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Chapter 1
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A man came running down Elizabeth Street, eyes wide with terror as a group of mounted Mexican raiders closed in on their intended victim. Cattle broker Kent Graham’s face was covered with sweat, chest heaving with exertion as he looked back at the drunken bandits bearing down on him. Paco Cantu and his raiders had crossed the Rio Grande, invaded and captured Brownsville. Now, more than one hundred of his rustlers and killers were shooting every Anglo they encountered.

Realizing he couldn’t escape, Graham stopped, threw his hands in the air and pleaded for his life. “Please don’t shoot me! I have a wife and children!” he yelled. 

The first bullet hit him in the chest, knocking him to the ground as five horsemen reached their prey. The Mexicans’ faces mirrored excitement and reflected a feverish desire to kill. Smiling, laughing and yelling, the men pumped slug after slug into the businessman, whose body jerked like a puppet on a string as he screamed his last cries. The Mexicans ran over him with their horses, tossing his body around like a rag doll. Then, they headed back towards the river, searching for more victims.

John Randolph’s wife, Heather, was across the street from her house borrowing some sugar from her neighbor, Cynthia Baker.

Heather and Cynthia watched from the front window as Graham was murdered and his body mutilated by the horses’ hooves. Both women covered their mouths with their hands, trying desperately not to scream and attract attention to themselves. 

“Why? Why would anyone do that?” Cynthia gasped, shaking with fear and about to collapse. The pretty brunette’s eyes were wide, mouth open and her upper body trembling. 

John Randolph’s wife quickly composed herself, more worried about her daughters across the street in their home than about the gruesome murder. “I have to get back to Conchita and Maria. The only person with them is our maid, Rosita and she’s elderly,” Heather told Cynthia. “Do you and Tim want to come with me?”

“No! Don’t leave me!” Cynthia blurted out. She reached forward and grabbed Heather by the arm, ready to go into shock. 

Heather’s hazel green eyes narrowed as determination set in. She suddenly slapped Cynthia across the face, almost knocking the store owner’s wife to the floor. “Get control of your emotions. You have a son to protect,” she admonished her friend. “Do you want to come with me or not?” the strawberry blonde asked in a determined voice.

“I don’t know what to do!” Cynthia said as tears coursed down her cheeks. 

Heather looked behind them and saw Cynthia’s seven-year-old son standing in the far corner of the room, white faced and frightened. “Tim, come over here,” Heather commanded. The boy ran to her and she took him by the hand. “Follow us!” she told Cynthia in a determined voice. 

Heather unlocked the front door and pulled the sandy haired youngster with her as she began running across the hard-packed dirt street, her light pink sundress fluttering in the wind. Cynthia was frozen in place, staring straight ahead, unable to make a decision. 

Three marauders came riding up the street as Heather reached her front door, ran inside and locked it behind her. They saw her enter the house and then noticed Cynthia Baker running across the road at the same location. She began pounding on the door for Heather to let her come inside. The door opened and Cynthia rushed into the living room.

Paco Hernandez looked at his companions, Pepe Chapa and Juan Flores and smiled, a devilish smirk on his face. “Two young women! We are in luck! Let’s enjoy ourselves for a few hours. I want the one in the pink dress first,” Paco exclaimed.

“Let’s flip a coin to see who gets the one in the blue dress,” Juan said to his companion, Pepe.

The trio urged their horses forward at a fast pace, stopped in front of John Randolph’s home, dismounted and casually walked up to the front door. Heather had run into the dining room, moved a chair in front of the china hutch, stood on it and was just able to reach up and pull a loaded revolver from on top. John had placed it there to be used in case of emergency, but kept out of the reach of children.

Hernandez pounded on the front door. “Open it or we’ll break it down!” he exclaimed. Paco was muscular, had wide spaced eyes on a broad, flat face and a full beard that hung down to his chest. He waited a few moments, his angry, dark eyes beginning to look ferocious. “Let’s kick it in!” he growled.

Inside, the sounds of men smashing the door with their boots completely unnerved Cynthia. She fell on the floor, covered her face with her hands and began moaning. Maria and Conchita plus Tim Baker were huddled in a far corner of the room. The girls had looks of dread on their faces as terrible thoughts about their real parents’ deaths returned.

“Get away from the door or I’ll shoot!” Heather shouted.

