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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Three days after Junior had received his mother’s letter, Alexander, Maricruz and Alfred Oltorf sat around the kitchen table.  It was late in the afternoon, and it was just the three of them.  The other girls had finished their afternoon meal and were all in the rooms getting ready for the night, and Mattie and Thomas Washington were in their quarters resting.  Alfred, who had just put in a long day at the office, was sipping Scotch, and Maricruz and Alexander were having coffee.

Alfred could feel the glow of the young couple’s happiness.  They sat close together, unable to keep their hands off one another.  Shortly after Alexander’s arrival several months earlier, the lawyer had had a hunch that in spite of the vast differences in their backgrounds it would turn out this way.  He hoped Clara Porter was watching from somewhere above.  Nothing, he knew, would have made her happier.  Clara had had a special fondness for Maricruz, and she would know Maricruz would make her nephew a wonderful wife.

“I take it the wedding’s still on,” Alfred said with a smile.

“We’re that obvious?” Alexander asked.

“A blind man couldn’t miss it.”  Oltorf took a sip of Scotch.  “All the preparations coming along all right?”

“Everything’s just about set,” Alexander said.  “Nothing to it, really.”

They had decided to close the business one night and to have a small ceremony in the parlor.  They had made arrangements with a judge who was a good friend—and frequent client at Miss Porter’s—to do the honors.  Present would be the girls, the Washingtons, Alfred, Whiskey Dick, Lupe Contreras and her children, and Vicente and Esmeralda Sánchez and theirs.

Maricruz was saddened that her relatives wouldn’t be on hand, but she was not about to risk getting in touch with them.  All she could do was hope someday, somehow things would work themselves out and she would be reunited with them.  In fact, the only sore spot that existed between her and Alexander had to do with Junior Jorgenson.  Alexander wanted justice to be done, but Maricruz continued to insist on leaving well enough alone.  Alexander had brought the subject up a few times after she had told him her story, but she was firm in her decision, so he had decided to let it go, at least for now.  Why spoil this wonderful time in their lives with something so unpleasant?  Still, he had a feeling that the end of the tale had yet to be written, and she had the same nagging worry.

Besides the regular crew at Miss Porter’s, one other guest would be in attendance at the wedding:  Alexander’s mother.

Shortly after their trip into the hills he had written her and his male relatives at the family bank in Boston, informing them he had decided to make his life in Texas and that he planned to marry a wonderful young woman of Mexican-Irish descent.  The fellows at the bank had accepted his decision right off.  They had always suspected Alexander was destined for a life more adventurous than the one they led—and most of them secretly admired him for it.  But his mother had written several lengthy letters begging him to reconsider.  Not only would she miss him terribly, she had said, but marrying someone of Maricruz’s ethnicity was simply out of the question.  It was something a Porter just didn’t do.  But Alexander had held firm, answering her pleas politely, but refusing to budge, and she had finally given up.  In a letter he had received just yesterday, she had agreed to travel to Texas for the wedding, something he had invited her to do thinking she would never accept.  The big day was just a few weeks off, and he wondered how he would explain to his mother that the ceremony would be taking place in a brothel—his brothel—and that most of the female guests would be prostitutes.  That his bride was a former prostitute would be impossible for him to explain.  He had thought all this over and had come to a conclusion:  His only hope was Alfred.

“Alfred,” Alexander began, as he poured a couple more ounces of liquor into the lawyer’s glass, “I’ve got a big favor to ask.”

“Just name it.”

“My mother is coming for the wedding, and I’m afraid I’m going to be at a loss trying to make her understand all…this.”  He waved a hand, indicating the house and all that went on inside it.  “I’ve not been completely honest with her about the nature of the inheritance my Aunt Clara left me.”

“I assumed as much.”

“I told her it was a boarding house for young ladies.  I thought it best not to worry her with the absolute truth.  I figured telling her it was a boarding house was close enough.”  He paused a moment, then said, “I was hoping I could enlist your help in smoothing things over once she realizes what’s really going on here.  To be honest, I don’t think I can handle her by myself.”

