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To my mother. I miss you every day.














Chapter One


“I never heard your name before. I don’t know you. I’ve got nothing to say to you,” Jenny Jones stated, her voice cold as she turned her back on the woman the guard had allowed into her jail cell.


Turning to the window, Jenny caught a glimpse through the iron bars of the bored-looking Mexican officials rehearsing the firing squad. A light shudder tiptoed down her spine, and she wiped sweating palms against the oversize men’s pants she wore.


At dawn tomorrow, she would look down the barrels of six rifles. She hoped she didn’t wet herself before they killed her. She hoped she had the courage to die with a little damned dignity.


“I’ve come to save your life,” Senora Marguarita Sanders said quietly. That caught Jenny’s attention, and she turned around to watch the senora lift a lace-edged handkerchief to her aristocratic nostrils, clearly attempting to smother the stench in Jenny’s cell. The elegantly dressed woman glanced at the cramped quarters and released a soft sigh, then gathered her skirts close to her body and prepared to sit on the bare mattress.


“Don’t,” Jenny advised, turning back to the barred window. “The mattress is infested with lice.”


And so was she, but it didn’t matter now. Jenny mopped her sweaty throat with a bandanna and decided the heat building in the cell and the incessant buzzing of flies was slowly driving her crazy. She watched six of the ragtag soldiers march in sloppy formation toward a bullet-pocked wall. None of them looked like crack shots. She wondered how many rounds they would have to fire before they actually killed her. The way her luck was running, they’d still be trying at midday.


“Pardone, did you hear what I said?” Marguarita Sanders inquired softly. She wiped grime from a low stool with her handkerchief, hesitated, then seated herself as if she intended to stay. Her silk hem billowed before settling atop the damp filth coating the cell floor.


There was no humor in Jenny’s laugh. “Very dramatic. All right, I’ll play along. Just how do you plan to save my life, Senora?” She turned to inspect her visitor again. “Are you going to arrange a jailbreak? Gun down the firing squad? Reverse my conviction?” She watched Senora Sanders cough into her handkerchief, glance at flecks of blood on the snowy lace, then ball the handkerchief in her gloved fist. Jenny’s eyes narrowed. “You’re coughing up blood.” Interested, she studied Senora Sanders’s pale face. “You’re dying,” she stated bluntly.


Death rode Marguarita Sanders’s high, gaunt cheekbones, had drained the bloom from her cheeks. Her dark eyes were sunk in purplish circles, and the hair knotted beneath her stylish hat was dull and lusterless. Staring, Jenny could see that once Senora Sanders must have been a considerable beauty. Now, her flesh had shrunk, and she probably looked a decade older than she was.


“Why aren’t you resting in your own bed? Why did you come here?” Jenny asked in a gentler voice. Her grimy hand lifted to indicate the tin roof trapping the stench and the heat. “This isn’t good for you. Go home.”


Home was probably one of the large haciendas on a ranch beyond the village. The lace trimming the woman’s handkerchief and the rich fabric of her skirt and cape proclaimed wealth. The thin blade of nose and delicate bones announced aristocratic breeding as surely as did her self-possession and quiet air of confidence. If this woman had ever performed a single act of labor, it had been no more strenuous than lifting her own fork before a servant did it for her.


Such delicate women made Jenny acutely uncomfortable. Beside them, she felt large and ungainly, about as graceful as the balky mules she drove to earn her bread and board. Women like Marguarita Sanders inhabited a different, better world than Jenny ever had, a world she could barely imagine.


Her lip curled. Senora Sanders had never worn the same dirty clothing for a month running, had never bought a vermin-ridden bed for two bits and been grateful to get it, had never picked at blisters on her palms. Jenny would have wagered half the hours remaining to her that Marguarita Sanders had never missed a meal, or prepared one for that matter. She had never worried her pretty head about anything more taxing than what gown to wear to the next fancy event.


Bending, Jenny spit the taste of envy out of her mouth, then glanced up to see if spitting on the floor shocked her la-de-da visitor.


Senora Sanders had missed Jenny’s gesture of contempt. She was coughing into her blood-flecked handkerchief again, her dark eyes closed in pain.


When the coughing spell passed, Senora Sanders’s chest moved beneath a ruffled bodice, fighting for a full breath of the scorching air. “At five-thirty tomorrow morning,” she said when she could speak, “Father Perez will arrive to hear your last confession.”


“Tell him to sleep in. I’m not Catholic.”


“He’ll be wearing an ankle-length cassock and a deep hood. The guards expect him.” Marguarita pressed a hand to her thin bosom and drew a shallow breath. “Only it will not be Father Perez. It will be me. You and I will exchange places.” Her gaze traveled over Jenny’s soiled trousers and the loose man’s shirt stained by a month’s accumulation of filth. “The commander, a rather stupid fellow, has been informed that you don’t wish the firing squad to observe your face as you die, that you have requested a hood. The firing squad was relieved to hear this as they are not accustomed to killing a woman. It is further agreed that Father Perez will supply the hood and secure it.”


Jenny stared. Her hands curled into fists at her sides. “What the hell are you suggesting? That I walk out of here pretending to be Father Perez? And you’re going to die on the wall instead of me?”


Marguarita Sanders pressed her handkerchief to her pale lips, coughed, then nodded wearily. “I will die in your place.”


In the hot silence Jenny heard the fat Mexican official screaming at the firing squad. A horse trotted past the bars of her window, and a dog barked somewhere in camp. A breeze that died as quickly as it arose, curled around the scent of freshly baked tortillas and roasting chilies.


“All right. You have my attention.” Leaving the window, she sat on the bare mattress. Her blue eyes burned on Marguarita Sanders. “What’s the price? What do you want from me that is so important you’re willing to pay for it with your life?”


Marguarita smiled, and Jenny saw a glimpse of the beauty she had been. “I was told that you are blunt and to the point.”


“I didn’t have the benefit of a delicate upbringing,” Jenny snapped. She glanced at Marguarita’s soft smooth hands, then down at her own. Heavy calluses swelled the pads of her fingers. Wind and weather had chapped the backs of her hands into a tanned semblance of old leather. She resisted an urge to hide her hands beneath her thighs and almost smiled at the impulse. She couldn’t remember the last time she had displayed an ounce of feminine vanity.


