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Dear Reader,

 


All my novels have a place in
my heart, but the first one is special. What I learned about
writing novels, I learned first with Daughter of
Fortune.

Daughter of Fortune started on a trip to Santa
Fe, New Mexico, in 1982, scene of a Western Writers of America
conference where I received a second Spur Award for short fiction.
After years of writing short stories, I knew a novel was in my
future. It was closer than I thought.

As I enjoyed that remarkable, historic place, I tried
to recall the name of the Pueblo Indian who masterminded the
uprising that drove the Spanish out of New Mexico in 1680, and kept
them out for 13 years. I finally remembered his name, and there was
my novel.

I thought about the 1680 uprising all the way home.
In the next few weeks, the story came together in that odd way of
novels. In thinking of that chaotic time, I thought of Greta Linde,
a lady I met in Brooklyn, New York. In the perilous days before
World War II, Greta, the daughter of a wealthy Jewish merchant,
managed to escape Germany with nothing more than her fur coat. When
Greta reached New York City, grateful to be alive, her relatives
ignored her because she had not brought out any of the family
wealth.

There was my story: an orphan from Mexico City who
survives a cholera epidemic and goes to Santa Fe to live with her
older sister, only to be shunned because the family fortune is
gone. Maria Espinosa is also the sole survivor of an Apache attack
near her journey’s end. Rejected by her sister, she must make her
own way. She meets the Masferrers, landowners with their own
secrets and sorrows. They become her family.

That’s how novelists work: one thing reminds them of
another, until a story emerges. When I wrote Daughter of
Fortune—I called it Saintmaker—I had children at home
and a full-time job. I began my pattern of rising early to write in
the furnace room. A writing instructor gave me great advice: “Sleep
fast.” I still do, even though the children are grown and the
furnace room became a real office.

Daughter of Fortune also taught me that once
you sign the contract, it’s no longer your baby. If the publisher
changes the title, learn to grin and bear it. (I still think
Saintmaker is a better title.) That first book also taught
me how to write a novel. It never gets easy, but I know I can do it
because I’ve done it over and over.

Kindly enter this distant world of the Spanish
borderlands, where Apaches threatened, Pueblo Indians endured, and
Spaniards ruled—for a while. Daughter of Fortune bears
little resemblance to my better-known Regency romances of ladies
and lords. After researching the terrors of the Pueblo uprising, I
decided to actually tone down the historic violence. My years as an
Indian Wars scholar have taught me that each side gave about as
good as it got.

Today, a son lives not far from the scene of this
story. I love New Mexico, too. Reader, take a deep breath of a
piñon campfire, watch the timeless Pueblo lifeways, revere the
sturdy, primitive saints carved by Indians, and give your attention
to this story of a woman who refused to die, the two brothers who
loved her, and a tough colony trying to survive in a brave New
World.

 


Carla Kelly

 


 



Chapter 1


​To Santa Fe

“Maria, we pray for those who
despitefully use us.”

Until Father Efrain spoke, Maria hadn’t realized she
was crying. Hands clenched tight by her sides, she watched Carmen
de Sosa’s wagon lurch out of the rut. She sobbed, exhausted by the
effort to push the cart. She heard the embarrassed whispers of the
teamsters, but she could not stop the tears.

Like all men, eager to be away from tears they could
not understand, the muleteers and freighters hurried to catch up
with the wagons. Carmen de Sosa did not even look around at the
sound of Maria’s distress. With a kid-gloved hand, she patted her
hair and pulled her silk shawl higher on her shoulders, as if to
ward off such vulgar display.

Only Father Efrain remained with Maria. He was too
wise to say anything, or too weary, but after a small hesitation,
he rested his arm on her shoulder.

“See there, you tore your dress,” he said finally,
when her sobs turned to hiccups. “But as it appears to be a seam,”
he continued smoothly when Maria began to cry again, “you can mend
it.”

Maria wiped her nose on her sleeve and felt the rip
in the fabric. It had given way when she was pushing the wagon,
struggling to free it from the rut. Six months ago she would have
been mortified if strangers had seen her with even an ankle
showing. Now when the seam gave way, she felt only a helpless fury
that such a woman as Carmen de Sosa had the power to command, and
she only to follow.

“Father,” she said, “do you realize that we could
have pushed all day and she never would have considered getting out
to lighten the load?”

Her anger was bringing tears again. “I could have
fallen under the wheel and she would only have clucked her
tongue!”

As Father Efrain opened his mouth to speak, she
turned on him. “And don’t tell me to turn the other cheek! I have
turned so many times in the last six months that I am dizzy!”

He let her cry then, drawing her close to him as she
sobbed. “Pobrecita,” he murmured, “when was the last time
you cried?”

Her voice was muffled against his habit. “When I
closed Papa’s eyes. When the lawyers came. When I closed Mama’s
eyes. I cannot recall.” She wiped her eyes on the hem of her skirt.
“Oh, mira, Father, soon the wagons will be out of sight over
that rise.”

He laughed. “Maria, Maria, are you still such a city
girl? De veras, do you think we cannot follow this
wretched trail and catch up with them?”

She could not share his levity. “Oh, Father,” she
whispered, “I am weary with this journey.”

They started after the wagons, picking their way
carefully around the rocks and holes of El Camino Real—the King’s
Highway—that they had followed for half a year from Mexico City.
They had set out in August of 1679. It was now February of
1680.

“You, Padre,” Maria commanded, mimicking Carmen de
Sosa in an attempt to match the priest’s levity, “I cannot decide
whether to beat my servant or snub Maria some more. Which should it
be?”

Father Efrain did not join in her mockery. “Maria
Espinosa de la Garza,” he said softly, “pray for her.”

Maria was silent. She hadn’t the heart to tell this
priest that if there was a God, He had no use for those fallen from
grace, as they surely must be. She shaded her eyes with her hand,
looking about her for some sign of grace in this barren land they
traveled through. There was none that she could see, no evidence
that God had ever given New Mexico a second thought after the
Creation. She didn’t know why she looked anymore. God had withdrawn
His grace from her as surely as He had withdrawn it from the land
around. But still she searched for it, thinking such rejection
scarcely fair.

Father Efrain seemed to know what she was thinking.
“God loves you, my child, and He does know where we are.”

They were in sight of the last wagon by then, or at
least the dust of it. Unconsciously, Maria slowed her pace, sick of
the sight of the lumbering freight wagons.

Father Efrain did not try to hurry her. “Soon we will
be in Santa Fe, and you will be with your sister again. All will be
well.”

“Will it?” she asked out loud, thinking of Carmen de
Sosa. “Or will my sister, like Señora de Sosa, decide that because
I am poor now, I have no worth?”

But the fear went deeper than that. Maria did not
belong anywhere. She thought again of Carmen de Sosa and wiped the
tears from her eyes. Her own father had called Carmen’s family
pretentious mushrooms. Before the Espinosa fortune had fallen with
a crash that was heard from the silver mines of Mexico to the
Spanish Main, Maria never would have given Carmen and her family
the merest nod. And now Maria had nothing but the dress she stood
in, while Carmen had the power to order her to help push a wagon
out of a rut.