The Mexican raiders began laughing. “It sounds like no men are home. This should be easy,” said Juan. They continued their assault on the solid wood door until the top hinge broke loose.

Heather moved to the long narrow window beside the front door, pointed her revolver at the bandits and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. She had forgotten to cock the revolver. “Damn!” the preacher’s daughter said loudly. She used both hands to cock the weapon as the attack on the front door reached its final stages. 

The side of the door containing three hinges was forced inward a foot and the three raiders continued kicking, trying to widen the opening. Heather fired through the narrow window, shattering the glass, the bullet striking Paco Hernandez in the chin, knocking out several teeth and exiting through his cheek. He let out a deep guttural shout, holding his face with both hands.

Without a moment’s hesitation Heather cocked the revolver a second time and fired at the men grouped in front of the door. This slug struck Pepe Chapa in the right arm and he screamed from the pain. Their companion, Juan Flores, the least brave of the trio, had already fled to where their horses were tied at the hitching rail.

Hernandez, the most seriously wounded of the two, turned around, missed his footing on the porch stairs, tripped and fell on the gravel walkway, grinding small rocks and dirt into his bloody face. He began screaming and moaning. Chapa was bent over holding his arm, then moved rapidly towards the horses. Flores helped both men into their saddles. They rode slowly towards the Rio Grande River to where Paco Cantu had his temporary headquarters in Fort Brown. The recently evacuated United States Army Fort stood vacant and abandoned.

“Get up, Cynthia, they’re gone,” Heather told the young woman. 

Cynthia’s dark hair hung down, nearly covering her face as she cowered on the floor. Suddenly feeling sorry for her neighbor, Heather walked to Cynthia and took her by the shoulders, helping her to sit up. “You’re going to be alright. I need you to be strong. We have to get the children to safety,” she said in an earnest voice. “Please help me, Cynthia.”

*****
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In the early afternoon a rider came galloping into Diego Santiago’s rancho five miles south of Matamoros. John Randolph and Santiago were concluding business involving the purchase of a large herd of cattle that would be driven to Randolph Ranch and ultimately north to a rail head in Abilene, Kansas. The rider, Miguel Lopez, jumped from his horse and ran up the stairs to the veranda that stretched around all four sides of the hacienda.

“Paco Cantu and his men have taken Brownsville,” he announced, breathlessly. “They’ve killed more than half a dozen men in the streets.”

The blood drained from John’s face as intense fear gripped him. He looked at Diego, eyes wide, momentarily stunned. “My God, Heather and the children!” he exclaimed. 

Santiago yelled for his Segundo, Rafael Garcia and gave orders for fifteen horses to be saddled. “We’ll be there in two hours,” he assured Randolph.

Lopez relayed information that Cantu had more than one hundred men with him and had confiscated Fort Brown as a headquarters. “He’s acting like he’s a savior, as if he’s taking back the city for Mexico,” Lopez explained. “Cantu posted a proclamation on the front door of the marshal’s office saying that Mexicans have nothing to fear. He is there to free all people of Mexican descent from Anglo bondage.”

“Is he crazy?” John asked.

“I know him from my smuggling days. He was a smuggler one day, a bandit the next and then he would campaign for office, wanting to be the governor of Tamaulipas. He couldn’t get anyone in Mexico City to back him,” Diego explained.

Fifteen men mounted and rode towards Matamoros at a steady pace. They skirted the town and crossed the Rio Grande upriver, made a wide circle and approached Brownsville from the rear. Diego glanced at his friend, noting the look of fear in his eyes, his heavy breathing and sweat that drenched his shirt. He had seen John upset before, but his current state of anxiety was more intense. 

The group moved slowly and quietly along the streets until they were in front of Randolph’s house. The sun had begun to set as John and Diego dismounted and moved quickly to the damaged front door that was still jammed open. They looked at the broken glass on the front porch, recognizing that someone had shot through the window propelling the glass outward. Blood spots were on the porch. 

The men ran around to the rear of the home and found the back door unlocked. They entered, guns drawn, searched the house and found it empty. A closer review by Randolph located a note on the formal dining room table which stated that Heather and the girls would be at the picnic location.

“Thank God!” John exclaimed. “About a half mile behind the town are low hills. We found a nice, grassy picnic area there where the girls could run and play with their friends. We’d visit the spot every week or two. Let’s go!”