“I can’t think of anything I can offer in exchange for my life, but you must have something in mind. What is it?”


She stared at Marguarita, trying to guess what the cost of her life would be. The price would be huge; it had to be. Marguarita Sanders wanted something that Jenny sensed would be hard to deliver, something worth dying for.


“This is what I want in exchange for dying in your place.” Marguarita returned Jenny’s stare. “I want you to take my six-year-old daughter, Graciela, to her father in northern California.” When Jenny started to speak, she lifted a shaking hand. “If my husband is dead, you must agree to raise Graciela as your own daughter. You are not to give her into the keeping of her grandparents, or anyone else claiming to be a relative. If you cannot, for whatever reason, place her in the safety of her father’s arms, you must raise her as your own and provide for her until she chooses of her own free will to marry and establish her own household. That is the bargain I wish to make with you. That is the price I ask for giving you back your life.”


Jenny’s mouth dropped. She felt as if a chunk of granite had fallen on her head. “That’s crazy,” she finally sputtered. “If you love your daughter, and I assume you must if you’re willing to die for her, then why in the name of God would you entrust her to the care of a stranger? You don’t know anything about me except that I’m condemned to die for killing a soldier!”


When Marguarita’s coughing fit passed and she’d caught her breath, she fanned her face with her gloves and shook her head. “I know you are honest to a fault. There were no witnesses. You could have denied killing the beast who attacked you. But you freely admitted it.”


“And look where that honesty got me!” Jenny indicated the stone walls enclosing them. “No one believed a man, even a drunk soldier, would try to force himself on a woman like me.”


Marguarita met her eyes calmly. “If my information is correct, you have been hauling freight into the state of Chihuahua long enough to know that the instant you admitted shooting Senor Montez, you were convicted.” Curiosity flickered at the back of her gaze. “Why didn’t you lie?”


Angry, Jenny strode to the window and curled her hands around the bars, ignoring the burn of hot iron against her palms.


“Honesty is all I’ve got,” she said finally, speaking in a low voice. “I don’t have family. I don’t have beauty, or a man. I don’t have money, and I sure as hell don’t have a future. All I’ve got to prop up my pride is my word.” Her chin rose. “When Jenny Jones says something, you can bet your last peso that it’s true.”


“So I have been informed.”


“If I don’t have my word, then I have nothing. I am nothing!” She stared hard over her shoulder, watching Marguarita Sanders press the bloody handkerchief to her lips. “Everybody needs something to make them feel good about themselves, even me. Honesty is what makes me feel like I’ve got a right to take up space in this world. It’s all I’ve got. No matter how bad things get, or how low my circumstance, I can always say Jenny Jones is an honest woman. It’s the one and only good thing about me.”


Honesty was what had placed her in a Mexican jail, a few hours away from a firing squad. “I could have lied to that mockery of a court,” she said between her teeth, staring out the window at the adobe wall that enclosed the camp. “And maybe you think I’m stupid because I didn’t. But telling a lie would be killing the only thing about myself that’s any good.” Raising a hand, she scratched at the lice in her hair. “If I don’t have my word, I might as well be dead. I’d rather die with honor than live without the only thing that makes me feel like I can face another day.”


It was a long speech, and it left her mouth parched. Embarrassment tinted her throat. She could have kicked herself for parading her private feelings in front of this crazy visitor.


“Your honesty,” Marguarita Sanders stated softly, “is why I trust you to take Graciela to her father. I believe you will honor our bargain.”


“We haven’t made any bargain,” Jenny said sharply. She leaned against the wall, catching a whiff of Marguarita’s powdery perfume. “There’s things about me that you don’t know. And things about you that I don’t know. Like…” She stared at the rich embroidery trimming Marguarita’s stylish blue cape. “Why a stranger? Don’t you have relatives who could take your kid up north?”


“Oh yes.” Marguarita studied the blood spots on her handkerchief. When she glanced up, bitterness deadened her gaze. “Our village is filled with cousins, none of whom would shed a tear if Graciela died tomorrow.” She drew a long careful breath. “My story is long and filled with tears, but I’ll tell it briefly.”


Curious despite herself, Jenny returned to sit on the mattress. “I’m not going anywhere. You can talk until dawn tomorrow as far as I’m concerned. But don’t go crying. I can’t abide weepy women.”


Marguarita turned her gaze to the sunlight slanting between the iron bars. “I grew up on a rancho in California next to the one owned by Robert’s parents. My father hated gringos; Robert’s father hated the Spanish.” She shrugged and smiled softly. “I loved Roberto.” A coughing spell interrupted her story.


“You should be in bed.”


“When I was sixteen, I became pregnant with Graciela. The news nearly killed my father; his shame and sorrow were so great.” She looked down at the handkerchief balled in her fist. “Our parents would not permit us to marry.” Now she tilted her head up to stare at the tin roof. “My father sent me here in disgrace, to my aunt. Roberto caught up to my carriage and we were married in The City of The Angels.”


“So why isn’t he here with you?”


“I am my father’s only child. But Roberto is the older of two brothers. If he followed me into exile, he would have forfeited his inheritance.”


Jenny decided she didn’t like this Robert, who chose an inheritance over his young wife and child.


“Neither my father nor Roberto’s parents recognize our marriage.” Pain flickered behind her eyelids, followed by a flash of surprising determination. “But my father will have to acknowledge Graciela after my death. She will be his sole heir.” Her gaze met Jenny’s. “My father is very wealthy, Senorita Jones, and so is my aunt. But my cousins are not. If Graciela should meet an untimely end, my greedy cousins are next in line and will inherit enough money to make them patrons in a region this poor. Already I see them looking at Graciela and speculating: if this child should die…”


“I see.” Jenny frowned. “When you’re no longer present to protect her, you think your cousins will kill your daughter.”


