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CHAPTER TWO

November, 1892

Alexander Porter climbed the front steps of the three-story brick town house where he had lived for most of his twenty-two years.  Boston winters came early, and the damp wind added to his dismal mood.  Today was Friday, and Monday he was supposed to start the first real job of his life, as a junior officer in the family business: the city’s oldest and wealthiest bank.  From here on out, quite possibly until the day he died, he would go to the same building at the same hour to study the same ledgers and loan applications.  Soon he knew he would be encouraged to settle down with a proper young lady from one of the right families and start a family of his own.  After graduating from Harvard the previous spring, he had spent the summer and a good part of the fall touring Europe.  He had been back now for three weeks, and it had become impossible to put off doing what was expected of him any longer.


It wasn’t that he was opposed to work or to the idea of marrying and raising children.  On the contrary, Alexander was a very responsible, industrious young man, and he had always done well in his studies.  He had never been rebellious and had always conducted himself according to form.  It was just that sometimes he yearned for a more colorful, adventurous life than the kind to which the other male members of his family and social set were accustomed.  For the tenth time today, he told himself that things weren’t really all that bad, that he should be thankful.  After all, most men were shackled to truly miserable existences, like working in coal mines or on loading docks or in slaughterhouses.  But it didn’t help.


He closed the front door, removed his topcoat, and went into the cozy living room, where his mother, Eleanor Porter, sat by a nice fire with the daily newspaper in her lap.  She was an attractive woman in her mid-forties who kept herself up and was just beginning to show a little gray in her blond hair. Alexander kissed her cheek and asked her what was new.


“They’re saying it’s official, sweetheart.  Grover Cleveland has defeated poor Benjamin Harrison and will be returning to the White House.  I thought four years ago we’d gotten rid of that man for good.  I do so hate it that those awful Democrats are back in power.  Just hate it.”


She put the newspaper down and picked up an envelope that was on the table beside her.  “Oh, Alexander.  Strangest thing.  A letter came for you today from San Antonio, Texas, of all places.  Looks like it’s from a law office there.”


The young man opened the envelope, read the letter, and said, “I never knew Father had any siblings.  Mother, why didn’t he ever tell me he had a sister?  A Miss Clara Porter?”


Eleanor Porter stared at the fire, took a deep breath, and said, “Your father didn’t like to talk about it, and he forbade me to ever say a word to you about her.”


“But why?”


“Well, it seems she was involved in some rather scandalous behavior.  I really don’t know much about it, but it seems that when she was a young woman, eighteen or nineteen years old, she got involved with the wrong kind of man, someone the family wouldn’t hear of her marrying, and, well, she just took off with him.  Headed west, apparently.  Can you imagine?  It just devastated your grandparents—and your father.  I haven’t the slightest idea where she ended up or what became of her.  All I know is that she never returned to Boston or had anything more to do with the family, or they with her.”


“So you never met her?”


Alexander’s mother shook her head.  “Your father and she were so much older than me that all that took place when I was just a little girl.  If I ever laid eyes on her, I certainly have no recollection of it.”


He continued reading the letter and said, “Well, he must have had some form of communication with her, because she obviously knew of my existence.  It says here she recently passed away.  Had a sudden, fatal heart attack, same as Father.  And that since she never had children of her own, she left everything she had to me.


“It says the inheritance involves a substantial piece of real estate in the middle of San Antonio and a very successful business enterprise, though it doesn’t say what kind of business it is.  Her attorney is hoping I can come to Texas as soon as possible to see the property and discuss the business and decide what I’m going to do with it.”


“But what about your job at the bank, dear?”


“I suppose it’ll have to wait, Mother.  After all, what are a few more weeks?  The bank has been in business for more than a century.  Chances are it’ll be here when I get back.”


Alexander folded Alfred Oltorf’s letter and dropped it on the coffee table.  All of a sudden he was feeling much better.


“Sure something, huh?  Father had a sister.  I’m going to Texas.  What do you think, Mother?”


“Oh, dear.” 

Two weeks after receiving Alfred Oltorf’s letter, Alexander Porter checked into the Menger Hotel in San Antonio.  He had traveled by sea down the eastern seaboard, around the tip of Florida, then on to Galveston.  From there he had taken the train, traveling through more than a hundred miles of the flattest country he had ever seen, until the flatness gradually gave way to green, gently rolling terrain.


