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Even more than squashing a competitor like a
cockroach, Blondie Kettle loved a good card game. He could read his
fellow players while they read their cards. He felt an affinity
with cards; they represented life itself, though not in the way
Mexican gypsies used them to foretell the future.

Nonetheless, like the gypsies and
campesinos, he was fatalistic. He could play the cards he had been
dealt however he chose, but what do you do after life’s fitful
fever has sloughed?

Alone, he dealt out two cards, face down on
the green baize. He flipped over the first card. The queen of
hearts. His lucky card. In gambling parlance, that card was known
as Judith. Whenever she turned up first in his hand, he could count
on one of his ventures coming through big time.

That was, if he discounted the very real and
indomitable Judith. She, out of his many women, had entertained no
fantasies about him.

As he reached to flip over the other card,
his hand shook. Not with fear but with the palsy of the aged. Sure
as shit, the Joker leered up at him. The Joker. It mocked life.

Shrugging, he picked up the Colt Army
revolver lying to the right of his copper shot glass of Pass
whiskey. Damn, it’d be hell for his hand to shake now. Slowly,
steadily, he squeezed the trigger.

By an infinitesimal fraction of a second,
the explosive retort foretold of the red and gray flecks that
inexplicably smattered the jeering Joker…but not the Judith.


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


MAGGIE appeared to study her drink as if,
like tea leaves, its contents foretold of certain events. “I truly
regret I didn’t have the opportunity to congratulate Blondie for
the only noble thing he ever did in his whole life—to have blown
out his brains.”

Hoisting her glass, Jude cocked her crooked
grin. “L’chaim.”

The Jewish toast to life. For all its
fragility, Tepaté mused, what a life the three of them had lived.
She raised her glass. Salud,” she said, although neither
Spanish nor English was her native language. “May he rot in
hell.”

Thus began that week’s Tea Time.

Tea Time for most ladies of El Paso meant a
cup of chocolate-spiced coffee served in clay cups after
siesta.

Tea Time for Judith Dublaski, Magdalena
Cárdenas del Prado, and Tepaté included a round of Conquian, a card
game popular in Mexico and along its United States border—along
with the exchange of the latest news and rumors. However, neither
tea nor coffee was ever served but refreshments more potent.

While Jude liberally doused her own glass
with Pass whiskey, the very proper Maggie partook in a tonic of the
twilight-effective absinthe. And Tepaté indulged in her people’s
fiery pulque while smoking their marijuana plant.

Tepaté cut the cards for the deal. She
flipped up the ten of spades, which automatically put her out of
that hand. She shrugged what was deemed a sensuous gesture of
voluptuous shoulders, despite her sixty-three years.

She crossed to her ornate sideboard. Her high
heels with their patent leather toe caps made castanet clacks that
contrasted with the once gentle slap of her childhood huaraches—a
childhood spent as a slave.

Well, not all of her childhood. At least, not
her first seven years as the daughter of Catua, the Tigua tribe’s
highly revered cacique. Not until her mother sold her to Maggie’s
family, the Cárdenases. “Another whiskey, Jude?”

“To the brim.” She held up her glass.

Age had seasoned Jude, Tepaté observed—but
then it had all three of them. They shared the same birth date,
that of the Republic of Texas, March 2, 1836.

Maggie tipped the cut crystal to her lips.
The chestnut hair of her youth was now threaded with a gray the
shade of the back of a mirror; but her eyes, probably her best
feature, were still the rich color of hammered Mexican silver and
commanded as much attention.

Her beringed fingers turned over the ace of
hearts. “My turn.” She picked up the deck and dealt that round of
Conquian with the untutored grace of a gachupin aristocrat. Her
infectiously honking laughter often rescued her from this stuffy
impression she made.

Jude snapped up the first, then the second
card. “Do you realize that next Monday marks the beginning of a new
century—1900—can you believe it?”

“Do you think you could wait until I finish
dealing before you pick up your cards?”

“Never have, Maggie.” She purred a
full-throated mixture of friendly defiance, her words tossed off as
easily as her whiskey. “Why start now?” With fair skin tanned the
shade of soft leather by the Southwest’s harsh sunlight, Jude’s
striking looks were saved from the frailty of accumulated years by
strong facial bones.

Watching her two friends riffle through their
cards, Tepaté leaned over the brass candle lamp and lit her
cigarette. Shrugging out of her heels, she wiggled her freed toes.
Her reflective gaze shifted to the arched window behind the lamp
and to the river beyond.

Long before Europeans sailed for this land,
her people had called the noble river Mother Blue River. In those
days, she ran deep and strong all year long. She was life itself—a
majestic, raging goddess who nourished crops, nurtured children,
and nursed promises.

How utterly bizarre, Tepaté thought, that
three widely differing young lives, as different as chalk and
cheese, had been irrevocably interwoven by the shifting of that
great river.

The Rio Grande coursed through the mountain
pass, a natural crossroads where over centuries Indian and Spaniard
and Anglo had gathered. Determined colonists, fierce Indians,
devout padres, Forty-niners, and railroad barons had played
their roles. Pistoleros and cavalrymen and high class harlots also
had their parts.

As had she and her two lifelong friends. “Do
you remember that first fandango?”

Both pair of eyes turned to stare at her. The
wedding band of smoke she blew grew larger. It encompassed the
three women like a magical ring. They were transported.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Only certain places on earth were meant for
the stout of soul and bold of heart. Mexico’s Chihuahua Desert was
such a place. Desolate and dry, it was also unforgiving.

But where the Rio Grande del Norte dipped a
toehold into the desert, between the ragged tail end of the Rocky
Mountains to the north and the Sierra Madres to the south, the
2,000 mile stretch of river turned the pass there into a lost Eden,
an Elysian Fields—the picturesque Paso del Norte.

Being capricious, the Rio Grande arbitrarily
formed in the early 1830s an additional channel south of its usual
one, thus isolating on a twenty-mile-long island Paso del Norte’s
three communities—Ysleta, long ago settled by the Tigua Indians;
Socorro, a burgeoning Anglo enclave; and San Elizario, a Hispanic
pueblo—with the island’s total population edging close to
2,500.

