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CHAPTER TWELVE

Spring, 1893

A few months after the incident in Bandera Junior Jorgenson stood in front of the big mirror in his bedroom, examining the terrible scar on the left side of his head.  It had been more than three years since that horrible morning, and he still hadn’t gotten used to his disfigurement.  Today he had been out riding over a part of his ranch, and he had just stepped out of his late-afternoon bath.  Though it was only mid-April, the days were getting hot, and the cool tub had refreshed him.  He used a thick towel to dry his long hair, then brushed it out and left it hanging over his cheeks, covering the deep red swath of burned tissue and the hole the size of a small coin that marked where his ear had once been.  Every time he looked in a mirror he could not help but dwell on the scar.  He constantly found himself moving the hair away to peek, then passing his fingers over the shameful spot.  He knew it would never get better.  The ear wasn’t going to miraculously regenerate itself.  The scarred tissue wasn’t going to become smooth again.  But he couldn’t stop checking, examining, fretting.

His thoughts drifted back to that day.  He had been a fool to press himself on Maricruz.  If he had waited just a little while longer, if he had approached her in a different way, she would have eagerly given herself to him, because she had begun to care for him—of that he was certain.  He remembered their horseback rides together and the times they had kissed.  He had been behaving like a gentleman during that brief period, all part of his ruse to make her fall in love with him so he could gain control of her half of the ranch.  It had been working perfectly—right up to the moment he had lost control.  Even though he had been very drunk at the time, he could remember that moment like it was yesterday, the way her firm, full breasts pushed against the thin fabric of her cotton blouse when she turned toward him with the coffee pot in her hand.  That’s what had set him off, changing everything.  He was no longer angry at her for the burn and the scar he now carried.  How could he be, when it had all been his fault?  In fact, he felt remorse for what he had done to her, and his guilty conscience still bothered him.  Because he had actually begun to love her.

It was ironic.  He had been trying to fake love, and, in a part of himself he didn’t know existed, he had loved.  But the other, more powerful part, the evil part, had exerted itself.  If only he had been able to hold it down.  He thought about Maricruz many times a day now.  He wondered where she was, how she was doing, if she had settled down with a man.  He knew she must hate and fear him.  If only he could find her, ask her forgiveness, convince her to give him another chance.

After the hot grease had hit his face Maricruz had fled, but his screams had quickly brought a few of the ranch hands up to the big house.  They had loaded him into the bed of a buckboard and raced him to the doctor in Uvalde.  There was little that could be done, however, except to try to keep the infection away and to peel off the dead skin, a long, agonizing process.  What had been left of the ear had been clipped away despite his objections.  After a couple of weeks he was taken back to the ranch, where he spent several more weeks recuperating.

Maricruz’s relatives were worried sick about her.  Hoyt Junior had told them she had dropped a skillet by accident and that hot grease had splashed up, striking the side of his face.  He had told them she had panicked, thinking—wrongly, of course—that he would blame her, and she had run, had flat disappeared.  Piedad and Libertad didn’t know what to believe, though Gilberto was certain it was all a lie.  They had prayed she would return, or at least get a message to them, but as time went by they had given up.  Now they only hoped she was alive and well.

For a long time Junior had stayed around the house as the scorched tissue healed, always covering his burn with a strip of cloth he tied around his face.  He didn’t cut his hair, and when it grew long enough to hide the scar he ventured out, pretending nothing had happened.  The cowboys and vaqueros, the neighboring ranchers and their families, the people in Uvalde, all were aware of his vanity, so no one mentioned the burn.  But he knew that people saw him differently now, with a mix of pity and revulsion.  The older ladies who had always admired his good looks no longer made a fuss over him; the younger single women no longer flirted with him.  The bordertown whores didn’t even seem happy to see him anymore.  They would still go to the room with him, of course.  They had to earn a living.  But they no longer even pretended to enjoy being with him.  Being disfigured was hell, the worst thing that could have happened.