Marguarita flinched. “This is a terrible thing to admit. But, yes. Only one small child will stand between my cousins and a life of great ease and comfort. I cannot trust any of them to see her safely to her father.”


Jenny considered the dilemma. The poverty in this area was legion. There were grand estates, and she assumed Senora Sanders resided on one of them, but clearly the cousins did not. They, like the nearby villagers, most likely lived in thatched huts and counted themselves blessed to have a single cow in the yard and a few thin chickens. Perhaps the cousins occasionally joined the bandits who roamed the countryside, hard-eyed men who would not scruple to slit a man’s throat for a few precious pesos.


Jenny picked a louse from her scalp and cracked it between dirty fingernails. “What about your Roberto and his parents? Are they going to welcome Graciela with open arms?”


“I don’t know,” Marguarita whispered, bowing her head. She touched trembling fingertips to her forehead. “I’ve had only one letter from Roberto in six years. He said he would come for me when it was possible for us to be together.” She closed her eyes. “Perhaps he is dead. Perhaps he despaired of our future and forgot about Graciela and me. Perhaps… I just don’t know. I tell myself he has written many, many letters and they did not reach us because perhaps his parents intercepted them.”


“If you ask me, Robert Sanders is one sorry son of a bitch,” Jenny stated flatly, studying the line of dirt embedded beneath her fingernails. “You know that, don’t you?”


“No!” Senora Sanders’s shoulders stiffened abruptly, and fire flashed in her dark eyes. For an instant Jenny glimpsed the girl who had defied a powerful father to marry the man of her choice. “Roberto is the sweetest, gentlest man who ever drew a breath.”


“Spineless, you mean.”


Marguarita stumbled to her feet, coughing harshly, and flung out a hand to support her shaking body against the cell wall. “I will not listen to slanders against my husband!”


Jenny rested her elbows on her knees and watched Senora Sanders fight to draw breath. She was no expert on medical matters, but she guessed Marguarita Sanders had only days left to her. “Yeah, the guy’s a real prince. Sit down and rest. And finish what you came to say,” she said.


Marguarita collapsed rather than sat. Her thin chest rose and fell rapidly, struggling to find air in the fetid cell.


“I don’t have much time to arrange for Graciela’s safety.” She raised her eyes to Jenny. “If Graciela remains in the village after I die, she will shortly follow me to the grave, a victim of an unwitnessed accident. This I fear, and this I believe. The only solution is to send her to Roberto while I still can.”


“He might not want her,” Jenny said brusquely. “Your sorry Roberto may have remarried years ago. Have you considered that?”


“No!” Then the fire in Marguarita’s eyes died to an ember with no strength behind it. “But there may be some reason why he cannot take her. Perhaps his father will not allow it.” She closed her eyes and swallowed. “That is why you must give me your solemn promise on all you hold holy that you will never abandon Graciela. If you cannot give her safely to Roberto and to Roberto only, then you must raise her as your own.”


Jenny spread her hands. “Senora Sanders. I am the last person on earth you would want to have raise your daughter. I can read some, and I can write some, but I have no education to speak of.”


“I see the dictionary in your back pocket. I saw the books on the guard’s table among your effects.”


“Just feeding myself and keeping a shirt on my back is a full-time job. And it isn’t easy. In my time I’ve taken in wash, I’ve skinned buffalo carcasses, which is the worst job on this planet, I’ve signed on as a roustabout, and most recently, I’ve driven a mule team and hauled freight for the Comden outfit. Except for washing, none of those jobs is what you’d call women’s work. The only reason I got hired is because I begged for the work, and I happen to be better at those jobs than most men. Course, I got paid less than a man. The point is, I can barely feed and clothe myself, let alone a kid.”


“I will give you money for the journey.”


“What worries me is keeping Graciela if Robert can’t or won’t take her. Who’s going to hire me if I have a kid hanging on my pant leg? How would I support this kid if I had to? And what kind of life would it be for a kid anyway?”


Marguarita studied her. “If you let your hair grow, and cleaned yourself… if you put on a dress and—”


Jenny burst into laughter. “Me? And a man?” She slapped her thigh. “That’s a good one.” Her eyes sobered. “No man has ever looked twice at me in twenty-four years, and I doubt hanging a skirt on my waist would change a thing.” She shook her head. “A man has to be blind drunk to take a grab at me.”


“You have beautiful eyes,” Marguarita said after a minute, sounding surprised. “And a pretty mouth.”


“Forget it.” Angry now, Jenny made a chopping motion with her hand. “If I have to raise your kid, it’s going to be just me. And it’s going to be a damned hardscrabble life for both of us. She’s not going to have fancy clothes, or servants waiting on her hand and foot. She’ll be lucky to have food in her belly and a pillow for her head. Is that what you want for her?”


Marguarita’s head dropped and she closed her eyes. “I have no friends outside my family, no one to rely on. I have no choice, and neither does my Graciela.”


“That’s not the worst of it,” Jenny continued, being brutally honest. “I don’t like kids. Never have.”


“Graciela is precocious. She’s very bright. Much older and wiser than her years would indicate.”


“I don’t care if she’s a fricking prodigy. She’s six years old. That makes her a kid, and I don’t like kids. I don’t know how to talk to them. I don’t know how to take care of a kid.” Jenny threw out her hands. “Kids don’t know squat about how to survive in a desert or how to gut a rabbit or do a day’s work. Kids get in the way. They whine. They cry. They’re only half-human.”


“Why are you telling me this?” Marguarita asked softly, her eyes pleading.


“Because I want you to know exactly what kind of a person you’re willing to die for. If we change places, and I get stuck with your kid, I don’t want to wake up some night with me and Graciela sleeping on the dirt with empty bellies and then start feeling guilty that you died for me, and I’m letting you down.”


“I am not going to die for you, Jenny Jones, make no mistake about that. I am going to die so that Graciela may live. I’ll take the bullets for you only if you swear on all that you hold sacred that Graciela will not be left here to die at the hands of people she mistakenly loves! I’ll stand in front of that firing squad only if you promise on your soul that you will save my daughter. I’d a thousand times rather that she be hungry than dead.”