At San Elizario hunkered one of the most
defiant of haciendas, El Rancho de Las Palomas. A fortress-style
compound with thick walls, it had withstood the ceaseless Apache
and Comanche raids. Las Palomas had belonged to Magdalena’s
ancestors for more years than Jude had teeth. Though they were
fewer, since she had lost one of her dog teeth the night
before.

A portion of Don Gaspar Cárdenas’s
13,000-acre land grant, including his rambling hacienda, perched on
that island, just outside the pueblo of San Elizario. The majority
of his land grant unscrolled north of the Rio Grande in the vast
region Texas was attempting to claim as theirs, with the smaller
remaining portion charting south from the island into Mexico.

Since 1776, the birth of the United States,
Cárdenas descendants had occupied Paso del Norte, the back of
beyond. Magdalena’s mother’s great-grandfather had discovered and
exploited Mexico’s rich mines. These had made him fabulously
wealthy in his own right, and he had taken off his hat to no man
but the viceroy.

The Cárdenases never for a moment forgot that
they were important people, criollos born in the New World of pure
Spanish blood. Or so said Jude’s pa.

On that pleasant March day of 1846, Jude
fussed about in the hacienda’s herb-and-flower plazuela. At
its center, a large three-tiered fountain splashed irksomely.

As proudly as only a hidalgo could, the girl
Magdalena approached her. With a toss of her chin, a swishing her
hip-length chestnut braid against the small of her poker-stiff
back, and her patrician nose in the air, she introduced herself. “I
am Señorita Magdalena Cárdenas del Prado.”

At Jude’s deadpan look, she asked, “You do
speak Spanish?”

Jude never knew which language to speak. She
was proficient in several. And sometimes conversation tumbled from
her tongue in a crazy mishmash of those languages.

“On my father’s side,” Magdalena continued,
switching to English, “our ancestors date back to the house of
Cortés.”

Jude tilted her nose with the same deplorable
bump as her pa’s, and her eyes glinted. They were the pale blue of
wanderers who squinted at beckoning horizons in harsh sunlight, or
so said her pa. “Oh? My pa is Jozef the Peddler. Our people go back
to the pharaohs.”

At the whistling punctuating her words, the
tip of her tongue tested this latest gap between her teeth.

Magdalena’s two front teeth, larger than her
other baby ones, gleamed at the challenge flung down. “Pues,
I heard mamacita declare that Paso del Norte’s ayuntamiento
not so long ago ordered the ears of a gringo peddler cut off and
sent to Chihuahua City.”

She shrugged off the retort. “Not such a good
deal, my pa would say. Gringo ears don’t bring any kind of a
bounty. Not like the Indian scalps taken here in the Pass.”

Her stubby, examining fingers trailed away
from the stone sundial. She appeared to saunter around the
plazuela, but her gaze darted to the shaded, arched
colonnade. Beneath it, the library’s tall, elaborately carved twin
doors remained closed.

Her pa was closeted in the library with
Magdalena’s Don Gaspar Cárdenas. That an American, an itinerant Jew
at that, could travel with his daughter through a country at odds
with his own, The United States of America, proved that its traders
were only tolerated because of the necessities they brought the
people of that isolated Mexican province of Nuevo Mexico.

Several times a year, Jude, alongside her
widowed pa, traversed in their covered wagon that portion of the
Camino Real stretching from Nuevo Mexico’s capital of Santa Fe
southward to Chihuahua City. Known as the Silver Route because of
the abundance of silver mines, the rough road was 800 long miles.
From their wagon, they peddled books, clothes, medications,
tinware, weapons, and gewgaws.

Midway between Santa Fe and Chihuahua City,
there at the Pass, her pa sold needed goods to the hacendado Don
Gaspar, among others; however, neither her pa nor she had ever been
ushered inside Las Palomas’s rambling hacienda. Not that they were
necessarily there by invitation but likely at a wily inveigling by
her pa.

Tucking aside the knee-length dress of green
checked gingham, Magdalena sat on the granite banco, wedged
between hollyhocks, grapevine, and wild spinach, and swung her
white hose-encased legs. She patted a spot next to her. “You may
sit and talk with me. It is a special day today—my tenth
birthday.”

As if birthdays were special. “It’s my tenth,
too. My pa says you should live every day like it’s your
birthday.”

Magdalena’s eyes, the gray of her
conquistador ancestors, squinched with annoyance, but she was
denied a riposte when a skinny girl padded from the shadows of one
of the colonnade’s spiral-carved wooden pillars. The girl’s skin
was the cream color of the effervescent champagne Jude’ pa had once
allowed her to taste. Lustrous black hair cropped at the chin
framed an oval face with eyes the deep brown of bitter
chocolate.

Jude’s blunt fingers strayed to her own hair
that she also kept cropped at chin level. Long stretches of the
Camino Real had no watering holes, yet paradoxically plenty of soap
weed, so short hair was expedient. Her Pa called her color of hair
gold-ore, because in sunlight its pale yellow was streaked with
golds and reds.

“Your brother asks for you. He is upstairs in
the music room.” The Indian girl’s velvety Spanish was a contrast
to Jude’s harsher inflection of the language, despite her three
years of sojourning in the country. But fortunately there at the
Pass conversation was invariably a comical blending of the three
languages—Spanish, English, and the Tiwa of the Tigua Pueblo
Indians.

Magdalena’s gaze clapped on the girl’s dusty
bare feet. “Mamacita told you about wearing zapotos,
Tepaté.”

Tepaté’s tiny toes knotted as if cringing
from ants, but her sloe-eyes sparked. “Your mamacita, she
says a lot of things.”

Magdalena shook an admonishing finger. “Did
you not cut your foot on the tin shavings of mamacita’s
retablo?”

Tepaté, hands at nonexistent hips, rocked her
head from one side to the other. “And are you not forgetting that
splinter I plucked from your bare foot after you tried balancing on
that hitching post last week?”

Sighing, Magdalena rose. She was shorter than
Jude but taller than Tepaté. “Have it your way then. Come along,
Judith.”

“Jude.” She had not spent much time in the
company of females. She was tempted to box the prissy girl’s ears.
She gauged the Indian girl. Would she run and tell? Jude decided
against drubbing the Spanish girl, not with Jude’s pa closed up
with hers behind those high, heavy doors.