Alexander was amazed by what he’d seen so far of San Antonio, with its odd mixture of Mexicans, Germans, Italians, Anglos and blacks.  Some of the architecture reminded him of places he had seen in southern Spain the previous summer, and as in Spain, the narrow streets and alleys seemed to run in all directions.  But there were also grand brick and stone homes with balconies and elaborate woodwork, like ones that could be seen in the biggest American cities, and multi-level commercial buildings in the central business district.  The weather amazed him, as well:  The sky was a brilliant blue and the temperature was in the seventies, even now in late autumn—a welcome relief from the cold, damp winds of home.  He took off his broadcloth coat and looked out his second-floor window at what was left of the old Spanish mission known as the Alamo, famous for a battle fought fifty-six years earlier.


He was weary from the long trip, but after a bath and a short nap he felt like going out.  He had a good steak in the hotel restaurant, which looked out onto a beautiful, exotic courtyard filled with palm trees, cacti and huge hibiscus plants.  When the waiter came by to refill his coffee cup, Alexander asked him where a young man might have a little fun before retiring.


The waiter grinned and said, “You just go up to any one of them coachmen parked out there in front, sir.  Tell ‘em to take you to the best place in San Antonio fittin’ for a gentleman like yourself.  Any of ‘em will know what you got in mind, and they’ll see to it you get there.”  He smiled broadly and left Alexander to finish his meal.


After a piece of apple pie and a third cup of coffee, he took the waiter’s suggestion, and as the coach traveled the brick-paved streets, Alexander wondered what tomorrow would hold in store.  He and Mr. Oltorf had exchanged telegrams, arranging to meet in the attorney’s office the following morning at ten.  Their communication had been brief, and he still had no idea what made up the inheritance his mysterious aunt had so unexpectedly left him.  But he had a powerful feeling that his life had already taken a drastic turn.  Whether for better or worse, he hadn’t a clue.

“Are you certain you’ve taken me to the right place?”  Alexander asked the coachman as he stepped down and paid the fare.  “It’s just a red-brick, two-story house.  A very nice house, but there’s no sign.  No nothing.”


The driver nodded and said in a thick German accent, “Sir, just go up the stairs and walk right on in the front door.  No need to knock.  They’ll treat you right.”  He tipped his hat and lightly touched the reins to the horse’s hindquarters.

Alexander did as told, left his derby hat on a stand and stepped hesitantly into the big, elegantly furnished parlor.  More than a dozen people were present, a few more men than women.  Some stood around on a large oriental rug that covered a highly-polished pine floor, while others lounged on chairs and sofas.  Everyone had a drink in his hand and seemed to be having a good time.  It took him a moment to realize he was in a very nice brothel, not the saloon with gambling and music he had expected.  He walked over to a small bar and ordered a brandy.

“Welcome, sir,” the bartender said.  “My name is Thomas.  Anything you need, please let me know.”  Thomas Washington poured brandy into a large snifter and asked, “This is your first time here with us, isn’t it, sir?”

Alexander said that it was, left a generous tip, and stood by the bar, surveying the room and feeling a bit uncomfortable.  When it came to sex, his experience was limited.  There had been a girlfriend in college that he had clumsily taken to bed a time or two, and there had been a slightly older woman he had spent a few days and nights with in France during his European trip.  But he had never before set foot in an actual whorehouse.  It just wasn’t the sort of thing the fellows in his particular social circle did.  Or if they did, none of them had ever invited him to tag along.  He felt an arm around his waist and turned to see a pretty redhead smiling at him.

“I’m Kate,” she said. “I don’t believe I’ve ever had the pleasure of seein’ you here before.”

Alexander smiled and was about to offer to buy the young woman a drink when he was struck by the rare beauty of a Spanish, or maybe Mexican, girl who was entering the parlor.

Kate couldn’t help but notice the way he was staring at Maricruz.  She moved away, saying, “Well, I just wanted to let you know we’re glad you’ve paid us a visit.  Hope it’ll be one of many.”

A few minutes later they were sitting close together on a love seat, Maricruz sipping red wine and Alexander nursing his second brandy.  The parlor was now filled with activity.  The men and pretty girls were getting loosened-up by the liquor, and the talk and the laughter were growing louder by the minute.  But Alexander hardly noticed.  All his attention was focused on Maricruz.


She, too, was looking at him intently, studying his face.


“What?” he asked.


“You make me think of someone,” she said.  “That is all.”


“Oh?”