She is just the bride of a toadying government
official, thought Maria, someone my Papa would have ignored only a
year ago.

But if Maria did not belong in the world of wealth
and position any longer, neither did she belong with the teamsters
and muleteers, rough men who could not read or write but only look
down on those poorer still. Nor did she belong with Father Efrain,
who walked with a light step toward a future of exhausting labor
with the Indians. Religious fervor no longer burned in Maria. It
had been extinguished by the shattering changes in her life.

But Father Efrain was speaking to her. “Maria, you
still have the jewels.”

Yes, she had the jewels, trinkets really, mere
baubles that she had rescued from the little cask by Mama’s bed as
her mother lay dead, killed by cholera and the shame of misfortune.
Even as the creditors and clerks had scavenged the rooms below,
pinging the crystal and counting forks, Maria had calmly poured the
contents of the little jewel box down the front of her dress and
later hidden the shining pile under her pillow.

She had parted with a brooch here and a ring there,
seeing to Papa and Mama’s funerals—small affairs, really. By then
the town had been emptied of the wealthy who had fled the cholera.
Another pin had earned her a month’s lodging at the convent where
she had been educated as a child. A gold button had been sufficient
to send a letter on its interminable way north with a courier
heading to Santa Fe, a letter much agonized over to a sister she
scarcely remembered. And then a handful of silver chain links had
bought her minor membership on the next mission supply caravan
leaving for the colony of New Mexico. Only a little jewelry
remained, but surely it would sweeten her reunion with the sister
she had not seen in fourteen years, since Maria herself had been
only a year in age and the sister a bride setting out on a new
life.

“I am sure your sister will see that the jewels
become a dowry for you,” said the priest, steering her around a
chuckhole.

She looked at the priest then, her heart opening to
him. Dear Father Efrain. How sure he was that all would turn out
well. He had not known how it was after Papa’s ruin, when the young
man who dealt with matchmakers withdrew their offers, one by
one.

The priest went on looking at her with the belief
that his own goodness was the goodness of others, and she could not
bear to disappoint him. “Father, I am sure you are right,” she
lied, hating herself for deceiving a priest.

She looked closer at Father Efrain, and her smile was
one of genuine affection. He had made himself her protector on the
journey and she was grateful. He strode with enthusiasm among the
rocks and pitfalls of the King’s Highway, nimbly avoiding the
cactus and animal refuse. His hair, neatly shaped into a priestly
tonsure at the start of the journey, was long now and as ragged as
the hem of his blue robe, his face tanned by the sun’s slanting
rays of fall and winter. But he still hummed to himself as he
walked the path of empire, cheerful no matter what condition of
disrepair the empire currently enjoyed.

He belongs here, she thought, and how strange it is,
considering that he is new to this place, too. But he belongs here
and I do not.

She smiled at him. “You know, Father, I have not
plagued you in recent months, but tell me now, when will this
journey end?”

“Soon, my child, soon.”

And he was right, terribly so.

 


They joined the wagons when the teamsters stopped the
ox-drawn carts for the nooning. Before the wagons had ceased
rolling, Carmen’s cook leaped down, ready to begin the preparation
of beans and tortillas. While Maria and the teamsters ate their
dried beef and hardtack—carne seca and
biscoche—Carmen de Sosa dined on cornmeal tortillas and
sipped wine from a silver cup.

The teamsters passed around their own wine, drinking
from a jug handed from muletenders, drivers, and priests to Maria.
By the time the jug reached her the rim was greasy, but she closed
her eyes and drank. She remembered Mama’s words: a lady drinks
only from a cup.

After the midday meal, they proceeded into that
unforgettable afternoon, Maria sitting next to the teamster in the
wagon assigned to her. He was a young man, a year or two older than
she. In six months’ travel, she had learned only that he was the
son of the caravan head, and on his first journey, too. His name
was Miguel. It wasn’t much information, but Maria had overcome
agonies of maidenly shyness to learn even that little about him.
She had never spoken to a man, other than her father and priests.
Only her loneliness had compelled her to go as far as she had in
awkward conversation with Miguel.

Before she drifted off into the half-sleep that
filled most of her long afternoons in the wagon, the teamster
handed her something.

“For you, señorita,” he said.

She took the metal object he held out to her, careful
not to touch his hand, and turned it over. It was a mirror.

“Where did you find this?” she asked, amazed at the
boldness of her question. Praise God that the journey was nearly
over. If it went on much longer, she would not recognize herself.
As it was, Mama was probably tossing in her grave over the
forwardness of her youngest child.

The man showed no surprise at her address. He pointed
with his whip to the oxcart ahead.

“I believe it fell out of her wagon.”

It was a joke of sorts between them. The freighter
appropriated items from the de Sosa wagon and squirreled them away
for future use. Maria caught him at it once, and they had laughed.
It was sport that would have mortified her in Mexico City, but here
it was only a small way to alleviate the boredom of their oxcart
journey.

Maria had never accepted anything he’d tried to give
her, though she enjoyed looking over the spoils of his agile
fingers, wondering if Carmen de Sosa in her plenitude ever missed
anything. But this time, instead of just looking and handing it
back, she tucked the mirror in her pocket.

“Are you not going to look at yourself?” Miguel
asked, lazily tickling his whip around the ear of the front right
oxen.

She shook her head. “Not now. After we stop. Then
I’ll give it back.”

She wanted to be alone when she looked at her face.
In the half year’s journey, she had not looked into a mirror, and
she had to be by herself when she surveyed the ruin of her
complexion and the state of her hair. Maria had never been vain,
but she remembered how Mama used to utter little cries of delight
as she brushed Maria’s hair each night before bed, exclaiming over
the copper-gold highlights of the thick auburn hair. It was her one
glory. She had no height to recommend her, an ordinary figure,
freckles sprinkled liberally over her nose, but in the soft light
of evening’s candleglow, her hair used to shimmer around her face
like a nimbus.

Maria sighed, thinking of her mother’s great
silver-backed hairbrush that was probably resting now on a dressing
table belonging to Papa’s lawyers. Her eyes narrowed for a moment
as she remembered the solicitors with their red tape and sealing
wax, then she sighed again and patted the mirror in her pocket. It
was going to take more than six months to become accustomed to
poverty and charity from teamsters.

In late afternoon they paused at the edge of the
meandering Rio del Norte. The freighter cleared his throat and
pointed with his whip.

“Santa Fe,” he said.

Maria shaded her eyes with her hand. She could see
nothing except a series of mountains rising before them to the
north and east. The mission supply caravan had been climbing
steadily for weeks now, from desert to plain to gentle slope, and
she had watched those mountains growing slowly closer each day. She
looked at the freighter, a question in her eyes.

“It is in the foothills below the Sangre de Cristos.
Tomorrow. The next day, perhaps. You will see.”

Sangre de Cristos. The name frightened her. “Why are
they called after the blood of Our Lord?”

