  Then he said, “But that’s all about to change.”

None of the women knew what to think.  Was it possible for a person to change this much from one week to the next?  A long gap of silence followed, broken only by the popping of ham frying in a skillet.  Piedad handed Maricruz a small plate with a couple of biscuits on it, and she set it in front of Junior.

He buttered one of them and took a bite.  “Está delicioso,” he said as he chewed.

The rest of Junior’s breakfast went just like that.  He savored his pancakes, his ham, his third and fourth cups of coffee, commenting on how delicioso, how sabroso, how rico it all was.  When he was done, he lit a smoke and complimented the women on their cooking one last time, then excused himself.  After he had gone, they washed the utensils and dishes and put everything away, all the while whispering among themselves, trying to figure out what on earth was going on.

For the next several days Junior kept up the front.  At every meal he was the perfect gentleman, saying por favor and gracias and constantly complimenting the women on their cooking.  He commented on how perfectly cared for his clothes were and how clean the house was.  He was even nice to the ranch hands and gentle with the horses.  Every employee on the Jorgenson place was astounded by his transformation, and every day more of them were beginning to believe it was genuine.  It couldn’t be a trick, the believers argued; no one could be that good an actor.  The death of a loved one often had that kind of effect on a person, they said, causing him to take a good look at himself and his life.  Most of the men who had gone on the cattle drive to Dodge City when James O’Malley had been murdered began to whisper among themselves that maybe their suspicions about Hoyt Junior’s involvement in the killing had been unwarranted, that some elusive thief had in fact been the culprit.  Libertad and Piedad, who knew Junior better than anyone, even began to believe that he might really have changed.  But Gilberto Santiago refused to entertain the possibility, though the old cocinero kept his opinion to himself.

Maricruz wasn’t sure what to think.  On her long horseback rides she continued to analyze the situation.  If Hoyt Junior’s change was real, it would make things easier for her, that was for sure.  Just being able to think of him as a friend and partner, and not someone to be afraid of, would allow her to live in peace and to devote her energy to learning the business of cattle ranching.  Even though he wasn’t a hands-on patrón, content instead to let the ranch run itself, he surely knew more than she did, and he might even be willing to share his knowledge and to work with her to keep the ranch going strong.  Maybe she could even improve the lives of the ranch hands and their families by building them better places to live and providing a good school for their children.  She could envision a wonderful life ahead of her, but it all depended on Hoyt Junior, and she hoped and prayed that he truly was a new man.

Today she had been out riding since right after lunch, and the time had flown by without her realizing it.  The sun was starting to sink in the west, and the afternoon was winding down.  The mid-level clouds floated slowly by, reflecting the pink light of a beautiful sunset.  As she reined Leti in the general direction of the main headquarters, two riders approached:  Hoyt Junior and the vaquero who managed this section of pasture.  Hoyt Junior motioned for the vaquero to go on ahead, and he fell in beside Maricruz.

“Hola,” he said cheerily.  “Qué bonita tarde, ¿verdad?”

She still felt a little bit uncomfortable being around him, especially alone and far away from the compound, but she hid her unease and said, “Sí, Patrón.  Está preciosa.”

“I think it’s time you stopped callin’ me Patrón, Maricruz.  After all, soon as the lawyer gets the paperwork done, we’re gonna be partners, socios.  How ‘bout just callin’ me Hoyt Junior from now on?  Or better yet, Hoyt.  ¿Qué te parece?”

“Está bien, Patrón.”

“Maricruz!” he said with mock reproach.  Then he flashed his most charming grin, trying to put her at ease.

She couldn’t help smiling a little.  “I will try.”

She stole a couple of glances at him, again thinking that he was the most handsome man she had ever seen.  Well, almost.  Her father had to have been the most handsome, though she could barely picture him now.  But Hoyt Junior was a close second.  Too, she admired the way he sat a saddle:  riding straight-up, his shoulders back, not slouching like so many men.

After a minute Junior spoke up.  “Maricruz, I’ve been meaning to apologize for the way I acted the day the will was read.  I’m ashamed to say it, but I was like a spoiled kid, throwing that fit and all.  I don’t know what gets into me sometimes.”  He looked her straight in the eye and said, “I hope you’ll forgive me.”

“No se preocupe.  Do not worry.  Lo perdono.  I understand why you were angry.”  She tried to hold his gaze, but couldn’t.  It was all too strange, this powerful man asking the forgiveness of a seventeen-year-old Mexican girl.

“Gracias.  Y háblame de tú.  There’s no need to be so formal anymore.  You’re not a cook or a maid now.  Like I said, you’re my partner.”

“I will try.”

“Gracias.”

They rode in silence for a while longer, then he said, “Speaking of us being partners, I imagine you’ve been doing a lot of thinking about that lately.”

“Sí, muchísimo.”

“¿Y?”

“It is all just so much…  All so…  ¿Cómo se dice?” 

“So much responsibility?”

“Eso.  It is so much responsibility.”

“Well, I want you to know you can count on me.  It may not seem like it, but I keep a close eye on business, have ever since my daddy got sick.  And I’d be happy to teach you everything I know.  That way you’ll have a good idea about how this ranch works, so that when it comes time to make decisions, we can make ‘em together.  What do you say?”

“Me parece muy bien, Señor.”  Then, “Me parece muy bien, Hoyt.”