“Where does your father, the wealthy rancher, fit into all this?” Jenny snapped. The two women glared at each other. “If your precious Roberto can’t or won’t take Graciela, why can’t I just dump her off on your father’s doorstep?”


“He will never accept the child of a Sanders.”


“Well, there’s your answer.” Jenny leaned back against the wall, stretching her feet out on the lousy mattress. “Just explain that to your greedy cousins, and the kid is saved.”


And she had just talked herself out of a chance to live. For a moment she cursed herself. Then she thought about trying to support a child and decided she would almost rather face a firing squad. Things worked out the way they were supposed to work out.


“Graciela is my father’s legitimate heir whether or not he accepts her. Which he will not. In his eyes, Graciela is Roberto’s bastard. But when the court is presented with my certificate of marriage, which I will give to you, Graciela’s claim will be secure. I have verified this.”


Jenny stared at a toe poking out of her broken boot. “I’ve told you that I hate kids, that I can’t provide well for Graciela. Hell, I don’t know what the future holds. I don’t even know if I can get to northern California.” She lifted hard eyes. “But you still want this exchange?”


“You are Graciela’s only hope.”


“Then Graciela is in big trouble.” Jenny’s laugh was harsh. She thought a minute. “They may shoot me while I’m wearing a hood over my face, but they aren’t going to bury me in a hood. And the minute that hood comes off, everyone around this place is going to know they shot you, not me. Have you thought about that?”


Marguarita nodded slowly. “You’ll have about six hours’ head start.” She hesitated. “Frankly, I don’t believe the soldiers will bother searching for you. They wear uniforms, but they’re little better than bandits. There is no profit in wasting time chasing a penniless woman. They’ll have a corpse; that will satisfy the official records.”


“So what’s this about a six-hour head start? A head start on who?”


Marguarita stared at her. “My cousins, all of them, but especially Luis, Chulo, and Emil. Once my body is identified, they will understand all. But they will convince themselves you have abducted their beloved little heiress. They will convince each other that it is their duty to rescue Graciela. They will try to kill you both.”


“Well, son of a bitch!” Jenny pulled a hand through her hair. After a minute she glared at Marguarita. “You’re sticking me with a kid, possibly for the rest of my life, and I’ll have a bunch of murdering Mexicans trying to track me down and kill me. That’s a heavy price.”


“You will be alive,” Marguarita reminded her softly, meeting Jenny’s gaze. She glanced at the shadows creeping across the stone walls. “Now you must decide. If we are to make the exchange, I have much to arrange and little time.”


Two minutes ticked by in the heat while Jenny thought about it. A sigh lifted her breast.


“You know I’ll do it. You knew that when you bribed your way in here.” She shook her head and closed her eyes.


Tears of relief glistened in Marguarita Sanders’s eyes. “Let us be clear what each of us is promising. I promise to die in your place tomorrow morning. You promise to take Graciela to her father and give her to no one else. If Roberto cannot or will not take our daughter,” a cloud of pain crossed her features, “then you will raise Graciela as your own child. You will try to love her.”


“Oh no.” Jenny’s head snapped up and her eyes narrowed. “I’m not promising to love some kid I’ve never met and already know I won’t like. I’ll take her to Robert. And I’ll raise her up to be a woman if I have to, but don’t expect me to love her. I can’t do that.”


“You’re a hard woman, Jenny Jones.”


“You don’t know the half of it! My pa beat me from the time I was old enough to walk. The only person I ever loved, Billy, my third brother, died when I was nine, and it was my fault. My ma threw me out onto the streets of Denver when I was ten. I’ve been making my own way ever since. Yeah, you could say I’m a hard woman.”


Compassion glistened in Senora Sanders’s brown eyes. “I’m sorry. This should not happen to any child.”


“You’re going to die tomorrow, and you’re sorry for me?” Something sharp turned in Jenny’s chest. “You’re either a fool or a better person than I’ve ever met,” she whispered, staring.


The terrible truth of their transaction gripped her mind in a painful squeeze. This lovely, delicate woman would die tomorrow morning. Marguarita Sanders would face the firing squad in Jenny’s place because she loved her child better than whatever life was left to her. She would spend her remaining hours arranging for Jenny’s escape. She would say good-bye to a child she adored. With all this facing her, she could still feel compassion for a stranger’s squalid past.


“What will I tell Graciela when she asks what happened to you?” Jenny said, swallowing hard.


“She is wiser than her years. I will tell her the truth,” Marguarita said, standing. She shook her skirts, but the filth from the floor did not fall away. “I don’t want her to blame you for my death. She must understand this was my choice.”


“Assuming we aren’t killed by your cousins… and assuming that Robert is dead or something.” Jenny coughed uncomfortably. “What if Graciela asks me what kind of person you were? I don’t know anything about you.”


Marguarita’s eyes settled on the iron bars. “Tell her that I loved her and her father. Tell her that I tried to live my life with kindness and dignity.” She turned her gaze on Jenny. “Then tell her to forget me and honor the woman who raised her.”


They studied each other in silence. Then Jenny said softly, “You can be a hard woman, too.”


“Tell her not to burden herself with the past. Tell her to live and be strong, Jenny Jones. Teach her to laugh and to love. If she does this, and if she finds happiness, then wherever I am, I will smile and be happy.”


“Oh Christ.” Jenny scrubbed a dirty hand across her eyes. When Jenny realized Marguarita meant to embrace her, she hastily stepped backward. “I’m dirty, and I’ve got lice.”


Amusement twinkled in Marguarita’s eyes and a hint of color bloomed on her cheeks. “Senorita Jones,” she said, smiling, “the lice will not trouble me long.”


She wrapped her thin arms around Jenny’s waist and rested her head on Jenny’s shoulder. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I will pray for you, Jenny Jones.”


Jenny waved her hands in the air, then, helplessly, she returned Marguarita Sander’s embrace, careful not to apply too much pressure against birdlike bones. Marguarita’s size and delicacy made Jenny feel huge and awkward. As graceless as a new calf.