Alfred’s grimace let Alexander know he would prefer not to get involved.

Alexander kept talking.  “You earn a very nice living persuading people to see things the way you’d like them to be seen.  It won’t be an easy task—in fact, it will probably be as difficult as any legal case you’ve ever taken on—but if anybody can keep my mother from completely breaking down when she learns the whole truth, that person is you.  So what do you say, Alfred?  Can I count on your silver tongue to avert a disaster?  It would be the most generous wedding present you could possibly give us.”

Alfred frowned again and scratched his pink bald head while he tried to think of a nice way to turn his young friend down.

Before he could refuse, Alexander added, “You’re the only one who can save the day—and not only because you’re a great talker.  I have a feeling she’ll be quite fond of you.  And that you’ll be fond of her.”

“Oh?”

Alexander nodded.  “She’ll see you as a cultured, refined gentleman here in the uncultured, unrefined West.  She’ll appreciate you manner, your intellect.  If she’ll listen to anyone, she’ll listen to you.  She’s snobbish and narrow-minded, I’ll admit.  But she’s really a great lady.  And still quite beautiful.”

Alexander leaned back in his chair and held Maricruz’s hand under the table.  They both looked at Alfred expectantly.

“Por favor, Uncle Alfred,” Maricruz said, giving him a pleading look she was sure he couldn’t resist.

“I suppose I could give it a try,” he finally said.  “But like I always tell my clients, I can’t predict the outcome.”  Maricruz stepped around the table and gave him a big hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“That’s all we can ask, sir,” Alexander said.  “All we can ask.”

Across Navarro Street, one building down, at that very moment Junior Jorgenson and Nariz were installing themselves in a small furnished upstairs apartment Junior had rented earlier that afternoon.  It was dusty and shabby and sat over a shoemaker’s shop, but it suited Junior’s purpose.  A window faced the busy street, affording a clear view of the front door of Miss Porter’s, and a private stairway led to the alley behind the building, so that they could come and go without being seen.  If the window curtains were pulled back in the brothel’s upstairs rooms, they could see right in, and Junior had bought a small brass telescope to enhance the view.  If Maricruz was indeed in the red-brick house, he would soon know it.  Then he would study her comings and goings and come up with a plan.  This time, he resolved, there would be no acting on impulse.  That had always been his downfall.  This time he would control himself.  He would think, not just act.

Everything was set.  Everything but the problem of Nariz.  His rank odor had already befouled the air in the two little rooms of the apartment, and they had only been in the place for a couple of hours.  They had taken the train from Uvalde, an eighty-five-mile trip, to save time, but Junior suspected they might later need good horses, so they had brought their mounts along on the stock car, then boarded them at a livery stable nearby.  Throughout the ride from the ranch to Uvalde and the time on the train Nariz had never stopped complaining.  It was too soon for him to be traveling, he had said.  His wounds weren’t properly healed.  He was still weak and needed bed rest.  He wasn’t yet accustomed to getting around on the wooden leg.  Still, Junior had a feeling he would be needing him, and he was trying hard to put up with the constant bitching and the nauseating odor.

“I still don’t unnerstand what we’re doin’ here,” Nariz groaned.  He pulled a bottle of whiskey out of his saddlebag and took a long pull.

“We’re looking for a woman who I’m pretty sure is in that brothel across the street.”  Junior had already pulled a chair up to the window and was adjusting his telescope.  “I’ve already told you that a dozen times.”

“Well, you don’t have to get snippy.  Just ‘cause you’re payin’ me don’t give you the right to talk to me thataways.  I’m warnin’ you, I won’t tolerate it.”

Junior was sure Nariz was giving him one of his menacing glares, but he refused to move his eyes away from the street.

“Don’t look like no whorehouse I ever seen,” Nariz remarked.

“Just take my word for it.”