In front of the home, two of Paco Cantu’ bandits rode up and exchanged greetings with Diego’s men. “What brings you to Brownsville? Want to join us in liberating the city?” said a drunken raider, smiling as he took another drink from a long-necked bottle.

Santiago’s vaqueros were quiet, not knowing what to do and afraid they might say the wrong thing. Instead, their quiet demeanors and serious expressions seemed strange to the raiders. The second bandit, Mariano Lugo, was suspicious. “Where do you men come from and what are you doing here?” he asked in a loud voice.

John and Diego walked around the corner of the home chatting when they suddenly noticed the two marauders and halted. The raiders stared at Randolph, an obvious Anglo dressed in Texas cowboy clothing and a Stetson hat. The drunken bandit foolishly grabbed his revolver, preparing to shoot John. He was met with gunfire from three of Diego’s men and toppled backwards off his horse. The animal reared, then galloped down the street. Lugo already was in full flight towards the business district and Fort Brown.

*****
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Earlier in the day, Paco Cantu was sitting behind the camp commander’s desk in the United States Army’s headquarters building in the center of Fort Brown. The total absence of American forces encouraged the bandit leader to invade Brownsville, spreading havoc among the Anglo families. 

Cantu was a big man with massive shoulders and a large square shaped, deeply tanned face. His bushy black eyebrows accented dark eyes and a broad nose that fit perfectly above his closely cropped black beard. Completing the facial palette of dark menacing colors was his clothing ensemble, black and covered with silver buttons and intricate silver thread designs on his short coat. Bold lines of silver rings ran down the sides of both legs on his tight fitting trousers. A black sombrero with an abundance of silver thread designs completed the effect, designed to impress and intimidate.

One of his men knocked on the door, opened it and stuck his head in. “There’s a woman here to see you.”

“I’m busy. You handle it.”

“Paco, you need to talk with this woman. You won’t be sorry,” the bandit said and winked.

Cantu suddenly was interested. “Alright, send her in.”

Lila Hastings, owner of the largest hotel and gambling casino in Brownsville, glided through the door and up to Cantu’ desk. Her blonde hair fell in ringlets on her shoulders and her expensive French perfume began to spread throughout the room. She looked down at the Mexican raider, blue eyes sparkling, red lips parting in a smile, revealing beautiful white teeth. Her low cut red dress completed a package that proved irresistible to men. She was there to protect her hotel from vandalism and fire and knew just how to do it.

“I hope I’m not intruding,” she said in a smooth, sultry voice.

Cantu was wide-eyed as he jumped to his feet. “Not at all. How can I help you?”

“My name is Lila Hastings and I own the Blue Oasis Hotel and gambling casino just down the street from the docks. All the businesses are closed in Brownsville, but I’d like to open my restaurant to you and your men this evening for dinner and later for gambling. Will you accept my invitation?” she asked, smiling and oozing sex appeal.

“Oh, yes!” Cantu responded, a huge smile spreading across his dark features. “We’d be happy to come for dinner.”

Lila’s bright blue eyes never left her prey’s face as she moved closer to the big man standing next to his desk. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Paco. They say you’re quite a man,” she stated in a soft, alluring voice.

“Oh, I’m pleased ... I mean I’m glad to meet you,” the outlaw leader stated, trying desperately to speak intelligently.

Lila moved a step closer and looked into the robber’s face. She reached out and put her hand on his chest and let it slide down to his belt buckle. “I like men who are big,” she disclosed in her lustful voice.

Paco began breathing heavily, sweat pouring down his forehead and dripping off his large nose. This whole episode with a sultry, beautiful blonde was a new experience and he had nearly exhausted his English vocabulary.

“Shall we speak in Spanish?” she asked, as she let her finger hook on his belt buckle and gave it a mild jerk.

Cantu groaned as desire overwhelmed him, her sensuality causing him to lose perspective. “Spanish is good,” he mumbled in a deep voice.

“Good. I’ll see you at 7 p.m. at the Blue Oasis. How many men will you bring with you?” she asked, her dazzling smile and sparkling teeth numbing Paco’s brain.

“I’ll bring my four lieutenants,” he said in a garbled voice and cleared his throat.

Lila turned and walked towards the door. “We’ll have a wonderful time tonight, food, music, dancing and gambling. You won’t be disappointed,” she said as she looked at her next conquest.

