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Part One:
Pablo

Chapter One: The
Sacrifice


She was born Anna Maria Cordero. Has anyone ever
been given a lovelier name? Those who knew her were of the opinion
that her name, like a catchy song lyric, rolled ever so pleasingly
from the tongue. However, Anna Maria’s grandfather, Pablo Cordero,
decided to sweeten the already melodious name by calling his
granddaughter “Cheerianna.” He thought Cheerianna was the sort of name that
might be given to a squaw who in some way was exceptional. Also,
being quite the doting grandfather Pablo Cordero was, he made the
absurd claim that his one-day-old granddaughter actually flashed
him a smile. Absurd as this was, Pablo believed it to be so. More
than that, it was his hope that as Anna Maria grew, she would
shower his life with all the sunshine that in one way or another
went missing.

“Look, Martina, what a
beauty she is!” the doting grandfather cried to his daughter. “And
God bless her, she smiles just like your mama used to!”

Cradling her infant daughter, Martina
Cordero looked up at her beaming father and cried, “Papa!” Overcome
with joy and sorrow, she stammered and struggled to finish her
words. When she did, tears fell from Pablo’s eyes, for right there
and then, Martina decided that her daughter would go through life
bearing the same name as the mother the heavens denied her the
chance to know.

At first, Pablo Cordero didn’t intend
to become a doting grandfather. For days he went about grumbling
and crying after learning that his seventeen-year-old unwed
daughter had gone and gotten herself pregnant. Pablo cursed Martina
and the unborn child and the expectant mother felt abandoned. Pablo
himself was of the belief that his good name would go down in
disgrace. He was ashamed for himself and Martina—a fact he had
little difficulty making known. He went about his days sullenly,
and when Martina began to show, he forbade her to leave the
house.

“You’ll remain here until
I can figure out how to deal with the disgrace that you’ve brought
upon us!” were his coarse and angry words.

Despite Pablo’s irrationality, Martina
dared not disobey. Times were getting tough, though, and Martina
believed that they would suffer financially. She had cleaned for
the well-to-do folks in Brownsville, but while locked away, she
wouldn’t be able to work. Her work yielded a modest income, but it
did help in the difficult times. What’s more, Pablo made Martina
appear irresponsible by denying her the right to go and explain to
her employers that she was forced into quitting. That alone should
have told Pablo that locking away Martina was irrational, if not
altogether cruel. For had it not also been his intention to lock
away the eventual child until say…its thirteenth birthday, sooner
or later he would have to reconcile what he referred to as a
“disgrace” and explain how an infant showed up on his doorstep, and
furthermore, why it was permitted to stay. Nevertheless, Pablo
followed through with his threat.

“But Papa, how will we
survive if I can’t work!” cried Martina.

Pablo stormed off, ignoring his
pleading daughter and never once looking back to witness the
crushing effects of his angry silence.

“If Miss Lillie were here,
she wouldn’t turn her back on me!” Martina cried out. “She would
still love me!” Pablo was gone. The expectant mother’s desperate
cries never reached his ears.

****

Martina was age seven when Pablo made
his return to Brownsville. This he did after a seven year stint
living and working on Edgar Trudeau’s farm. Shortly after their
arrival, Martina was befriended by a young girl named Marylou
Kendry. It was Marylou Kendry with whom Martina cleaned houses.
Unbeknownst to Pablo, Marylou Kendry took it upon herself to
explain to their employers that it wasn’t Martina’s wish to quit,
but was forced to do so by her “unreasonable father.”

****

As time went by, Pablo became used to
the idea of Martina pregnant. At last, he softened his position and
had come to anticipate the arrival of his grandbaby with eagerness.
Pablo’s turnabout didn’t come until Martina was too far along to
resume her partnership with Marylou Kendry. By then it wouldn’t
have mattered, as the homes in Brownsville, Texas, owned by the
wealthier protestants were too large to be cleaned by one person,
therefore, Marylou Kendry had to recruit a new partner.

As time passed, Anna
Maria—or, Cheerianna, as she was called by her grandfather, lived
up to the pet name. Whenever Martina called to her daughter, she
would stress the last two syllables singing, “Anna Mareeeeahhhh.”
Her melodious voice rang out beautifully. The doting grandfather,
though, never called Anna Maria anything but Cheerianna. Anna Maria was a
delight and the apple of her mother and grandfather’s eyes. After
the many struggles that Pablo had endured in his lifetime, he
looked upon his sweet Cheerianna
as God’s way of rewarding him. After her birth,
he never let a day pass without thanking God and Martina for giving
him such a beautiful grandbaby.

As Anna Maria grew, Pablo and she would
take long walks together on Sunday afternoons. As Anna Maria grew
bigger, their walks became longer. They would walk hand-in-hand all
over Brownsville, Texas. As they went along, Anna Maria would
occasionally glance up at her grandfather with confidence that he
was a man who knew and understood the world like no
other.

“Look, my sweet
Cheerianna,” Pablo had said to his granddaughter, who was always
eager for a story. “This is all that remains of Palmito
Ranch.”

“What happened to it,
Grandfather?” asked Anna Maria—eager as ever for Pablo’s
knowledge.

This, Pablo enjoyed immensely—the
enthusiasm with which Anna Maria called for an answer, and the
doting grandfather never disappointed. He was thrilled when
presented with the opportunity to engage his young hiking companion
with whatever wisdom he had acquired in his time and
travels.

“Palmito Ranch is where
the last battle of the Civil War took place,” Pablo told her. “It
was also where my grandfather—your great-great-grandfather was
killed while defending an outpost against the attacking Union
Army.”

“Were you sad,
Grandfather?” asked Anna Maria.

“I was sad to learn that
it happened,” said Pablo. “But I never knew your
great-great-grandfather. The Battle of Palmito Ranch happened
before I was born.”

“Why do we have to have
wars?” asked the innocent child.

With a sigh, Pablo shrugged, for his
granddaughter asked a most complicated question that would require
a long and complicated answer.

“God only knows, my sweet
Cheerianna,” he began. “But this last war was the worst ever, I
think. It seemed that every inch of the globe was at war, if you
can imagine such a thing.” With more reflection than intended, he
added, “War does strange things to people, Cheerianna. Strange
things indeed. But for some reason that I can’t seem to grasp, it
seems that folks aren’t happy unless they’re fighting over
something. Instead of learning about all the interesting things
that make us different and celebrating them, we find it easier to
go to war over them. I know what you’re thinking; it doesn’t make
sense. But not everything about the world can be explained…not even
by an old goat like me.”