Nariz took another pull on the bottle.  “You still ain’t told me what’s so special about the girl we’re supposed to be watchin’ for.  Besides, if you want to see her so bad, how come you don’t go on over there.  Much money as you got, you can afford to rent her as many times as you want, no matter how much she’s chargin’.”

“It’s not about that.  It’s a long story.”

“Then tell it, Junior.  Looks like we got all kinds of time.”

Now Junior did look at him.  “How many times have I got to tell you not to call me that?”

Calling him Junior was something Nariz had been doing more and more lately.  It was a sure-fire way to aggravate the boss.

Nariz ignored the rebuke, not even trying to suppress a grin.  “To hell with it, then.  I got no reason to give a shit anyways.”  He kicked off his one boot, unstrapped his wooden leg, and tumbled onto a bed in the next room.  He released a thunderous fart and was snoring loudly in no time.

Junior sat fuming, willing himself to keep a tight grasp on his temper.  It would be so easy just to tiptoe over to where the smelly runt lay sleeping and shove a sharp blade into his jugular vein.  But he held steady, sticking to his resolution not to act on impulse.  When this business was over, he just might indulge himself.

Night fell and the street lamps were lit.  One of the lamps stood directly in front of Miss Porter’s, brightly illuminating the entrance.  The house lights came on, too, giving the building an inviting glow.  Soon well-dressed gentlemen began to arrive, some on foot, some by coach, some of them alone, some in groups of two or three.  When one or two would leave, others would arrive.  It seemed there were never more than a dozen men in the house at any one time, but business was always steady.

Junior kept his little telescope trained on the front door, now and then focusing it on the upstairs windows.  From his second-floor vantage point he was unable to see much of the parlor; the drapes were mostly drawn.  But upstairs in one of the bedrooms the lights were on and the curtains were open.  Maybe he would see something useful as the night wore on.

A little after eleven o’clock an old-timer walked up to the building alone.  Something about him caused Junior to concentrate, and when the street lamp lit up the man’s profile, it hit him:  It was the old man who had confronted Nariz in the saloon in Bandera.  It was the one Nariz had clubbed with the butt of his pistol, the one who had killed his brother and sent him to Hunstville.

Junior glanced into the adjacent room where his sidekick was still snoring.  For now, he decided, he would say nothing.

It was a couple of hours after midnight and Alexander and Maricruz were upstairs getting ready for bed.  As usual Alexander had spent most of the evening in the parlor making the clients feel welcome.  Maricruz had been at his side for part of the time; the rest of it she had spent in the kitchen, enjoying Mattie’s company and chatting with the girls when they came in for a cup of coffee.

“What a nice crowd we had tonight,” Alexander said.

“Sí, ¿verdad?”  Maricruz kicked off her shoes and sat down in an arm-chair, stretching her long brown legs out in front of her.  She watched Alexander remove his suit jacket and tie.

“I am so happy Alfred agreed to talk to your mamá,” she said.  “I do not want her to be mad at you—or me.  I hope he can smooth things over.  ¿Así se dice?”

“That’s exactly how it’s said.”  He hung his jacket in the armoire and said, “I wish my español was getting even half as good as your inglés.”

“Do you think it will work?  That he can convince her, I mean.”

“He’s got a better chance than I do, I know that.  I love her, but she’s awfully stuck-up.  She sees the world one way and one way only.  But I suppose I was once a little like that, and I certainly changed.  Hopefully, she’ll change, too.”

Maricruz stood and stepped over to the big window that overlooked Navarro.  It was after midnight, and the street below was quiet.  “I just worry that she might be coming to San Antonio not for the wedding but to talk to you cara a cara—face to face.  Maybe she still thinks she can make you not want to marry me.”

He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.  “No one could make me not want to marry you.  Not even my mother.”

“¿Estás seguro?”

“Completamente seguro.  I couldn’t be more sure of anything.”

She turned to face him and gave him a lingering kiss.

Then he said, “If in the end my mother refuses to accept things the way they are, then so be it.  It’ll be her problem.  You and I are going to be together for the rest of our lives.  That’s all there is to it.”

