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Once upon a time, or so begin the fairy tales, there
was a bluestocking spinster and a gin-sodden cowpoke. Sourly,
suspiciously, the two sat eyeing one another across a smoke- hazed,
liquor-stinking barroom. Each pondered the mad quirk of foolishness
that had brought them to that seedy cantina on Calle de Noche
Triste in Juarez, Mexico. . . .

 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

1916 . . . the age of the hobble skirt that
shackled women below the knee . . . the peak of the militant
Suffragette movement. . . the time of revolutions, the Sinn Fein in
Ireland, the Bolsheviks in Russia, and the Villistas in
Mexico.

 

Well-bred Roxana Van Buren of the aristocratic old
Dutch family was busy staging her own revolution: at thirty, she
was going to work—or rather she was attempting to, though it
appeared her mother’s body might block the doorway with a
precipitous fainting spell, a ploy the woman had used frequently
when dealing with her husband’s tyrannical decisions. A ploy that
seldom worked.

Augustus Van Buren's Solomon-like wisdom, his Old
World polish and old money, the influence of his powerful political
standing as a Supreme Court Justice, all made him well-nigh
invincible. He was committed to his position in life, to his wife,
and to their children.

Consequently, Roxana, Wally, and Rowena were raised
in a most secure, albeit patriarchal family structure, which made
it difficult to break away. Wally was following in his father’s
political footsteps, Rowena had married the young doctor of whom
her father had so heartily approved, and Roxana . . . well, Roxana
had remained within the bosom of the family all those years.

Poor Audrey Van Buren had come reluctantly to the
conclusion that her oldest daughter was a spinster. Certainly, her
mother had done her best by Roxana, affording her the finest
education at Sacred Heart Convent in New York and completing her
formal education at Liege, where her daughter had learned to speak
passable French and had spent vacations from school visiting the
cultural spots throughout Europe. And Roxana was attractive
enough—unless one compared her to Rowena, beside whose golden
beauty all females paled. It wasn’t that Roxana had never had a
suitor; in fact, several came to call after Rowena married. Roxana
simply wasn’t interested.

It was the education that had definitely affected
Roxana’s mind. Rowena was graduated from finishing school with a
refined and knowledgeable interest in music and the arts. Not
Roxana. The girl had been inordinately bookish. True, Audrey had
been caught up in romantic novels as a young woman, even to the
point of naming her daughters for Sir Walter Scott’s heroine Rowena
and Edmond Rostand’s Roxana. Still, by the time she was a married
woman of twenty-five with three children to her credit, she no
longer was preoccupied with such foolish notions.

But Roxana was past thirty! And this. . . this latest
tomfoolery of Roxana’s . . .

Audrey had hoped Roxana would be satisfied with the
little ragsheet in which she had become involved the last few
years. Along with those awful Suffragettes, Roxana had cranked out
flyers that dealt with all sorts of controversial subjects: the
values of a vegetarian diet, politics, prison reform, free verse
poetry, and—Lord, help her—birth control.

But now . . . Audrey covered her forehead with the
back of one hand and fluttered the other, murmuring, “Please, my
smelling salts, Roxana.”

“Your smelling salts are useless, Mother.”

“A small bit of sherry, then. Your father will never
countenance this latest idea of yours. It’s so—so vulgar, dear.
”

From beneath lowered lashes, Audrey watched Roxana
cross to the side table’s stock of expensive liquors. She despaired
for her eldest child’s future. Roxana was neither as diminutive as
she herself or Rowena, nor did she possess their delicate beauty.
Tall and big boned, she moved with an untutored grace. Her father’s
deep brown eyes, with their direct scrutiny, looked out of a face
with prominent cheekbones and jawline. On her father, the features
were distinguishing. On Roxana they seemed rather severe.

Not even the inheritance of Audrey’s untamable curls
softened Roxana’s appearance. With a little sigh, Audrey thought
that her daughter could at least have been blessed with the
Reschler mouth, on which Charles Dana Gibson himself had
complimented both Audrey and Rowena, telling them he would like to
paint those bowlike lips as a trademark for his Gibson Girl
look.

Roxana restored the sherry bottle to the sidetable’s
cabinet and handed her mother the crystal glass. “I would hardly
term employment vulgar, Mother. Hundreds of thousands of women are
in the labor force.”

Audrey swallowed the soothing sherry before she
tackled the sensitive subject. “Yes, dear. But in genteel
professions. Teachers, governesses, seamstresses.”

“And what of the women working in factories or
sweatshops or as domestics?”

“Well, if the alternative is starvation, then, of
course, I understand it. But any woman who isn’t forced by economic
circumstances to make her own living and insists on a career . . .
And to want to enter a masculine-dominated field—it’s not only
unladylike at the very least, it’s a disgrace to the family. A
muckraker! Imagine! Why, Roxana, dear, you’ll be regarded as some
kind of freak.”

“I suppose I am already, Mother.”

Roxana couldn’t help herself. As the eldest, she had
received the brunt of her father’s well-meaning but despotic
discipline. Wally, as a son, was allowed to make his decisions as
he grew older. Rowena, as she grew more beautiful, had no need to
make decisions. Like their mother, what Rowena didn’t achieve
directly she was able to wheedle through various subterfuges.