“You do not have to address me by the title
of señorita.” The Spanish girl was leading the way into the
gran sala. “You may call me Magdalena.”

“Maggie we say in the United States of
America.”

The glance the girl tossed over her shoulder
was not so much haughty as it was dismissive. “But you are not in
the United States.”

“But I am an American.” Her eyes took a
moment to adjust to the dim, cool interior. The ceiling’s lengthy
vigas were punctuated by carved wooden corbels looking like the
protective gargoyles she had seen on a St. Louis cathedral.

Indeed, the gran sala had the
feel of a church. The central room was decorated with religious
artifacts—retablos, santos, and figurines. Some were hung on the
yeso-plastered adobe bricks. Others were stuck into nooks carved
into those three-foot-thick walls.

In a hushed voice, she said, “All this place
needs is holy water, Maggie.”

The Spanish girl’s heavily lashed eyes
narrowed, as did her pretty mouth. “Magdalena.”

So, she had what Jude’s pa called chutzpah.
“Maggie.” Then she flashed her gap-toothed grin. The dent in her
left cheek, “God’s fingerprint” her pa called it, shifted further
to the left. The genuine grin never failed to win her friends.

After a thoughtful moment, the Hispanic girl
eked out a reluctant smile, as if acknowledging she was accepting
the diminutive name then and forever. “Race you up the stairs.”

The Cárdenas home was the only two-story in
the three adobe municipalities squatting on the island opposite
Mexico’s town of Paso del Norte—well, if the notorious Madam
Greta’s Parlor House was discounted.

Jude nodded. She and Maggie jostled one
another in a sprint up the stairs.

Then, “Steal my good hairbrush again, Magda,
and I’ll spank you with it!” bantered a male voice from above.

Half way up the staircase, along with Maggie,
Jude halted and looked up. Bending over the ornately carved
balustrade was a bespectacled young man. She tried to gauge his
age. Maybe seventeen or eighteen.

Maggie started up the remaining stairs at a
much more sedate pace. “Mine broke. Play the harp for us, will you,
Tomé?” She spared a glance for Jude and muttered, “My brother, he
is un burro.”

“On the condition that you return my
hairbrush,” he demanded, but his gaze was inquisitively tracking
Jude’s equally sedate steps up the stairs.

At the half-way landing, Maggie hesitated and
glanced over her shoulder. Tepaté waited at the bottom. “Come along
with us, Tepaté.”

Her gaze aimed farther upward, the Tigua
Indian girl bit her bottom lip, as if indecisive, then shook her
head.

“Oh, come on, Tepaté,” Maggie implored, her
own bottom lip jutting in a sulky pout.

Once again the girl shook her head then
turned back to disappear into the hacienda’s maze of rooms.

Jude wondered just what was afoot here. But,
seizing the advantage of Maggie’s distraction, she bolted up the
remaining stairs to reach the top landing and the amused brother.
Her triumphant laughter bubbled out in a shouted, “Bested you,
Maggie!”

Of medium height, he peered at her from
behind his spectacles. He wore a short brown jacket embroidered
with gold at its sleeves and matching trousers. “I would predict
you will best all of life’s tests,” he mused.

She grinned back. “All but the rascally test
that snatches that last breath—the Angel of Death, my pa calls
it.”

He blinked, then nodded sociably in
agreement. “Es verdad.”

Maggie tugged on his lace cuff. “The harp,
Tomé!” And aside to Jude, “He only loves bullfighting more than he
does music.”

“That was until a bull gored me,” he
explained with a wry smile. “I have since forsaken that
passion.”

Jude followed the sister and brother into the
music room. A large bison-skin rug dominated the center of the
floor. He seated himself at the pedal harp, resting it against his
shoulder, and began plucking a melodic refrain from the harp
strings.

When he finished, he set the harp from him
and placed the heels of his hands on his knees. With a warm smile,
he glanced up at her. “My sister forgets her manners. You are Señor
Dublaski’s daughter—Judith?”

“Call me Jude.”

His dark head inclined in a courteous
acknowledgment. “And I am Bartolomé Cárdenas del Prado.” His eyes
twinkled. “Call me Tomé.”

“Mozart’s Concerto for Flute and Harp.”

“You play the
harp, Jude?”

Her mouth skewed down to one side. She nodded
at the nearby baroque table. On it was a flute next to its opened
instrument case and scattered sheet music. “The flute.”

She would never be brilliant at music, but
piping on the flute, which did not take up much space and was
sturdy enough to survive the crush of the wagon’s merchandise,
filled the long, empty hours spent, along with reading, while she
and her pa traveled the trade routes. “My pa’s idea.”

Heightened interest flickered in his eyes.
She could see it coming, the request for her to play. “But I broke
my flute beating the stripes off a rattlesnake.”

A rascally grin danced across his face.
Small, round glasses and all, he was rather handsome, she decided.
And, indeed, his slender body moved with the grace of a bullfighter
as he stood and crossed toward the table. “Ahh, you may play this
flute over here,” he said, calling her bluff.

“Broke my fingers, too. They don’t work none
too good anymore.”

At that, he burst out laughing and turned
back to her. “You are what they call in English a scamp, I
think.”

“Play a fandango, Tomé,” Maggie urged.

“Another time, Magda. Now be a good hostess
and serve our guest Jude a refreshment of limonada, while I
finish practicing this piece.”

She sighed and tugged at Jude’s shirt sleeve.
“Come along with me.”

Waiting below was black clad Doña Agapita.
Upon arrival at the hacienda, Jude had briefly met the woman. She
reminded Jude of the ghost La Llorona. However, that apparition was
dressed all in white.

La Llorona was rumored by Mexicans to roam
along the Rio Grande bewailing her children whom she had drowned.
Superstition had it that if she turned around to face you, you
died. Jude was not superstitious…well, maybe just a little
‘stitious.’

Shadowed eyes peered from the folds of Doña
Agapita’s ebony mantilla. Round as a billiard ball, she
spoke in hushed tones. “My husband extends his invitation for you
and your father to be our guests at dinner and spend the night.”
Her gaze inventoried Jude’s dusty brogans, muslin shirt, and
cambric breeches, held up by galluses. “Perhaps you would desire
to—to freshen yourself before dinner?”