“Thank you for coming,” Cantu blurted out as she disappeared through the door. He called in his top aide, Manuel Lopez and gave orders that two men were to be posted as guards in front of the hotel and gambling casino, so that no damage would be inflicted upon the buildings.

Lila got into her carriage and smiled to herself during the short ride to the hotel, thinking that her businesses would be protected. Cantu’s men would lose enough money to pay for the whole evening’s food and entertainment, she thought.

*****
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Precisely at 7 p.m. Cantu and his four men arrived at the hotel. He had forced the Mexicans to take baths and wear new clothing from the men’s haberdashery. Paco warned them that fighting and swearing were off limits. He was mesmerized by the beautiful blonde proprietor and wanted everything to run smoothly. A mariachi band played music while the men ate. Mexican women from the gambling casino joined the group and led the men to the casino. More music, dancing, drinking, gambling and friendly female companionship delighted the marauders.

Paco returned to his chair after dancing with a pretty brunette and was met by Lila Hastings. She reached out and touched his sweaty neck, sending a trembling sensation through his body. “Paco, why don’t you come with me and I’ll give you a tour of the hotel,” she told the outlaw leader.

“That would be wonderful,” he said in Spanish.

Lila led the way as they walked next door to the hotel. She immediately took Paco to the second floor Governor’s Suite, a lavishly decorated living room and a huge bedroom with a king-sized bed. She pulled back the gold embroidered bed spread, turned and looked into his eyes. “Take your clothes off, Paco. We’ve waited long enough,” she told him.

*****
[image: ]


Mariano Lugo, the bandit who had escaped the lethal confrontation in front of John Randolph’s house, now was downstairs trying to find someone to report to. But, none of Cantu’ aides were that concerned, their interests consumed by gambling and beautiful women.

“Pepe Garza was killed in front of the house where two of our men were shot earlier today,” he told one of Paco’s lieutenants. 

The Mexican looked at Mariano through a drunken haze, not really hearing what he said. “If it’s really important, go next door to the hotel. Paco is there.”

Lugo did as he was instructed. The desk clerk warned him that it was not a good idea to disturb the pair in the Governor’s Suite, but gave him the key as demanded. Mariano was determined to report the news, ran up the stairs, unlocked the door and rushed into the bedroom. “Paco, I have bad news!” he shouted.

Cantu was on top of Lila and his head jerked up in surprise. “Not now! Not now!” he bellowed, motioning with his arm for Mariano to leave. 

“But, it’s important!” 

“Get out, or I’ll kill you!” Paco yelled.

Suddenly realizing he’d made a horrible mistake, Lugo turned and ran from the bedroom. When he reached the hallway, the enormity of his blunder set in. Mariano began to moan loudly, fearing for his life. He had not even been able to tell Cantu that his nephew, Pepe Garza, was the man shot to death on Elizabeth Street. 
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Matamoros Chief Judge Vicente de Arredondo hosted an emergency meeting with three influential men in his inner office at the Matamoros Court House. Sylverio Benavides, Commander of the Mexican Army in the State of Tamaulipas and his Cavalry Commander, Javier Armendarez, were in town attending a wedding. The fourth member of the group was Don Diego Santiago, now an influential land owner and cattle baron on the Mexican side of the Rio Grande and John Randolph’s best friend.

The men discussed how Cantu and his renegades took over Brownsville and killed numerous Anglos the previous day, shutting down all commerce between the sister-cities of Brownsville and Matamoros. Mexican businessmen were crying out for action by Benavides and Armendarez, while American businessmen cowered behind locked doors in their homes, offices and businesses, praying for intervention by the Texas Rangers. The Brownsville Marshal was nowhere to be found.

“The raiders tried to break into John Randolph’s home while he and I discussed business at my rancho. His wife wounded two of the marauders, driving them away. Later in the afternoon John and I and some of my men went to rescue his wife and daughters and killed another of Cantu’ men. Heather Randolph and their two daughters hid not far from the house. We found them unharmed. Randolph took his family to the gulf and they are on their way by steamship to Corpus Christi,” Diego Santiago explained. “This gives you an idea of how dangerous it is on the Brownsville streets.”

“Cantu has created an international incident. The Americans are sure to respond as soon as they find out. But meanwhile no trade goods are coming into Matamoros. Our town’s economy is based on trade, taxes and tariffs,” Judge de Arredondo emphasized.