For a while, during those miserable years of puberty,
Roxana had meekly endured her life. Her body reflected her misery
by refusing to shed its baby fat and even rebelliously putting on
pounds. She thought whoever said that large frames carried extra
poundage better than smaller ones had been wrong. At five feet nine
inches she looked like a behemoth. She wallowed in both her
unhappiness and the rich foods served up at her mother’s famed
dinner parties.

Roxana retreated more and more into the world of
books. Her love of the printed word went beyond her mother’s
absorption with romances. She not only read everything she could
get her hands on, she also wrote—poetry, short stories, and
articles, which she hid from her family and never had the courage
to submit. The iconoclastic spirit in her ached to reform the
injustices of the world, and what better way to do it than with the
power of the pen? It didn’t matter if her writings never reached
the influential eye of the public. At least she felt better for
having taken her own private stand.

On one occasion her father discovered in a desk
drawer an expose article she had written entitled “Our Insane
Treatment of the Insane.” He had merely lifted that derisive brow
and said in his dry, disparaging voice, “My dear, I would think a
young lady could better employ her time in womanly pursuits and
leave journalism to those who are qualified.”

Inside she seethed with revolt and resentment against
the god-like male. For almost thirty years she submitted quite
naturally to the arbitrary decisions of the superior sex. She may
have had a strong mind of her own, but her strict upbringing had
suppressed it. How, when raised by the doctrine of the imperfection
of woman as opposed to infallible man, could she suppose that there
was an alternative to the woman’s circumscribed life?

Then one day something very simply changed her. She
happened to watch a parade of Suffragettes marching toward the
White House. It was spring, and they all wore gloriously white
dresses with yellow ribbons or yellow flowers, the color
representative of their cause. Suddenly, it occurred to her: how
could a woman be so lacking in self-esteem as to cede to a male the
right to control her life?

After that, she began to make her own decisions. She
came and went, and did as she pleased. Her activities expanded to
include a whole new world of people, both male and female, who
shared her wide interests. She was busy reading, writing, making
speeches, attending public meetings normally forbidden to well-bred
young ladies.

And the pounds melted off.

One day, glancing at the mirror before she hurried
out, she saw a svelte figure. Her astonishment was followed by
light laughter. “I knew you were inside that mastodon’s body all
the time,” she told the reflection, “just waiting to get out.” She
continued on her way without another thought to her new
appearance.

She came to value her new-found independence almost
passionately. Her father made his disapproval of her activities
obvious, but, surprisingly, he had not interfered.

Yet.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

The newspaper field was considered particularly
unsuitable for women. Like saloons, newsrooms were strictly
masculine environments, where profanity was common. Roxana ignored
the disgusted looks of the aproned pressmen and the newspapermen
who worked in their shirt sleeves, hats perched on the back of
their heads. Regally, she threaded her way across the newsroom
cluttered as it was with paper, spittoons, and pencil shavings.

She was ushered into the office of the editor of
The Washington Post. February’s feeble yellow sunlight
worked through the dusty office window panes, dappling the bald
pate of old McClarney. He greeted her with wary courtesy and
offered her a chair across from his desk. She seated herself with
the majestic assurance of a queen mounting a throne, placed the tip
of her umbrella on the floor between her high-buttoned kid boots,
and leaned forward to fix him with a penetrating gaze.

He popped his suspenders irritably, and she knew she
was facing old-time editorial prejudice. If a woman had to be
hired, men demanded, why couldn’t she write her articles at home?
With her working among the men, they would have to doff their hats,
wear coats, and watch their language.

From his side of the desk McClarney studied the Van
Buren woman. What he saw was a woman with a steady expression and
an air of determination about her. He was familiar with the little
weekly paper she and her cohorts issued from one of those bohemian
Georgetown apartments. He was also familiar with her background.
Daughter of a powerful Supreme Court Justice and of a mother who
was the capital’s most influential socialite. He was treading on
spring ice.

He cleared his throat. “I understand you want to
write for the Post."

“Yes.” She thrust some of her bylined stories in
front of him. “As a journalist.”

He scanned the clippings. “We, umm, have had several
female free-lancers these past few years and would, of course,
welcome your contributions. Perhaps to the society page. Meg
Anderson does a splendid column but could use a stringer.”

Roxana’s long eyes narrowed. The term “stringer” was
derived from the old method of payment for copy actually printed.
The length of each item was measured by a string, and at the end of
the month, correspondents were paid according to the total number
of inches of string they sent in to the editor. While a woman could
sell a considerable amount of material to papers on a piece basis,
it was almost impossible to get a salaried job, and even then she
was required to do her writing at home.

Roxana clamped her hands more firmly about the handle
of her umbrella. “Your time is valuable, Mr. McClarney, so I will
get right to the point. I want to be hired by you, to work
alongside the other newsmen, to have my own desk. I want to be a
front-page reporter. Women are quite as capable of gathering news
as men, sir.”