“The afternoon sun will turn them red. Watch for
it.”

She nodded, suddenly shy again, remaining silent as
the wagons circled near the riverbank. She jumped down, not waiting
for the freighter to give her a hand, touched her pocket and felt
the smooth edge of the mirror.

Maria looked around, then turned away quickly. The
men had gathered in a small circle by the river to relieve
themselves. Carmen de Sosa sat with her back to the men. She
glanced at Maria, then flicked her eyes away.

A distance away from the river there was a circle of
bushes and a small stand of cottonwoods, testimony to an earlier
path of the river. Maria walked toward it, rubbing the small of her
back. She could relieve herself in the bushes, then rest in the
shade of the trees. Maybe if she gathered the courage, she would
look in the glass and determine if she still bore any resemblance
to the young lady who had begun a journey on the King’s Highway six
months before.

The leader of the caravan had admonished her never to
stray from it, but she was heartily weary of all of them—the
unwashed freighters, the uncomplaining missionaries, the
uncommunicative Carmen de Sosa—tired of their food, their coarse
conversation, the endless journey, but most of all tired to her
very soul of her worry over what awaited her in Santa Fe.

The small grove was shady and cool, a change from the
gathering warmth of the late winter sun. After taking care of
private matters, Maria sat down under one of the cottonwoods and
leaned against the trunk, lifting her heavy woolen skirt, removing
her shoes, and stretching her legs out in front of her. She took
the mirror out of her pocket and gazed into it.

A stranger looked back. Maria blinked. Gone was the
smooth, light pink complexion she had nurtured with buttermilk and
flour paste in Mexico City. She was as brown as an Indian. And
dirty. So dirty. She rubbed her face, appalled at the layers of
dirt. She had tried to wash regularly, but the journey of the last
few weeks through the Jornada del Muerto had given her no
opportunity to bathe. On the route of the Dead Man’s March, there
was scarcely water to drink, let alone bathe in. And even if she
could have found water, there were the men, always the men.

The dirt would wash off but her skin was so brown.
Maria patted her face. It used to feel soft, but now the skin was
stretched tight over high cheekbones. Her deep blue eyes held a
hungry look. There was nothing even remotely appealing about
her.

“Why, I look eighteen or nineteen,” she said out
loud, then burst into tears. In helpless misery, she threw the
mirror outside the grove, rested her head on her arms and cried
until she fell asleep.

Later, she could not have said what woke her, what
nerve was touched to compel her into instant wakefulness. Evening
had come and brought with it something strange and terrible. Then
she saw the flickering lights against the blackness. Every wagon
was blazing with fire. Maria dropped down behind the tree she had
slept against and peered out through the underbrush. A scream
started deep in her throat but never reached her lips.

Some of the freighters were already dead, the bodies
piled here and there, appearing, then vanishing in the flickering
light of the bulging wagons. Indians swarmed around the remaining
men of the wagon train, herding them close to the water’s edge.
Their weapons had been left at the wagons. They were helpless as
the Indians hacked and tore at them. They were silent, except for
Father Efrain who prayed, his voice as calm and matter-of-fact as
if he were offering morning prayers. Maria listened to him as his
voice droned on and on, only changing pitch as he was pushed from
Indian to Indian. He stopped suddenly before the end of his
supplication and Maria pushed her fist into her mouth to keep from
crying out.

When Father Efrain was silenced, Carmen de Sosa began
to scream, a thin, whining cry that made Maria hunker down lower in
the bushes, take her hand out of her mouth and cover her ears. But
still she could hear Señora de Sosa. Maria’s heart beat like a
drum. Carmen was calling for her. “Maria! Maria!” she screamed over
and over, seeking after six months of silence for a deadly
friendship.

Maria sucked in her breath. “Father in heaven,” she
whispered, “please do not let the Indians understand what she is
saying.” If the Indians had any idea that there was another woman
on that supply caravan, they would search for her until they found
her.

Maria gasped aloud at the sound of tearing cloth,
then was silent as Carmen’s screams filled the enormous night.
Finally, they fell away to a moaning sob that Maria could barely
hear above the laughter of the Indians. The end was near, but the
end was more terrible than what had gone before. Maria watched an
Indian peel Carmen de Sosa’s scalp away from her skull, taking the
ears, too, then holding it up to catch the firelight glinting on
the dripping earrings.

To keep from crying out, Maria stuffed the hem of her
dress in her mouth and burrowed into the ground. Wildly her mind
raced through an entire catalog of saints to pray to, but another
part of her brain told her that prayer was useless. As the Indians
hacked and scalped their way through the growing pile of bodies,
Maria knew that the heavens were closed, that God slept on this
February night.

She must have fainted then, because when she opened
her eyes, it was morning. She was lying on her back looking up at
the sky. The air was cool and clouds like lamb’s wool scudded
overhead. A bird sang in the tree nearby. She almost closed her
eyes again, then, in a flood of terror that left her weak, as she
remembered. She rose cautiously to her knees, then sat back
quickly. The Indians were still there.

Dressed in the clothes of the dead, they squatted
close together against the chill of the early dawn. One of the
savages wore Father Efrain’s robe, stiff with the blood of the
padre. Another Indian had draped Carmen de Sosa’s skirts around his
shoulders. As Maria watched, he clapped Carmen’s bloody blond scalp
on his head and pranced around while the other men laughed.

Dead men lay everywhere, some of them hacked to
pieces, their body parts flung along the riverbank. The heads
stared with sightless eyes and open mouths at the same blue sky
Maria had awakened to. Other freighters had been scalped but left
in one piece, their bodies scattered at random. They lay in
grotesque poses like overgrown dolls, tossed by a child in a
rage.

Maria tried to look away from the fly-covered,
bloated corpses, but she could not. With dreadful obsession, she
stared at the hunks of skin and bones that only hours before had
been fathers, husbands and brothers, looking forward to the
completion of a tedious journey.

When she finally forced herself to avert her gaze,
she looked around to get her bearings. She was lying under the
trees in a small gully, the merest incline. By sitting up slightly,
she could see the Indians through a skimpy cover of bush and tall
grass. Anyone approaching the grove from behind would spot her
immediately. She must move farther into the bushes.

Maria slowly pulled her legs up under her dress,
grateful for once that her poverty had allowed only dull brown
wool, instead of the brightness of Carmen de Sosa’s sea-green silks
that were now warming the Indian by the fire. The color of the wool
blended with the dry winter grass around her. She pulled herself
into a compact ball and started inching toward the bushes.

A flash of light caught her eye as she began to move.
It was the mirror. With a sudden stab at her insides, she
remembered how she had tossed the mirror outside the circle of
trees. As it glittered at her in the morning light, she knew that
sooner or later one of the Indians would notice the gleam and come
closer to investigate. She would be discovered.

She had to get the mirror. Slowly she turned and
crawled to the edge of the bushes. The Indians were not looking in
her direction, but if she leaned out far enough to snatch the
mirror, they would notice.