“I understand,” said Benavides. “There’s a group of businessmen outside the Army barracks waiting to talk with us and they’re not very patient.” He and his cavalry commander were dressed in bright blue uniforms with red vests and red caps with plums on top. Brass buttons extended down both sides of each uniform accompanied by chests full of medals. Both were splendid in their finery that included highly polished boots. “What damage are they doing in Brownsville?” Benavides asked.

“I have men going back and forth across the river reporting on the raiders’ activities,” Diego responded. He was dressed in dark blue Mexican Don’s clothing, gold colored buttons and embroidery on the front of the jacket, complimented by gold rings that climbed the sides of his trousers. His black moustache and goatee were neatly trimmed. “The bandits are quiet at the moment, awaiting orders. Cantu has made the acquaintance of the blonde owner of a hotel and gambling casino. All raiding has ceased until his business with her is finished.”

All the men chuckled. The Chief Judge had more cold water and lemonade brought to the table. De Arredondo was dressed similarly to Diego, but his ensemble was black. The men discussed strategy and alternatives for bringing Cantu under control and removing him from Brownsville. 

“We are distant cousins,” Armendarez told the group. “Over the years I’ve see him at large family gatherings. He’s wild and reckless and talks continually about his political ambitions. Everyone just laughed at him, but now he’s captured Brownsville. He’s a womanizer. If he’s located a woman who’s captured his attention he could be distracted for a while.”

“I think we need to take action immediately,” Benavides pointed out. “The longer we allow them to hold Brownsville captive, the more difficult it will be to remove Cantu. He obviously has misguided visions of greatness.”

An hour later, the four men took the ferry to Brownsville accompanied by six soldiers as a retinue. They disembarked and walked up to a group of Cantu’s raiders who were stationed at the ferry. The bandits in their dirty clothing and sombreros looked uncomfortable in the presence of the military leaders.

“Take us to wherever Cantu is,” Armendarez said in a stern voice.

“He’s not to be disturbed,” a tall, thin bandit said in a muffled voice.

“Would you like us to put you and your companions in chains and take you back to Matamoros?” Armendarez asked in a loud voice. “This man with me is Sylverio Benavides, Commander of the Army in Tamaulipas,” he stated and looked at his superior.

Self-preservation surfaced quickly among the marauders. The procession moved up the street two blocks to the Blue Oasis Hotel. They ascended the stairs and the bandits hurriedly opened the double doors for the dignitaries to pass through. 

“Well, where is he?” Armendarez exclaimed.

“He’s in the Governor’s Suite with the owner of the hotel,” the tall raider explained. “He’ll shoot anyone who disturbs him.”

The dignitaries smiled. “Show us where the suite is located,” Armendarez commanded. 

Two minutes later they were outside the ornate double doors to the suite, gilded in gold leaf paint. Santiago tried the door handle, but the suite was locked. Diego stepped back and smashed his foot into the handle and the doors flew open, making a loud crashing noise when they struck the wall. The men could hear excited voices coming from the bedroom as they entered the suite. 

“What the hell is going on?” the outlaw leader bellowed as he rushed into the living room, a sheet wrapped around his waist, waving a revolver in his right hand. He stopped abruptly, eyes wide and mouth open as he viewed the scene in front of him. Mexican military men in beautiful uniforms and civilian businessmen in expensive suites stood in a semi-circle around him. Cantu was speechless. 

Following him out of the bedroom was the dazzling Lila Hastings, careful to draw her short pink negligee about her curvaceous figure just late enough for all of her attributes to be momentarily visible to the surrounding dignitaries. Every man stared at the smiling blonde with the long beautiful legs whose movements radiated sex.

“What do you want?” Cantu asked, not fully comprehending the situation. His mind was foggy from lack of sleep and he was breathing heavily.

“Perhaps you would like to get dressed. Then we can talk,” Judge de Arredondo urged.

“Yeah,” Paco responded. He turned to go back into the bedroom, but walked on the edge of the sheet. It caused him to stumble and fall, the sheet coming loose as he threw out his hand to break his fall. The naked bandit ended up on his hands and knees, his huge bare buttocks facing the visitors. He scrambled to his feet and ran into the bedroom, forgetting to pick up his revolver.