“There you go.  Everything’s gonna work out fine.  Just relax and enjoy all the good things that are about to come your way.”

For a few minutes they rode without talking, admiring the sunset.  The semi-arid terrain that usually seemed hard and inhospitable in the harsh light of day, now appeared soft and inviting.  A southeasterly breeze cooled the air, and the landscape was a vast, soothing mix of pastels.  It had always been Maricruz’s favorite time of day.

Eventually Junior said, “Maricruz, another thing.  You don’t need to be workin’ in the main house anymore.”

“Oh, but I like to work.  It keeps me busy.  Besides, I like to be with mi abuela y mi tía.  We have a good time while we are working.”

“Hell, they don’t have to work anymore, either, if they don’t want to.  We’ll get somebody else to do it, and your folks can take it easy from now on.  Gilberto and Juan, too.”

“Gracias.  I will tell them, but I think they would not want to quit.  It is not hard work, and we all like to be busy.”

“I guess what I’m really getting at, is I want us to be amigos.  No more patrón y sirvienta, just amigos.”  He looked at her and added, “Maybe even more than amigos.”

“¿Mande?”
“You know, more than just friends.”  He reached out and lightly brushed her cheek with his fingertips.  “These last few days I’ve been seeing you in a different way, Maricruz.  I’ve been noticing how sweet you are, how pretty you are.  Make that, how beautiful you are.”

His gesture and his words forced her to look away in embarrassment.  She didn’t dislike it; it was just that no man had ever touched her that way, or said such things.  She had no idea how to respond, so she said nothing.

They rode back to headquarters not saying much else, Maricruz becoming more comfortable around Junior with every mile.

The next few days things went much the same.  Junior stayed on his best behavior, and Maricruz gradually became more confident that all would work out fine.  She continued to show up at the big house early every morning to help Libertad and Piedad with breakfast and the chores, and when Junior came down he would insist that she sit down at the kitchen table with him and have a cup of coffee while he ate.  In the afternoons he would sometimes accompany her on her rides, and he began to explain the business side of running the ranch.  Soon she felt relaxed enough around him to bring up her desire to better the lives of the employees and their families.  To her delight he agreed with her suggestion and even told her that he had been thinking along the same lines.  That sealed her decision, and she dismissed any possibility of renouncing her share of the ranch.  She would stay on the land she loved and devote herself to making her father’s legacy live on.

Very gently and respectfully, Junior began to ease Maricruz into a new phase in their relationship:  a courtship phase.  Sometimes as they rode along together he would reach out and take her hand.  If they stopped for a moment, he would lean over and kiss her cheek.  Her embarrassment gradually faded and she found herself reciprocating, giving his hand a slight squeeze and accepting the kisses with a welcoming smile.  She began to look forward to these moments and his always-clean smell and his gentlemanly manner.

She was convinced he was, indeed, a changed man, and everyone seemed inclined to agree with her.  Everyone but her Abuelo Gilberto.

One morning after breakfast Junior packed a change of clothes and left for Uvalde to do some banking and check in with J.H. Ross regarding the probating of the will, saying he might be gone for a day or two.  That afternoon Libertad got word of the death of one of her brothers in Piedras Negras.  Maricruz volunteered to hold down the fort while Libertad, Piedad, Gilberto and Juan traveled to the border for the funeral.  Since there wouldn’t be much to do at the ranch, Maricruz suggested they spend an extra couple of days in Mexico visiting their relatives.  Gilberto didn’t think it would be a good idea to leave Maricruz alone with Hoyt Junior, who would almost surely be back before the Santiagos, but he was outnumbered by the women who argued that it wouldn’t be a problem.  He relented, and they left the next day before dawn.

The day after that Maricruz awoke at the first hint of daylight and went outside to check the weather.  The leading edge of the season’s first norther was blowing in, and the sky was charcoal-gray, a sure sign that heavy rain was on the way.  The temperature was dropping rapidly, and strong gusts of wind kicked up dust and sand.  Shivering, she was about to step back inside when she saw a lone rider coming in at a walk from the direction of Uvalde.  There was very little light, but she could tell it was Hoyt Junior by his black horse and the flat, wide-brimmed hat he wore.  He was slumped in the saddle, not riding erect as he normally did, and she guessed he must be tired from the long ride.  She had found herself thinking about him constantly during the couple of days he had been away, and she felt a tingle of excitement, eager to be around him again.  She hurriedly washed and dressed, grabbed a wool sarape, and hurried to the main house to start his breakfast.  By the time he had put his horse up and walked to the house, she was already in the kitchen, getting a fire going in the big stove.

As soon as Junior came in through the side door she could tell he’d been drinking heavily.  He was unsteady on his feet, and his eyes were blood-shot.  He carried a two-thirds-empty bottle of tequila in one hand, his saddlebag in the other.  But she didn’t feel threatened; his broad grin quickly put her at ease.

“Hola, mi Maricruz,” he said cheerily, dropping the saddlebag to the floor and setting the bottle on the kitchen table.

“Hola, Hoyt.”  She smiled as he kissed her cheek.

He sat down at the table and stretched out his legs.  “Damn, it’s gettin’ cold out there.  Feels good in here, though,” he said, his speech slurred.  He sat for a moment as if in a daze, then looked around the room.  “Where is everybody?”