“You’re not an old goat!”
protested Anna Maria.

Pablo smiled warmly at his
granddaughter—a gesture to reassure her that he would be around for
years to come, and that there would be many more long walks to take
and stories to tell. Then he added, “It used to be that in
Brownsville, whites and Mexicans respected one another’s customs
and culture. But times are a changin’, my sweet Cheerianna. Times
surely are a-changin’.”

“Grandfather, am I
Mexican?” asked Anna Maria.

The question produced a hardy chuckle
from Pablo, who knelt down in front of his granddaughter and
assured her that she was indeed of the asked ethnicity.

“Then why is my skin so
much lighter than yours and Mama’s?” she wondered.

Hmmm, nothing like being
set back on your heels by a child, thought
Pablo. But just when he needed to, Pablo Cordero could be very
creative—especially during those Sunday afternoon walks with his
impressionable granddaughter at his side.

“The day that you were
born was the bluest sky ever, and the sun never shone so bright,”
Pablo told Anna Maria, who at the time was age seven. “And just at
the precise moment that you were born, the sun came down and peeked
in the window. And do you know what happened after that?” Pablo
gave Anna Maria no time to speculate, before gushing, “Your tender
little body gathered up all that wonderful sunshine and you’ve been
shining bright ever since!”

It wasn’t often on those Sunday
afternoon walks that Anna Maria shot her grandfather a skeptical
look, but the fantastic explanation for her skin color, which she
thought strangely lighter than her mother’s and grandfather’s,
elicited such a look.

“Look, Cheerianna!” said
Pablo on another of their Sunday walks. “There in the distance is
the famous car bridge that I helped build back in 1910! Isn’t it
beautiful?”

“Sure, Grandfather,” was
Anna Maria’s tempered reply, as she wasn’t yet of an age when one
can see beauty in something so commonplace as a bridge.

“The bridge connects
Brownsville, Texas, and Matamoros, Mexico,” Pablo told her. “After
the bridge was finished, many of us walked all the way to Bagdad
Beach in Matamoros and slept on the sand. When we woke, we saw the
most beautiful sunrise ever! Nowhere on earth does the sun rise so
beautifully as over the Gulf of Mexico, and the best place to see
it is Bagdad Beach in Matamoros. Maybe sometime we’ll sneak out and
walk all through the night until we reach the beach. Then we can
watch the sunrise and lie all day in the sand listening to the
gulls and the water. Would you like that?”

“Oh yes, Grandfather,”
replied then nine-year-old Anna Maria. “I would love for us to see
the sunrise together.”

Indeed, the childhood of Anna Maria
Cordero was more a delight than Pablo could have ever imagined. The
days also passed happily for Anna Maria, who would wake
particularly chirpy on Sunday mornings. After breakfast she would
spring from her seat, grab Pablo by the hand, and off they would go
walking, sometimes not returning until dusk. Who could be a
cheerier soul than Anna Maria Cordero? But then Callahan would come
by.

Callahan was an intimidating sort,
always managing to come by when least expected. Though had his
company been expected, there was no preparing for such an unwanted
presence, less anticipate it. Callahan came whenever Pablo was
away. He would stroll into the Cordero home as though having more
right to the space than those living there; his presence loomed in
such a way, it caused others to wilt.

This he enjoyed, and it prompted him to
strut about with his superiority and smirk with a face filled with
arrogance. Callahan lived for the opportunity to celebrate his
affect. As a babe and toddler, Anna Maria took no notice of the
menacing stranger. Later on she would run and hide whenever
Callahan came by, and for the remainder of the day she wouldn’t
utter a word. Her silence troubled Pablo, who when returning home
was accustomed to an enthused greeting. Martina pretended not to
notice the uncustomary behavior. When questioned by Pablo, she
would reply weakly, “She’s probably just tired, Papa.”

Now a bit older, Anna Maria met the
smirking Callahan with a hard glare of her own. With her high
cheekbones and proud chin pointed in his direction, she held her
glare, refusing to back down. Callahan looked away from the
unabashed child and directed his words at Martina. “You’d better
teach that little lady of yours some manners, girly…you hear?” he
warned. “Or I might have to teach her myself. I don’t recon we’d
want that, would we? Well…would we?”

Martina lowered her eyes. Callahan had
a way of making her feel inadequate and more ashamed than her
father ever did when first viewing her pregnancy as a disgrace.
Anna Maria watched her mother’s eyes travel to the floor—her
posture slump like a school girl preparing to be scolded. Unable to
understand why this man held such dominion over her mother, she
became angry. It enraged her further, when witnessing the
victorious grin that would come over Callahan whenever her mother
assumed the stance of a guilty child. Martina went to Anna Maria
and knelt before her. “Please, Anna Maria,” she begged. “It’s a
nice day. Why don’t you go out and play for a while.”

It was of Anna Maria’s proclivity to
oppose her dismissal, but when she looked into her mother’s
pleading eyes, she did as asked. She didn’t turn about and go
running off as Martina had hoped. Instead, she walked backward
carefully until reaching the door. She maintained her defiant
glare, her eyes burning into Callahan. This she did despite the
reprisal that could be in store for her mother. As Anna Maria
backed her way toward the door, Callahan narrowed his eyes and
began peering in at her. He took a step in her direction, giving
her face a thorough examination as he went searching for a trace of
resemblance.

Anna Maria took her leave
without putting on her shoes and Martina was too out-of-sorts to
remind her. The stones embedded in the hard clay road hurt her
feet. She went along trying to remove Callahan, Martina, and the
unfriendly road from her thoughts, in favor of conjuring images of
what a sunrise would look like over the Gulf of Mexico while
standing on the soft sands of Bagdad Beach in Matamoros. This, she
imagined, not alone, but standing next to her adoring grandfather
and holding onto his comforting hand. No doubt he would tell her
some fantastic story such as, My sweet
Cheerianna, you must be akin to the sun, for only the earliest rays
of light that sparkle on the gulf’s waters are as beautiful as
you.