When she stepped away, embarrassed and clumsy, she dusted her hands together and stared at Senora Sanders, memorizing her features in the fading light. “I don’t know what to say. If it’s possible to get Graciela to California… then I swear on my sacred oath, I’ll do it.”


“I know you will.” Marguarita stepped to the bars set in the doorway and summoned her strength to call the guard. “There won’t be time to say good-bye when I see you tomorrow morning. So I will say good-bye now.” She smiled and pressed Jenny’s big callused hands between her small soft palms. “There are not words to express what I feel in my heart. Gratitude. Appreciation. Love. They do not touch the surface of what I feel for you. You are the salvation of my heart, which is my daughter. You are the answer to my prayers. You are the mother I give to my child.”


“Some fricking mother,” Jenny muttered.


Marguarita smiled and pressed Jenny’s hands. “I think you will surprise yourself,” she said gently. “I think you will love our Graciela. Your way will not be what mine would have been, but it will be good and strong and true. If you must, you will guide our daughter, yours and mine, into a womanhood we will both be proud of. I know this.”


Jenny stared at her. The woman was dreaming. She started to say so, then stopped herself. If it comforted Marguarita to delude herself that Jenny possessed hidden reservoirs of motherly virtues, then so be it. If that thought would ease her last hours, then Jenny was not cruel enough to take that comfort away from her.


When the guard opened the door, he shoved Jenny across the cell with a snarl, then stepped back to let Senora Sanders pass.


Jenny picked herself up off the cell floor, rushed to the door, and gripped the bars at the tiny window. “I’ve given my word!” she shouted into the stench of the corridor. “… I’ve given you my word!” She wanted to say something else, something more, but she couldn’t think of the right words. Maybe she was saying what Marguarita wanted to hear, that was her hope.


Long into the night, she sat on the bare mattress, cracking lice in the darkness, and thinking about the woman who would die in her place when the sun rose.


And thinking about the kid, Graciela. And the murderous cousins who would come after them. And pondering with a sinking heart what she considered the very real possibility that she would be stuck with the kid for the next twelve years and maybe longer.


“I gave my word,” she whispered. It was the only thing she had to trade for her life. And the only thing, really, that Marguarita wanted from her. A promise.


If she had been on speaking terms with God, she would have whispered a prayer for Marguarita Sanders. And maybe she would have tagged on a word or two for herself and the kid.














Chapter Two


Ty Sanders was one pissed-off cowboy.


He hadn’t had a decent meal in half a month, or a bath or a shave, or anything softer to sleep on than desert rocks and dirt. Twice since he’d crossed the border his horse had been stolen and he’d had to buy another at prices that made him gnash his teeth. His butt ached from twelve-hour days of hard riding, and his thumb had festered around a cactus spine.


Adding insult to injury, he didn’t know where the hell he was. The map he carried was hopelessly inaccurate or outdated or a hoax to begin with, and was worse than useless. All he knew for certain was that he was two weeks into Mexico and he had yet to locate an operating railroad.


Jerking irritably at the brim of his hat, he rode down the center of the dusty street that split this mean little town into two sun-baked halves. There was no sign of a railroad depot. Only a few people in sight, none of them in uniform, thank God. Hopefully that meant the sporadic fighting that had erupted across parts of Mexico hadn’t reached this area. In Ty’s opinion, the Mexicans weren’t happy unless they were fighting someone. If outsiders weren’t available, they fought each other.


He reined up at the central plaza, which was nothing more than a weedy courtyard for a church better suited to a town ten times this size. Two old men dozed on a bench beneath the only tree between here and a low ridge of brown hills.


“You! What’s the name of this place?” His Spanish had been learned in California, and his accent wasn’t perfect by a long shot, but he figured the old men could understand him.


One of the men pushed a sombrero toward the back of his head, revealing a face like a wrinkled bean. His dark eyes inspected the thick dust coating Ty’s boots, his hat, his saddlebags, and the lining of his scowl.


“Mexla, Señor.”


Ty had never heard the name. It wasn’t on his map. He might be two hundred miles into Mexico, or he might have circled back toward the border. Removing his hat, he mopped the sweat off his forehead with his shirtsleeve. What he wanted most was something wet and cool to drink.


“Is there a hotel? A place where a man can get a bed and a bath?”


The old man had to think about the question, not an encouraging sign. Finally he said, “Casa Grande.” Then he pulled the sombrero back over his eyes and folded his arms across his chest. The conversation had ended.


Ty gazed back over his shoulder. The only thing grande in this village was the church. That’s how it was in most of Mexico, at least the Mexico that he’d seen. Magnificent churches surrounded by shacks and poverty. Occasionally, the alcalde, if he was powerful enough, ruthless enough, had a house that might be described as grande. Maybe.


Turning his horse, he traveled back the way he had come, searching sagging storefronts until he spotted a sun-flaked sign announcing the Casa Grande. On the other side of the street was an open-faced cantina and the stables.


In the stables, he grabbed the shirt of the hombre who took his horse and pushed his face close enough to smell the man’s last meal.


“If anyone touches my horse—just touches him—I’m going to carve you into pieces, Senor. You understand what I’m saying?” The man’s eyes widened. “I’m in no hurry. I’ll track you down, I’ll kill you.” He jerked his hat brim toward the stall. “That horse better be there tomorrow morning, comprende?”


“Sí, Señor!”


“Excellente.”


His eyes were reddened from days of squinting against the blazing desert sun, his face burned beneath a two-week beard. He was filthy, he smelled goatish, and he supposed he looked just crazy enough to lend weight to his threat. Tossing his saddlebags over his shoulder, he crossed the street and entered the Casa Grande.


It didn’t surprise him that the clerk stood waiting with a key already on the counter. Let a stranger, especially a gringo, ride into a Mexican village, and within minutes everyone in the village knew about it and was busily scheming how to profit from the encounter.


The only thing Ty liked about the Mexican people was their food. Even the language offended his ear. To him, Spanish sounded too soft, too feminine. You could slander a man’s ancestry back to his great-grandmother, and damned if it didn’t sound like you were singing a sonnet to a woman.