Maricruz kissed him again, then closed the curtain.

* * * *

Across the street Junior had the spyglass aimed at their bedroom window.  When Maricruz had appeared in it, the sight of her shocked him.  He had no doubt it was her, but he could see how his mother hadn’t been able to place her immediately.  She was no longer the servant girl from the ranch; she was grown-up now—and more beautiful than he could have imagined.  For the few seconds she had stood there alone looking out the window a powerful wave of desire washed over him, consumed him.

Then the man had stepped up behind her and encircled her with his arms, nuzzling her neck.  Not like a customer in a whorehouse would embrace a prostitute, but like a man in love.  The man looked very familiar.  Right away he remembered him from the saloon in Bandera:  the Yankee-talking fellow who had rescued the old man from Nariz, blasting him point blank on the bridge of that massive nose with the tiny gambler’s pistol.  Junior tried to collect himself and his thoughts.  He hadn’t seen this one enter the house, which meant he probably lived there and might even own the place.  This had to be the one his mother had seen going into the house with Maricruz.  Maybe Maricruz wasn’t working in there.  Maybe—no, probably—they were a couple.  It sure seemed like it.

When she turned and kissed the fellow—not like a whore would kiss a customer—he knew he was right.  With that realization his desire was swept away by jealous rage.  He wanted to dash across the street and up the stairs to that bedroom and kill the son of a bitch right then and there.  When the curtain in the bedroom closed he bent over, grabbed his knees, and rocked back and forth, trying to endure the throbbing in his head.

In the next room Nariz snored on, and Junior now was certain bringing him along had been the right thing to do.

He stood up and began to pace the floor.  In less than an hour he had come up with a plan.

* * * *

For the next few days Hoyt Junior rarely left his post at the window, using his spyglass to watch the comings and goings at the house on Navarro and to peek into Alexander’s bedroom.  Once he  went out to visit the shop of a craftsman, and he custom-ordered two restraining devices he thought he might be needing in the days to come.  Aside from that he only left the hot stuffy rooms, which reeked more every day with Nariz’s putrid odor, to pick up a bottle and a quick meal.  It had occurred to him to visit his mother, whose house was less than a mile away.  But he didn’t want to chance missing anything, and he really had no desire to see her.

Nariz whined constantly about being closed-up in the tight quarters, so to quiet him Junior had suggested he bring up a whore to keep him entertained.  He even offered to pay her fee.  He wanted Nariz out on the street as little as possible; he didn’t want him running into the two he had tangled with in Bandera.  Nariz didn’t look out the window much, so Junior didn’t worry about him spotting them.  He knew Nariz would act impulsively if he learned the men were close by, and he decided not to let him know until it was absolutely necessary.

In the days and nights of watching Junior had learned a lot.  He was now positive that the Yankee was the owner of the brothel.  He didn’t come and go like a client; he definitely lived in the house.  Usually the man would go out in the early afternoon and be away for a few hours.  Some days he went out alone; other times he would be accompanied by Maricruz.  Their body language, their hand-holding, the smiles and looks they exchanged, told Junior they were truly in love, and it made his blood boil.  He could even make out a ring on her left hand that might be a wedding or engagement ring.  Whatever their relationship, Junior knew it was serious, and the jealousy tormented him relentlessly.  There was no doubt about it:  The son of a bitch would have to be eliminated.  But he also knew it wouldn’t be easy.  The fellow appeared green, but he definitely had guts.  To save the older one, he had stood right up to Nariz, a scary-looking devil if there ever was one, and he hadn’t hesitated in shooting him in the face with that little derringer.  Taking him out of the picture would be where Nariz would come in.

The old-timer would probably have to be dealt with, as well.  Every night around ten or eleven he entered the brothel, always dressed nicely like all the other clients.  He would stay several hours, leaving well after midnight.  Junior had to admire the fellow:  He had to be over sixty, yet he still showed up every night for his poke.  One afternoon he had come by the house and he and the Yankee and Maricruz had gone out together for a couple of hours, maybe for lunch.  It was obvious the three of them were close.