“Un hermano de mi abuela murió.  She and Piedad y mi abuelo y mi tío all went to Piedras Negras for the burial.  I hope that is all right.”

Junior started to smile, but immediately caught himself and forced an expression of sympathy.  “Of course that’s all right.  I’m just sorry to hear about her loss.”  Then, “Will they be away for a while?”

“Maybe unos días.  I told them I could take care of everything here.  I hope that is all right.”

“Of course.  After all, there’s not much to do around here nowadays.”

“That is what I told them.”  She smiled at him again.  “Would you like your huevos now?”

“I surely would, if you’d be so kind.  And bacon, too, por favor.  I’m starving.”

She set a cup of steaming-hot coffee in front of him and said, “How was your trip?”

“Good, good.  I saw the lawyer, and he says things are movin’ right along.  In a few days he’ll be out here with some papers for us to sign.”

He left the coffee untouched and took a pull on the bottle instead.  While Maricruz busied herself with breakfast, he remained quiet, trying to think clearly, though it wasn’t easy what with all the tequila he’d had.  She looked delicious right now.  The form of that beautiful tight little butt showing through her cotton skirt.  Those luscious breasts.  That tiny waist and flat belly.  The long legs.

He knew Maricruz was really starting to like him, and the funny thing was, he was really starting to like her, too.  What had started out as a performance, an act, had somehow turned into something else.  Just in the past couple of days he had begun to realize it.  In trying to appear to be a genuinely changed man, he was beginning to think he might actually be a changed man, or at least might be heading in that direction.  It was like Maricruz was bringing something out in him he hadn’t known was there.  He knew nothing of love, but he was starting to suspect that what he was beginning to feel might be what they call “love”.  Sure, he desired her and had lately been fantasizing almost constantly about having his way with her.  But he was beginning to think there was more to it than just lust.  It was as if there was something about her that made him feel not quite so alone, that made him want to be with her in ways other than sexual.

Over the last few days he had even begun to think he might actually marry her.  It definitely made sense from a business point of view, a way to put the ranch completely in his name.  But it might be nice in other ways, too.  Just being around her was a pleasure.  After he had finished his business in Uvalde, he had thought about taking a quick trip to the border.  But then he realized he missed her company, her smile, the little looks she gave him.  No one had ever come close to having that effect on him.  Admiring her now as she cheerfully went about preparing his breakfast, he pictured how it could be.  Having her as his wife would be no sacrifice.  She was one lovely creature, and her being part Mexican didn’t bother him anymore.  Not at all.  Yes, that was what he was going to do:  When the time was right, in a few days or weeks, he would propose marriage.

He took another big gulp of tequila.

But he had to go slow, not do anything to scare her off.  He might be changing, but he knew there was a lot of bad still in him.  A whole lot of bad.  And it had to be held down, kept locked inside.  But damn she looked good right now.  He felt something dark rising up from way deep within.  One more long pull on the bottle.  Keep a grip, he thought, sit tight, don’t ruin this.  Easy, easy, he told himself.  All right…  All right…  I’m all right now.  

But when she turned around with the coffee pot in her hand, the sight of her breasts pushing against the worn fabric of her cotton blouse caused him to lose all control.  As she approached the table, he stood up and wrapped his arms around her and pressed his mouth against hers.  She stiffened and tried to jerk away, and he tightened his grip.  She had been looking forward to their first real kiss, but not this.  There was nothing tender or loving about it, and he didn’t smell at all nice, like he usually did.

She tried to shove him away, saying, “No, no.  ¡Así no!  Not like this!”  

Her rejection infuriated him, and he grabbed her even tighter, causing her to drop the pot, spilling coffee across the floor.  Now he was all over her, ripping open the front of her shirt.  She continued to try to push him off, but it was impossible.  She was amazed at his strength as he slammed her face-up on the table and reached under her dress and ripped away her underwear.  In spite of her struggling with all her might, she was helpless.  Then she felt a searing jab between her thighs that was like no pain she had ever known.  She tried to scream, but he pressed his hand over her mouth, and now, besides the terrible piercing pain, she could scarcely breathe.

When he was spent he relaxed his hold on her.  Her pushing, which had never stopped, now succeeded in forcing him back on his heels, and he began to slip and slide on the spilt coffee.  He lost his balance and fell backward across the floor toward the hot stove, instinctively reaching out to break his fall.  But when his hand met the intense heat of the cast-iron, he jerked it away.  And the left side of his head plunged into a half-inch of blazing-hot bacon grease.

Junior shrieked and bounced off the stove-top, collapsing on the slick floor.  Maricruz, gasping for breath, the pain raging between her legs, slid off the table and tried to steady herself as she stared down at Junior.  Although he was writhing in agony, screaming at the top of his lungs and slapping wildly at his head with both hands trying to put out the fire, she could see enough to tell that his left ear, popping and sizzling from the scorching grease, was mostly gone.  Around what was left of the ear, a patch of skin glowed the angry red of a deep burn.

In a heartbeat she bolted out the kitchen door, clutching her tattered clothing to her body as she ran across the big yard toward her hut.  In less than a minute she stuffed a few things into a cotton sack and then ran to the main barn, where she grabbed the first bridle she saw.  In the adjacent corral she quickly caught Leti and, not wasting time to saddle her, swung open the gate, jumped on her back and was gone.