He slapped a handful of pesos on the counter. “A room. A bath. And something to doctor this thumb with.” Taking the key, he shifted the saddlebags on his shoulder and headed toward a staircase that looked as if it wouldn’t bear his weight. “Where’s the nearest railroad?” he said, stopping to stare back at the clerk.


“Chapula, Señor” The clerk jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Two, maybe three days’ ride that way.”


Maybe. But Ty did sort of recall seeing Chapula on his map. He continued upstairs, kicked open the door to his room, and was pleasantly astounded to discover a clean blanket on the bed. The window opened over a porch roof, convenient if he had to leave in a hurry. The furniture was sparse but serviceable. The mirror wasn’t too cloudy to shave by.


Twenty minutes later he was soaking in a tepid tub, happily inhaling the vilest cigar he’d ever placed between his lips, and eating tiny rolled tortillas stuffed with chicken meat and bean paste. He’d worked the cactus spine out of his thumb, and slathered it with the aloe the clerk had sent to his room.


He still wanted to kick the hell out of someone, but the urge wasn’t as powerful as it had been when he rode into town. He could trust himself to go to the cantina later, have a beer, ask about the nearest railroad, and do it without starting a fight.


He had learned the hard way that unless three separate people offered the same set of directions, he didn’t move.


Shifting the cigar to the other side of his mouth, he shook out his map, careful to hold it above the grimy water. “There!”


Damned if he didn’t find Chapula on the first try. And it had a mark beside it, indicating a railroad. Of course, that didn’t mean the railroad was functioning. He’d learned that, too. The first thing the Mexicans did when they were pissed was to blow up the nearest railroad. It didn’t seem to matter who they were pissed at—the government, the local patron, their dog—the way to express dissatisfaction was to blow up a railroad.


There was no way to be certain, but it appeared the tracks that passed through Chapula ran southwest to Verde Flores. Immediately, Ty’s spirits rose. When he reached Verde Flores, he was only a day’s ride from the no-name village he’d come all this distance to find. The first half of this lunatic journey would be ended.


Dropping the map beside the tub, he eased his head back against the rim and puffed on his cigar, scowling at the cracks in the ceiling.


In six years a hundred things could have happened to make this journey a total waste of time.


Marguarita might be dead. The child might be dead. Marguarita might have remarried. Or entered a nunnery. She might have moved or simply vanished. Maybe she had lied and there had never been a child. Maybe he was on a fool’s errand.


No maybe about that, he thought, swearing silently. This was a fool’s errand, and he was the fool who had agreed to undertake it.


Later that night, he received confirmation that Chapula was a three-day ride to the southwest. That, and one hell of a fight involving half of the village, improved his mood considerably. When he entered the stables at dawn and discovered his horse hadn’t been stolen, he felt almost cheerful.


He had a black eye and a cracked lip when he rode out of Mexla, but he was whistling between his teeth.


“I hate you!” Graciela stamped a tiny tasseled boot on the ground. “I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!”


Jenny frowned at the kid before she pulled the priest’s cassock off over her head and handed it to a grim-faced woman standing beside a better horse than any Jenny had ever ridden.


“Shut up, kid.”


“I want my mother!”


“I don’t want to start off by having to slap the hell out of you, so just shut up, you hear me?” She thrust her face down near Graciela’s, so the kid could see the threat in her eyes. “We need to be quiet until we get away from here. I know your mama told you to mind what I say, and I’m telling you to shut your mouth. If I have to stuff a rag between your teeth, I’ll do it.”


“I hate you!” At least she didn’t scream it this time.


Jenny reached for the clothing extended by the woman holding the reins of the horse. “This is a skirt!” she said, shaking out the top item. The woman didn’t say anything. She just handed Jenny a set of petticoats. “Well, damn.”


She needed to put tracks between herself and the cousins, and she was going to have to do it while carrying the kid in front of her and wearing skirts. A cussword exploded between her lips. At least Marguarita had a good eye for size. The skirt and blouse were a fair fit. The hat was laughable to begin with, and about as useful for keeping the sun off as a teacup would have been, but Marguarita hadn’t forgotten to include one. And she’d had the sense to send boots that were serviceable instead of fashionable.


The finishing touches turned out to be lace gloves and a waist-length cape, both of which impressed Jenny as ridiculous. The lace gloves would be rags after two hours of riding, and she’d broil under that cape twenty minutes after full dawn. She pushed both items into the saddlebags and her fingers brushed a pouch of heavy coins and a packet of papers. Good. Marguarita hadn’t forgotten the money.


“Come on, kid. Let’s vamoose.” She extended her arms to Graciela, intending to hoist her up on the horse, but the kid jerked backward.


“I’m not going with you! I want my mama!” She cast an imploring look at the woman standing in the shadows, then ran to her and buried a storm of sobbing in the woman’s apron. “I hate her! I want to stay here with you!”


This was exactly the situation Jenny had feared. Frowning, she shifted from one foot to the other, running a dozen solutions through her mind. She could knock the kid unconscious, throw her over the horse’s neck, and go. She could hog-tie the kid, stuff the gloves in her mouth, and go. She could do just about anything except leave without the kid.


The woman’s dark eyes burned in the darkness, scorching Jenny’s face. Marguarita had told the woman and the kid that dying was her choice, Jenny knew this, but both of them seemed to place the blame squarely on her.


Pursing her lips, she inspected the lightening sky. In minutes, the sun would drift above the horizon. She wanted to be far enough away by then that Graciela would not hear the fusillade of gunshots from the camp. Jenny didn’t want to hear them either.


She stepped up to the woman and gazed into her accusing eyes. “I want to be far away before the sun comes up. Do you get my meaning?” She jerked a thumb toward Graciela.


The woman leaned to one side and spit near the hem of Jenny’s skirt. She glared hard, then bent to take Graciela’s shaking body in her arms. Soft crooning sounds sang in her throat.


“Remember what your mama said? Dry your tears, little one. This Americana is going to take you home to your papa.”


“She killed my mama!” Sobs slurred the words, but Jenny heard them clearly enough. She ground her teeth and clenched her fists. She wanted to smack the kid for wasting time.