Callahan led Martina to her room. When
he was through with her, he took a few bills from his fold and
unceremoniously tossed then on the floor. From her knees, Martina
stared at the bills, though she dared not gather them until after
Callahan had gone.

“Whatcha lookin’ at there,
girly?” he asked with his familiar taunt that always managed to
leave Martina feeling belittled. “Not enough, is it? Well, ain’t
you heard that times are tough—that there’s a depression goin’ on?
Besides, you ain’t no real
whore, you see. But you are my whore. Now it’d be
best for all concerned if you remember your place and not get all
ungrateful on me. You hear?”

“Sir?” said Martina. Sir
was the manner in which she addressed Callahan. “I got a job
cleaning for a well-to-do protestant woman at the other end of
town. The pay is very good.”

“Well, is that so,” said
the haughty Callahan. “You tryin’ to tell me you don’t need my
money anymore? Is that what you’re tryin’ to tell me? Cause if
that’s so, then maybe your old man needs to find out where all the
extra coin has been comin’ from for the past eleven years. And
maybe that ‘well-to-do’
protestant woman needs to find out just what kind
of woman she has in her employment. So if I were you, girly, I
wouldn’t go lookin’ to change our little arrangement. Are ya
readin’ me alright? Well, are ya?”

“Yes sir,” was Martina’s
defeated reply, her eyes remaining fixed on the floor.

“Now, why don’t you scrape
up that cash and go and get that little lady of yours a decent pair
of shoes,” he said.

Later when Anna Maria returned, Martina
ran to her side and begged, “Please Anna Maria, you mustn’t tell
your grandpapa about Mr. Callahan. If he found out about him, I’m
afraid of what he might do. You must promise me, Anna
Maria!”

It saddened Anna Maria that Callahan
was able to reduce her mother to someone, who from her knees would
plead for her silence. Begrudgingly, Anna Maria complied with her
mother’s wishes, though she went to her bed that night wishing
Pablo could somehow find out about Callahan and chase him away…or
worse. By then, Anna Maria was old enough to understand what
Callahan wanted from her mother. What she couldn’t understand,
though, was why this man, who so clearly upset her mother, was
never turned away. Martina, who otherwise was strong of spirit,
hadn’t the strength or will to stand up to Callahan, and this
troubled Anna Maria as much as Callahan himself.

It was weeks before Callahan returned.
On that day, Pablo came home and discovered Anna Maria sitting on
the ground just outside the house. She didn’t notice her
grandfather approaching, nor did she look up, or respond when he
called, “Hello, my sweet Cheerianna. How was your day?” Anna Maria
seemed in a trance and was unable to be reached. She looked past
Pablo as he approached.

“Cheerianna, what’s wrong?
What happened today?” the concerned grandfather asked. He then took
his granddaughter’s tender shoulders in his hands and gently shook
her.

Anna Maria never looked up at Pablo,
nor verbally responded to his plea. Instead, she took a stick, and
with it she pried loose a stone from the hard clay that served as
the Cordero’s terrace. With the stone she scratched out words in
the clay. Pablo looked on with foreboding curiosity as Anna Maria’s
delicate hand gripped the stone and began etching her cryptic
message. No longer amused by the enigmatic behavior, he cried out,
“What do you mean by these words, Cheerianna? I don’t
understand!”

Ignoring her grandfather, Anna Maria
rose to her feet, tossed aside the stone, and walked
away.

The bewildered man called after her,
but not once did she bother looking back. Pablo, too, rose to his
feet and was about to start after her, when he heard Martina call,
“Let he go, Papa. She needs time to be alone. She will
return.”

“But I don’t understand,”
cried Pablo. “What does this mean?” He pointed to the words
I fixed it scratched out
in the clay.

Martina took her father by the hand and
led him inside. Kneeling by his side, she pressed one of his hard
calloused hands to her face. Then as best she could, through
pitiful tears, Martina Cordero began to explain with deep regret
the past several years of her life. “Please don’t be ashamed of me
Papa,” she pleaded. “For God’s sake, don’t despise me!”

“You’re my child,
Martina,” said Pablo. “We’ve been through so much together. We
helped each other to survive. No matter what, how could I not love
you?”

“Please, Papa,” begged
Martina, “you must take Anna Maria away from here. This place is no
longer good for her. Your precious Cheerianna can never know who
Mr. Callahan really is! Please Papa—when she comes back, you must
take her away from here at once!”

“But what about you,
Martina?” cried Pablo. “How will you ever manage?”

“I’ll survive, Papa,” she
said. “In my prayers I’ll talk to Miss Lillie. She’ll guide me.
She’ll tell me what to do, just like when I was a little
girl.”

“Martina, you’re talking
crazy,” said Pablo. “Miss Lillie has been dead for
years.”

“No Papa!” Martina
protested. “Miss Lillie has always been with me. She never left me.
Oh, Papa…please tell Anna Maria that her mama loves her and that
she tried. You’ll do that for me, won’t you, Papa?”

Pablo Cordero stood before
his daughter. He ached from despair and all at once felt much older
than his years. He tried to reconcile what Martina was asking of
him. It broke his heart that his daughter, who grew up without a
mother and who had already sacrificed too much was about to
sacrifice herself. He began grasping for
anything—anyway to keep his little family together. But in his heart he knew
that Martina was right. It was time to take his granddaughter—his
precious Cheerianna far away from Brownsville, Texas.

****

Stock prices dipped dramatically on
September 4th, 1929. On October 29th, the market crashed as the
United States lapsed into was would become known as The Great
Depression. Meanwhile, the country was entering its tenth year of
Prohibition. Brownsville, Texas, became a popular port of entry
into Matamoros, Mexico for those wanting to drink legally. As for
those not wanting to make the short trip and instead partake in
recreational liquids right under the nose of the law? For those
folks there was plenty of moonshine to be had. White lightning,
rotgut, tiger’s sweat, bush whiskey, skull cracker…call it want you
wish; it was bought and sold just about everywhere and you didn’t
need to be well connected to get your hands on it. Some people made
it, others sold it, and to varying degrees, still others who did
both. Making it took a bit of skill—skill which, incidentally,
wasn’t unknown to Pablo Cordero.