It was past dawn now and people were stirring, coming out of their adobes, wondering what was that horrible screeching coming from the main house.  As Maricruz rode past them, urging Leti into a gallop, they called out to her—“¿Qué pasa?  Por Dios.  ¿Qué está pasando?”
But she didn’t answer, just stared straight ahead, as the cold, wet wind gusted all around her.

She stopped riding an hour after dark and passed the night in absolute misery.  When she left the ranch she had decided to head for San Antonio.  Though she had never been there and didn’t know a soul there—except for Elizabeth Jorgenson—she knew it was a big city where she might blend in and never be found.  She had wanted desperately to go to Piedras Negras where her relatives were, but she figured that would be the first place Hoyt Junior would look for her.  Her main fear was that he would find her.  That fear would determine the path of her life for a long time to come.

Through the day she had ridden across prairie, pushing Leti as hard as she dared, avoiding roads and the main trails.  The bitter north wind chilled her to the bone, and the pain between her legs made riding bareback difficult.  To make matters worse, she had been in such a hurry to leave the main house that she had forgotten her sarape, leaving it hanging on a wall peg in that kitchen where her life had been ruined.  If only she had heeded the warnings of her Abuelo Gilberto.  What a fool she had been!  Just this morning she had been so happy Hoyt Junior had returned from his trip to Uvalde, so glad to see his handsome, smiling face, so eager to be near him.  Then in an instant, completely without warning, he had become the devil himself.  And now what, she wondered?  It was obvious that his drastic change over the past weeks had been a trick, all part of a plan to take over her part of all that his father had left her.  It had almost worked, too.  But now that he had shown his true self, she knew that to insure control of the ranch, he would have to track her down and kill her or, worse, make her his prisoner for life.  Also, there was the terrible burn he had suffered falling into the big skillet of frying bacon.  He was a vain man, obsessed with his appearance, and the disfiguration would probably make him even crueler, more violent, more evil.  He would probably even blame her for the wound and the hideous scar that would mark him forever.  She prayed the burn might even kill him, maybe because of infection, but she knew that would be unlikely.  Her only real hope was to hide, so that their paths might never cross again.  Even if it meant forever losing contact with the ones she loved.

She hadn’t eaten all day and had only stopped a few times to drink from creeks or stock tanks.  She used a rock to beat the thorns off a prickly pear and chewed on the plant as the night cold settled in.  The rain hadn’t lasted long and the wind had now died down, and the sky was clear and filled with a million bright stars.  She would have loved to build a fire, but she had no matches, so she huddled against the rock wall of the ruins of an abandoned house and tried to cover herself with the few clothes she had thrown into the cotton sack before leaving home.  There was enough vegetation close by so that Leti could graze, and Maricruz kept one hand wrapped around the end of the reins.  Leti sensed that something was not right and that Maricruz was distraught, and from time to time through the night she would nuzzle Maricruz, and Maricruz would stand up and put her arms around the horse’s neck, returning the love of the only friend she had left in the world.

The first blast of cold air of the season never lingers in South Texas, and the next afternoon the temperature rose into the sixties.  The sun burned brightly in a cloudless sky, and Maricruz found herself feeling a little better.  The pain brought on by the brutal rape was now more emotional than physical, which at least made riding easier.  In the morning she had passed a small grove of pecan trees and had gathered a bunch of prematurely-fallen pecans to eat through the day.  By late in the afternoon she felt she had put enough distance between herself and the Jorgenson Ranch so that she could safely get on the main road to San Antonio, and her luck began to change for the better.

The sun was an hour from setting when she saw a quarter-mile ahead a wagon pulled by a team of two mules.  Hanging back, she studied the travelers until she decided she could safely approach them.  There were two adults up front—a man and a woman, probably in their thirties—and a wagon-load of children of all ages, the older ones riding with their legs dangling off the sides.  They were Mexican, all singing and laughing, dirt-poor but happy.

“Buenas tardes,” Maricruz said as she rode up even with the mule team.

The travelers could see she was dead-tired, probably in some kind of trouble and in need of help.

“Buenas tardes,” said the man of the family.  He was thin and very dark and wore a straw hat and old clothes covered with patches.  The woman was plump, her smooth skin not as brown as his, but her clothing was just a ragged.  The adults smiled kindly at Maricruz, and the children in the wagon bed stared with big eyes at this young woman riding alone on the pretty pinto.  A couple of the boys were in their teens, old enough to fully appreciate Maricruz’s remarkable beauty.

“¿Está usted bien, señorita?” the man asked.  “¿La podemos ayudar?”

Maricruz instinctively knew she could trust these people, and she told them that no, she wasn’t all right and that, yes, she did need their help.  She said that she’d been badly mistreated by un maldito Americano and had had to leave her home and family fifty miles to the west and that she had no food, no money, no warm clothing, and no way to start a fire.  She went on to tell them she was going to San Antonio, where it would be difficult for the evil man to find her, but that she did not know anyone in the city.

The man and the woman listened sympathetically, then conferred among themselves.  After a minute the man said, “No se preocupe, señorita.  La vamos a ayudar.”