“Miss Van Buren, I appeal to your better judgment; to
your gentility; to the desirability of the female sex remaining
sheltered and protected from the sterner aspects of life; to—”

“Rubbish. Pure rubbish.”

Blinking, he ceased his platitudes. “I’m afraid it’s
out of the question.”

Her smile was tart. “Why?”

She was making him uneasy. “You can’t go every place
a man can go.”

“Joseph Pulitzer hired Nellie Bly to gather news for
the New York World.”

He ran a finger under his stock collar and said
dryly, “I suppose you want to be a war correspondent and travel to
Europe to cover the battles?”

She shrugged lightly. “Why not?”

“Because a woman can’t dig a trench fast enough!” he
snapped, losing all patience. He now had a glimmer of what people
meant when they spoke of the Van Buren spinster’s determination.
But he hadn’t gotten to be editor because he was a soft touch. He
leaned forward. “I have a war correspondent posted in El Paso— you
know where that is?”

“I’m fully familiar with the continental geography,
sir. It’s in western Texas on the Mexican border.”

“Rooney is covering the revolutionary skirmishes in
northern Mexico as our senior war correspondent. Do you know
anything about Mexico’s political potboiler?”

Although she read several papers a day—among them the
New York World and the Times—she understood only a
little better than most Americans the situation in Mexico and its
turbulent history. She knew that Pancho Villa’s
Revolucionarios and the de facto Mexican president Carranza
had battled each other across the northwestern states of Chihuahua
and Sonora for some time now, even before the United States had
finally recognized Carranza’s right to the presidency. Every week
or so American-owned property in Mexico was disposed of by Pancho
Villa or some other Mexican guerrilla bands in a manner most
distressful to President Wilson.

The Carranza forces were almost as bad. A Federal
soldier had murdered an American and displayed the man’s severed
head on a pole for all to see. The wealthy William Randolph Hearst,
owner of the New York Journal, possessed a medieval fief,
cattle herds, and silver mines in northern Mexico and wanted the
country pacified, by intervention if necessary.

A Villista escapade a couple of weeks earlier,
dragging sixteen American mining engineers off a train in Chihuahua
and mutilating and executing them, had enraged the American public
and caused Congress to order 12,000 soldiers to El Paso’s nearby
Fort Bliss, to protect the border. Wilson might be keeping his
pledge to keep the United States out of Europe’s Great War, but
American soldiers were looking at a possible war right on their own
back porch.

“El Paso is overrun with those journalists not on the
European front covering the war,” McClarney rattled off, hoping to
free himself from the woman’s siege. “Journalists from all over the
world are trying to get an exclusive interview with Villa. Get that
interview for the Post and you’ve got yourself a job as a
cub reporter.”

Thrilled, Roxana rose to her feet. “I will get your
interview, Mr. McClarney.”

He played his ace in the hole, hoping it would be the
discouraging factor. “Naturally, the Post will give you a
fifty-dollar advance, but otherwise you’ll be on your own until you
prove yourself.”

She looked down at the man, undaunted. “I’ll find a
way to finance myself, I assure you.”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Augustus Van Buren slammed a blistering shot that
whizzed by the Vice President and won the point for the justice.
Roxana could hear the pounding of the ball against the gymnasium’s
walls on the story above her bedroom. Once the handball game was
over, her father and Tom Marshall would have their usual cognac in
the library before the Vice President departed.

Then she knew it would be only a matter of minutes
before her father stormed back up the stairs to confront her. His
eruption earlier that morning had been heard all over the second
floor. “Roxana’s going to do what?”

Apparently, her mother had not introduced the subject
of their daughter’s job that smoothly. The Vice President’s arrival
for the weekly handball match had only momentarily postponed the
confrontation between Roxana and her father.

“You’re going to do what?” demanded her father from
the doorway.

Roxana tossed the gaiters in the camelback trunk
along with the balmoral skirt and a chemise and pair of drawers and
faced her father. Despite the dirt streak on one white canvas shoe,
he still managed to have that immaculate, dapper appearance. A
distinguished man whose mere lift of the brow could intimidate a
lawyer before the bench. And now, after all those years, she alone
among the members in the family was defying his authority.

Strangely enough, it pained her to do so. More than
she had imagined. One didn’t change habits overnight. But it was
more than that. For all his dictatorial ways, she knew he loved
her. And she loved him.

“I am going to El Paso, Father. To work as a reporter
for the Post.”

“I’ve put up with quite a lot of your eccentricities,
Roxana, but this is the ultimate. I forbid you to go.”

“I’m past the age of forbidding.”

He stood staring at her, this feminine replica of
himself in appearance and, perhaps, in temperament. He knew she was
not one to indulge in whims. If she had been a man, she would have
made a hell of a lawyer. Like himself, she possessed a mind that
took abstract pleasure in the precise application of logic to
patternless chaos. Why then couldn’t she see that this idea of hers
was manifestly chaotic?

He tried one more time, meaning every word he said,
for he was just as firm of word and mind as his daughter. “If you
go, Roxana, I’ll not advance a penny toward your upkeep.”

She picked up the white eyelet gloves on the bed and
tucked them into a corner of the trunk. Her stomach was knotting
and tears were welling just below her lids. “I wouldn’t expect you
to, Father.”