Pablo learned the art of making
moonshine back in 1902 from a man called Big George. Making
moonshine wasn’t Pablo’s chief source of income, but during times
when jobs were scarce and work was drying up, assisting in whipping
up not only a few batches of moonshine, but Big George’s highly
sought after recipe enabled him to get by. Once Prohibition began,
though, Pablo made certain that his moonshine making went
undetected by the women in his life. He surely didn’t want Martina
or his precious Cheerianna to find out that he was breaking the
law.

He would make what he thought was a
plausible excuse for why he needed to disappear for awhile. Then
off he would go, sneaking away to Edgar Trudeau’s farm, where for
years he had apprenticed under Big George.

The calendar turned 1930, and work was
drying up everywhere at an alarming rate. Pablo was realistic—he
understood that no employer was going to let go of a white worker
in favor of a Mexican, no matter how skilled, or how many years he
had been at a job. He figured it would only be a matter of time
before he would have to hook up with Big George and call upon his
skills as a moonshiner if he and his little family were to survive
the times. Unfortunately, whipping up batches of Big George’s
recipe wouldn’t be in Pablo’s future. Separated from Martina, to
whom he had given half his funds, and with his eleven-year-old
granddaughter at his side, Pablo Cordero was down to his very last
option.

It was May of 1930, when Pablo and Anna
Maria Cordero boarded the Missouri Pacific Railroad. After their
many Sunday walks together, Pablo was used to the curious way folks
stared and the way others tilted their heads when glancing at his
youthful sidekick. Anna Maria had prominent cheekbones and a proud
chin—features certainly worthy of noticing. But it was her Mayan
eyes that seemed to possess the wisdom of the ancients that caused
folks to stare. Her cinnamon hair and fair complexion next to
Pablo’s dark and calloused figure was what caused them to look
curious and to wonder. Nevertheless, with her hair, complexion, and
features, it could be said of Anna Maria Cordero, that she was an
exotic beauty. When they boarded the train, Pablo greeted the
stares and curious glances with a contrived smile which most
perceived as pleasant. Though, when moving along, he kept Anna
Maria pressed to his side when making their way to the back of the
car.

“Where are we going,
Grandfather?” she asked, not sounding particularly hopeful that
they were embarking on one of Pablo’s promised
adventures.

“Kentucky,” he replied
with more enthusiasm than was in his heart.

“What’s in Kentucky?”
wondered Anna Maria. Her mood seemed to brighten, figuring, why
else travel to such a faraway place if not for reasons that would
bring about good fortune?

“What’s in Kentucky is a
place called Crow’s Farm and a good man named Cornelius,” Pablo
told his granddaughter. He could only hope that Crow’s Farm and
Cornelius were still around, and that he would be remembered. But
those were thoughts he was wise not to share with his young
traveling companion.

“Oh,” said Anna Maria,
unable to conceal her disappointment that they were traveling all
the way to Kentucky only for the purpose of visiting a
farm.

“It’s a long trip, my
Cheerianna,” said Pablo. “Try and go to sleep.”

“Okay, Grandfather, I’ll
go to sleep,” she said. “And while I’m sleeping I’m going to dream
that we’re standing together on the shore of Bagdad Beach in
Matamoros, Mexico, and watching the sunrise.”

“You do that, my sweet
Cheerianna,” said Pablo. “And when you wake, you must remember to
tell me all about it.”

Pablo, too, was tired and wanting for
sleep, but his heart, which was breaking for Martina, wasn’t so
accommodating. He took his satchel which was resting at his side
and placed it on his lap. Through its soft, brown suede, he could
feel the handle of a Colt Revolver—the famous 1873 single action it
was—the same Colt model that was used by Theodore Roosevelt,
Buffalo Bill Cody, Wyatt Earp, and Billy The Kid. The brown, suede
satchel was a gift. As for the Colt Revolver? Call it a curious
acquisition.

Pablo looked around the car and
wondered how it must feel to be among the many eagerly anticipating
their destinations. The happy chatter that surrounded him—the
celebratory mood of the car’s passengers—it all became a din that
ripped away at his senses. Across the aisle sat two boys that Pablo
determined were brothers. They were going on and on about Dizzy
Dean, their beloved Saint Louis Cardinals, and that they couldn’t
wait to get back home. Once there, they would run straight away to
Sportsman Park and try and sneak through the gate to watch their
beloved ball team.

The eager and excited smiles—the happy
chatter—the two brothers: Pablo Cordero was trapped in a moving
train surrounded by many who served as glowing reminders of his
failures.

Throughout the car was
jollity and merriment—things that he could never provide Martina;
though never missing was his effort. He noticed that Anna Maria’s
breathing had changed, for she had fallen asleep. He gave her head,
which seemed to be resting comfortably on his shoulder, a gentle
pat. He could have cried for how much his delicate, young traveling
companion loved and trusted him. I’ll
prove myself worthy of that love and trust, or die trying,
he thought. He laid back his head, closed his
eyes, and listened to the chugging of the train—its unwavering
repetition—an unrelenting repetition that seemed to mimic with
irreverence his lasting struggles.

“You dream of that
sunrise, my sweet Cheerianna,” Pablo whispered to his sleeping
granddaughter. “You keep dreaming and never give up
hope.”

When Anna Maria was born, Pablo pinned
all his hopes on his granddaughter. All along it had been his
belief that, together he and Martina could provide for Anna Maria
all that he alone was unable provide for Martina. Now, as the
Missouri Pacific Railroad chugged its way through Texas, Pablo
Cordero was right back where he began—a man who once hoped that the
world would show some kindness to a desperate soul journeying alone
with his infant daughter.


Chapter Two: Dolci and
Uncle Joe


Manuel Cordero fled from his native Mexico and
headed east twenty-one years after the Texas Revolution—a conflict
that began on October 2, 1835, and ended on April 21, 1836, and
featured the famous Battle of the Alamo. The Mexican Reform
movement, which began in the early 1850s, had prompted Manuel
Cordero to cross over into territory belonging to the United
States. The reform laws were polarizing Mexican society at a time
when delegates were preparing the constitution of 1857. The purpose
of the constitution was to reaffirm the abolition of slavery,
secularize education, and uphold civil liberties. Manuel Cordero
recognized that the Reform Laws and new constitution were
politically dividing the country and setting the stage for a civil
war. After Manuel settled in Brownsville, Texas, and began working
at Palmito Ranch, he wrote several letters imploring his brother,
Juan, to come and join him.