He introduced himself as Ramón Sánchez and told her that they, too, were going to San Antonio and that she could ride along with them the rest of the way.  Today they would travel until dark, he said, then stop and make camp for the night.  They would be honored to share their frijoles y tortillas y nopales with her and that they would make a nice fire, so she could keep warm.  The next day, he told her, they would stop at the home of some relatives a dozen miles outside of San Antonio.  Then the day after that, they would go into the city where they also had familia.  In San Antonio, he said, one of their relatives worked for a fine man, a lawyer, and that she would surely be happy to ask the lawyer to help Maricruz find a place to work and live.

Maricruz thanked them and thanked God for putting these people in her path.  For the first time since leaving the ranch she began to believe there might be hope for her after all.

That night she slept like a stone beside the embers of a mesquite-wood campfire, with some of the young children huddled close around her.  The following day was also clear and beautiful, and the temperature reached the mid-seventies.  They traveled at a leisurely pace, and Maricruz invited the children one by one to ride with her on Leti.  Late in the afternoon they reached the home of the relatives, a small ranchito just southeast of a German community called Castroville.

The man of the house, Vicente Sánchez, was a first cousin of Ramón Sánchez, and, like Ramón, he had a wife and many children.  Ramón and his wife Chula introduced Maricruz to everyone, and the family of Vicente Sánchez immediately embraced her just as the others had done.  That night they ate a big supper of cabrito, frijoles y arroz, and Ramón and Vicente got drunk on mescal, but they were happy drunks and the liquor only made them even more affectionate with their wives and children.  Maricruz felt safe and her belly was full, and the events of two days earlier began to weigh a little less heavily on her body and mind.  Again she slept well, and with the sunrise she was ready to go the rest of the way to San Antonio where she would face whatever new life awaited her.

She had noticed the way Vicente Sánchez had admired her horse, and she had been worrying about Leti’s future in the big crowded city.  She doubted it would be a good place for an animal used to wide-open spaces, and she knew it would be hard to care for her there.  Though it was one of the hardest things she had ever done, before leaving she drew Vicente aside and asked him if he would let Leti stay behind.  He was delighted and promised he and the children would take good care of her and that Maricruz would be welcome to come out and visit them and the horse whenever she could.

“Te voy a extrañar, mi amor,” she whispered in Leti’s ear when it was time to go.  “I will miss you, but I will return.  Te lo juro.”

Tears flooded her eyes as she kissed the pinto’s cheek and then walked away to catch up with the wagon as it pulled out of the yard.  Before they reached the road she looked back at Leti, who stood inside the small corral with her head over the top rail, watching them go and wondering why Maricruz was leaving without her.

* * * *

Noon the following day found Maricruz in the home of the lawyer who employed Lupe Contreras as his cook and housekeeper.  Lupe was a cousin of Chula Sánchez, and they had arrived at Lupe’s tiny frame house on the west side of San Antonio in the early afternoon after leaving the ranchito of Vicente Sánchez.  Another big meal had been prepared, and Lupe, a widow, and her five children, four dogs and six cats had accepted Maricruz just as hospitably as all the others had.  Just as Los Sánchez had promised, Lupe had immediately agreed to help Maricruz find work in the city.

Maricruz helped Lupe clean the floors and dust the expensive furniture of the lawyer’s house, then helped her fix his lunch of fried chicken, mashed potatoes and biscuits.  He was at work, but usually came home for lunch, and they expected him to arrive any minute.  As they worked Maricruz told Lupe her story, and Lupe suggested she tell it also to the lawyer, saying he was a good man, un caballero de confianza.  She said she was sure he would not only find a place for Maricruz in the city, but that he would also be willing to help her see that her tormentor was punished.  But Maricruz had no interest in seeking justice.  Her fear of Hoyt Junior was so powerful that she just wanted to put the whole incident behind her, even if it meant being separated from her home and family.  Besides, she doubted anyone could make him pay for what he had done to her.  She knew he had great influence over the lawmen in that part of South Texas and that he was very tricky and could make anyone believe anything he wanted them to believe.  Hadn’t he convinced her and almost everyone at the ranch that he had changed completely following his father’s death?  And what about the terrible burns he had suffered falling into the skillet of frying bacon grease?  He might even be able to convince the authorities that she was responsible, might even see that she was the one who went to jail.   No, she had no desire to pursue the matter.  As for her half-ownership of the ranch, she should have known it was never meant to be, and she realized she’d been a fool to think otherwise.

The lawyer came in through the side door and stepped into the kitchen.  He greeted Lupe and smiled at Maricruz, then said, “Lunch smells delicioso.”

“Gracias, Señor Alfred.”  Lupe helped him remove his suit coat and said, “Señor, ella es Maricruz.  Maricruz, él es el Licenciado Alfred Oltorf, mi jefe y el dueño de esta casa.”

He held out his hand for Maricruz to shake and said, “Mucho gusto, señorita.  Bienvenida.”

“Mucho gusto, señor.”  She smiled timidly and gave his hand a quick shake, then stared down at the floor, feeling very much out-of-place.  He seemed kind and gentle, but she had never before met a wealthy big city lawyer.  She noticed that he was pink and round and soft, not at all like the hard-muscled men she’d always known.
Lupe said, “Señor, Maricruz has just come to the city.  I tell her you maybe help her.  She is a very nice muchacha.  Muy honesta, muy trabajadora.  A very hard worker.”