After a while Junior stopped examining his scar in the mirror and started to get dressed.  He could hear Nariz snoring loudly in the bedroom next door, the room that had once belonged to Lizzie.  Here it was almost dark, and Nariz was still napping.  The sharp irregular grunts aggravated Junior.  Without a doubt, hiring the little devil was one of the biggest mistakes he had ever made.  It had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, and he recalled how it had come about.

Several months ago he had been half-drunk on tequila, sitting alone at a small table in a cantina in Villa Acuña.  It was after midnight and he had already been to the room twice, once with one girl, then later with another.  A fat foul-smelling Mexican with greasy, shaggy hair and a sparse mustache sat, also alone, at a table a few feet away.  The Mexican had been staring at Junior for a good while.  Like everyone along the border, he knew of the wealthy cattleman’s burn scar, and despite Junior’s status in the region, he decided he’d have a little fun.

“You are the big man who ain’t got but one ear, ain’t you?” the Mexican said, slurring heavily-accented English.  He grinned and drained the tequila in his glass, and as he refilled it from a bottle on the table he continued to stare.

Junior looked away, ignoring the man.  He was unsteady from all he’d drunk and was spent from his trips to the room.  He was in no mood for trouble.

But the Mexican spoke again, this time louder.  “You cover it up with all that pretty hair.  But I bet underneath it ain’t so pretty.”

It was a slow night and the cantina was quiet.  A dozen men, mostly Mexicans in various stages of inebriation, and a few tired whores were scattered about the small room, everyone talking in low tones.  Two musicians who walked the dusty streets with their guitars had dropped in to play their corridos, but no one wanted music, so they stood leaning against the wall, hoping someone would offer to buy them a drink.  When the fat man spoke, everyone focused their attention on him and Junior.  The silence was broken only by the buzzing of flies and the barking of dogs on the street.

Finally Junior said, “Are you talkin’ to me?”  He still hoped the man would just leave him alone.

“I said I bet it ain’t so pretty up under all that hair.”  The man started to say something else, but then lowered his head and closed his eyes.  He was very drunk and on the verge of passing out, and Junior thought that might be the end of it.  But the man opened his eyes and resumed his staring.  After a minute he said,  “Lemme see.”

“What?”

“Lemme see, pretty boy.  I wanna see how it looks up under there.”  The man put his hands on the table as he spoke, as if he were about to push himself to his feet.  But then he lowered his head again, his body sagged, and he nodded off to sleep.

Shortly he began to snore, and Junior breathed a sigh of relief.  He poured himself one last shot and sipped it slowly.  When a suitable time had passed so that no one would think he was running from a fight, he would pay up and call it a night.  The whores and their customers, disappointed that there had been no action, went back to talking quietly among themselves.

A small narrow-shouldered, very ugly man with an enormous nose approached Junior’s table.  Junior had noticed him across the room—who could not notice him?—but he had no idea who the man was.  “Excuse me, Mr. Jorgenson,” the ugly man said, very respectfully, “but I couldn’t help seein’ what just happened here.  Mind if I sit?”

He was painful to look at, with that nose and the beady eyes that drained streams of pus.  Plus, he smelled like an open sewer.  But his diffident manner prompted Junior to indicate a chair.

“My name’s Nariz,” he said as he settled in.

“Little Nariz?”  Junior had heard a lot about this man years ago.  “The rustler?  What would a man like me have to say to a damn cattle thief?”  His tone indicated that was the end of the conversation.

Nariz held up a hand, asking for time.  “First of all, it’s just Nariz now.  It used to be Little Nariz when there was two of us—to tell us apart—but since my brother got kilt by a God damn range detective, there ain’t but one of us now.  So it’s just Nariz.  Second of all, I ain't rustlin’ no more.  So you ain’t got nothin’ to worry about.”

Junior relaxed a little and tried to think.  “As I recall I heard you were sent to Huntsville a long time back.”

“Yessir.  Paid my debt to society and got good and rehabilitated.  Been out a while now.”