For the first time, she cried, her face in the dirt
until the soil under her cheek turned to mud. She dug her fingers
into the ground, running the loose dirt through her fingers. Then
it came to her. By tossing the dirt beyond the bushes, a pinch at a
time, she could cover the mirror until its betraying reflection was
buried.

The first handful only camouflaged the tiniest corner
of the mirror. Cursing her vanity of yesterday, Maria grabbed
another fistful of dirt. She scraped the dirt off the surface of
the ground, fearing that the darker earth underneath would attract
attention. When she had a dry handful, she tossed it gently toward
the mirror.

For an hour Maria threw dirt on the small mirror.
Whenever one of the Indians glanced her way, she froze, her face in
the earth, her arm outstretched and still. As she lay there she
imagined footsteps behind her and waited silently, almost
gratefully, for the arrow biting deep into her back, the hands on
her waist, the knife on her hair.

By the time the sun was high over the rim of the
Sangre de Cristo Mountains, the mirror’s sparkling eye was covered.
Maria’s arm ached from the slow and steady motion of hundreds of
tiny particles of dirt thrown. Her muscles throbbed with a life of
their own as she lay in the shade of the bushes and rubbed her arm,
watching the Indians.

They showed no disposition to leave their kingdom of
burned wagons, dead animals and men. They crouched by their fire
silent and watchful.

Her eyes never leaving them, Maria slowly pulled her
legs up under her dress and inched toward the tall underbrush. She
eased her way among the sheltering foliage and curled up in a tight
ball. The chill of the late February morning penetrated her body
and she shook until she feared her teeth would rattle and reveal
her hiding place. Or was it simply the chill of fear? Yesterday on
the wagon she had not been cold.

Her mind was curiously devoid of thought. For the
first time in her life, there was nothing. All she could do was
huddle in the grass, her teeth chattering, and watch the Indians
less than 100 yards away. Her mind took in every detail of their
dress and attitude, but it did nothing with the information. So
intent was she on survival that every breath she drew, every blink
of her eyes, was concentrated on the effort of getting through the
day. For the moment she had no energy to waste on memory or
speculation, pain or sorrow. For Maria Espinosa de la Garza, lying
by the clump of trees, there was nothing but those Indians. She
would have thought of other things if she could have—her parents,
the silver necklace her father had given her on her fourteenth
birthday, the Rosary, the Stations of the Cross—but she could not
think beyond the enormity of the Indians before her. Her mind
refused to go forward or backward. She sat there watching them
until her eyes closed and her head fell forward on her chest.

She was yanked out of sleep by the sound of a horse
grazing. It was the horse of one of the caravan guards, cropping
grass only inches from her legs. The animal showed no alarm at her
presence. She had petted, fed and cried against him at odd moments
on the six-month journey. Often she had given him small scraps of
food when she couldn’t stomach the taste of one more lump of
hardtack. And here he was now, nuzzling her leg as she tried to
draw deeper into her miserable refuge. The animal snorted when she
moved, so she stayed where she was, more alert than she had ever
been in her life.

If only he would move off. She forced herself to lie
where she was, sweating despite the chill that still lingered in
the air. Perspiration rolled down her face and made her nose itch,
but she did not dare raise a hand to scratch.

What she feared most happened. One of the Indians by
the dying fire looked up and called to the horse, which continued
to graze, practically nibbling her leg. When the animal did not
move, the Indian rose and started toward the grove.

Maria stared at him in terrified fascination. His
hair was long and black, his legs bowed, his eyes half-closed in
the perpetual squint of one who has spent a lifetime resisting the
sun’s glare on the desert he roamed. His high moccasins came up to
his long loincloth, which hung to his knees and was dark brown with
the blood of his slaughter. He did not look like the Pueblo Indians
whose adobe villages the supply caravan had passed through in
recent weeks.

Still he came closer. Maria could only stare at him,
mouthing the words, “Saint Francis, Saint Francis,” over and over.
Her lifetime of familiarity with the saints had evaporated and she
could remember only the name of the saint of Santa Fe. She had no
way of knowing if he enjoyed any power over Indians, but she said
his name and made it her prayer.

She wanted to run, but she knew that her only hope,
growing slimmer with each footstep, was to lie still. She tasted
blood on her mouth, saw it drip onto the front of her dress, and
realized that she was gnawing on her lip. Her hands were cold and
wet, her feet numb. She no longer had the power to move.

When he was less than ten yards from the grove, the
Indian squatted suddenly and scooped up a handful of small rocks.
He stood and lazily pitched stones at the animal. The horse shied,
but would not stop eating. The Indian said something to himself and
walked closer. He threw another rock that hit Maria squarely in the
middle of her forehead. She let out a gasp. The animal’s ears
pricked up, but then his head dropped again to the tall grass he
was cropping. The Indian gave no sign of hearing.

The blood trickled down Maria’s forehead. She watched
it drop onto her dress. She had to do something to stop the Indian
from coming closer. When she saw the man draw his arm back to throw
another stone, she kicked the horse in the nose.

The animal’s head jerked up and he snorted and backed
away, shaking his mane. The Indian, apparently satisfied that his
stone had done its work, stood there until the horse ambled back to
the other horses grazing by the river. Then he turned back to his
fellows. They were rising and stretching. While one of them kicked
the embers apart and brushed dirt over the coals, the rest walked
toward the caravan horses.

As Maria watched, she realized there were no native
ponies. The Indians must have made a surprise attack on foot. They
possessed no horses of their own—until now.

With the greatest leisure and two fights among
themselves, the Indians loaded the horses with their booty. The
Indian wearing Father Efrain’s habit passed a cord between his legs
and tied up the long fabric so he could mount. When the last of the
horses was bridled, the Indians mounted and rode off slowly, laden
with spoils, leaving behind destruction. The ground, littered with
great mounds of rotting human and animal flesh, was white with
flour from ripped bags. Above the smell of smoke and death, Maria
sniffed the sharp fragrance of cinnamon and. cloves. The Indians
vanished as suddenly as they had come, into the vastness of the
empty land to the west of the river.

Maria raised her hand and felt her forehead. The cut
from the rock was not deep. She packed a pinch of dirt in the wound
and the bleeding stopped.

She did not leave the shelter of the tall grass and
trees, though she saw no sign of the Indians. What if one of them
rode back for another look? What if all of them rode back? She
would wait where she was.

The sky filled with the flap and squawk of countless
buzzards. The black birds circled and swooped, coasting along on
the wind currents above the desert floor, then dropping like stones
onto the carcasses cooking in the midday sun. Awkward on land, they
waddled among the bodies of oxen and men, fighting with each other
over the most tempting morsels, reminding Maria of old women in
Mexico City’s great bazaars, squabbling over ribbons and lace. Here
it was not ribbons but intestines, deep purple now and puffy with
death, and not lace but lung tissue, filigreed and black from
exposure.

All day the buzzards flocked to the massacre until
the whole ground around the burned wagons was a moving mass of
black feathers. The earlier arrivals attempted to fly off but they
were so gorged with the flesh of dead men that they could not rise
in the air. They lurched along the ground, croaking and flapping
their useless wings.