“Have you thought of the damage you’re doing to your
reputation, to the family name?”

“I’m sure the name Van Buren will survive admirably
despite your eldest daughter’s peccadillos.”

“Roxana . . .” He paused, hating to utter words of
such finality. “If you go, all funds will be forever terminated,
including inheritances.”

She closed the trunk lid.


CHAPTER TWO

 

As the thousands of miles sped by the Pullman
sleeper window, Roxana had reason to doubt her wisdom in leaving
her family, friends, and, yes, even her source of all sustenance.
The familiar—the majestic forests, the rolling hills, the pastoral
countryside of white fences, red barns, and rich black earth—gave
way to bleak prairie that stretched monotonously beyond the limit
of vision. No landmarks existed by which to judge the train’s
progress. The days faded one into the other with only intermittent
communities to indicate humanity’s toehold west of the
Mississippi.

She spent the time reading, researching all she could
about the political factions warring in Mexico. John Reed, who,
with Carl Sandburg, had briefly operated a socialist newspaper, had
just returned from Mexico and written a book on its latest
revolution before he left to cover the coming revolution in Russia.
Insurgent Mexico explained much—but from a biased point of view.
She decided she didn’t understand the revolution any better than
before.

The train at last entered Texas. Even halfway across,
five hundred and eighty-five miles of empty plains and desert still
separated El Paso from the capital in Austin. After the Southern
Pacific crossed the Pecos High Bridge, the landscape altered
drastically, and Roxana, her mouth open, felt it was grand and
gorgeous, fit for the most eminent artist. The mauve Santa Rosa
mountains were starkly visible in Mexico, their nearest peak fully
one hundred miles away.

The train track continually wound upward, twisting
through deep canyons with perpendicular walls, red rocky bluffs,
and sugarloaf peaks. And rock, endless rock. Here and there a mass
of dirty gray fluff that was a sheep searched for tufts of the
short mesquite grass and sotol.

When yuccas and ocotillos dotted the moonscape, she
knew she was nearing her journey’s end, El Paso, a narrow garden of
green along the Rio Grande River. The city of sixty-two thousand
souls, saved or otherwise, wrapped around Mount Franklin, the
ragged tail end of the Rocky Mountains, like a well-worn
horse-shoe.

With the other passengers, mostly men, Roxana left
the train at Union Station. As she stood trying to take stock of
her situation, the engine’s steam hissed about her long skirts and
people surged around her. Counting the Post’s fifty-dollar advance
and spending money she had saved, she had only thirty-three dollars
left after the train trip. She also had no job and no place to
stay. She did have the name of the Post’s war correspondent
in El Paso, Charley Rooney.

Outside the soot-stained depot an Arctic wind whipped
down from the Rocky Mountain pass, blowing tumbleweed and
newspapers through the streets. Sand slithered before the breeze
along the potholed pavement. She hugged the black peau de
soi coat more tightly about her. Hardly the tropical weather
travel books portrayed of the Southwest.

A pigtailed Chinaman huddled in a hack, waiting for
passengers. Though she was spending precious coins, she hailed him
to take her to the Sheldon Hotel, where Rooney was headquartered. A
cavalry sergeant on the train, returning to El Paso’s Fort Bliss
after a leave of duty, had told her that the colorful Sheldon Hotel
served as the base for the soldiers of fortune and adventurers like
Tracy Richardson and Tom Mix, while they rounded up supplies for
Villa. It was also the haunt for the hundreds of newspapermen from
all the over the world who waited for Villa to once again attack El
Paso’s sister city of Juarez, Mexico.

Roxana meant to be one of those reporters gathered at
the Sheldon.

It seemed the officious desk clerk would have it
otherwise. “I’m sorry, madam, but we have no rooms available.” He
gestured toward the empty key racks. Above them a placard
advertised BULLET-PROOF ROOMS.

“But—”

“None.”

She drew herself up to her full height and glared at
him through her toque’s veil. “Then would you page Mr. Charles
Rooney for me.

“You’ll find him in our coffee shop.”

The coffee shop was packed with men in bowlers and
straw boaters. The cigars jammed in their mouths bobbed with their
rapid-fire talk and belched smoke throughout the room. A white-
aproned Mexican waiter led her through the maze of tables to one
girded by half a dozen men, who all stood immediately when she
paused before them.

“Mr. Rooney?” she asked, looking from one masculine
face to another.

The man with a face like a cliff tipped his straw
boater. “You got him, miss.”

The gentlemen shuffled quickly to draw up another
chair for her, and she primly took a seat. Silence hung over the
table as she surveyed the men who watched her. “I was trying to get
a room here,” she began, “but was told there were none to be
had.”

“That’s right, ma’am,” the man on her left supplied.
“What the reporters don’t have, the refugees out of Mexico do—least
ways, those who can afford the rooms.”

A horse-faced man, who identified himself as with
Pathe News, said, “It’s this way. Between the Americans and
the Mormons, the Chinese and Mexicans fleeing up out of Mexico, and
the doughboys brought down to protect the border, there’s not even
a couch to be had. Pool rooms are renting billiard tables for
beds—in shifts of eight hours.”