Please brother,
Manuel wrote. There’s
plenty of work here and the promise of a better life.
After his third attempt, Juan was persuaded. He
packed up his family and meager belongings and headed for
Brownville, Texas, and Palmito Ranch, where he worked alongside his
brother. However, the world can provide all sorts of ironies,
especially for those at its mercy. Not the least of its ironies saw
Manuel and Juan Cordero flee their native Mexico, and narrowly
escaping civil war—a civil war which began in 1858, and ended in
1861. This they did in favor of a country that, in 1861, was
beginning a civil war of its own. In the beginning the move to
Brownsville, Texas, proved beneficial to Manuel, Juan, and their
young families. Then Palmito Ranch became a confederate
outpost.

The American Civil
War officially ended on April 9, 1865. However, not everyone received the
memo. Despite an agreement that precluded fighting between Union
and Confederate forces on the Rio Grande on May 11, 1865, Colonel
Barrett dispatched 250 men of the 62nd Colored Infantry Regiment
and 50 men of the 2nd Texas Cavalry Regiment to attack reported
rebel outposts and camps. After finding no one at White’s Ranch,
Lieutenant Colonel Branson, under the command of Colonel Barrett,
repositioned the regiments for the purpose of launching an attack
on a rebel outpost at Palmito Ranch. The Union Regiments managed to
scatter the confederates, who later reemerged with a large cavalry
force. Barrett, in turn, reinforced Branson with 200 men of the
34th Indiana Volunteer Infantry. The Volunteer Infantry torched all
the rebel’s supplies held at Palmito Ranch. Again, a large
Confederate cavalry force, this time commanded by Colonel John S.
“Rip” Ford, hammered the Union line with heavy artillery, forcing
Barrett to call for a retreat.

That the Battle of Palmito Ranch
occurred at all remains a mystery. Some believe Barrett was seeking
a little battlefield glory for himself at the end of the war.
Others claimed Barrett needed horses for the many among his cavalry
who had been dismounted. Either way, the Battle of Palmito Ranch,
no matter how unnecessary, cost Manuel and Juan Cordero their lives
and left their young, vulnerable families alone to fend for
themselves. The Cordero widows did all they could to hold their
young families together. But it wasn’t long after Manuel’s death
that his widow Nina, at the behest of her eldest brother Pedro,
took her children and moved back to Mexico. Corina, Juan’s widow,
refused to be a burden on Nina’s brother and so chose to
remain.

Corina Cordero took her
two sons, Juan Carlos and Cesar, and headed northeast into
Louisiana. They settled in New Orleans, if you can call living on
the streets settling. Corina figured the ethnic diversity of New Orleans would
present a kinder scenario for three stray Mexicans than the less
forgiving Texas—especially on the heels of a civil war. Juan
Cordero hadn’t much by the war’s end. Just days before he was
killed, as if though he’d foreseen his own death, he handed over to
Corina what little he had for safekeeping.

With living on the streets, the days
seemed to run together for the Corderos. Oddly enough, the nights
seemed friendlier. Being as they were strangers in a strange place,
they felt less conspicuous at night, and could remain hidden away
from a society that at times gawked upon their lowly station.
Despite the staring of the least compassionate, the vulnerable
family never felt threatened. In spite of the challenges meeting
their meager existence, Juan Carlos, despite his youth, swore to
protect the younger Cesar and their mother.

By the time the family arrived in New
Orleans, little remained in Corina’s purse. They were starving and
it was days before she managed to find work at a local market
place. She made a meager wage, but enough to nourish her two boys
with some left over for herself. Juan Carlos and Cesar remained
nearby the marketplace while Corina worked. At night the three
Corderos took to the streets, remaining in shadow or tucked away in
the city’s nooks and crannies until morning.

Bright and early they’d arrive at the
marketplace. Again Juan Carlos and Cesar would remain nearby, while
Corina unloaded wagon after wagon that came rolling in from the
farms. She then filled baskets with a variety of fruits and
vegetables to be sold. Throughout the day she lifted and carried
hour after hour without any break. At the end of the day she
cleaned fish counters until unceremoniously handed a broom. At
week’s end a marketplace merchant decided that he should have
certain entitlements for being kind enough to employ one so
desperate, and who, despite her trying circumstances, had youthful
features and a supple figure. Juan Carlos tried to intervene but
was beaten. Corina knew that she was in no position to refuse. She
sent Juan Carlos away and allowed the brutish man to take her. She
later explained to her sons that the man was kind and that he would
give them money to buy better clothing.

By day, Corina labored until nearly
dropping, and by night she was had by the marketplace merchants.
This continued for weeks until she caught the eye of some women and
joined up with them. Partly out of desperation, she decided to turn
her youthful features and supple figure into a source of income. If
she must be a whore, she figured, why allow herself to get passed
around by uncouth market merchants for slave wages? Why not get
paid her worth?

At first, Corina managed only a shack
on the Bayou Lacombe. Still, it was shelter, a place to call home,
and what’s more, Juan Carlos and Cesar were able to attend school.
Shortly after enrolling, Juan Carlos decided that school was not
for him. To Corina’s dismay, as she understood all too well the
plight of the uneducated, he quit.

Following the Civil War came the great
boom in railroad construction. Between 1866 and 1873, 56,000 miles
of track were laid across the country. By 1872, although still a
youth, Juan Carlos Cordero decided that he could serve his family
and himself much better by laying track for a wage, instead of
receiving what he established was “a useless education.” Besides
agriculture, the railroad industry was the nation’s largest
employer. Despite his youthful age, Juan Carlos Cordero had little
difficulty acquiring employment with the railroad.

By that time, Corina Cordero’s dubious
profession was yielding quite an income, though her profession and
its returns were unknown to Cesar and Juan Carlos. With that being
the case, the industrious older brother sent nearly every penny he
made home to his mother. It wasn’t until the Great Railroad Strike
of 1877 that Juan Carlos returned to New Orleans. When he arrived,
he discovered that his mother and Cesar had moved from the swamps
of the Bayou Lacombe into the city. Juan Carlos found the leap in
his family’s living standards curious. He also found the carnival
atmosphere of New Orleans no less irksome than his days of having
to sit still in a classroom. Perhaps it was the memory of having to
survive on the streets that made the city seem so gloomy. While
away he had developed a sense of worth by working for a young
country building its infrastructure. This sense when juxtaposed,
contrasted with the laidback city and its surrounding bayous.
Either way, Juan Carlos Cordero looked unfavorably upon New
Orleans, and he told Corina, “Mama, this place is no longer for me.
I’m heading out west.” Before he set out, Corina informed her older
son, who unlike the younger Cesar came to understand her role in
society, that it was no longer necessary to send home
money.