As the hours dragged by in her sheltering grove,
Maria’s thirst grew. The last moisture that had passed her lips was
the wine in the goatskin bag that Miguel the freighter had offered
her yesterday afternoon. She wanted to run down to the river, fling
herself into the water, and drink the Rio del Norte dry, but still
she feared to move. She spent the long, dreadful afternoon leaning
against a tree watching the buzzards, her mind neither moving
forward nor back. She had nowhere to go and her thoughts took no
flight.

Finally, after the sun reflected its blood red rays
on the flanks of the distant Sangre de Cristos and sank below the
western horizon, she slept. The air was colder than the night
before. Her teeth chattered and she hugged her knees to herself,
burrowing farther down in the slight sheltering ridge of the bank
of dirt. The earth was still warm from the afternoon sun and she
pressed her cheek against it and closed her eyes.

She dreamed then, restless dreams filled with groans
and shrieks and deadly silences. Carmen de Sosa crawled on her
hands and knees among the weeds and grass, calling “Maria! Maria!”
over and over in a thin, whining whisper and patting the ground
before her, searching for her scalp. And there was Father Efrain,
smiling at her, then taking off his head and tossing it in her
lap.

Maria sat up and screamed. The buzzards roosting in
trees and on the flat ground rose in a turgid cloud, then slowly
settled back, quarreling among themselves.

Maria sobbed. She forced herself to look down in her
lap, but there was no grinning head. She drew her legs up tight
against her body and leaned against the ridge, pressing herself
close to the earth, which by now was cold.

She slept again for several hours, and Carmen de Sosa
reappeared, patting the ground with bloody fingers and whispering
Maria’s name. She came closer and closer, searching for her hair.
She patted Maria’s leg.

Maria leaped up, screaming. She stepped backward and
fell over the ridge of earth. All around her were buzzards. The
ones that could not fly had crept into her grove, seeking warmth
from the night’s chill. They had been crowding close to her as she
slept, their feathers tickling her legs.

The smell of them made Maria gag. They stank of death
and putrefaction, nameless diseases and all the horrors of the
centuries. They were legion and she could not escape them.

Maria stood on the flood plain by the Rio del Norte,
unutterably alone and surrounded by death in unimaginable forms.
She stood there clenching her fists against her breasts, crying.
She took a few steps toward the river and the buzzards waddled out
of her way, muttering as they scuttled off, still too gorged to
fly.

She took another tentative step, then drew back
quickly. She had trod on someone’s hand, the fingers curling around
her bare foot as though still alive. She shrieked and raced to the
river, scattering buzzards as she pounded toward the water that
glimmered in the starlight. All the ghosts of the dead men pursued
her. She screamed “Saint Francis!” and leaped into the water.

The shock of the freezing river woke her completely.
She sank to the sandy bottom up to her knees. The water was frigid
and fast moving, but it was clean. She took her hands away from her
face and spread them over the surface of the water in a benediction
of her own. She leaned forward and drank.

She drank until her stomach gurgled, then she washed
her face, scrubbing at the dirt and dried blood. With numb legs she
forced herself to leave the water and struggle up the
riverbank.

There were no buzzards at the water’s edge, but no
sheltering protection of trees, either. Instinct told her to go
back to the trees and tall grass, but she knew nothing could ever
force her to enter that grove again. If the Indians returned, then
they would find her.

Maria slid back down the riverbank and crouched by
the water again. The bank offered some shelter and she leaned back
and stared at the stars. Sleep was far from her, but even if her
eyes did grow heavy, she kept them open. The terror of her dreams
was too real to chance again in this lonely spot.

She willed the sun to come up and hours later it did,
slowly topping the hulk of the mountains. She reminded herself that
somewhere over there in the shelter of the Sangre de Cristos, her
sister and other citizens were now rising, lighting kitchen fires,
preparing for morning prayers.

How far away were they? Could she walk there? Would
people begin to suspect the supply caravan was overdue? Or did this
community function like all the other small villages in King
Carlos’ domain that they had plodded through on their tedious
journey, the villagers moving slowly through the pace of ordinary
days and nights, not suspecting that caravans ever came in any
fashion except late.

 


 



Chapter 2


​Diego

She must have slept then,
hugging the side of the riverbank, shivering in the cold that rose
off the water. The sound of a fish leaping woke her hours later and
she sat up with a start, nearly sliding into the river. She dug her
feet into the sandy soil and crouched, watching the water. Another
fish jumped and fell back with cascading sparkles that reminded
Maria of jewels.

Jewels. In her fright, she had not thought once about
her little wooden cask hidden in the bottom of the oxcart
underneath her clothing.

Maria stood slowly and climbed the riverbank. Her
dress clung to her in wet, muddy folds and the glorious hair that
Mama had so prized was stringy on her back. She had left her shoes
behind in that tainted grove, but she was not going back for
them.

The buzzards still roosted in the floodplain, huddled
together like the Indians of yesterday, waiting for the sun to warm
them. The trees of the grove were so full of the scavengers that
the branches bent close to the ground.

She looked around her. The bodies, which might have
been recognizable yesterday, had been picked over by the buzzards.
They bore no resemblance to human beings anymore, but were only so
much rotting meat now, bloated and stinking. Maria retched,
spitting up water and bile. She wiped her mouth with the back of
her hand and then covered her nose and breathed through her mouth.
She approached the burned wagons slowly, watching where she
stepped, determined this time not to tread on anything that might
once have been human.

Most of the wagons had been destroyed by flames. She
approached the few that remained. There was the smallest chance
that the jewelry had gone undetected, she told herself,
scrupulously keeping her mind on the wagons and not on the death
around her.

She walked carefully among the wagons and came upon
her own. Young Miguel was slumped forward over the wagon box. An
arrow driven completely through his back had pinned him to the wood
beneath. He had been scalped and his head picked clean by the
buzzards.

As Maria stepped over the body to get into the wagon,
her foot accidentally struck the corpse. Evil-smelling gas wheezed
out of the arrow wound and a cloud of flies rose and then settled
again. Maria leaned over the edge of the cart and retched until she
felt that her stomach would turn inside out.

She trembled as she knelt in the wagon. The fire had
gone out before it consumed everything. She found her bundle of
clothing, ripped and shredded by knives. She burrowed deeper in the
pile. Nothing. The cask was gone.

Maria sagged against the wagon bed, blinking back
tears. She had been foolish beyond all reason to hope that the
Indian raiders would not find her prize. That pitiful handful of
baubles represented her only chance, her entire future. They were
gone now, and she was left with the muddy dress she sat in.

She remained in the wagon until the stench of death
forced her out, then she clambered over the side of the high cart
and shinnied down the partially burned wheel, unwilling to pass
Miguel again.

She was thirsty again, hungry and dirty—but not
alone. When the sun was higher in the sky, the buzzards drove her
out from among the wagons. They flew back to yesterday’s banquet
and continued feasting where they had left off, ripping and tearing
at the corpses. Maria ran back to the river. By now, the smell was
no better there, but at least she would not have to watch the
scavengers or hear the dreadful noises they made as they fought
over the scraps remaining.