Lila bent down and picked up the weapon, giving the gathered men a full frontal view of her bare breasts. She smiled and pulled the negligee together, but not in great haste. “We don’t want to leave this laying around,” she said in her sultry voice, handing the gun to Diego. “It’s nice seeing you again, Diego.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Lila,” Santiago responded and smiled. He remembered that she had murdered her husband and at least one other man, which tarnished her allure, but not entirely.

Paco exited the bedroom several minutes later, his clothing in order and faced the prominent Mexicans. Lila sat down on one of the living room couches and crossed her legs, revealing almost everything up to her waist. The men’s eyes snapped back and forth between Cantu and Lila, thoroughly enjoying her performance, but finding it difficult to concentrate. 

Judge de Arrendondo turned his body so he was not looking at the hotel owner. “Paco, we have come pertaining to your invasion of Brownsville. It is our belief that you and your men should leave now before the Texas Rangers and the U.S. Army appear.”

A look of anger flashed across Cantu’ face. “It was not my intent to stay here forever. It could be several days before Americans come,” the raider emphasized. “Mexicans feel good that we have taken back our town that was stolen from us after the Mexican War. We will celebrate with them until we have to leave.”

“You have to leave now!” Army Commander Sylverio Benavides stressed. “Commerce and trade between Brownsville and Matamoros has stopped, which means that hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of trade goods are not moving. When this occurs, Mexican businessmen lose money and I am plagued with complaints.”

Cantu’s dark eyes showed anger again, but he was intelligent enough to control his response. “And, if I choose not to?” he asked in a hard voice.

Cavalry Commander Javier Armendarez spoke for the first time. “I have more than two hundred mounted troops awaiting my orders across the river. They can be here in one hour.”

Paco was silent as he digested the information and his alternatives. “I don’t want it to look as if I’m being forced out of Texas.”

“To the contrary,” Judge de Arredondo insisted. “We will accompany you and your men to the ferry. There will be a band, you can speak a few words to the Mexican people. Then we will all depart as if we are giving you a grand, victorious escort back to our country. The people will love it. There will be clapping and shouting, men and women calling out your name.”

The performance by the Matamoros judge was effective. Cantu smiled as he saw how the judge’s presentation could enhance his image and build his reputation. “I’ll do it! I’ll have the men assembled at the ferry in an hour. I’ll make a short speech before we depart,” he exclaimed.

Lila stood up and walked among the men who held lofty positions. She allowed them to see her at close range and smell her expensive European perfume. Lila smiled, her brilliant white teeth, bright blue eyes and flowing blonde hair captivated the men. She thanked them all for coming and singled out Judge de Arredondo, telling him she hoped he would visit her hotel again. He promised to do so. The men had a difficult time taking their eyes off Lila as they filed out of the suite, bumping into one another.

Paco felt elated and smiled at Lila. “They are all going to be at my side when I make my speech. I know I can become Governor of Tamaulipas. The support among the people will be there. This is a grand and glorious day!”

Lila moved in front of Cantu and swiftly unbuckled his belt. “We still have a few minutes before you must depart,” she emphasized, eyes sparkling.

*****
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An hour later, a Mexican crowd had gathered at the ferry listening to a brass band’s tinny music reverberating off the buildings near the wharf. The dignitaries gathered around Paco Cantu on the ferry as be began to speak. 

“This is a glorious day for Mexico. I have shown you how you can take back your cities and towns, throwing off the tyranny of the Americans. Never let the Anglos enslave you with their cruel and unjust use of power.” He continued to play the crowd, attempting to work them into a frenzy as the ferry slowly disembarked from its mooring.

“Were we supposed to start across while Paco was still talking?” Judge de Arredondo asked Santiago.

Diego shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know.” 

Cantu began talking louder as the ferry moved farther out into the Rio Grande. On shore people were waving good-bye. “What the hell is going on?” Paco asked the soldiers and businessmen, crowded on to the small ferry’s platform. 

There was a sudden jerk as the ferry’s rope broke on the other side of the river, sending the men tumbling into one another. Two soldiers were knocked into the water by the group of men milling about in confusion, trying to stand upright. 

“Dive in and swim for the shore!” Santiago yelled. He and Judge de Arredondo dove in the water and quickly swam to the American shore line, stood up and watched the spectacle unfold before them. 