****

Juan Carlos made it as far as to
Oklahoma before falling in with a band of wheat belt migrants.
Migrant farming was no less rigorous than laying track and paid far
less, but he figured it wasn’t a bad way to bide his
time.

The wheat belt began in Texas,
stretched through Oklahoma, and on up into the Dakotas before
ending in Canada. It was toward the end of the harvest in Oklahoma
that Juan Carlos got to know a shy orphaned girl named Dolci. By
then the railroad strike had ended, but Dolci had become too great
a source of fascination.

Dolci and Juan Carlos were approaching
adulthood and traveled together as the migrants made their way
north. When they reached the Dakotas, Juan Carlos and two others
decided to stray from the band and make their way up into the Black
Hills. The railroad wasn’t enough motivation for Juan Carlos to
stray from Dolci, but the prospect of finding gold was. Before the
three adventurers broke away, Juan Carlos vowed to Dolci that he
would return—if not by the time the band reached Canada, then
sometime after they began their southern migration.

“I’ll catch up with you.
Don’t you worry,” he told her.

Inexperienced as she was,
Dolci knew as much that, when a young man says not to worry and was
about to go running off with other young men, and it was unclear
who among them was wielding the influence…it was time to start
worrying. Dolci and some of the older migrants warned Juan Carlos
and his two companions that it was foolish for inexperienced young
men who didn’t understand the “laws of the
land” to wander into the Black Hills—which
essentially was Sioux country. But the prospect of finding gold
deposits was too tempting. The young men didn’t heed the warning.
When Juan Carlos said goodbye to Dolci, neither knew that she was
with child.

The United States government recognized
the Black Hills of Dakota as belonging to the Sioux, although
prospectors had found gold, albeit a small deposit in 1874. Two
years later a larger deposit was found in the northern part on the
Black Hills toward Deadwood and Whitewood Creek—its peak, though,
was reached in 1877. By the time Juan Carlos and his companions
headed into the Black Hills, it was already nearing the summer of
1878. Even for experienced prospectors the pickings would be slim.
The best that the three could hope for, if they were lucky, was to
unearth a few stray nuggets. But for three young men with hope, a
dream, and an adventurous spirit, the likelihood of collecting only
a few nuggets wasn’t enough to deter them.

The wheat belt migrants finished with
their work in the Dakotas and were on their way to Canada. All the
while Dolci looked back over her shoulder hoping to see Juan Carlos
Cordero running toward her. Before each look she wished hard, and
with her spirit she tried to beckon to her side the only man with
whom she had ever lain. But with each backward glance came a pang
in her heart. When seeing Dolci’s sorrowful eyes, Josiah Walton, an
elder of the band, went to her side and tried to comfort
her.

“He’ll come back to me;
won’t he, Josiah?” Dolci asked the elder.

Josiah Walton reached out to Dolci with
friendship and intentions that could only be regarded as honorable.
“Juan Carlos seemed an honorable young fellow,” he told her. “I’m
sure he will try.”

When the migrants reached Canada, Dolci
realized that she was pregnant. This she disclosed only to Josiah
Walton; although the perceptive elder had detected the subtle
changes in her condition. Josiah kept Dolci by his side. Despite
his advanced age of fifty-something Josiah managed to help Dolci
with her share of the work.

The work in Canada ended and so began
the southern migration. Still, Juan Carlos or his two companions
failed to show. If the three young men had known anything of
history and the Black Hills of the Dakotas, they might have learned
what became of Ezra Kind and his six companions, and that the Sioux
are not a people with whom anyone should trifle. Had Juan Carlos
and his two companions not dismissed those among the band as old,
discouraging fools, afraid of risk, and therefore condemned to
harvest wheat all their lives, they might have been better prepared
when setting off into the Black Hills.

The band of wheat belt migrants winded
their way down through the Midwest returning to Oklahoma, where
Dolci, while the kind and compassionate Josiah Walton held her
hand, gave birth to a son she named Pablo Cordero. For Dolci, the
birth of her son was bittersweet. Yes, she had delivered a healthy
infant despite poor nutrition and the rigors of traveling with the
band. But the absence of Juan Carlos cast a shadow on the early
joys of motherhood. Josiah Walton did his best to keep up Dolci’s
spirits. Still, she tossed and turned every night for the
likelihood that Juan Carlos and his two companions hadn’t survived
their ill-advised trek into the Black Hills—or, they had survived
and had done quite well for themselves, and that the others
convinced Juan Carlos that with his newly acquired wealth, it was
foolish to return to an orphaned girl who had hitched herself to a
band of migrants. To think that Juan Carlos could have been killed
by the Sioux broke Dolci’s heart. To think that he survived and
journeyed on without her was no less painful. Josiah Walton tried
to convince Dolci that if it was within Juan Carlos’s power to
return, he would have. The translation: Juan Carlos met up with an
unfortunate end. That being the case, Dolci could go on believing
that the father of the baby boy whom she carried in her womb while
migrating up and down the dusty plains of the Midwest, and whom she
now cradled close to her bosom, truly loved her.

Josiah Walton lost both his sons to the
Civil War. “Strong young bucks they were. Hard working and God
loving, for sure,” he was fond of saying. Josiah didn’t see his
sons die, nor viewed their bodies before their burial. He learned
of their deaths from afar and reconciled them as being part of
God’s plan, and that his sons had died for a cause in which they
believed. Both Josiah’s faith and sense of duty were steadfast. The
vision of the strong valued family men he was certain his sons
would have become had they lived helped him survive the loss. His
wife’s death, however, wasn’t one to be reconciled.

One day Josiah Walton returned home to
find his Annabelle tied to their front gate, her clothes torn, and
throat slit—a warning to those who might be hiding any soldier
considered an enemy of the state. Josiah understood the atrocities
of war, but never imagined they would reach his front door. With
his sons and Annabelle gone, and much of his land stripped away,
Josiah Walton took what little coin he had and walked the earth.
All he had was the clothes on his back, his faith, and a Bible
given to him by his grandfather. He was a lost soul whose life was
stripped bare and raped by a war.