Her stomach rumbled and ached. Earlier Maria had told
herself that she could never eat again, not after witnessing the
buzzards, but here she was now, holding her middle and rocking back
and forth. The jerked meat and hardtack that she had only tolerated
for six months would have tasted like the best food her mother had
ever prepared.

She unbuttoned her dress and took it off, shimmying
out of her petticoat and chemise. Perhaps she could wash her
clothing and rid it of the smell of death. It could dry on the
banks of the river. Then, in clean clothes, she could start walking
toward the Sangre de Cristos. She had no idea what waited for her
beyond the circle of death, but it could not be any worse.

Teeth chattering, her skin dimpled with cold, she
scrubbed with river sand until her fingers ached. Then she spread
the garments out on the bank and sat down to wait.

The cold defeated her. When she couldn’t stand
another minute of the breeze on her body, she pulled on her
chemise. Damp as it was, the skimpy covering reached to her knees
and afforded some protection. She waited another hour, then tied on
her petticoat. She was walking toward her dress when she heard the
horses.

At first she wasn’t sure. She stood still and
listened, her fists clutching her petticoat in tight bunches. She
still couldn’t be sure, so she crawled up the side of the bank and
looked. The buzzards were beginning to move around restlessly. Some
flew off, and those that could not fly flapped and waddled back and
forth, squawking.

Then she saw them, a small group of horses and riders
coming from the north and west where the Indians had
disappeared.

Maria whirled around, looking for shelter. She knew
she had to make a run for the grove again, but she hesitated at the
horror. By the time her instincts cancelled out her fear, the
horsemen were crossing the river. Without stopping to see if they
were Indians, she hiked up her petticoat, turned and ran east.

Her bare feet flew over the ground and for one crazy
moment she remembered Mama’s tales of the giants in seven-league
boots who could cover ground in enormous strides. She became that
giant, her legs moving in swift motion across the plain. But the
real giants were behind her and pounding closer. “Saint Francis,’’
she gasped, “Saint Francis!” Spittle dribbled down her chin as she
stumbled over rocks and thorns. She ran and ran, her breath coming
in noisy croaks.

She heard someone shouting to her but kept running,
not daring to look back. Perhaps death would not hurt as much if
she did not see it coming. She soon heard only one horse following
her. The others must have dropped back, content in their curious
Indian way to let one go alone. She thought of Carmen de Sosa and
the ripping cloth and whimpered in terror.

The horse pounded closer behind her. Again she heard
a man yelling at her, but what he said did not sound like the
language the Indians had spoken.

As the horse closed the gap between them, she
shrieked and changed courses, darting like a rabbit, now toward the
river, now toward the plain. Her feet were bloody from gashes, but
she refused to stop running. She could not. The rider would have to
kill her first.

The horse was almost breathing in her ear when a hand
reached down and grabbed the back of her chemise, jerking her off
the ground. She cried and struck out with her hands, struggling to
get away. Her eyes closed, she fought and scratched until the man
flopped her over his legs and clamped his hand on her windpipe. She
choked and gagged and finally acquiesced, draped over his lap like
a sack of meal.

“By all the saints, chiquita—young one—will
you be still?” The rider’s voice was soft and low, but she could
hear him clearly above the pounding of his horse, which was only
beginning to slow down after its race across the plain.

The man loosened his grip on her throat, and Maria
lay across his lap coughing, her eyes shut tight. She opened them
slowly. All she could see was his leg, booted and
leather-covered.

The man reined in his horse, his hand resting on her
back. “Here, let me help you,” he said, pulling Maria into a
sitting position in front of him. “Why did you not stop running
when I called to you?” he asked in the same quiet voice.

Maria could only shake her head, not trusting to
words. If he did not know already, she could not tell him. He
didn’t sound like a man who knew anything of fear.

When she said nothing, the rider gathered up the
reins around her. “Pues, no le aflige,” he said in her ear.
“Never mind.”

They rode slowly back to the other men who were
grouped together on horseback a distance away from the wreckage of
bodies and wagons. Exhausted from her race, Maria wanted to lean
back against the horseman but would not. She still had not seen his
face, but he did not sound like an old man. She could almost hear
her mother’s voice: “Daughter, there has been no introduction.”

They joined the little troop between the river and
the grove of trees. The men, some of them soldiers, dismounted and
came close. The rider tossed the reins over his horse’s head and
dismounted. He held up his arms for Maria and lifted her down.

He was a short man, not much taller than she. His
hair was curly and black and stuck out from under the red silk
scarf he wore stretched tight over his head and under his flat
black hat. His face was deeply tanned, his eyes like pools of
chocolate. His beard, cut close to his skin, could not hide the
tiny weather wrinkles around his eyes and lips. He was a young man,
perhaps twenty, but the country had already made him old.

She looked around her, relieved, yet disquieted to
see the living again. All the men had the same young-old look. She
shivered in spite of the afternoon’s heat. This was a hard country.
She could see it in the faces around her and confirm it in her
soul. The nightmare of the past day had made her old, too.

Once begun, she could not stop shivering. Her rescuer
took off his short cloak, leather—like everything else he wore
except his shirt—and swung it around her shoulders. She continued
to shiver, the cold coming from deep within her.

“I have ...” she began, then stopped in confusion.
She had not spoken in more than a day, and her voice was strange to
her ears. “I have a dress ... down by the river.”

The man tied the cords of his cloak around her neck
and gestured with his head toward the river. One of the soldiers
walked to the water, making a detour around the wagons.

“What is your name?”

“I am called ...” She hesitated again, and panic
pushed the cold deeper into her bones. Dios, Dios, who was
she? Was she a person anymore, or did she wander now in some
curious fashion between the quick and the dead, who lay in a
thousand pieces around them.

The man shook her by the shoulders. The movement
snapped her head up. She looked at him, staring into his eyes, and
he gazed back.

“I am Maria Luisa Espinosa de la Garza,” she said
clearly, wondering why she wasn't paralyzed with the embarrassment
of staring at a man, a stranger. “I have come north to live with my
sister, Margarita Espinosa de Guzman.”

The horseman dropped his gaze, and the other men
exchanged glances.

“Is that how it is? Well, I am Diego Masferrer, a
landowner from north of the villa of Santa Fe.”

The soldier returned from the river with her dress.
She took it from him, suddenly aware of the glances of the other
men as she stood there in her chemise and petticoat.

“Perhaps you would go over to that grove of trees to
put on your dress?” Diego took her by the elbow.

“No!” she shouted at him, shaking off his hand. He
stepped back in surprise. “No,” she said again, this time her voice
low and pleading. “Don’t make me go in there again.”

Maria clutched her dress to her and started to cry,
deep sobs that shook her whole body. Shaking her head, she picked
her way through the ruined bodies to the only other shelter on the
plain. Standing behind one of the charred wagons, she let the cloak
fall to the ground and pulled her dress over her head.