The ferry suddenly struck a sand bar and whirled sideways. Cavalry Commander Javier Armendarez was taking off his clothing and arranging the pieces in a neat pile when a soldier was thrown backwards, kicking the clothing into the water and knocking the officer on his back. Men began jumping off the ferry, some swimming towards Mexico, others back to Texas until only Paco remained on board, arms wrapped around a wooden post.

“What is he yelling?” Diego asked the Chief Judge.

“I think he’s yelling that he can’t swim,” de Arredondo responded.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Storm clouds of foreboding finally erupted with South Carolina seceding from the Union on December 20, 1860, precipitating the secession of additional southern states, including Texas on February 23, 1861. The Confederate Constitutional Convention that same month chose former U. S. Senator Jefferson Davis as its President. Fort Sumter, South Carolina, came under fire on April 12, 1861, marking the official beginning of hostilities.

Lieutenant Colonel Robert E. Lee and his men dismounted in front of John Randolph’s ranch house. The two men shook hands, exchanged greetings and the cattle baron directed that Lee’s ten cavalrymen be shown to a large bunkhouse. Lee paid his respects to Heather and chatted with her for some time before dinner. After they ate, the two men adjourned to John’s office, seated themselves in comfortable leather chairs and sipped brandy.

“Everything is happening so fast,” John asserted. “I just heard about Twiggs.”

“General David Twiggs surrendered the entire United States Army in Texas to the new Confederate military command, even though the Confederate states don’t have administrative machinery in place yet to create a Texas army. All Union troops are quietly exiting the state including my men. I’ve been ordered to Washington to meet with General Winfield Scott, who still is the Supreme Commander of all Union Armies,” Lee explained. 

“I remember our earlier conversations about General Scott and General Zachary Taylor and how they became bitter enemies,” Randolph responded.

“Taylor never forgave Scott for taking half of his men while Taylor was on scouting maneuvers in eastern Mexico. Scott tried unsuccessfully to locate Taylor, but the time constraint made it impossible for him to wait longer. He needed the troops for his amphibious landing at Veracruz,” Lee recounted.

“I transported Scott up the Rio Grande to Camargo in his search for General Taylor, but Taylor was not to be found,” John noted. 

“It was too bad about Taylor,” Lee stated. 

After the battle at Buena Vista in northern Mexico, Taylor’s popularity soared and he took leave from his post to campaign as a Whig Party presidential candidate. A year later he was elected President of the United States, but his tenure lasted only sixteen months. It turned out to be one of the shortest in American history. 

President Taylor dined on fresh fruit and milk at a fund-raising event near the Washington Monument. He immediately became severely ill and died five days later. Several members of his Cabinet also became ill from food served at the Fourth of July event.

“Yes, what a tragedy,” Randolph lamented. 

Lee looked at John with a calm, steady gaze. “I wanted to chat with you confidentially about two things. It’s why I came south to your ranch before heading north to Washington. You don’t have to answer if you feel my questions are inappropriate,” he said in a pleasant, friendly voice.

Randolph smiled. “I can’t imagine you doing anything inappropriate.”

“The first question is, will you support the Confederacy?” Lee asked.

Randolph exhaled sharply. “I’ve thought about it long and hard. I was born and raised in Louisiana and have lived in Texas for most of my adult life. I believe succession is wrong, but I could never fight against Louisiana and Texas in the Civil War,” John said without hesitation. “I just can’t do it, so I’ll support the Confederacy.” 

“Well, that makes my second question almost moot. General Scott was very impressed with your ability to supply General Taylor with ammunition, food and other necessities during the Mexican War. You were able to do this even though your supply lines were stretched for about three hundred miles. I know he’ll ask if you would assist the Union Army in a like manner in Texas.” Lee maintained.

Randolph was silent for a moment, while he determined how to respond. “Please tell him that I intend to remain loyal to Texas which precludes me from assisting Union armies.”

“That’s understandable. I’m sure he will appreciate your situation,” the lieutenant colonel stated.

“Have you determined what you’ll do?” John asked.

“It’s on my mind all the time. My wife and children are all staunch union advocates, except for one daughter. The majority of my fellow Virginia officers who graduated from West Point with me will stay with the Union. General Scott is also from Virginia and is the Commanding General of all Union armies. There is no question but that he will stay with the Union,” the
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