A Reuters News Service reporter advised in a
very proper English accent, “My dear woman, I’d go back wherever I
came from.”

She looked to Rooney again, who watched her with
pale-lashed eyes. He wore a loud, plaid suit that sported a cheap
watch fob at the waistcoat pocket. “Mr. Rooney, The Washington Post
has employed me to help cover the civil war going on across the
border, so I’m not going back until I get an interview with Pancho
Villa.”

The end of Rooney’s stubby cigar dropped perilously
close to his jutting chin.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said a newspaperman wearing
an International News Service badge.

“A woman reporter!” gaped a man with red garters
holding up his long sleeves. “What’ll those monkeys in the East
come up with next?”

“And I was hoping, Mr. Rooney, that you could help me
get established here,” she continued.

“And I’m hoping William Randolph Hearst’ll give me a
million dollars,” Rooney bit out. His cigar bobbled with each word,
depositing ashes on the table. “Good luck, lady. News reporting is
a very competitive business. No place for a woman.”

She rose stiffly, gathering her gored alpaca
traveling skirt. “I’ll get the interview with Villa while the rest
of you are still sitting here drinking coffee.”

Rooney smiled grimly. “First you gotta find him,
lady. And then you gotta beg him not to execute you, ’cause he
’specially hates American reporters.”

She could still hear the raucous male guffaws as she
sailed majestically out of the coffee shop.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

To her dismay, the reporters had been right. There
were no FOR RENT signs anywhere. Although El Paso’s revenue was
touted as the five C’s—climate, cotton, cattle, copper, and lastly
consumption—the numerous tuberculosis sanitariums were filled with
roomers who were not all consumptive patients seeking the pure air
and sunshine of the West.

To the victims of the White Plague, El Paso may have
been famous as the Sun City, but to most it was infamous as Sin
City. Its peccadillos and gamy predilections far outshone anything
Abilene, Kansas, or Tombstone, Arizona, had to offer. Yet there
were those who claimed that in the earlier days the prostitutes
were a civilizing influence on frontier El Paso. The madams’ names
always appeared on the list of donors to charitable causes.
However, only a few of the prostitutes’ patrons could appreciate
the quiet charm of good taste.

So it was there, in El Paso’s Tenderloin District,
that a few rooms could be had. Some of the most famous madams of
the day had stately mansions in midtown along Utah and Ninth.
Brothels like Madame Palmer’s Gentlemen’s Club, the posh
Marlborough House, and the Manhattan Club were elegant places where
men went for the best steak, the finest wine; where the doxies wore
ballgowns and cattle deals were settled and real estate sold. The
men didn’t have to go upstairs, although most probably did.

Roxana decided she wasn’t that desperate for
lodging.

She looked once more at the folded El Paso
Herald she held in her hand and then looked up at the two-story
red brick building with the grilled balcony. It was the right
address on Oregon Street, according to the newspaper ad. The bottom
floor was devoted to the Elite Confectionery, an ice cream parlor,
which, so said the hack driver, Pancho Villa had occasionally
patronized four years earlier as an exile from his political
opponent, Carranza. In fact, one of Villa’s wives, La Luz, and
their children still lived on Oregon Street.

It seemed only fitting then that this was where she
might find both lodging and work, if she was lucky. She climbed the
narrow staircase, careful to keep her suede gloves off the dusty
railing. On the second floor, she halted before the door marked
203. On its opaque glass paneling were stenciled the words ROCKY
MOUNTAIN DETECTIVE AGENCY and below it the picture of an eye.

The Pinkerton Detective Agency had made that symbol,
the private eye, famous: “The eye that never closes; it follows to
the end of the earth to arrest, then spends every available dollar
to put the offender behind bars.”

A little man in a tweed suit greeted her knock. He
sported a bristling mustache and his hair looked as if it were
pasted down. Quickly he assessed her, without seeming to. A wife
who wanted to put a tail on her wandering husband? “Do come in,” he
said with an old-fashioned dignity that put clients at ease.

Roxana took a seat in an overstuffed chair with worn
arms. The office resembled the backstage of a theater but for the
fruit- wood desk that had seen better days. A variety of cloaks and
hats hung from pegs. A dressing table’s tarnished mirror reflected
pots of rouge and cold cream and other makeup. Wigs capped the
table’s curlicue cornices along with a holstered pearl-handled
derringer and a set of nickel-plated, blue steel handcuffs. The
place appealed to her dramatic instincts.

“Mr. Bernard Rouche at your service, madam. Tell me,
how can I help you?”

Everything depended on the little man on the other
side of the desk. If he scoffed at the idea of a female detective,
what then? Her funds were depleting rapidly. Even now her stomach
was growling in a very unfeminine manner. Oh, for a rib-eye steak
from the Willard! She clutched the delicate silver chains of her
bag. “I would like to apply for the position of an—operative,” she
said, using the terminology printed in the ad.

His bird-bright eyes rounded, but he controlled his
surprise. “Of course.”