She tried to fasten the wooden buttons, but her
fingers shook. Her arms dropped to her sides and she stood there in
the shelter of the oxcart, her head bowed, tears falling.

“You will be well.”

It was Diego Masferrer. He had followed her to the
wagon. He stood in front of her and buttoned her dress. He smiled
at her.

“I have sisters,” he said, “plenty of them.”

When her dress was fastened, he took out his
handkerchief and made her blow her nose. “That’s better,” he said.
“Now come away from here. Anywhere you say.”

She walked to the river and sat down on the bank. The
rest of the riders joined them there and sat watching her.

“Can you tell us what happened?”

Could she tell them what happened? Maria was silent,
looking at Diego. He sat close to her and she wanted to reach out
and touch his face. After living with phantoms for two days, she
was deeply conscious of the life around her.

“First, do you have any food?”

Several of the men got up and went through their
saddles, bringing back hardtack and jerky—biscoche and
carne seca. Maria smiled as she took the food from them. Was
there nothing in this difficult land but hardtack and jerked
meat?

Between bites, she told the little party of men what
had happened, as far as she knew. Once during the recounting she
started to breathe rapidly, her voice sounding high and tight to
her ears. Diego took her hands and held them in his own until her
breathing returned to normal. When she finished, several of the men
crossed themselves. They were silent then, all of them, turned
inward to their own thoughts.

“These things are always with us,” Diego said at
last, then shook his head. “I do not mean that to sound hard.
Still,” he paused, looking across the river to the west, “they have
never struck so hard before.”

“Who?”

“Apache,” he answered, spitting out the word like a
foul taste. “They are our scourge, our special plague. We have good
reason to fear them.”

The other men nodded, speaking among themselves in
low tones. Although she could not hear their words, she could tell
from the seriousness of their expressions that each man had
witnessed the handiwork of the Apache.

“You were the lucky one. La Afortunada,"
commented Diego Masferrer. “From now on, that’s what we shall call
you. Daughter of Fortune.”

She smiled faintly at him, then shivered
involuntarily. He got to his feet. “Stay where you are,
chiquita,” he said. “We have work to do.”

Silently the men followed Diego toward the wagons. He
stopped suddenly and turned to Maria again, his hands on his
hips.

“Tell me. Were the Indians on horseback?”

She considered. “Not at first. When they left, they
were riding the caravan’s horses and mules.”

The men exchanged glances. “Now it has come to that,”
one of the soldiers said, clapping his hands together in a
frustrated gesture that made Maria jump. “They will never attack on
foot again.”

The men went to the wagons. Maria sat with her back
to them so she could not see. But she heard them dragging what
remained of the bodies together into a heap. The stench was
dreadful, and she closed her eyes and covered her ears as the men
gagged and retched. As afternoon yielded to early evening, she grew
chilled sitting by the water, but she refused to move until the
work behind her was done. She could not bear to gaze on all that
death again.

She listened as the men ripped the boards off the
unburned wagons and soon she heard the crackle of fire. The sound
startled her and she leaped up. For one terrible moment she was
back in the grove, hearing the caravan fire for the first time,
waking to a nightmare of torture and death. Then she remembered
where she was and stood in silence, her head bowed. She could think
of no words or prayers to offer for the wretched ones. Their
troubles were over. Hers had only begun.

“It is done now.”

Diego was speaking to her. She turned to him, then
glanced quickly away. His face was lined and drawn, even as she
knew hers was. He walked past her to the river where he squatted to
wash his hands and face. He was joined by the other men who also
sought to remove from hands and clothing stains that could only
dissolve slowly, if at all, through the years.

I can tell you it will not wash off, thought
Maria.

She was seized then by a fierce desire to be away
from that place of carnage and death. She could not sleep there
again and risk a visit from Father Efrain or Carmen de Sosa,
crawling around in search of her scalp.

Already the sky was dark. She looked toward the grove
for a glimpse of those two specters peering at her through the tall
grass, waiting for her to sleep so they could claim her again. She
sobbed, covering her face with her hands in mortification. Her
fingers were ice cold, as though death were already on them. “If
you please, señor; can we not leave this place? Now?”

Diego spoke to her out of the shadows. “We are going.
After lighting such a fire, we dare not stay. Come.”

They walked to the horses, Maria hurrying ahead in
her anxiety to be away from the bloody ground and the nightmares
biding their time in the grove. The horses were restless, milling
around with nervous whinnies, tossing their manes, stepping here
and there in impatience.

Maria saw the looks the men exchanged. Several of
them checked their heavy firing pieces before swinging into the
saddle. Diego loosened the strap holding his sword.

“We may have work this night,” he murmured to no one
in particular. He looked at her frightened face. “And yet, they
might not attack. But they are here.”

She nodded. She too could sense the presence of the
Indians. The Apaches were never far away. She watched Diego as he
mounted his horse. He had called her La Afortunada, the
Lucky One. How strange.

The others mounted. Diego held out his arms, and
Maria put her foot in his stirrup. He pulled her up into the saddle
with him. “Hang on,” he directed. She grasped the high saddle
horn.

They left the blazing funeral pyre at a gallop,
traveling two abreast and moving fast over the darkened land. The
moon was only a slice in the sky, and Maria could not see the path
they followed, but she did not question the abilities of the men
she rode with. They knew where they were headed. They knew this
road as they knew their own wives and children.

After nearly a league of rapid, silent travel, the
pace slowed to a walk. Maria dozed in the saddle, trying not to
lean back. She struggled to stay awake. She had never been this
close to a man before, not even her father. When she felt herself
falling against him, she pulled herself awake. Once, when she
relaxed against Diego Masferrer, she yanked her head up, cracking
him under the chin. Without a word, he transferred the reins to his
left hand and with the other, firmly pushed her against his chest.
Her eyes closed and she slept.

In her dream, Carmen de Sosa ran alongside Diego’s
horse, tugging at Maria’s dress with her bloody hands. Maria
whimpered. “Por Dios, they follow me,” she whispered,
pulling her legs up out of Carmen’s dripping grasp. She cried out
and tried to scramble from the saddle, but Diego held her down, his
arms clamped firmly around her body.

Diego was silent, as if trying to understand what she
feared. “Maria,” he said finally, “go back to sleep. I shall keep
them away.” She shut her eyes. “Sleep, sleep,” he said over and
over, until sleep overtook her and closed out the soothing sound of
his voice.

They halted for the night several hours later in the
shelter of an abandoned building. The adobe had crumbled away from
the tops of the walls, and the roof was missing, but it was shelter
of sorts, protection.

The men quartered their horses inside the small
enclosure, leaving the saddles on and lying down beside their
animals, the reins wrapped around one wrist. Diego helped Maria
into the most protected corner of the ruin and lay down without a
word. He was asleep at once. After looking around at the other men,
Maria sank to the ground and closed her eyes, knowing that she
could never sleep in such circumstances.