Over the last three years of traveling with
her pa, Jude had become inured to degrading looks and comments.
They rolled off of her these days like water off a duck’s back. She
doubted she and her pa would have been invited to dine and spend
the night had her pa not wangled this afternoon a deal that was
favorable to both him and Don Gaspar.

According to her pa, Don Gaspar’s cattle and
sheep and famed wine traveled in all four directions on the north
to south Santa Fe-to-Mexico City Camino Real and east to west on
the San Antonio-to-San Diego Trail.

These two routes intersected at Paso Del
Norte and—what with the United States hell bent on acquiring all
the country from the Rio Grande to the Pacific coast—was exactly
where her pa had determined would be the lucrative place to set up
a trading establishment.

At dinner, she watched her pa. She knew his
signs of agitation—the way his callused thumb and forefinger rubbed
his hawkish nose or fingered his chin, fringed with a
salt-and-paper beard. This evening those signs of agitation were
absent. When he winked at her, hope bubbled in her like
champagne.

The long table, banked with more delectable
dishes than all the food stalls on outdoor market days, was girdled
by relatives from outlying pueblos—dowager aunts and doddering
uncles, a horse-faced mother-in-law, and cousins.

With their speculative glances, all were
curious about her, excluding one elderly cousin, Primo Francisco,
whose ranting against some new imposed tax was slurred, and
spurred, by the family’s fine Pass wine.

This was what she missed…a family, with all
its quirks.

The conversation, mostly about the looming
war between the United States and Mexico, was batted about like a
shuttlecock in Spanish, peppered with English phrases picked up
from the commerce between the two countries, now being threatened
by the war.

The conversational volley lasted until the
impassive Tepaté, now shod in huaraches, brought out on a salver a
tres leches cake sparkling with candles—ten, count them Jude did.
Ten.

“A kinderfeste,” declared Don Gaspar,
spreading wide his fleshy hands. “In celebration of my daughter’s
tenth birthday.”

Maggie forestalled the celebratory partaking
with a raised hand. “But, Papa, would you believe, it is also
Jude’s tenth birthday.”

The hacendado’s puffy lips spread into an
affable smile. “De verdad? Que increíble!”

“Then by all means,” Tomé asserted, “our Jude
should help blow out the candles.” He rose and, chivalrously taking
her hand, drew her from her chair to join his sister, now standing
and hovering over the cake.

Jude had heard of the German birthday
tradition, cake and candles, although she had never been so
honored.

Yet again Maggie spoke up. “And would you
believe it is also Tepaté’s day of birth, her tenth year as well—is
it not, Tepaté?”

At being the object of focus, the Indian
girl’s cheeks mutated from the copper of kettles Jude’s pa sold to
the deep rose of the Cárdenas’s flower garden. Her coal-black
lashes lowered swiftly. “So I am told—the very same day the Mexican
province of Tejas became the Republic of Texas, also ten years
ago.”

Maggie linked her arms around Tepaté and
Jude’s waists and, leaning forward, blew out with a gust the ten
flickering flames.

Jude devoured her slice of the tres leches
cake and ached for more of the rich delicacy. The last three years
had consisted of the unvaried hard tack, hard beef, and hard,
brackish water.

For so long something inside her had ached
for more than merely better food; a better way of life, something
other than days spent in solitude with only her pa, traveling
sand-baked roads that rattled both the chains of yoked mules and
the bones of her confined body.

Shortly thereafter, the men adjourned to the
library for cigars and Cárdenas peach brandy. Not seeming to mind
being summarily dismissed, the women—the dutiful Doña Agapita, her
fusty mother-in-law, aunts, female cousins, and the vivacious
Maggie—fell to discussing subjects ranging from the bell-shape
skirts that were growing more voluminous to the latest vogue, the
polka.

Restive, Jude perched next to Maggie on the
settee, trying not to rock her body, her legs, her head—a habit
surely ingrained by the continuous rocking motion of her pa’s
covered wagon.

The mother-in-law, an old biddy in black and
bent over like a knotted rail with rheumatism, eyed Jude. “When
your father last traded in Santa Fe, did you see it?”

Jude ceased her rocking and stared at her,
only then noting the woman’s beer-bottom spectacles were
dust-spotted. “See what, ma’am?”

Maggie elbowed Jude. “Mi abuela wants
to know if you saw people dancing the polka, tontita. It’s
the fashion.”

With the back of her hand, she covered her
yawn. Bored she was. “What I saw were people rolling out cannons
for the coming war.”

“Bah!” The grandmother’s lips puckered,
deepening their many seams. “The Americans will not dare to step a
boot across our border with Texas.”

“My pa says the Republic’s boundary with
Mexico has been blurred from day one.” Which meant quibbling over
which country possessed La Isla, slap dab in the middle of the Rio
Grande.

An aunt, a middle-aged woman in deep
burgundy, her upper lip shadowed by a mustache, leaned forward.
“Pues, I have heard tell the Bohemian dance is more
scandalous than our fandangos.”

Was that possible?

Tia Lucero, as Maggie addressed her aunt,
bolted like a heavy breathing horse out of the gate with her next
breathless words. “The way the male grips the female close around
the waist and…and… ”

The room’s sudden riveted attention reminded
Jude of a cock fight she had glimpsed in Chihuahua City, before her
pa had hurriedly escorted her from the congested circle of men.
Their expressions had worn that same disturbing avidity.

Doña Agapita clapped lightly, breaking the
spell. “Time we repair to our chamber rooms. Magdalena, show Judith
to the guest room Tepaté has readied.”

Maggie led her upstairs to a bedchamber that
contained a canopied four-poster bed with its high mattress. This
was better than the Princess and the Pea! Sleeping inside
the cramped wagon interior on rainy or cold nights or beneath it on
hard-baked ground during oven-hot nights made for an uncomfortable
mattress and poor sleep.

Maggie crossed the room to throw open the
balcony doors. “Behold, paraíso! You can see the lights
across the river.”