Alfred Oltorf stepped into a small room just off the kitchen where he took his meals and sat down at the table while Maricruz placed a cup of coffee in front of him.  He sipped the hot coffee and thought for a moment.  “As you can see, Maricruz, I live alone, so there’s not much need for anyone else around here.  But I happen to have a dear friend, a very sweet lady, who I’m almost certain can put you to work.”

While Alfred ate his lunch he tried to talk to Maricruz about her background and about what had brought her to San Antonio, but she didn’t offer much information.  Though she instinctively trusted him, her decision not to talk about what had been done to her was firm, so she simply said that she had been separated from her home and family and had come to the city to begin a new life.  It was obvious to him that something terrible had happened to her and that she was afraid to discuss it, but he didn’t press the issue.

After lunch they left Lupe to finish the housekeeping, and Alfred and Maricruz walked a few blocks toward the center of town before turning north on Navarro Street.  The day was much warmer than it had been the previous couple of days, and the streets were filled with activity.  Maricruz was amazed by the number of buildings, some of them several stories high, and the hordes of people, many of whom rode in fancy coaches drawn by horses or mules.   Some were poor farmers bringing their harvests in to market.  Others were obviously very well-to-do, dressed in expensive suits and dresses.  Besides English and Spanish, she heard people talking in strange languages that she would later learn were German, Italian and French.  There were no open spaces at all, just people, houses, shops and businesses, all jammed together.  She had never imagined a city could be this big.

When they arrived at a pretty two-story red-brick house Alfred said, “Here we are, Maricruz.”

He gave her a reassuring smile and studied her for a moment before they entered.  She was tall and very pretty, but obviously fresh off the rancho.  Her cotton shirt and skirt were worn and patched, her leather sandals obviously many years old.  Her long black hair was clean, but unevenly cut.  She seemed to understand English, but spoke mostly in Spanish.  She was completely out of place in the city, and he couldn’t imagine what misfortune had brought her here.  Yet she was clearly a survivor, and he felt a powerful desire to do all he could to help her.

“Before we go in,” he said, “let me tell you a little bit about this place, because what goes on behind these doors may seem somewhat shocking to you.”

She waited, expressionless, for him to explain.

“This is a business, of sorts, a place where a group of young women entertain gentlemen—for money.”  He paused a second, then said, “It’s a brothel.  Do you know what that is?”

“¿Es un burdel?”

“Yes, un burdel.  But a very, very nice burdel.  It’s very clean, and the clients are all well-mannered and respectful, as are the young ladies who work here.  There is no rowdy behavior, no fighting.  It’s a place where you’ll be in no danger whatsoever and where you’ll be very well-treated.  The owner, la patrona, is a very dear friend of long-standing.  She’s a wonderful lady, and I promise you’ll be safe here.”

Maricruz eyed him suspiciously.

Alfred knew what she must be thinking, and he stifled a grin and quickly said, “Your job would be to help the Washingtons, the Negro couple who take care of the domestic duties, with the cooking and cleaning.”  He paused a moment, then said, “Would you like to go in?”

“Sí Señor Oltorf.  Y muchísimas gracias.”

When she was introduced to Miss Clara Porter the kindness in the lady’s eyes put Maricruz at ease, and she knew she had found her new home.

For the next year and a half Maricruz worked as a servant in the house on Navarro.  Clara Porter rented a small room in a building next door for her, and Maricruz spent several hours a day, six days a week, helping Thomas and Mattie Washington.  When she wasn’t helping the Washingtons she did things for the young women, helping them with the cleaning of their clothes and their rooms, for which she was paid extra.  Everyone in the house got along well, and from the start they all treated Maricruz like one of the family.

On her day off she would visit Lupe Contreras and her children, who lived a half-hour’s walk away.  Every couple of months she would ask Miss Clara for two or three days off, and she would visit Vicente and his wife Esmeralda and their children on their ranchito west of the city.  They were taking great care of Leti, and the pinto seemed to have adjusted perfectly, what with the children treating her like a pet kitten.  The horse was always glad to see Maricruz, who would always bring her grain, carrots and sugar, and Maricruz would ride her for hours, just as she had in the old days.  The long rides would always make Maricruz think of home, and she could only pray that her loved ones were doing well and that someday they would all be reunited.

She thought also about Hoyt Junior, and her fear of him remained as strong as the day she had galloped away from the ranch.  Always present was the worry that he might happen onto her by chance in San Antonio.  She knew Elizabeth Jorgenson was living somewhere in the city and that it was possible he might come to visit his mother and run into Maricruz on the street.  She also worried that he might show up at Miss Clara’s, since he was known to love whorehouses, and that he might find her there.  The inheritance Hoyt Senior had left her and all the good it might have enabled her to do for her people still crossed her mind at times, but she had long since resigned herself to the fact that it just wasn’t meant to be.

With both Lupe and her children and Vicente and Esmeralda and theirs, Maricruz was very generous, always bringing little presents for the children and pressing money into the palms of their parents.  Between the salary Miss Clara paid her and the tips the girls gave her she had more money than she knew what to do with.  What better way to spend it than on the people who had helped her when she was so alone and desperate?