“What is it you want to talk to me about?”  Junior yawned.  “Make it quick.  I’m beat.”

“Well, sir, like I said, I seen what just happened.”  Nariz nodded toward the fat Mexican, who was snoring very loudly now.  “What that feller done was a affront to a gentleman of your stature.  If you don’t mind me sayin’ so, Mr. Jorgenson, you let a feller get away with that type of insolent behavior and folks’ll start seein’ you different.  You’ll lose respect.  First thing you know, his kind’ll be comin’ out of the woodwork.”  Nariz drained his glass, and Junior indicated for him to refill it from the bottle on the table.

“What would you suggest I do?  Walk over there and shoot him in the head?”

“That would be one way to go, but what I got in mind might be more fittin’.”

Junior was vaguely interested.

So Nariz went on.  “That feller was makin’ shit out of your misfortune, your tragic loss of a ear.”  He paused, sipped his tequila, then said, “What if he was to incur a similar loss?”

“Lose an ear?”

“Yessir.  Thataways he’d understand how it feels to be minus a ear.  Thataways he’ll learn not to make shit of his feller man.”

Junior smiled and nodded at the logic of what Nariz had said.

“For thirty dollars American, Mr. Jorgenson, I’ll slice one of that fat Meskin’s ears off right this minute, while he’s nappin’.”

“And for fifty?”

“For fifty, both of ‘em come off.  I guarantee you that will learn him to respect his betters.”

Junior reached into a pocket and counted out the correct amount.  Nariz thanked him, tucked the bills away, and crept over behind his prey, pulling a long razor-sharp blade from a sheath that hung from his belt.  Standing behind the snoring man, Nariz paused and looked around the cantina to make sure everyone was paying close attention.  They were.  With a stroke so quick it could barely be seen, he cut off one ear flush at the side of the sleeping man’s head.  Then before the Mexican came awake enough to realize what had happened, the other ear came off.  The man sat for a moment, completely still, a look of disbelief in his glassy eyes, as blood streamed out of both gaping holes and onto his shirt.  Then he put his hands to his head and began to moan in agony.  He rose to his feet and looked around as the cantina erupted with a roar of laughter, then he slumped back into his chair.

Nariz sat down at Junior’s table and laid the severed ears out for inspection.  Junior smiled, nodding his approval.

When Nariz kicked back in the chair and began to casually roll a smoke, Junior said, “You’re just gonna sit there like nothing happened?  That fella’s gonna want to kill you.”

Nariz turned and glared menacingly at his victim, letting him know he’d best leave matters where they stood.  Then he returned his gaze to Junior.  “No, sir.  He knows who I am.  All these people do.  He won’t do nothin’.”  Caressing the ears with his fingertips, Nariz added, “’Less he wants to lose his life quick as he lost these.”

As the laughter began to die down the bartender tossed a pair of rags on the man’s table, and the man pressed one to each wound.  He rocked back and forth, moaning and whimpering.  Tears ran down his face and mixed with the blood.

Junior and Nariz refilled their glasses and drank in silence, both pleased with what had just taken place.  After a few minutes had passed the Mexican stopped making his pitiful noises and slowly got to his feet.  Shakily, he approached Junior’s table.

“Señor Jorgenson,” the man said humbly, “forgive me, por favor, for insulting you.”  Then to Nariz, “And, Señor Nariz, I also beg your forgiveness.  I did not realize this gentleman was a friend of yours.  If I had known, I would never have offended him.  I have learned to hold my tongue, I assure you.  And I hope you will see fit to do me no further harm.”  The words came out weakly, but his speech was no longer slurred.  The surgery had sobered him in short order.

Nariz looked up at the ear-less man, studying him, considering.  Finally he said, “Hell, I’m in a forgivin’ mood tonight.  I reckon I’ll let you be now.  If that’s all right with Mr. Jorgenson.”

Junior nodded.