Paradise? Jude joined her. From the narrow
balcony she could make out at the far corner of the adobe-walled
compound the shadowy Dublaski wagon, parked alongside a Dearborn
carriage. A most glorious affair, Jude had observed, with red
Morocco upholstery and gold mountings.

But Maggie’s eyes were glinting like the
lights beyond the compound, a glinting that bespoke of a
yearning.

Palms clasping the balcony’s wrought iron,
Jude blinked. Surely, it was the day’s trail dust stinging her
eyes. Would she always be on the outside, looking in?

Her mother, never fully recovering from
birthing Jude in the Territory of Socorro, Nuevo Mexico had been
ailing from a multitude of ailments, and when Jude was not yet
seven, her pa had abandoned trading along the Camino Real to take
his family back to Missouri. There, Jude’s mother had been felled
like an axed tree by apoplexy.

In dreams, Jude saw her face pressed up
against a wrought-iron gate separating her from her mother’s grave
in Independence’s Protestant cemetery. After the Jewish cemetery
refused her pa the burial of his wife, he had ditched his faith,
that childlike source of both fear and hope, as pa had called
it.

For Jude, the lights across the grand river
represented people. Nearly five-thousand resided there in the city
of Paso del Norte. Generally, her pa avoided places where people
congregated. Not everyone was open-minded about Jews. But then the
richest man in the Pass was a Jew, Simeon Hart, which was promising
for the homelife there Jude wanted.

Maggie sighed. “Oh, Jude, I so envy you. You
get to see and experience the world out there.”

“It’s not always that great.”

“It’s better than being a prisoner.”

“A prisoner,” she waved a hand around her,
“in a palace?”

The girl bit her lower lip. “I go nowhere
without a duenna—or some older relative—accompanying
me.”

“Well, when you are an adult, then you—“

“No, not even then. I will forever have to be
accompanied by my husband.”

“Then don’t ever get hitched.”

Maggie’s tapered brows nearly clashed over
the bridge of her perfect nose. “I already am…uhh, hitched, as you
put it, Jude. Pues, almost. My father has chosen a husband
for me. A contract has been signed with my betroth’s parents.”

Jude could feel her own eyebrows climbing.
She hooked her thumbs beneath her breeches’ galluses. “Well, hell’s
fires, that’s downright dreadful. I’d escape.”

The girl belted out a dissonant chortle that
was so startling a contrast to her refined comportment that Jude
could only stare. “To where, Jude Dublaski? We’re in the middle of
the Chihuahua Desert.”

She shot her a crossed-eyed look. “Escape
downriver, dummy.”

“And be caught, possibly sold into slavery,
like Tepaté? You are the dummy, tontita!”

The faint music from across the river
diverted Jude’s attention. She turned her gaze back to the river
lights. Some winked. Some vanished. Some shone steadily. Lights
might mean sales for her pa. For her, they meant a home. Even a
prairie dog had his burrow.

For a few wistful moments, she and Maggie
stood watching the distant lights and listening for the occasional
strains of music filtering across the river.

Maggie sighed. “You know that thing about
escaping down the river?”

“Yeah?”

As if pondering some weighty issue, Maggie
absently toyed with the reddish brown braid lapped over her
shoulder. “Pues, what do you think about escaping…not down
the river but across the river? Tonight?” She nodded toward the
shimmer of lights. “Want to go to one of the cantinas over there?
That’s where they dance the fandango.”

Jude’s eyes fairly popped. The immoral
fandango? So, the Spanish girl might not be so mishish after all.
“You’ve done this before?”

“Of course.”

“Liar, liar, pants on fire.”

Maggie shrugged her jutting shoulders.
“Afraid to go, you are?”

“Am not.”

“Meet me in the kitchen courtyard come
midnight.”

“I’m thinking we’re both dummies.”


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


When the hands of the bedchamber’s banjo
clock pointed straight up, Jude set out through the darkened house.
Stealing downstairs, she could only hope her memory served her as
she threaded her way through the labyrinth of corridors while
hoping that she didn’t bump into something.

Outside, she did—on the patio nearest the
kitchen. “Crap!” Her shin banged against a large, black molasses
pot set out to cool.

“Jude! Where
did you learn that swear word?”

“From bullwhackers.” She followed Maggie’s
sibilant hissing. “Where the hades are you?”

“Over here. Keep out of the stable’s lantern
light!”

Jude ducked around its yellow swath, located
Maggie’s darker shadow by a jerky-making bench, and followed her
lead.

Rather than exit out of the kitchen courtyard
by its wrought-iron gate, Maggie slipped through a small side door
leading into another compound. “Servants’ quarters,” she
whispered.

Jude’s mouth curved into a downward
horseshoe. A last minute change in a plan opened the door to risky
variables, her pa said. “Why?” she whispered back.

“Tepaté’s father is a ferryman.”

In front of one of several slatted doors, she
rapped softly, then entered. “Tepaté, it’s me, Magda.”

Jude made out the Indian girl, curled upon
the rope-slung bed. At once, she sat up. Her blanket fell away,
revealing her thin linen shift. “Que?” she asked grumpily.

Maggie’s voice held a pleading undertone. “We
want your father’s help to get us across the Rio Grande.”

“Why?”

“Jude and I are going to watch a fandango,”
Maggie said, her words breathy with excitement.

The girl’s midnight eyes shuttered her
thoughts. Then she nodded. “Sí, I’ll take you to him. But for
this—I will also take my father a slice of the birthday cake. For
payment, you understand.”

Maggie huffed. “We cannot risk going back
inside for a piece of cake.”

Tepaté’s teeth gleamed white. “I already have
it.”

“Ay, ay, ay!” Maggie huffed but next
trilled a conspiratorial snorting giggle. “Hurry and dress.”

Uneasily, Jude waited with Maggie for the
Indian girl to join them in the shadowy, arching shelter of a
trellis’s grapevines, just beyond the compound. More and more Jude
was beginning to think this was a harebrained scheme.

Minutes later, Tepaté appeared. She held
bundled in her striped cotton serape what looked to be much
larger than a mere single slice of cake.