The Rocky Mountain Detective Agency needed some-one
to manage its El Paso office, and the Chicago headquarters had sent
him out to run it until he could hire a qualified person. Someone
knowledgeable in the art of shadowing, disguise, and playing a
role. Someone with tenacity, ingenuity, and organizational ability.
Someone who would keep his own counsel.

Mr. Rouche had not reached such a high position as a
principal with the agency without being one of the best in
criminology, espionage, and investigation. In addition, he was
shrewd and a good judge of character.

He studied the young woman across from him. The
features could be called handsome but were decidedly of an
intellectual cast. Her body, though reposed, radiated a surplus of
energy. Her face was honest, which would cause one in distress to
select her instinctively as a confidante. Undoubtedly, she would be
able to worm out secrets in many places where it was impossible for
male operatives to gain access.

“How soon can you begin, madam?”


CHAPTER THREE

 

From the dust-filmed window of the Rocky
Mountain Detective Agency Roxana could barely see tree-shaded San
Jacinto Plaza, where live alligators were kept in the fountain.
Down the street, a boy in knickerbockers filled potholes with
manure from the corrals behind the Grand Central Hotel. On the
street’s opposite side a carbonero, a coal merchant, led two
burros, all but obscured by the two panniers of coal, to the public
water trough.

Because of El Paso’s isolation, change came slowly.
In spite of the lingering wisps of frontier gun smoke, the
anachronistic town possessed a cosmopolitan flavor. It was the
Chinese Mecca of the Southwest, and several blocks over in the
Segundo Barrio was Chinatown, settled by coolies brought in to
finish the railroad. Between Second Street and the Rio Grande was
Little Chihuahua, crowded with all the refugees from the Villistas’
wrath.

The town was also the mining center of the Southwest,
and students from all over the world who were studying at the State
School of Mines and Metallurgy were seen everywhere, as were the
soldiers in khakis from nearby Camp Cotton.

The Pass had always been a meeting place, a
crossroads, where Indian, Spaniard, and Anglo met and mingled.
Conquistadors and colonists, wild Indians and devoted friars,
trappers and traders and Forty-niners played their parts in its
history. Gunmen and gamblers, cavalrymen and fancy women still held
the stage.

And now a female detective had insinuated herself in
their midst.

In one week Rouche had taught her much about the
modus operandi of a detective before he returned to Chicago. She
learned from him about collecting the preliminary facts on a case,
interviews and data from clients; about keeping basic records
containing the clients’ problems and requirements, together with
the precise plan of operation for the fieldman. Too, she learned
the little tricks of secreting information—rolling a message and
hiding it in a plug of tobacco or in her tresses.

Like the Pinkerton Agency, Rocky Mountain had its
Rogues Gallery—photos with detailed records and descriptions on the
reverse side. The description system was a method invented by the
Frenchman Bertillon, who had discovered there were twelve
measurements on the human body that did not change in an adult.
Roxana learned how to take these particular measurements as well as
to perform the more mundane tasks of filling out vouchers and
applying for drafts.

The benefits of working for the agency included free
railroad passes through the American Express Company, which
protected the railroads, and the use of the agency office as a
“residence.” A white iron bed now reposed behind a Chinese silk
screen, and she had purchased a hot plate for heating soups and tea
from the prestigious White House department store, where liveried
door-men helped wealthy patrons in and out of both carriages and
cars.

Now she had both lodging and a job that paid on a
regular basis. Still, she had yet to render a service for the
agency or to file a story about the Mexican revolutionaries. She
had considered several angles—maybe interviewing one of the Mormon
refugees of the 1910-11 exodus out of Mexico. The Mormons had
settled several colonies in Mexico in the 1880s when the Arizona
church members fled prosecution for polygamy.

Villa’s wife Luz sold candy and soda pop on the
streets to raise money for the Villista cause, but a story had
already been done on her.

There was Hippolito, Villa’s brother. When Villa last
overran Juarez, he had given Juarez’s bullring and gambling
concession to Hippolito, as well as the tribute paid by the
sporting-houses. But Hippolito appeared to be an absentee
landlord.

Roxana pressed her forehead against the pane’s cold
glass and agonized over how she was going to outwit several hundred
newspapermen all angling for the scoop of the year. She knew her
story couldn’t be ordinary. It had to be sensational. She was
competing with superb journalists like Damon Runyon with
International News Service, Floyd Gibbons of the Chicago
Tribune, and Jack London with Colliers Magazine.

Immediately below her a cream-colored Reo automobile
pulled against the curb, and the uniformed driver got out to open
the rear door before the Elite Confectionery. A heavyset man in a
silk-bound Homburg and black beaver Chesterfield coat emerged. His
negligent gesture of acknowledgement to the driver and his stately
carriage that did not really require the ivory walking stick
suggested a man long accustomed to wealth.

Moments later the knock at the door drew her
attention to the immediate problem of running the agency. She
opened the door to find her first client—the man in the Homburg. He
removed his hat to reveal silver gray hair that matched the thick
brows and clipped mustache. “Miss—?”

“Van Buren. Please come in, sir.”