In the beginning the goings-on at Miss Porter’s had shocked Maricruz.  On busy nights she would help Thomas in the parlor, keeping the glasses clean and the ashtrays empty, and she was amazed that the girls, who seemed like such nice regular people, could go from man to man so easily, taking one after another back to their rooms like it was the most normal thing in the world.  But after months she became accustomed to it and began to see it as just another business.  Still, she couldn’t picture herself ever trying it.  Sometimes she would ask the women how they managed to be with different men night after night, and the answer was always the same:  that at first it was hard, but that it got easier with time and that with certain clients it could even be pleasurable.  The main thing, though, they all told her, was the money.  There was no other way a female could earn even a fraction of what they made in any other line of work.

The women treated Maricruz more like a little sister than a servant.  They gave her their second-hand clothing and bought her gifts:  soaps, perfumes, hairbrushes, ribbons, makeup.  They helped her with her English and taught her how to walk and act like a lady.  They cut her hair and showed her how to brush and comb it.  They taught her proper table manners and helped her lose the awkwardness of a girl from the rancho.  Her beauty began to shine like never before, and when the gentlemen would see her come into the parlor to help Thomas Washington they began to take notice.

One afternoon Maricruz was helping Alma clean her room and change the sheets.  Of all the girls, Maricruz felt closest to Alma.  When they were done Alma gave her an especially generous tip.

“Esto es demasiado, Alma,” Maricruz said.  For her it was more than a week’s salary.

“Try it in English,” Alma said pleasantly, not scolding.  She was spending lots of time teaching Maricruz the language.  “You’ll never learn if you don’t practice, sweetheart.”

“It is too much money,” Maricruz said, attempting to give it back.  Alma waved her off.  Reluctantly, Maricruz tucked the bills into the pocket of her skirt and said, “Thank you, Alma.  But are you certain you will not need it?”

“Honey, I make that much money in ten minutes.”  Alma sat down at her dressing table and began to brush her blond curls.  “You could, too, you know.”

Maricruz didn’t say anything, but she knew what Alma was talking about.  She noticed how the gentlemen looked at her when she went into the parlor to help Thomas.

“Have you ever thought about it?” Alma asked, looking at Maricruz in the reflection of the mirror.

“No.  Me daría pena.”  When Alma gave her a mildly chastising look for forgetting to speak English, Maricruz said, “I would be embarrassed.  Besides, I like the job I have.”

“But you don’t really want to be a maid all you life, do you?  In two or three years of entertainin’ the fellas you could save up a small fortune, then start some kind of business of your own.  Or maybe marry one of the clients and let ‘em take care of you for the rest of your life.  One way or another things usually end up workin’ out real good for Miss Porter’s girls.”

When Maricruz didn’t respond Alma asked, “Have you ever been with a man, honey?”

Maricruz looked away.  “I would not like to talk about it.”

Alma put down the hair brush and said, “From that glum expression, looks to me like you have and it didn’t go so good.  I’m your friend, honey.  It might do you good to tell me about it.  Maybe I can be of help.”

Maricruz considered that for a moment, then said, “I was with a man one time.  One time only.”  Then, after a longer moment, still avoiding Alma’s eyes, she whispered, “I was raped.”

Alma got up from her dressing table and held out her arms to Maricruz.  “I’m so sorry, Maricruz.  So sorry.”  After a long hug she stood back a little and looked Maricruz in the eye.  “But there’s one thing you’ve got to understand:  No matter how awful the rotten bastard who did that to you must’ve been, not all fellas are like that.  Not by any means.  There are a whole lot of good ones, includin’ most of the ones who come in here.  Don’t let what one no-good son of a bitch did ruin ‘em all for you.  No, ma’am.”

Maricruz remained silent, and Alma hugged her again.

Then after a while Alma said, “All I’m sayin’ is, you ought to give it some thought, entertainin’ the gentlemen, I mean.  It may not be the most respectable line of work, but who gives a damn?  This is a man’s world we live in, and there’s just one way us girls can get ahead in it.  That’s by using what men value most, our physical charms, especially what we’ve got down there between our legs.  Like it or not, those are the facts of life, honey.  You’ve got the looks and the body and you’re a real sweet girl, and Miss Porter’s is the very best place for a woman to work at in the whole damn State of Texas.”

Alma sat down, picked up her brush and turned back to the mirror.  “I’m just sayin’ you ought to give it some thought.”

Maricruz just nodded, then excused herself and went to clean Kate’s room next door.  But she did start to think about what Alma had said.

During the months that followed Maricruz continued her cooking and cleaning, still visiting Lupe and her children on her day off and hitching a ride out toward Castroville to see Leti and the Sánchez family whenever she could.  Miss Clara’s girls continued to treat her like a kid sister, giving her clothes and shoes and helping her with her hair and makeup, and she was becoming more self-confident every day.  Most of the women had the same talk with her that Alma had had, suggesting she get into a different line of work, and Maricruz found herself considering it more and more seriously.  What had at first seemed completely foreign to her now seemed almost normal.  Besides, it wasn’t like she was saving herself so that she might one day arrive at the altar a virgin; Hoyt Junior had robbed her of that possibility.  The clients were noticing her like never before, and some of them approached her.  Though she would politely reject them, explaining she was just a servant, now and then she would be attracted to a gentleman.  And with the bitter memory of the rape receding, she sometimes even felt sexual desire.  Still, she wasn’t ready to take the big step.