Impatient to get this sure-to-be fiasco over
with, Jude urged, “Let’s roll,” the wagon master’s call she heard
daily whenever her pa chose for security purposes to join for a
while a wagon train bound through the dangerous Indian territory of
Comanchería.

She and Maggie trailed Tepaté by way of the
vineyards past the orchards. Once beyond the cultivated grounds,
the Tigua girl fleeted through the tall grass that fed the
livestock. Somehow, she avoided concealed stones, which the
tripping Jude did not on a couple of devilish flounderings.

From there, Tepaté led along the riverbank,
its wide inward curve reducing the distance between the three
island-bound towns connected via the longer wagon road. The wide
Rio Grande, Rio del Norte, or Rio Bravo, whatever one called it,
was once again turbulent with spring floods.

Travelers, traders’ caravans, and even
neighbors had to wait, sometimes weeks, for the waters to recede,
unless, they wanted to be poled across the river by a hand-hauled
raft or pulled by Indian swimmers, both risky voyages.

After over half an hour had passed, Jude’s
stride was lagging, as was Maggie’s, while it seemed that Tepaté’s
bare feet skimmed the ground. She darted like a firefly over
obstacles like driftwood, marshy bogs, and sporadic volcanic rock.
Beneath a full, peach-colored moon, she picked her way along a
cattailed path below giant cottonwoods and ash.

By the time they reached the Tigua pueblo of
Ysleta, Maggie’s white pantalettes were mud-flecked and Jude’s
brogans mud-caked.

Tepaté halted in front of one jacal. A
tin water trough and an old wooden bench propped its clay-chinked
walls, which in turn propped the shaggy thatched roof. Off to one
side was a separate thatched structure, an open-sided
ramada.

Holding up her palm, Tepaté indicated Maggie
and Jude were to wait, while she went inside her family’s home.

Jude almost bumped into a dozing burro, whose
warning of raucous braying sounded much like Maggie’s laughter.
“Shi—tarnation!”

Either the burro’s braying or Jude’s cussing
brought Tepaté back outside along with an Indian male.

Of middle age and short, the round-face,
dark-skinned man folded his arms. He wore a hip-length, cotton
camisa, buckskin leggings, and quilled moccasins. His braided, inky
black hair snaked down his back. A knife sheathed at the waistband
glinted ominously. With a stolid expression, his hooded eyes gauged
Jude and Maggie.

“Catua, my papi,” Tepaté said by way of an
introduction. “He is cacique of the Tigua.” This pronounced with
not some amount of pride. “He will take us across in one of his
kanoas.”

“Us?” Maggie blinked dumbstruck at Tepaté.
“You mean you, too?”

The slight girl straightened taller, though
still short of Maggie or Jude. “You have never been to that seedy
part of Paso del Norte. I have. You will need me to watch over
you.”

Jude scoffed. “You couldn’t knock the
dingleberry off the fart-end of a rabbit, Tepaté.”

At that, the Indian girl grinned slowly. She,
too, was missing a tooth. She pointed toward the riverbank. “You
want to go in my papi’s kanoa, si?”

“We already paid him—the cake, remember?”

“You paid him to help you cross the river. Do
you know how to swim?”

“I can dog paddle. So?”

Although Jude could, she said nothing, leery
of where this was leading.

Now Tepaté grinned archly. “He can help you.
Show you the least rapid places to swim across.”

The ensuing silence acknowledged Tepaté had
won her point.

“Bien,” Maggie said. But then we
should swear on Jesus, Mary, and all the Saints that we all are in
this together.”

Jude planted her hands on her bony hips.
“Hold your horses, Maggie. I guess you’re forgetting I’m a
Jewess.”

Tepaté’s rosebud mouth swiped to one side.
“And I am a pagan, so says Socorro’s last priest.”

“Nevertheless, we three must swear
allegiance,” Maggie insisted.

“Sure, swear on the blood of our friendship,”
Jude tossed out. “All for one, and one for all.”

“What?” Tepaté asked.

“A quote from a French novel I read last
year.”

“And that we pledge to live our lives to the
fullest,” Maggie added.

That sounded good and noble to Jude.

Surprising even her father, Tepaté yanked the
knife from his sheath. Jude did not anticipate the Indian girl’s
quick slash of the knife’s tip across the topside of her wrist.
Pinpoints of blood bubbled up. “The blood of our friendship,
si?” She held out the knife. “Your turns.”

Jude glanced wide at Maggie, who gulped.
Warily, Jude offered up the backside of her wrist to Tepaté. The
cut was swift and shallow with only a fleeting sting.

Maggie stepped forward and with a
philosophical shrug presented her wrist. “Pues, better this
than your tribe’s scalp dance.” As scarlet scuttled across her
skin, she flinched and emitted a nervous cackle.

Witnessed by an amused Catua and the old
man-in-the-moon, they completed the ritual of joining their wrists
in a solemn exchange of blood.

Then, like the Three Musketeers or the Three
Blind Men or even the Three Blind Mice, for that matter, Jude was
not sure which, they followed Catua down a steep ten-foot bank to
the river and crouched on their knees inside the planked canoe.

Black currents swirled and bobbled the
moss-smelly craft. Jude watched the lanterns and lamplights on the
opposite bank as anxiously as storm-tossed sailors must have once
watched the Lighthouse of Alexandria.

At last, with a shuddering and slosh of
backwash, the canoe ground against the sandy shoreline. By the time
Catua beached the craft, Jude had splinters seaming the heels of
her palms and fingertips.

Tepaté spoke to her father in the Tiwa
language, then explained, “My papi will wait for us. But we must be
back within an hour, no longer.”

Maggie nodded. “Como no.”

But as was Jude, she was already turning
toward the music that hypnotized like the sirens in the Odyssey—the
castanet, guitar, and tambourine which beckoned, whispering of the
forbidden, of longing…and of risk. But then was that not what an
adventure was about?

Lantern light from a collection of Paso del
Norte’s outskirts of motley adobes guided the girls’ footsteps to
Calle de Noche Triste, Street of the Sad Night. Jude was
hoping the name was not prophetic.

Despite the late hour, people were still
arriving at the cantina. Horses, wagons, and even a carreta drawn
by a team of eight oxen were stationed outside the cantina, its
urine-scented walls perforated by bullets.