He was heavily jowled, with brooding eyes that
carefully inspected the bizarre office. “The manager of the agency?
I wish to speak with him.” His speech had a foreign inflection that
started Roxana guessing. Certainly not French. But definitely an
aristocrat. The imperious nose, the high brow, and classical
mouth.

Perhaps he was a Spanish grandee like Don Luis
Terrazas. The former governor of the state of Chihuahua had fought
victoriously against the French many years before, and Benito
Juarez had rewarded him with a ranch empire. Chicago firms had
ordered a million head of his cattle, and it was said that one
could not cross Chihuahua without stepping on his property. But
Villa’s vendetta against Hispanics had forced Terrazas to flee
Mexico. With his entourage of hundreds, Terrazas had fled to El
Paso, where he and his family and servants had occupied a full
three floors of the hotel Paso del Norte.

Roxana shut the door behind the gentleman and
indicated the overstuffed chair. “I manage the office, sir. How can
I help you?”

His gray brows beetled down over the shrewd eyes.
“You are a detective? A woman detective?”

She nodded and seated herself in the swivel chair
behind the desk. Expecting just such incredulity from clients, she
reached for the package of cigarettes she had purchased and
withdrew one. It had taken no little practice that past week to
acquire the art of inhaling without choking.

Disapproval lurked in the hidalgo’s velvet brown
eyes.

“Women are quite capable of thin”— she cleared her
throat in order to stifle a rising cough—“of performing many of the
same tasks as men.”

The man leaned forward, bracing his hands on the
cane’s gold knob. She could see he was mulling over his decision to
use the agency’s services. At last, sighing heavily, he spoke. “I
am Don Arturo Asunsolo of Durango, Mexico. Or at least that was our
home, until four years ago. Villa’s raids forced us to abandon our
hacienda. Until it is safe to return, we have taken a home up in
Sunset Heights, while my youngest daughter finishes her education
at St. Joseph of Loretto Academy.”

A Spanish grandee. She had guessed accurately.

Suddenly, the grandee’s shoulders slumped and he
looked very old. “This is what has brought me here today. My
daughter. Angelina disappeared from the Academy two days ago. The
El Paso police have filed a missing persons report but are doing
nothing to find her.” He shrugged his shoulders. “We are not
Americans, they say. They say that dozens of people go missing
every day in El Paso, more than they can hope to find.”

He looked up and fixed Roxana with an old eagle’s
piercing gaze. “I want to find my daughter.”

“The agency will do all it can, Don Asunsolo.”

“I will pay a reward. A handsome reward of five
thousand dollars if you find her—alive.”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

There was not much to go on. A snapshot taken the
month before, when a nephew from Chihuahua came to visit. The good-
looking young man was at the center of the photo, with his Asunsolo
cousins gathered on either side before a table spread with tureens,
platters, and salvers of food.

The six Asunsolo children were replicas of their
father. Most in their twenties, they all bore that aristocratic
countenance. Roxana studied the four sons and two daughters. Marta
at thirty- one was the eldest. And Angelina at seventeen the
youngest— and the most handsome of the children. No, beautiful. A
delicate beauty of dark almond eyes that danced and lovely,
childish lips that possessed that Mona Lisa curve of secret
laughter.

“Angelina was the sweetest, most considerate of my
children,” her father said before he left, “and I cannot imagine
anyone wanting to hurt her. I have to find her, or my heart will
never know any peace.”

Roxana had to admit to herself that she was as unsure
as to where to begin the search as Don Arturo. She lay awake on the
narrow bed that night asking herself questions and finding no
satisfactory answers.

Abduction? But no ransom had been demanded.

Murder? Who would have wanted her murdered?

Or could Angelina Asunsolo have run away? Why?

The next morning Roxana studied the photo again and
once more glanced over the information she had gleaned from Don
Arturo. The sheaf of foolscap was less than half filled with her
precise copperplate handwriting.

No distinguishable markings. Black hair, brown eyes.
Slight of figure. Last seen at Academy February 6th during matins.
No clothing or personal articles missing. Was wearing school
uniform of white middy blouse and navy blue skirt and deceased
mothers black-pearled crucifix.

The four sons, Roxana had learned, all lived at home
and held clerical positions at the American Smelting and Refining
Company. Marta, the eldest daughter, lived in Juarez with her
husband, a lawyer, Jesus Sanchez.

That gave Roxana three places to visit: A.S.&R.
in Smeltertown, which was on El Paso’s western perimeter; the
Sanchezes across the border in Juarez; and the St. Joseph of
Loretto Academy.

Smeltertown, built mostly on the cooled fiery red
dump slag from the refinery, was composed of some of El Paso’s most
dilapidated shacks and a few nice houses; the shacks for the
laborers of American Smelting and Refining, the well-constructed
yellow buildings for a few of its management. The four Asunsolo
brothers were part of that management, their positions obtained,
Roxana suspected, through their father’s prestige and
authority.

A.S.&R. had subsidiaries in several northern
Mexican cities, and A.S.&R.’s board of directors likely felt it
only politic to appease an old man who still carried a great deal
of influence with the Carranza government—though it was difficult
to determine how long that government would control the capital of
Mexico City, with Villa disrupting the peripheral population.