She woke with the sunrise, and discovered to her
acute embarrassment that at some point during the night she had
curled up against Diego Masferrer. He had covered them both with
his cloak and his arm was thrown over her waist, drawing her up
tight against his body. She feared to move and wake him so she lay
still, looking at his hand close to her face. His fingers were
slender but strong-looking, and he wore a heavy gold ring on his
index finger. The reins of his horse were still wrapped around his
wrist. Maria closed her eyes again and sighed.

The movement of her ribcage woke her protector. He
untangled the rein and sat up, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Válgame, it is late,” he said under his
breath. “We are old women.”

Maria sat up. All the men were asleep except the
guard, who was seated in the empty window, looking out at the
morning. Diego waved to him and then went from man to man, shaking
them awake. Maria got to her knees. Her whole body ached from
sleeping on the gravel and bits of adobe littering the ground, but
she was warm. The attitude of the guard at the window told her they
had nothing to fear at the moment. She sat back cross-legged on the
ground and leaned against the wall, feeling a contentment wholly
out of proportion to her circumstances, feeling safety in the
presence of these hard men from Santa Fe.

But I will have to say goodbye to him—to them—in
Santa Fe, she reminded herself silently. I owe them so much.

Maria performed her ablutions in a puddle of standing
water behind the adobe building, wondering as she splashed muddy
water on her face if she would ever be really clean again. She
thought of the tin hip bath that used to hang in her dressing room
in Mexico City. Surely her sister Doña Margarita had a bathtub,
perhaps even some clothing besides the everlasting brown
serge—jerga—she had been wearing for six months.

She dried her face on the hem of her dress and joined
the men for more hardtack and jerky. One of the soldiers gave her a
handful of dried apple. The linty bits of fruit tasted better than
anything she had eaten in months. She smiled at the soldier, who
blushed and turned away, a grin on his face.

Diego lifted Maria onto his horse and then mounted
behind her again. It was still a tight fit, but after sleeping next
to him in the adobe shelter, Maria did not feel the constraints of
yesterday. What was it her mother used to say? “Necessity is the
soup that helps the food down,” she said out loud, as if reciting
from a primer.

“Qué es, chiquita?” Diego asked.

She repeated the proverb and Diego laughed. “Yes,
Maria chiquita, and let me tell you another
dicho—‘One must cut the cloak to fit the cloth.’ This is our
motto, as you will discover.” He must have felt rather than heard
her sigh. “As perhaps you have already discovered.”

She said nothing more, closing her eyes against the
brightness of the morning sun. She did not even have cloth to cut,
only the dress she sat in and the shoes one of the men had
retrieved from the grove of trees. Her only hope was that at the
end of this dreadful journey her sister was waiting. Her sister and
her sister’s husband who would become her protector.

She sat up straighter, narrowly missing Diego’s chin
again. “What do you know of Doña Margarita Espinosa de Guzman?” she
asked.

He was silent for a moment, and when he finally spoke
it seemed to Maria that he chose his words with particular care.
“You do not remember her?”

“Not well. I was so young when she married and moved
here.” She laughed softly to herself, and Diego leaned toward her,
his hat brushing her hair.

“Qué es, chiquita?” he asked.

“During Margarita’s wedding I threw up all over the
chapel, and she boxed my ears after the ceremony.”

He laughed. “You cannot be her favorite sister!”

"Al contrario, señor,” she said, “I am her
only sister, she my only living relative. Why else would I have
come to this sinkhole?” She paused, embarrassed. “Señor, I did not
mean to insult your colony.”

Diego nudged her with his shoulder. “A sinkhole it
may be to you, Maria, but some of us like it. Tell me of your
sister.”

“You probably know her better than I do. She was
almost nineteen when she married Felix de Guzman, and glad enough
to find a man, I think.”

She felt him chuckle, his good humor restored.
“Chiquita, there are those who would say that Felix de
Guzman was a poor substitute for a man.”

Again doubts assailed her. “And pray, señor, what do
you know of him?”

“He was a cabrón,” he said quickly.

Maria gasped.

“Forgive me, Maria. That was a dreadful thing to
say.” He thought for a moment. “But I do not know how I can improve
on it.”

Her doubts growing, Maria pushed the insult aside.
“You say ‘was,’ señor.”

“Your sister is fortunately a widow, praise be to
God,” he said, no apology in his voice.

“What are you saying?”

“Did you not know? Ah, of course you did not know.
Don Felix was killed three months ago.”

The familiar chill settled in her bones again. Even
Diego’s warmth could not take it away. “How did it happen?”

“His own Indians slit his throat from ear to ear. The
general feeling in Santa Fe is that he richly deserved to suffer
more than he did.”

“How can you say that, señor?” she burst out.

“Don Felix was a wretched man who beat his wife and
daughters and abused his Indians. He was also the town moneylender.
I think all of us owed him money.” He sighed. “Still owe it. The
wonder of it is that he did not die sooner, but indeed, the Lord’s
ways are mysterious. ”

“Why were you all in such debt to him?”

“Times have been rough here, chiquita. The
drought has burdened us for four years.” His tone hardened. “And do
not imagine that de Guzman’s death cancelled our debts. La
Viuda Guzman, your sister, sees to it that we are reminded
quarterly.”

Maria could not think of anything to say, but Diego’s
good humor took over. “Never fear, Maria. Two years ago, even
before Felix went to his reward, Margarita told me how I could wipe
out my debt.”

The lightness of his tone should have warned her.
“And how was that, señor?” she asked.

“I had only to wed and bed her eldest daughter, your
cousin Isabella.” He laughed out loud and spurred his horse
forward. “I chose not to take her advice.”

She could not help but laugh. “This would be so
dreadful?”

He leaned forward, his brown eyes twinkling into her
blue ones. “La Doña Isabella de Guzman has buck teeth and one eye
that wanders. I cannot believe you are related to her.”

She was acutely aware of her dishevelment and Diego’s
nearness. She brushed at the dried mud on her arm and tried to
straighten her skirts. Diego’s arms tightened around her as he
slowed his horse to a walk again.

“I truly did not mean to embarrass you, Maria,” he
said, “and do not fret over your appearance. My Erlinda would say
that miracles are performed in bathtubs!”

She laughed because she knew he was trying to cheer
her, but then she was silent. Margarita was a widow. For the next
few miles she mulled over this new misfortune and concluded finally
that her sister would be more delighted than ever to see her. She
would turn to a relative for consolation. Surely it could be no
other way.

The horsemen rode steadily toward the Sangre de
Cristo Mountains. As they passed a hacienda, two of the riders
waved to Diego and turned off. Maria watched them until they
disappeared within the brown adobe walls of the estancia.

“What do they grow here?” she asked, looking at the
barren landscape.

“Cattle. Sheep. Children. We are not precisely
covered with the wealth of the conquistadors here, chiquita.
”

They did not pause for the nooning, but ate their
hardtack and jerky in the saddle, riding on into the afternoon.
Maria would have welcomed the opportunity to climb down from
Diego’s saddle and walk around, but the men were intent on reaching
Santa Fe with word of the Apache massacre.
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