When the old man had confronted Nariz in the saloon in Bandera, Junior had thought he looked familiar.  Now he remembered where he had first seen him.  It had been years ago, fifteen or thereabouts.  His father had hired the fellow to catch cattle rustlers a time or two, and from what he could recall, he had done his job well.  That, plus the fact that he had killed Nariz’s twin brother and sent Nariz to the penitentiary, meant he was a good tracker and good with a gun.  He would surely try to help his friend find Maricruz if she were to go missing.  The fact that Nariz had taken him with a surprise blow to the back of the head meant little.  The old man might have lost a step, but he was more than likely still a tough customer, and he would have to be eliminated.  Nariz would be only too happy to take care of him, as well.

The more Junior watched Maricruz, the more he wanted her.  A few years back she could have been all his.  That, however, was water under the bridge.  All that mattered was what he would do now.  The fact that she legally owned half the ranch rarely crossed his mind; he didn’t care about that anymore.  He just wanted her.  And he would have her—or die trying.

They were riding side-by-side, close together, she on her pinto and he on the magnificent black mare he had bought in Fredericksburg.  It was a beautiful crisp autumn afternoon, not a cloud in the crystal-blue sky.  They were on the northern edge of the ranch, and the high hills that many called mountains rose in the distance.  She was no longer the young Maricruz, the girl of the ranch he had ridden with during that brief interlude several years ago, before the incident that caused her to flee.  She was grown-up and more beautiful than any woman he had ever laid eyes on.  And she was in love with him, belonged to him, and would forever.  As they walked their horses through the brush country he continually glanced her way, admiring her long black hair that shined like silk in the sun, her smooth cinnamon skin, her dark green eyes, the elegant way she sat her saddle.  They reached a spot where the flat plain rose, giving them a clear view of the hills to the north.

“It is beautiful out there, ¿verdad?” she said.  “Especially that one.”  She pointed at one of the first of the hills, which stood apart from the rest.

It rose from the plain like a great dome and was covered sparsely with sage and prickly pear.  At the top stood a solitary mesquite tree.  It was Whitewing Mountain, the place where he had always gone when he needed to be alone.  Far from any town, any house, where, from the top, he could look out in all directions as far as the eye could see, even look down on the buzzards and hawks as they glided along on currents of air in search of something to eat.  It was the special place where no one could find him, where no one could get within miles without his knowing about it, where the only sound was the wind.  He was sure there was no place on earth where he could feel more relaxed, more safe.

“That’s Whitewing Mountain, Maricruz,” he said, reaching out to take her hand.  “My favorite spot in the world.”

“It is so beautiful,” she repeated.  “Could we go closer?  Could we climb to the top?”

He had never imagined taking another person to his secret place.  But he didn’t hesitate in saying, “Let’s go.”

In an instant they were at the summit.  They had dismounted and were standing close together, gazing out into the distance.  The day was so clear they could even make out the faint outline of the Serranías del Burro, the mountain range of northern Coahuila that rose a hundred miles to the west, thousands of feet over the Mexican desert.  He put his arms around her shoulders, and she leaned against him.

“Es tan hermoso,” she said, wrapping her arm around his waist.  “Wouldn’t it be wonderful to live right here, mi amor?  Just tú y yo.”
“We could, you know.  I could have us a house built exactly where we’re standing.”

“You would do that for me?”

“I’d do anything for you, Maricruz.  Anything.  I’ll have us a house built right here.  Big house, little house.  Whatever you’d like.  I’ll have a water well dug, however deep it has to be.”

“You would really do all that?”

He promised her he would and hugged her tightly and they kissed.  Then she moved back a few inches and gazed into his eyes and reached out her hand, caressing the left side of his head with her fingertips.  He didn’t turn away in shame, because his skin was now smooth and his ear was where it should be.  Gone was the ugly open hole surrounded by scorched flesh.  For the first time in his life he was truly happy.

He felt a tugging at his foot, heard hollering.