For the next fifteen years he roamed up
and down the dusty plains of the Midwest harvesting wheat. With all
that he had lost, he was given to wonder “for what purpose is God
keeping me on this earth.” But as Pablo Cordero, who with his tiny
infant hands took fistfuls of Josiah’s beard and yanked, he knew
for what purpose God kept him around.

Josiah Walton’s beard color was a
tattered mixture of gray and rust with a good bit of dust from the
great plains of the Midwest permanently mixed in. To look at Josiah
Walton at fifty-something, it was difficult to imagine him ever
having had a youth or anything that could qualify as boyish
features. Neither Josiah’s gristly appearance nor hulking physique
were in accordance with his calm demeanor and surprisingly soft
voice—a voice which Dolci found reassuring.

“Pablo! Not so hard!”
scolded Dolci, as her son with whatever infant strength he
possessed yanked on Josiah’s beard. But Josiah, to the delight of
Pablo would laugh hardily, then encourage the little lad to try
again. As Pablo grew to a young boy, with great affection he called
Josiah Walton “Uncle Joe.” It was a delight for Josiah in his
waning years to be held in such high regard by a youngster. He
never stopped mourning the loss of his family, but the childhood of
Pablo Cordero took away some of the sting.

Most evenings when the work was
finished and the band had settled in for the night, Josiah would
take Pablo by the hand and together they would go wandering off.
Not too far off they would go with lantern and Bible in hand, but
far enough to be alone. Pablo would lie down in the soft, cool
grass; and whether under an Oklahoma or Kansas moon, the God loving
man whom Pablo called Uncle Joe, read aloud passages from the
Bible. Some nights they would sneak off before dark to be alone and
watch the remnants of the orangey Midwest sun as it dipped below
the horizon. When every last bit of the sun was gone from sight,
Josiah would light the lantern and open his Bible. This Pablo
enjoyed—the day transitioning to night, and the orangey Midwest sun
giving way to the moon. When away from the others and in wide open
spaces as Josiah read from the Bible, Pablo would feel a remarkable
sense of peace and calm. Whether it was the moonlight, lantern,
cool grass, or the words from the good book read in the soft voice
of one so well trusted, or everything in combination, Pablo could
feel his spirit—his whole being lifted as though he were soaring
high above the expanse of the Midwest plains.

Pablo never questioned the Bible. Like
Josiah, he figured if it was written then it must be so. Whatever
was good enough for Josiah Walton was good enough for Pablo
Cordero.

Many among the wheat belt migrants were
illiterate. Some were functionally illiterate, but most couldn’t
read at all. For Pablo, who thus far hadn’t set foot in a
classroom, nor would he ever get the opportunity, the Bible was his
pathway to literacy. Night after night Pablo would listen as Josiah
read passage after passage. Soon he could speak English not just
well for a Mexican wheat belt migrant, but like a scholar. It
wasn’t long before it was Josiah laying down in the cool grass and
gazing up at the vast Midwest sky and listening.

Teaching Pablo the value of literacy,
the holy Bible, and the peacefulness of the moon and stars shining
down on wide open spaces wasn’t Josiah Walton’s only motives for
wandering off at night. Among the band there were few families.
Mostly the band was comprised of solitary men without
families—roughneck men, who at the end of the day could become
quite rowdy and foul mouthed. It was the coarse behavior of these
men that Josiah tried to shield from the young and impressionable
Pablo.

Dolci was the only woman
among the band not accounted for. At the end of the day when Josiah
and Pablo went wandering off, others would settle into tents,
shacks, bunkhouses, or whatever sufficed for accommodations. Always
was it meager. Dolci did her best to stay clear of the men and
would often attach herself to one of the families. This didn’t
always offer her ample protection, especially when the men went and
got themselves good and drunk. When they were good and drunk, what would
otherwise end up an evening of rude flirtation, resulted in her
confronted by one, and sometimes more than one, who clumsily and
with vulgarity attempted to have their way with her. Whenever that
was the case, she would try her best to resist and to reason with
them. There was one occasion, though, for the sake of keeping the
peace and for the
potential threat of violence, she relented and allowed herself to
be taken aside by two of the men. None among the families faulted
her. Nor did she mention the incident to Josiah Walton. She lived
with it and prayed that it would never happen again. But she wasn’t
so fortunate.

One night after a hard day
under a burning sun, the men went and got themselves plenty drunk.
On that night, Dolci wasn’t merely flirted with, rudely or
otherwise. This time she was taken by force and raped repeatedly by
several among the band. The women of the band clung to their men as
they listened to Dolci’s muffled screams as she was carried off.
The women cried silently, not wanting to upset their children.
“It’s just a silly adult game,” some had said. “No one is
really getting hurt.”
The few family men in the band dared not try and intercede. They
turned away, pretending not to hear Dolci’s desperate cries. Yes,
the men felt cowardly, but never before had they witnessed the
others so drunk and disorderly, and were afraid that any
intervention would serve to put their own women at risk. For the
wellbeing of their families they sacrificed Dolci.

It was 6:30 when Pablo and Josiah went
wandering off and ten o’clock when they returned. Still, the
drunken band was going hard at Dolci, who by then was only
semi-conscious. The stench of sex and booze was nauseating. Josiah
tried to push his way through the disorderly mob, but was knocked
to the ground before he could reach Dolci.

“Wait your turn, old man!”
one among the mob had barked.

Before Josiah could think to scramble
to his feet and make a second attempt to free Dolci from the band
of wild drunkards, he was savagely kicked in the face. Thirty years
ago Josiah could have wrung the necks of these wild young men, but
now at sixty-something, he was but a shadow of his former self and
could only plead with them to stop.