Late one April morning a few weeks after her nineteenth birthday she stepped down off a wagon carrying dry goods from San Antonio to points west and thanked the driver.  Carrying a change of clothes, a bundle of candy for the children and a ten-pound sack of oats for Leti, she walked the two-mile trail that led from the main road to the ranchito of Vicente and Esmeralda Sánchez.  When she topped a low hill that bordered their land she was shocked to see that the tiny house the family lived in was gone.  In its place was a flimsy tent and a crude lean-to propped against a pecan tree.  She could make out Vicente, Esmeralda and the children going about their daily activities in and around the tent.  Leti grazed closed to the tent and several goats, two burros and a couple of dogs were nearby.  She picked up her pace, and, on seeing her, several of the children began running out to greet her.  Leti raised her head and whinnied in recognition.

“¿Qué pasó?” Maricruz called out as the young ones swarmed around her.

“Una desgracia,” Vicente answered.  “Una terrible desgracia.”  He and Esmeralda were usually smiling and cheerful.  Today, however, they seemed defeated and beaten-down.

Maricruz knelt to hug the children and pass out the treats she had brought them while the adults related in rapid Spanish what had happened.  Two weeks earlier they had all gone into Castroville to buy salt, sugar, flour and other necessities, taking Leti along for the children to ride, with the burros pulling the cart.  The dogs had followed, as was their custom.  While they were in town a powerful afternoon thunderstorm had come up, cutting a wide swath through the area.  Maricruz remembered the storm, but hadn’t given it much thought; in San Antonio it had only brought an inch or so of rain.  Its high winds, however, had destroyed almost everything the Sánchez family owned:  the house, the shed, the corral, their vegetable garden, and all their hens and roosters.  Only the goats had escaped unharmed; their natural instinct had warned them to hunker down in gullies and ditches.  Since returning and discovering that all had been lost they had been trying to get back on their feet, but it was slow going without money.  They had had to sell a few goats just to stay alive.

“Pero gracias a Dios todos estamos vivos,” concluded Vicente.  “Los niños, los burros, los perros, las cabras y tu querida Leti.”

Maricruz walked over to her horse and put her arms around the pinto’s neck.  She whispered in Leti’s ear, and the horse nuzzled her cheek.

When she turned back to Vicente and Esmeralda and the little ones, the sadness on their faces moved her to make a decision.  Without giving it a second thought, she said, “No se preocupen más.  Do not worry anymore.  I will bring you all the money you need to rebuild your home, your shed, your corral, todo.”

She gave them each a hug and, not wasting another moment, she walked back up the trail toward the main road to San Antonio to do what she had to do.

A couple of hours after dark Maricruz was back at the house on Navarro, knocking on Clara Porter’s bedroom door.  She was tired from all the travel, but she had washed her hair and taken a long, cool bath, put on her nicest dress, which had been given to her by Alma, and used some of the makeup and perfume the girls had given her.  Refreshed, she decided not to delay in taking the big step she was about to take.  She was ready and didn’t want to wait until tomorrow, when she might change her mind.

Clara called for her to come in.  She was seated in a thickly-upholstered arm-chair, wearing a silk robe and slippers, reading a book.  Her face was washed clean of makeup and her hair was tied back in a bun.  She was obviously not planning to go into the parlor tonight to greet the customers; more and more now she was content to retire early and let the business run itself.

“You look lovely, dear,” she said, giving Maricruz a big smile.  “But I thought you’d gone out to see your friends for a day or two.”  Miss Porter indicated for Maricruz to take a seat in the room’s other big arm-chair.

Maricruz sat down, still amazed after all this time that a white patrona would treat a Mexican servant as an equal.  Clara set aside the book and gave Maricruz her full attention.  For a lady over sixty, she was remarkably wrinkle-free and beautiful; only her gray-white hair gave away her age.

“Miss Clara,” Maricruz said, her expression serious, “I have come to ask you if I might work in the parlor.  As one of your girls, I mean.”

Clara was silent for a minute, studying Maricruz closely.  She could hardly believe this was the same young woman Alfred Oltorf had brought to the house a year-and-a half earlier.  “Are you sure, dear?” she finally asked.  “It’s a mighty big decision.”

“Sí, Señora Clara.  I have thought about it for many weeks and am certain I would like to try it.”

Miss Porter had known this day would come.  She had seen the way her clients admired Maricruz, and she knew the other women had been encouraging her.  But Clara had never brought the subject up.  It was a decision Maricruz had to make all by herself.  “All right, then,” Clara said.  “You have my permission.  But I want you to promise me one thing, dear.”

“Dígame, Señora.”

“That you’ll only go to the room with gentlemen you feel entirely comfortable with, and that you won’t do anything you’re not entirely comfortable doing.  Agreed?”

“Sí, Señora Clara.  Y muchas gracias.”  She stood and smoothed her dress.  “I start tonight?”

“If that’s your wish.  For now arrange to use one of the other girls’ room when you have a client.  As soon as someone moves on you can take over that room, if you decide to continue.”

Maricruz excused herself, and Clara Porter watched her leave.  She hadn’t the slightest doubt Maricruz would be the biggest earner she had ever had.

Two weeks later Maricruz hired a coach to drive her out to the Sánchez place.  When she pressed a big wad of bills into Vicente’s hand—enough money to completely put everything back as it had been, and then some—the gratitude on the faces of the poor Mexican and his wife told Maricruz that she had done the right thing.

Her new life had begun.