The interior, however, was surely as grand as
any Bavarian castle. At least, to Jude’s glazed eyes. It’s
hard-packed, adobe-dirt floor might have been polished marble. Its
smoky haze was like magic dust, changing the gaudily dressed women
and tequila-soaked vaqueros into sylvan nymphs and stalwart
princes.

With the press of people, the three girls
slipped inside undetected and huddled in a darkened corner. In a
circular space cleared of tables and chairs, five unshaven and
filthy Mexican blue-uniformed soldiers sang rowdily to a
corrido, verses which recalled vignettes of historical
events, few phrases of which Jude could understand.

Maggie whispered, “Those soldiers are part of
the useless presidio troops stationed at San Elizario. My father
says no one respects them.”

From the back of the room could be heard the
rattle of dice on a roulette wheel. Monte, chuck-a-luck, and stud
poker glued gamblers to other tables.

Then a guitar began the slow, regal, and
sinuous rhythm of a fandango. From the crowd, male and females drew
together as inexorably as the moon pulled the tide to perform the
dance that the church considered a harmful, immoral influence.

The men were unfailingly polite, the women
incredibly graceful. From beneath broad-brimmed sombreros and lacy
mantillas, dark eyes flirted daringly.

Jude circled around to better watch. Her
mouth fell open. The females exposed their bare arms, their flesh
above their supple bosoms’ low neckline and even their napes,
considered the most voluptuous part of a woman’s body, or so
declared a saucy French novel, she had read.

The men’s bootheels clicked a staccato
stalking, the women’s arms twined like those of houris, inviting
their lovers.

Her gaze was diverted by the entrance of a
swaggering cowboy, who took up post next to her. She looked him up
and down. Tall, his cool, impersonal, and confident stance was out
of kilter with his boyish face. A slouch felt hat tipped back
exposed his badly cut lengthy hair, the shade of tanned
leather.

The long-barreled Colt Walker revolver
holstered at his side, along with a Bowie knife, and the badge
pinned to his bibbed navy shirt warned he was one of those dreaded
Texas Rangers, Los Diablos Tejanos.

Her Pa claimed only the Cassocks and the
Mamluks were as fearsome. Supposedly, a Ranger lived by the maxim,
‘Never wear a gun unless you know how to use it; never draw it
unless you intend to use it; never shoot except to kill.’

Kill? Surely, the young buck—he could not be
more than fifteen or sixteen—was not here to kill someone. Then he
turned those eyes down on her. Lit by the multitude of candelabras
his eyes were the steely gray of a true marksman and aureoled by
charcoal. Though slight of frame, with his bibbed broadcloth shirt
clinging to the thin points of his shoulders, he nevertheless
looked to her quite able to whip his weight in wildcats.

His cocky smile turned kindly, and she noted
then the faint freckles daubing his bold nose and broad, flinty
cheekbones. “Some wingding, isn’t it, kid?”

That deep-toned, corroded voice did not at
all match his youthful looks. It was as grating as a shovel on
caliche. Still, her stomach was doing silly cartwheels. Maybe it
was the fandango’s incantation. Struck dumb, she could only
nod.

Both his and her attentions were lassoed back
to the musical courtship taking place in the center of the floor.
So this was what the fandango was all about.

After months of wearily traveling the Camino
Real’s boring stretches between isolated pueblos, Jude felt
excitement stirring in the pit of her stomach, accompanying the
music’s mesmeric tempo. Something unfamiliar.

The syncopated rhythm of heels clicking,
castanets clacking, and a hand clapping the guitar’s body were
building in tension and insistence. The corresponding mounting
feeling inside her was unbearable. Her breath caught, held
suspended by the driving and repetitive, sensuous overtones.

The music rose to a continuous crescendo.
Then, at the dance’s climatic moment, someone shouted
“Viva!” followed by a drunken chorus of, “Hurrah!”

Released from the final booming notes, her
pent-up breath whooshed from her spellbound body. Never in her
eclectic musical studies had she experienced anything so
gripping.

The guitar took up with a ballad, and only at
that point did she realize Tepaté was tugging on her frayed muslin
sleeve. “We leave now.”

“Ahh, a fine caballero for me to dance
with!”

Both she and Tepaté looked around to see
advancing on them a woman weaving drunkenly. Her face was pasted
with white flour, her lips colored with red ochre, and her chunky
body enveloped in a black fringed shawl. She latched onto Jude’s
arm and muttered in surprise, “Que…a scrawny joven you
are!”

Before Jude could pull away, the woman’s
plump hands tugged her through the bystanders toward the few
dancers remaining where the floor was cleared of tables and
chairs.

Jude did not know a tinker’s dam about
dancing. She backed-stepped quicker than a pugilist before a
hard-punching opponent.

“No, no!” the fleshy woman chided much too
loudly, her breath a blast of whisky fumes. “This way. You move
this way two steps, then that way!” With each successive motion,
her ample breasts and hips swayed in opposite directions.

The couples dancing stopped to stare.
Spectators were laughing and clapping. Staring into the crevice of
that swishing, sweating bosom, Jude felt horrifically foolish. And
angry. She purposefully trod on the woman’s sandaled foot,
eliciting a loud yelp.

Abruptly released from the stifling embrace,
Jude bolted past the guffawing revelers only to stumble into a
butcher block of a body. She shoved hard. “Let me through.”

“A lad pretending to be a man, eh?”

Her gaze shot upward, colliding at a
bronzed-skin face contrasted by tight blond curls. They were pasted
by sweat to his square-set cheekbones.

The young rowdy swayed, quite soused. Those
eyes—the dark blue, almost black, shade of elderberries—
momentarily flared, as if alerted by some ancient macho
instinct. “Or maybe a lassie pretending to be a lad?” His hand
joggled the mound at his crotch suggestively. “Let’s see if you got
the balls of one.”

A ghost of a smile contradicted his next
action. He brandished a knife. Her throat went dry. Not again. Not
another knife. With a quick flourish of the blade, he slit both her
galluses.

She grabbed at them before they dropped.
Simultaneously, a prickling tracked across her chest. Heat of fury
and shame flushed her face. She had had enough of knives for one
day. “You yellow-bellied swamp rat!” She kicked blindly at the
guy’s shin and missed.