“No, no, little flower.” The woman eased backward, smoothed a strand of silky brown hair beneath the edge of Graciela’s stylish little hat. She sent a murderous glare in Jenny’s direction, then managed a smile for the child. “Remember? Your mama was dying slowly. Now, she will join the angels swiftly and without pain. She will be happy as she was not happy on earth.”


“She’ll join those angels very soon,” Jenny reminded the woman, giving the sky a meaningful nod. “Graciela? Get your butt over here. We’re leaving. Now.”


The woman half led, half pulled Graciela toward the horse. “The Americana will take good care of you,” she promised in a soothing tone. Her hot eyes warned that if Jenny harmed a hair on Graciela’s head, she would hunt Jenny to the ends of creation and eat the heart out of her chest.


Jenny flexed her shoulders, then stared down at Graciela. She didn’t know how big a kid of six was supposed to be, but the feather atop Graciela’s hat reached only to Jenny’s chest. To her, the kid looked like a large doll dressed in miniature adult clothing. Aside from the fashionable attire, Jenny couldn’t identify much of Marguarita in her daughter.


The kid had brown hair instead of black, and her skin was a shade lighter than Marguarita’s. Most startling, Graciela had not inherited her mother’s large, soft brown eyes. Graciela glared hatred through eyes that were as blue-green as the sea. She had received her mother’s patrician nose and cheekbones, but the rest of her face must have come from her father’s side, the family of the sainted Roberto. The stubbornness, Jenny suspected, was Graciela’s alone.


Feeling that something more needed to be said to get Graciela’s butt on the horse, Jenny bent until her face was on a level with the kid’s.


“All right, you hate me. I don’t like you either. But we’re stuck with each other. It isn’t fair, and it isn’t right, but—” How had the woman put it? “Your mama has gone to join the angels. Your daddy is all you got left, and I promised your mama that I’d take you to him. And you promised your mama that you would go. She told me so. Isn’t that right?”


Tiny gloved fists scrubbed at Graciela’s eyes. “I don’t want to leave Maria or my great-aunt Tete or my cousins.”


“Well, you have to. You’ll be safe and happy with your daddy.” Jenny didn’t have a fricking notion if she was telling the truth or not. She hated that. “Most important, this is what your mama wanted. You and me… we both promised her that you’d go.”


They glared at each other for a full minute, then Graciela turned and flung herself on the woman, sobbing out a long good-bye. The two of them would have been saying good-bye a week from Sunday if Jenny hadn’t grabbed Graciela by the waist and tossed her up on the horse. The idiot skirt and petticoats tripped her on the first try, but she mounted on the second.


The woman tapped her on the thigh, but didn’t say anything when Jenny frowned down at her. “I hear you,” Jenny muttered. “I’ll do the best that I can.”


Then she warned the kid to hang on, and she dug the heels of her boots into the horse’s side. They galloped away from the mesquite tree and the woman, away from the walled camp in the distance.


Five minutes later, Jenny heard the shots.


“Thunder,” she said to Graciela, closing her eyes above the kid’s head.


All right, Marguarita. You’re an angel now. There’s not going to be anymore pain, no more blood on your handkerchief If there’s any blood around here, it’s going to be mine. If you have any influence up there, me and the kid could use a helping hand. Just keep that in mind, okay? Do what you fricking can.


They rode spit for leather, keeping away from the main roads, until midday. Jenny wouldn’t have stopped then, but the kid’s body pressed next to hers radiated heat like a small oven. They were both soaked in sweat when she found a trickle of water and some shade and decided to stop, hoping Maria, or whatever her name was, had remembered to pack some food in the saddlebags.


Wordless, she lifted Graciela to the ground, then walked toward the trickle, kneeled, and scooped water over her face. A long sigh lifted her chest as the water ran down her throat and soaked into her high-necked shirtwaist.


“You stink,” Graciela announced, dropping down beside Jenny and cupping her hands for the water. She let the water dribble through her fingers, then patted her face delicately.


“You’d stink too if you’d just spent six weeks in a jail cell.” Jenny opened her collar and poured water out of her hand down between her breasts. She released a long sigh of pleasure.


Graciela slid her a sullen look. “Were there rats in your jail cell?”


“Rats almost as big as cats.” Jenny reached for the pins in her hair. “Would you know if whoever packed the saddlebags packed scissors or a knife?”


“Is that true?” Graciela said suspiciously. “As big as cats?” A shudder convulsed her shoulders.


Jenny eyed the trickle of water. She hoped to reach Verde Flores the day after tomorrow. And she hoped to board the train without attracting undue attention. That wasn’t going to happen if she smelled rank enough to drop an ox. Another sigh lifted her shoulders. She hated to waste a single minute, but this might be one of those ounce-of-prevention things.


Standing, she fetched the saddlebags and opened them beneath the shade of a scrub oak at the edge of the trickle. Whoever had packed the bags had managed to cram an amazing amount inside. Jenny found a change of clothing for both of them, and nightdresses. Nightdresses! There were toilet articles including a sewing kit, and a skillet, and the money pouch, which felt satisfyingly heavy in her palm, and a thin packet of papers. She found a bar of soap at once, and another pouch that contained smaller bags of medicinal supplies.


She sniffed the bags of powders and ointments, and uttered a low sound when the pungent scent of crushed sabadilla seed made her nostrils flare. This was the remedy she had hoped to find.


Rocking back on her heels, she studied Graciela’s reddened eyes. “I’m going to need your help.”


“I hate you,” Graciela hissed.


“I need your help anyway.” Now that she could see Graciela in full sunlight, she had to concede the kid was different from Marguarita, but equally lovely. Graciela’s eyes were particularly beautiful, thick-lashed and changing from blue to green, then back again. Right now those eyes were as hard as rocks. Patrician and spoiled to the core, Graciela stared at her with haughty disdain.


Jenny dug through the sewing materials and removed a small pair of scissors. “Do you know how to use these?”


“Of course I know how to use scissors.”


“Well, how do I know what a six-year-old can or cannot do?” Jenny snapped. She pushed the scissors at Graciela, then shook out tangled skeins of matted red hair. “Cut it off.”