Smeltertown’s smokestack was claimed to be the
tallest in the country, and as Roxana descended the wooden stairs
from A.S.&R.’s offices, the acrid smell of sulphur belching
from the smokestack enveloped her. For some illogical reason, she
was reminded of dried apricots.

But then, most of her reasoning seemed illogical. Why
didn’t Angelina have a young man in whom she was interested? The
girl was old enough. And exquisitely beautiful.

Yet the four brothers, each of whom Roxana had
interviewed separately in A.S.&R.’s conference room, had
insisted that Angelina had refused the attentions of all the
eligible suitors.

And the ineligible?

“Why, there were none!” Esteban, the oldest brother,
had proclaimed indignantly. “My father would never have allowed
it.”

From Luis, Roxana elicited the information that a
stable hand had once tried to kiss Angelina and was surprised by
their father, who horsewhipped the man himself.

Perhaps an inheritance? Could one of the siblings
have murdered the sister? Pascual stated that his three brothers
and himself were the only beneficiaries of their father’s will.
Marta and Angelina had received their portion upon their mother’s
death from diphtheria more than two years before.

Renaldo, the youngest of the brothers, grudgingly
opined that Angelina was not completely an angel. “She was the last
of the children—the image of my mother. And my father, he has
spoiled Angelina terribly. But who cannot help but give her what
she wants?”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Roxana took the electric trolley across the
International Bridge to Juarez. Its buildings and houses still bore
fresh scars from machine-gun bullets and bursting shrapnel where
twice Villa had taken the city, which reflected the extremes of
poverty and wealth. Whoever controlled Juarez controlled northern
Mexico, rich with mines and the gateway for military supplies
imported from the United States.

The Sanchez home was only a couple of blocks away
from the Carcel Publica and Juzgado de Letras, where Licenciado
Sanchez’s law office was located. The front of the Sanchez home was
unimposing, a flat adobe wall painted a garish green, which turned
its back on the dirt street. But inside, the heavy ornate
furniture, grilled ironwork, and mosaic tiled floors immersed
Roxana in Old World charm.

She followed an Indian woman whose huarache sandals
shuffled down a palm-planted corridor to the sala, where
Marta Sanchez greeted her. Marta was a paler version of her younger
sister. She possessed the same sculptured bone structure, but the
eyes did not dance secretively, the mouth did not laugh at the
world.

The woman could only reaffirm what her brothers had
said. Angelina would not have run off, for there had been no
reason. She was happy, had all she could want, and did not have a
boyfriend.

“My sister found all the young men”—Marta searched
for the word, her hands groping expressively—“silly. After
Enrique—”

“Enrique?”

“There.” Marta pointed to the snapshot Roxana held.
“The young man in the center of us. Enrique Ronquillo. All these
years Angelina has idolized him. But since he is our cousin, that
is all there is. If she finds a man like Enrique, then she will
marry.”

If she was still alive, Roxana privately added.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

The Mother Superior, her veined hands momentarily
concealed by the drape of the white habit, shook her head sadly.
“We are all mystified by Angelina’s disappearance, Miss Van Buren.
She was a perfect student. All A’s. She had many friends here, and
I can think of no one who would have wanted to harm her. A happy
child, she was.”

But she wasn’t a child. She was seventeen, due to be
graduated from the Academy that spring. Roxana asked to speak with
the friend closest to Angelina.

Maria Josefa, a plump girl with pretty features, was
from South America. She faced Roxana in the Academy’s vestibule.
The sunlight filtering through the stained glass in the fanned
window above the doorway betrayed the girl’s agitation: the eyes
that looked everywhere but at Roxana, the teeth that gnawed
nervously at the bottom lip, the dimpled hands that twisted about
each other. “I told the police everything I knew, Señorita.”

“I’m sorry,” Roxana said gently, “but I haven’t
talked with the police.” She gestured toward the hand-carved bench
against one stucco wall, and Maria Josefa stiffly took a seat at
the opposite end of the bench from her. “I’m a friend of the
family, Maria Josefa, and they’re very worried. Could you please
tell me all you know, again?”

“Pues, like I said, it was just before matins,
and Angelina said she had left her rosary beads in her room. She
returned to her room but never did come back for matins.” The girl
shrugged. “That’s all I know. Verdad.”

“Did Angelina have a boyfriend?”

“No. No one.”

The girl was lying. It was obvious. Rouche’s words
came back to Roxana. Listen carefully to lies. They are sometimes
very revealing of the truth.

Roxana didn’t like what she was about to do. But her
job was to find Angelina Asunsolo. She fished in the chatelaine bag
attached by the silver chain to her belt and came up with the
package of cigarettes. She extended the pack to Maria Josefa. “Do
you smoke?”

Maria Josefa glanced down the hall toward the Mother
Superior’s office. “Never.”

“Good.” Roxana lit one. “Smoking’s bad for the
lungs.”

“But sometimes it helps the nerves,” Maria Josefa
mumbled. “I’ll take one.”

Roxana passed her the cigarette. “Why are you
nervous?”

The girl inhaled deeply, then exhaled in one long
breath that was almost a sigh. “Oh, you
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