She let it go and changed the subject.  “You are not from Texas, are you, Alejandro?  You mind if I call you by your Mexican name?”

“By all means.  It has a nice ring.  And no, I’m from back East.  This is my first trip to Texas.  I’m here on business.”

“Do you like San Antonio?”

“I do, very much.  It’s quite different from anywhere I’ve been.  Everything is so colorful.  Lots of different kinds of people, different types of architecture.”

“Different is good, no?”  She took a sip of wine, her eyes not moving from his.  “You like Mexicanas?”

“You’re the first one I’ve met, but I definitely like you.  You’re a beautiful woman, Maricruz.”

“Gracias. Y tú eres muy guapo.  Guapísimo.  Me gustas.”

He wasn’t exactly sure what she had said, but he was fascinated by the way she’d said it.

She had her hand on his knee, liking the way he looked and smelled, liking his wavy, sandy-blond hair and pale blue eyes.  He was well-built, not too tall, not too short, clean-shaven.  And just a little nervioso. Which was good.  She never liked the loud, overly-confident ones, los machos.

She moved her hand up his thigh and said, “You like to go the room with me, Alejandro?”

“You certainly get right down to business, don’t you?”

“Why wait?  You like me.  I like you.”

“I just feel a little strange, that’s all.  Truth is, I’ve never been in a place like this.”

“They do not have places like this where you are from?”

“I’m sure they must.  It’s just that I’ve never been to one.”

“But you’ve been with mujeres, verdad?”

“Oh, yes.  I’ve had several girlfriends,” he said, exaggerating.  “But I didn’t pay them.”

“Of course you did.  You paid them with regalos, with gifts.  You took them to nice restaurants, I bet.  Maybe you took them on little trips.  You paid them.”

Alexander could see the logic in that, but then said, “But I’m afraid I’d feel a bit uncomfortable going to your room, where you take all the others.”

“Then, we go to your room.”  She ran her fingertips down his thigh and asked, “How can you argue with that?”

He agreed that he couldn’t, and five minutes later they were out the door.

The night was clear, the temperature now dipping into the forties, and an almost-full moon and hundreds of stars shone brightly.  A coach was waiting nearby, and Alexander signaled it over and helped Maricruz aboard.  When he climbed in beside her, she snuggled close to him and entwined her fingers in his.

Now feeling more at ease, Alexander asked, “Have you lived in San Antonio all your life, Maricruz?”

“Oh, no.  Just a couple of years, dos o tres.”

“And before that?”

“I grew up en un rancho.”

She offered no more information, and they rode without talking, enjoying the cool, quiet evening and the soothing sound of the horse’s hooves on the brick street.  Within minutes they arrived at the Menger Hotel, and Alexander escorted Maricruz through the well-lighted lobby.  There were a dozen or so gentlemen passing the time, relaxing in the wooden chairs that lined the walls, smoking and talking quietly.  Alexander briefly wondered if it was all right to take a young woman to his room, but as they passed through no one seemed to mind in the least.  If anything, they looked at Maricruz with admiration and at him with envy, and he really began to relax and enjoy the moment.

Inside the room he helped her remove her coat and he removed his, and they sat down side-by-side on the soft bed.  She kissed his cheek and his neck and began to unbutton his shirt while he undid his tie.

“I’m sure glad I let you talk me into this, Maricruz.”

“It was not very hard to do,” she said, kissing him lightly.

He dimmed the lamp on the bedside table, and she stood up and stepped out of her dress.  Her standing there inches away, wearing absolutely nothing, was the most beautiful sight Alexander had ever beheld.  He got up to finish undressing, and she slipped under the covers and watched, her eyes big and mysterious.

“You are one gorgeous creature,” he said as he stepped out of his pants.

“Gracias.”

She grinned mischievously and held out a hand, indicating for him to join her.  He got in bed, and she moved close to him.

Putting an arm around her, he said, “I could get very attached to you in no time.”

“Oh, no, Alejandro,” she said, suddenly turning serious.  “Do not do that.  That would be a very big mistake.”

“But why do you say that?”

“Because of whom I am.  Porque soy una prostituta.”

“But I…”

She put a finger to his lips.  “No hables más, por favor.  Do not talk, do not think.  Just relax and let me please you.  All night long.  Por eso estoy aquí.  That is why I am here.”

Then she rolled over on top of him, warm and soft and smelling wonderful, and he put everything else out of his mind and did exactly as he was told.