“Junior!  Wake up.  Junior!”

He opened his eyes and saw Nariz standing at the foot of the bed in his underwear, scratching his crotch as he slapped at Junior’s boot.

He came abruptly out of his dream—his vision—and swung his feet to the floor.  “God damn it, stop callin’ me that!”

Nariz ignored the scolding.  “Little Bit wants her money.”

Little Bit was what Nariz called the girl who had spent the past several nights in his room, the whore Junior had hoped would keep Nariz amused.  She had long stringy hair, so blond it was almost white, a complexion that was even whiter, and her skin, like Nariz’s, was marred by deep acne scars.  She was very thin, flat-chested, and stood a couple of inches under five feet.  Her buck teeth were rotted black in places, and she didn’t appear to be a day over fourteen.  Nariz, however, had taken a liking to her and claimed she had special talents.  Little Bit stood beside Junior’s bed, slack-jawed, her whole body sagging.  There was no telling what indignities she had been put through.

Hoyt Junior got up and peeled a few bills from his roll and held them out to the poor girl.

She took her fee and said, “You want me back tonight, Mister Junior?”  The question was directed at him since he was the one who was paying her.

Nariz spoke up before the boss could.  “That ain’t gonna be necessary, Little Bit.”

Little Bit hung her head and shuffled toward the door.

“Wait up,” Junior said to her.  Then to Nariz, “How come you’re runnin’ her off?  I thought you enjoyed Little Bit’s company?”

“Ain’t got nothin’ to do with whether or not I enjoy her company.  I’m leavin’ soon as I get my clothes on.  I can’t stand another minute cooped-up in this place.”

“It won’t be much longer,” Junior said.

“Don’t matter.  I’m leavin’.  Count out my retirement pay while I’m gettin’ dressed.”

“Your retirement?”

Nariz nodded.  “Yeah.  You ain’t never heard of that?  I figure a hunnert’ll do her.”

Little Bit was by the door, her hand on the knob, awaiting instructions.

Junior told her, “Just come by tonight at the usual time.”

She nodded and went on her way.

“What’s wrong with your ears this mornin’?” Nariz asked.  “Or, I reckon I oughta say, your ‘ear’.  It ain’t workin’ so good.”

Junior disregarded the insult and said, “Just settle down a minute and hear me out.”

Nariz yawned and sat down on Junior’s bed.

“I’m about to tell you something you’re gonna be real interested in hearing.”

Nariz yawned again and looked at the ceiling.

“Remember the fellow who tried to call you out in Bandera?  The old fart who killed your twin brother and sent you to prison?”

Now Junior had his attention.

“And remember the young one, the Yankee who came to the old man’s rescue and shot your nose off for you?”

Nariz’s beady eyes got sharp and focused, zeroing in on Junior’s.  

When Junior paused a moment for effect, Nariz pushed himself onto his one foot and yelled, “Go on, God damn it!”

Junior grinned.  “Well, I know where they are.”

Nariz put it all together in less than a second.  “They’re across the street in that whorehouse you been spyin’ on, ain’t they?  And somehow they’re linked up with the woman you’re so interested in.”  As he spoke he hopped to his room, sat down on the side of the bed, and began to strap on his peg leg.  “All this time and you ain’t said nothin’.”

Junior came to the doorway of the bedroom.  “I didn’t say anything ‘cause I knew damn-well you’d fly off the handle.”

Nariz gave him his most menacing glare as he pulled on his pants and buttoned his shirt.

“Nariz, you gotta settle down,” Junior said firmly. “You gotta think—and not just take off across the street and start shootin’.”

The outlaw began pulling on his boot.  But he seemed to be slowing down just a bit, like he might be starting to listen.

Junior said, “We’re in a big city, man!  They got law here.  You don’t listen to me, you’re gonna die or get your ass thrown back in the pen, one.”

Nariz picked up his pistol, but didn’t tuck it into his belt.  He just sat there holding it in his lap.

Junior took that as a good sign and said, “Now pay attention.  I got a plan.”