A young and terrorized Pablo Cordero
stood by and watched blood spout from the kicked-in face of Josiah
Walton. It took one among the men rudely shouting, “Look, the
little whore’s son just showed up,” for Pablo to realize what was
happening to Dolci. He froze when observing the iniquitous scene of
biblical proportions. The men turned and glanced back at Pablo,
though with little regard. They hissed and their laughter was
irreverent and hideous when considering the twelve-year-old might
attempt to rise up against them. It was because of their disregard
that Pablo was then able to weave his way unnoticed through the
crowd. Before the men realized that he had altered his position and
was making his way over to Dolci, he was already kneeling beside
the man who was taking his turn mounting her from behind. Pablo
placed a gentle hand on the man’s shoulder. The gesture was
strangely unfitting to the scene, and thus set off a chain reaction
of bewildered gazes. The drunken band wondered if they were about
to witness something incestuous—something so bizarre and deviant
that not even they themselves could imagine. They settled into an
odd sense of bemusement, not knowing what to anticipate. To Josiah
Walton, who lay battered on the ground, Pablo appeared an angel
subjugating an evildoer with benevolence.

Then Pablo seized upon the man whose
shoulder he had gently placed a hand. With a forceful and mighty
lunge, he wrapped his arms around the man’s neck, and with his
mouth engulfed his ear. Then with whatever strength he could
summon, he began to bite.

Pablo’s rage superseded any revulsion
one could expect to feel when slicing through live human flesh with
one’s own teeth. The man bucked wildly, attempting to achieve
separation between himself and Pablo’s stranglehold and teeth. But
Pablo managed to tighten his grip around the man’s neck and didn’t
let go until his upper teeth met his bottom teeth, effectively
severing the man’s ear from his head.

Dolci, who was still unaware of Pablo’s
presence, scooted forward into a fetal position and buried her face
in her hands. There she remained, naked, quivering and too
exhausted to cry.

Pablo leapt to his feet and spit the
bloody, mangled piece of flesh into his hand, before tossing it to
the ground as though discarding something far too revolting to
handle. From his hands and knees the man screamed and squealed like
a tortured animal. His wild and agitated squeals served to frighten
and sicken the others and caused them to look away. Some managed to
look back with the intention of helping the man, but gagged once
their eyes found the revolting body part that lay harmlessly in the
dirt. Eventually the man’s sickening squeals turned to throaty and
husky sobs of, “My ear! My ear! He bit my fuckin’ ear
off!”

Josiah Walton managed to get to his
feet. He walked through the stunned and silent crowd over to where
the discarded ear lay. He stooped down and picked it up. He then
gave it a thoughtful examination, as though since its severing it
had become something other than a human ear—or, it was still a
human ear that with a little ingenuity could somehow be repurposed.
With a comical shrug, he ended his examination, as to conclude that
the severing of an ear didn’t merit such deliberation. He looked
down at the man, who in his throaty and husky sobs continued to
shout, “He bit my fuckin’ ear off!”

These were the words of a man wholly
unable to reconcile that reprisal for such deplorable actions was
in any way imagined, expected, or deserved. Josiah then held the
ear in his outstretched hand for all who dared to look. Glaring at
the men, he uttered without any lack for irony, “I don’t reckon
Jesus will be coming by any time tonight…do you?”

Despite their illiteracy, some among
the stunned group knew the story of Jesus and the soldier at
Gethsemane—and that according to the Gospel, Jesus reattached a
soldier’s severed ear after Peter sliced it off with his
sword.

“Well, do you?” shouted
Josiah. No one said a word, or had anything to offer.

“Well, then, I guess that
settles it,” added Josiah. “You can’t make a silk purse out of a
pig’s ear.”

Then he unceremoniously tossed the
useless ear aside, before going to aid the naked and quivering
Dolci to gather herself.

The men were standing about with folded
arms and were staring at the ground, when Josiah looked up and
shouted, “The party’s over, boys!” Josiah’s angry shout caused
Pablo, whose gaze was fixed on the discarded ear, to jolt and then
straighten up. Pablo ran off, as it occurred to him the
mortification that Dolci could suffer should she realize he had
seen her naked body so egregiously compromised. By the time Josiah
had gotten Dolci dressed and to her feet, her tormenters had also
wandered away.

“Josiah, your face!” said
Dolci. “You’re bleeding!”

“I’ll be fine,” said
Josiah in his usual calm manner. “It’s only a few
scratches.”

When Josiah was through
tending to Dolci, he noticed Pablo standing alone in the distance.
He knew the boy was troubled by what he had just witnessed
and by his own
actions.

“Son, you know the Bible
as well as anyone,” Josiah said to Pablo. “And I know what you’re
thinking—that vengeance should only belong to the Lord. But
sometimes the Lord works in strange ways. I’m thinking tonight he
laid his vengeance in your hands. So don’t you go giving it a
second thought.” Then Josiah took his brown, suede satchel and
handed it to Pablo. “Here, I’ve been meanin’ to give this to you.
Inside you’ll find a bit of money, the knife with the fancy handle
that you’ve been eyeballin’, and my grandfather’s
Bible.”

“Uncle Joe, why are you
giving me all your things?” asked Pablo.

“Well,” said the elder,
“there comes a time when a man needs to pass on whatever he has. I
reckon that time has come. You just take particularly good care of
that Bible, you hear?”

“Uncle Joe, you face is
bleeding,” said Pablo. Josiah had turned so that the full moon shed
its light upon his wounds.

“It’s just a few
scratches,” he said. “Not to worry.” But that night, Josiah Walton
laid down his head for the last time.

****

“Uncle Joe lived a good
long life,” Pablo cried to his mother the next morning. “And now
he’s finally at peace with his beloved Annabelle and his sons. I
suppose we should be happy for him. I know you’ll miss him, too,
Mama.”

Dolci burst into tears. It didn’t occur
to her until that very moment that her son was fast becoming a man
and the person most responsible wouldn’t be around to finish the
job. She cried, believing that she was too inadequate to finish
what Josiah Walton had started.

Pablo and Dolci spent the
day working and praying. It was hard work, prayer, and grief that
enabled Pablo, for the time being, to set aside his hatred for the
men and their vile behavior, and his aversion for the others who
sought not the courage to intervene. But Pablo knew if Josiah were
standing beside him under the burning sun harvesting wheat, he
would tell him, “The only thing that
hatin’ is good for is for eatin’ away at a man’s insides. So you
best get rid of it before there’s nothing left of you.”

At the end of the day Josiah Walton was
given a decent burial. Everyone among the band was feeling somber
and filled with regret—so much so, that it was months before anyone
went off to get drunk. The memory of a gangbang, a severed ear, and
senseless death was enough, at least for the time being, to keep
them in check. The unfortunate evening stayed in the forefront of
everyone’s mind, and for awhile the nights passed
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