Suddenly, the Texas Ranger was between her
and the ruffian. The curly haired young man blinked, as if his
bloodshot eyes were trying to align with the blur that plowed a
fist into his nose. Blood geysered. Blindly, the blond swiped with
his knife.

The Texas Ranger merely sidestepped, then
shoved a spurred boot into the other’s crotch, dropping him to his
knees on the earthen-packed floor. The knife skated away.

Bystanders were shouting, “Ole!
Ole!”

Openmouthed, Jude watched the blond struggle
to get upright. Then he did a half spin and passed out, flat drunk
on his back.

Maggie was grabbing at her hand.
“Vamanos!” she hissed.

Jude wanted to stay and thank the Texas
Ranger, but Maggie yanked her along. Trailing Maggie, she was
attempting at the same time to keep her breeches hoisted and
wriggle through the crowd to the doors opened wide for escape.

With the other two, she ran down the darkened
Street of the Sad Night. The after-rush of fright made her hands
shake, and at the riverbank Tepaté took over knotting the galluses
back together. “You’re hurt!” she exclaimed at the sight of the
trail of pink splotched across Jude’s muslin shirt.

“The knucklehead must have nicked me.”

“At my mami’s there is some salve that will
stop the bleeding.

“Would you two come on,” Maggie grumbled. “If
my father learns of this, I’ll be sent packing to a
convent.”

Jude had to laugh, feeling the exhilaration
of having escaped danger. “If my pa catches wind of this, there’ll
be the devil to pay!”

“It was un idea estupida,” Tepaté
muttered, resorting to Spanish.

“I thought it was a wonderful idea,” Jude
said. “I met the man I’m going to marry.”

Maggie sent her a gawking stare. “The Texas
Ranger?”

She rolled her eyes then giggled. “No,
dunce—the blond lout.”

Of course, there was the chance she’d never
see the Texas Ranger again. Afore a body could shout “Fire!” he
could be gone forever, off chasing some bad man through the
badlands. But, even at her age, at a mere ten, a body just knew
that some things were meant to be.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


In the sunny days of August 1850, a few
native Paseños ghosted through the empty streets of the
Pass’s north side of the Rio Grande. It was as if the traditional
afternoon siesta now lasted the day long on that side of the town’s
left bank.

The cautious townspeople on the north side
never knew what to expect from the rabble of Anglo officials,
adventurers, opportunists and uncouth Forty-niners, all who were
following in the Third Infantry’s bootsteps.

After a victorious war with Mexico, the
United States had stationed companies of its infantry and mounted
riflemen on the north bank to reinforce its now ratified boundary
with Mexico—the Rio Grande—a boundary which made La Isla and its
inhabitants a part of the United States. They were Americans now.
And Texans.

Fourteen-year-old Magdalena Cárdenas drew her
white mantilla protectively around her face and clung to her
brother Tomé’s forearm. On the dusty calle of the community
of Socorro, both she and Tomé, chaperoning her, were alert
to possible difficult encounters with the occupational troops. Even
more unnerving than the daily galling insults from the Anglos was
the fear of losing the ancestral Ricardo Cárdenas land grant.

The Paseños’ land titles on that side of the
Rio Grande were now subject to challenge by the United States. And
legal titles were awfully expensive to obtain. Many inhabitants
could not prove the land they had occupied, some for centuries, had
been granted to them under either Spanish or, later, Mexican law.
Those without legal titles were facing removal from their land to
make way for Anglo settlers.

Already the United States had taken
possession of the Tigua ejidos, communal land belonging to those
Indians of the Ysleta community. Tepaté’s father, the cacique of
the Tigua, now had to pay duties on land that had once been his
tribe’s own. Maggie knew that Tepaté anguished over what would
become of her papi and mami and six younger siblings, as well as,
the seven-hundred-or-so other tribal members.

It had been Tomé’s idea to stop by Dublaski
Dry Goods before seeking out the attorney their father wanted to
hire to handle the litigation for the land issue, and Maggie had
begged to accompany her brother. She suspected he was sweet on
Jude.

Maggie had not seen her friend since her
father had finally exchanged traveling as a trader to set up
mercantile business in Socorro six month before, with Las Palomas
as his largest account.

The middle of La Isla’s three communities,
Socorro was five miles’ north of San Elizario and the Cárdenas’s
Las Palomas estancia, but all three communities were worlds
apart—San Elizario, predominantly Hispanic; Socorro, edging more
toward the Anglo count; and Ysleta primarily Indian.

Crossing the dusty street to Dublaski Dry
Goods, Maggie lowered her yellow-frilled parasol, and Tomé stepped
aside to open the screen door. She entered the stucco’s dimly lit
interior. Yard goods, cigars, tea, sardines, kitchen items, sewing
needles, buttons, and jaw harps begged her attention.

But it was Jude who drew it and that of
Tomé’s. Dust motes fluttered around Jude, behind the counter, and
the blue-uniformed soldier before it. In deference, Tomé removed
his richly ornamented sombrero.

Plopping down her handful of pennysheets on
the counter, Jude excused herself to the soldier and hustled around
the counter to enfold Maggie in a hearty hug. Her long printed
apron, tied at her nape, overlapped her plain linen dress. Its
long-sleeves were rolled to her knobby elbows. Her braids were
wound into a coronet atop her head, making her appear older than
her fourteen years. “Maggie!”

She sighed. Never Magdalena or Magda but
Maggie. Still, now that she was an American, she had to admit she
was beginning to prefer the Anglicization of her name. So be it.
“You are running the store?”

“Pa’s in back—unpacking the latest shipment.”
She thrust out a hand to pump Tomé’s. “Grand to see you again,
Tomé.”

Maggie looked up to see his fleeting, addled
expression, but his tone held the warmth of his nature. “It is
always a pleasure to be in your company, little Jude.”

A dimple dented her left cheek. “Not so
little, anymore. Another year and six inches and I wager I’ll catch
up with you in height.”

Unaccountably, Maggie’s skin began to heat,
starting at the hollow of her throat and rising to her cheeks.

Perplexed
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