“Muchísimas gracias, señores.”  The man hesitated, then summoned up his courage and said, “But if it is not too much to ask, may I have my ears?”
Nariz glanced at Junior for his approval, and Junior again nodded.  Nariz said, “Sure.  After all, they are your ears.”  He had been playing with one of them, and he tossed it on the table top and motioned for the man to take them away.  The Mexican picked up the two bloody ears, wrapped them in one of the bar rags, then bowed slightly and said, “Gracias otra vez.  Con permiso.”

Again the room erupted in laughter and the shouting of insults as the fat man staggered out, clutching the severed ears to his chest.  When he stepped into the street he collapsed and went into shock.

Junior leaned forward and eyed the little man.  “Nariz,” he had asked, “how would you like a full-time job?”

The sharp crack of snores coming from the bedroom on the other side of the wall brought Junior out of his reverie.  What a fool I was to bring that smelly little son of a bitch into my life, he thought.  What a God damn fool.

The only advantage of having Nariz around was that incidents like the one in Villa Acuña had not occurred again.  But he was much more trouble than he was worth.  Just having to look at him was unsettling, not to mention the horrific odor that always radiated off his body and the rancid breath that fouled the air within a twenty-foot radius.  And now that he had moved into Lizzie’s room the stink permeated everything in the house.
For the first few months after Junior had hired him Nariz had been content to sleep in one of the adobe huts that were used by the ranch employees.  But when he was brought back from Bandera, he had insisted on having his own room in the big house.  He was weak and his wounds were still fresh, and he demanded that Piedad and Libertad attend to his every need.  The vaqueros and their wives had been relieved to see Nariz move out of their living area.  He had been seen trying to lure young girls into his quarters, and though he hadn’t yet gotten his hands on any of them, it would only have been a matter of time.  If he had been ugly before, he was now far beyond ugly.  The doctor had had to remove all the bone and cartilage that had been left of his nose after he had been shot, and a loose flap of skin now hung from the center of his face.  When Nariz turned his head quickly, or when a strong breeze came up, the piece of skin would flutter like a flag in the wind.  To keep infection from spreading, the doctor had had to remove the foot which had been destroyed when Nariz had reflexively discharged his pistol as he fell to the floor of the barroom.  The amputation had been made a few inches above the ankle, and a Bandera craftsman had carved a wooden leg, held in place by a leather strap which Nariz fastened around his calf.

Junior had spent two weeks waiting for Nariz to get well enough to travel.  After Nariz had survived the first few, most dangerous, days, Junior had tried to leave him in the doctor’s care and return to the ranch, promising to come back later.  But the little demon wouldn’t hear of it.  So Junior spent his time drinking and playing cards in the saloon and searching in vain for the man who had made off with his expensive mare.  It seems the horse thief had just been passing through; no one knew who he might have been.  Junior had found no clue, no place to even start, and the sheriff had never come out of his drunk.  He had finally given up.

On the trip home, after Nariz had gotten well enough to ride, Junior had subtly tried to suggest that they part company, but it had become clear that Nariz had no intention of leaving the ranch any time soon.  The deferential manner in which he had treated Junior the night they met was long gone.  Almost from the start Nariz had refused anytime Junior had asked him to do the smallest errand, or to saddle or unsaddle the horses, or to gather wood for a campfire.  Any such request was always met with the same response:  “I ain’t one of your God damn Meskins.”  Over time Nariz had come to take offense at any perceived slight.  If, for example, Junior had business with his banker or lawyer, or wanted to have lunch or a drink with a fellow cattleman and he didn’t invite Nariz to sit in, the little man would say something like:  “What, I ain’t good enough for your big shot friends?”  When offended he would deliver his complaints with a threatening glare, warning Junior to watch his step.  And though he hated to admit it, Junior was becoming afraid of his sidekick.  Nariz was capable of anything; fighting fair was an alien concept to him.  Junior couldn’t even get a good night’s sleep knowing he was on the other side of the wall.  Nevermind the snoring, he worried that Nariz might have been so offended by something Junior had said or done that he might slip into his room and slit his throat.  You could never tell what the fellow was thinking.  And now Junior couldn’t think of a way to get rid of him.  If only he’d let him die in Bandera.  Without medical care, that most likely would have been the outcome.  Now it was too late.

There was a knock at the bedroom door.  It was Piedad.  The years hadn’t been kind to her; she had let herself go to fat and always wore an expression of sadness and resignation.  After James O’Malley’s death she had never even considered marrying or having children; he was the only man she would ever love.  The disappearance of Maricruz had also dealt her a terrible blow.  Now it seemed she was just going through the motions of life, waiting for it all someday to end.

“Esta carta just arrived para usted, Patrón.”  She held the letter out to Junior.  “It is from su madre.”

He took the letter, and Piedad left the room.  His communication with his mother was infrequent, and as he tore open the envelope he tried to remember the last time he had seen or heard from her.  Junior had never liked the city, and after Hoyt Senior’s death his mother had little reason to visit the ranch, so over the years they had drifted further and further apart.  Since the funeral and the reading of the will, they had only seen each other a couple of times, and they rarely corresponded.

The first few paragraphs were about Lizzie and her family in Laredo and Elizabeth’s social and charitable activities in San Antonio.  He was about to toss the letter in the waste basket, leaving the last part unread, when something further down the page caught his eye.

Oh, by the way, the strangest thing happened a few weeks ago, and I’ve been meaning to write you about it.  You’ll never believe who I saw in the city.  Though at first I couldn’t put my finger on who it was—she looked so polished and grown-up—I swear it was Maricruz!  A friend and I were in a coach going down Navarro Street when I saw her, accompanied by a remarkably handsome young man, going into a pretty red-brick house.  The young man appeared very well-bred, and Maricruz looked like a completely different person.  She carried herself like a lady and her hair was fashionably cut.  I suppose that’s why I didn’t recognize her right off.  Then my companion informed me that they were entering a very exclusive brothel!  It’s called Miss Porter’s or something or other.  Can you imagine?

I hadn’t given her a moment’s thought after she ran off and left you suffering so terribly when your accident occurred.  What a way to have reacted!  After all, the whole thing was her fault.  Oh, well, if she’s become a prostitute, I suppose it fits.  All those years I thought she was such a good, sweet girl.  And to think your dear father, bless his heart, foolishly tried to do what he thought was fair by leaving her half the ranch.  Let’s just hope she doesn’t show up one day and try to claim part of your property.  Can you imagine fifty percent of the Jorgenson ranch going to a prostitute?  Your father would turn over in his grave.

She did look beautiful, though.  She was always pretty.  But now she’s downright gorgeous.  I’ll grant her that.

I must close for now, son.  Do try to keep in touch.

Love,

Mother

He let the letter fall from his hand and sat down on the edge of the bed as the emotions washed over him.  Could it be true?  Maricruz, a whore?  At first he felt rage.  He had felt love for her, still had hopes.  And now she was renting herself out to strangers.  Then he was hit by a twinge of remorse when he realized he was probably responsible.  He had brutalized her, causing her to flee her home and family.  Surely she had had no other choice and had become a prostitute in order to survive.  Next came a wave of jealousy.  He pictured her in bed with man after man, which, strangely, aroused him.  Finally, he was curious.  His mother said she was changed, a beautiful grown woman now.  Gorgeous, even.  That his mother would say that about a Mexican girl who had been a servant was unthinkable.

A feeling of excitement began to rise within him, his body suddenly bursting with energy, even after a long day in the saddle.  He jumped off the bed and finished putting on his clothes and boots.  He banged his fist against the wall that separated his bedroom from the one where Nariz was sleeping and hollered for him to wake up and get ready to ride.

He realized he now had a purpose, a mission, something he had been lacking for a long time.  He knew where to find Maricruz.  What he would do when he found her would be decided later.

Nariz’s ragged snoring continued to rattle the wall, and Junior thought maybe it was a good thing he still had the little animal working for him.  There was a good chance his talents would come in handy in the days to come.

He hit the wall harder, yelled louder.