Graciela twitched and stared.


“Lice,” Jenny explained with a shrug, enjoying the horror in the kid’s expression. “Keep in mind that I have to appear in public, and you’ll be there with me. So cut it short, but not too close to the scalp. Leave me enough that I won’t look peculiar wearing a bonnet.”


“Lice! Ack! I don’t want to touch them!”


“Either we get rid of them now, or in a day or two, you’ll have lice, too.”


Graciela’s hand flew to the brown curls peeping beneath the edge of her little feathered hat. “No!”


Jenny pointed to her head, wondering at the wisdom of allowing someone who hated her, even a kid, near her head with a pair of sharp scissors.


Graciela approached with huge reluctance, as if Jenny had admitted to leprosy. She made herself lift a dirty strand between her thumb and forefinger. “Ugh!”


“Just cut it, damn it.” There was a mirror among the toiletries, but it was so tiny that it only revealed an inch at a look. Otherwise, Jenny would have done the job herself. A minute later, ropy strings of red started falling around her. Jenny tried not to look at them. The one thing she was vain about was her hair. She had pretty hair, if she did say so herself. Or she might have if she had done anything with it. She stared straight ahead with a stony expression as Graciela chopped and whacked, moving around Jenny, sidestepping the mats of falling hair.


“It’s done,” Graciela announced, handing Jenny the scissors. She gazed at Jenny’s head with a smirk.


Tight-lipped, Jenny found the scrap of mirror and held it up. Graciela had whacked her hair to earlobe length in most places, closer to the scalp in other places. Here and there a stiff tuft stuck out like the bristles on a broom. Most women would have wept. Jenny sighed and stared into space for a long minute. It had to be done.


Standing, she pulled off her shirtwaist and skirt and tossed them toward the tree. She hadn’t taken time for stockings, so the boots stuck to her feet and she had to fight them off.


Graciela spread a cloth in the shade, seated herself with enormous dignity, then unwrapped a tortilla stuffed with cold meat. First, of course, she opened a napkin across her lap. She watched Jenny undressing.


“You should have said thank you.”


Jenny glared at her and said nothing. She’d be damned if she’d thank a smirking kid for deliberately chopping holes in her hair. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that Graciela had enjoyed hacking Jenny’s hair into a ragged mess.


Between delicate bites of tortilla, Graciela watched Jenny step into the trickle of water and begin soaping her body. “I’ve never seen a grown-up without clothes before,” she said, staring.


“Well, this is what one looks like,” Jenny snapped. She couldn’t remember being this uncomfortable in years. If anyone had seen her naked since she was a kid herself, she hadn’t known about it. She tried to pretend that she didn’t mind Graciela’s staring at her, but she suspected her face was as red as her hacked-off hair.


“Do all grown-up women have hair between their legs, or is it only you?”


Oh God. Jenny’s face caught fire. She turned her buttocks toward the kid, but hated that almost as much. “All grown-up women have hair there,” she said in a choking voice.


“Why?”


“How would I know? It happens when you’re about ten years old, or maybe it’s twelve, I can’t remember. Didn’t your mother tell you about… ah… any of that?”


“My mother doesn’t have a bunch of disgusting hair between her legs,” the kid stated in tones of ringing superiority. She looked down her nose at Jenny.


“Yes, she does.” Did, Jenny silently amended. “All grown-up women get hair between their legs and under their arms.”


Graciela’s face pinched in an appalled expression. “Well, my mama doesn’t!” Her cheeks reddened, she lowered the tortilla to her lap, and her eyes filled with tears. “Mama is dead now, isn’t she?” A low wail built in her chest.


Jenny paused in scrubbing her hair and looked around anxiously. She doubted there was a soul within hailing distance, but the land dipped and rolled. She couldn’t be sure.


“Kid! Don’t be so loud! Stop that!”


She had forgotten, if she had known it to start with, how totally, abysmally, miserable a kid could look. Tears poured out of Graciela’s blue-green eyes. Her nose dripped. Her face and shoulders collapsed. Sobs racked her small body. Jenny stared at a small heap of abject anguish, and she felt as helpless as she had felt in her life.


Keeping one eye on the kid, she hastily rinsed the soap off her body and out of her hair, then she shook the crushed sabadilla seeds into a small vial of vinegar, grateful that Marguarita had included both, and scrubbed the mixture into her scalp, hoping she didn’t have any sores.


Because if she did, the vinegar was going to feel like liquid fire eating into her brain.


“I’m sorry your mother is an angel now.” Stepping onto the bank, she toweled off with her petticoat, then tore off a strip of hem, moistened it in the water, and bound it around her head. The sabadilla had to heat up and cook the rest of the nits. She ought to be able to drag a comb through what hair she had left by the time they boarded the train at Verde Flores.


She jerked on a cotton chemise with a small strip of lace edging, the first lace she’d ever worn.


“Kid, I know you feel bad inside. But you got to be strong.”


Graciela sat hunched over as if someone had let the air out of her. Her hands hung down at her sides, limp on the ground. Tears and snot dripped off her face onto her napkin. If Jenny had seen a dog suffering like that, she would have shot the thing and put it out of its misery.


“Kid, listen. People die all the time. You have to get used to it.” Words weren’t helping. Jenny would not have believed one tiny body could contain so many tears or so much snot. “That woman—her name was Maria, wasn’t it?—she was right. Your mama was very sick; you must have seen the blood she was coughing up. Well, she’s not sick or in pain anymore.”


“I want to be with her.”


“Well, I know you do.” Jenny pulled on her skirt and shoved in the tail of her shirtwaist. “But you can’t. Now, you just have to accept that and stop sniveling. Crying doesn’t solve anything.”


“You’re ugly and mean, and I hate you!”


“You’re little and snotty, and I don’t like you either.” Jenny found the tortillas and bit into one. Tasty. She chewed and watched Graciela anxiously. What would Marguarita do? What would she say in this situation? “It’s time for you to shut up.”


That probably was not what Marguarita would have said. The kid only cried harder and louder.


“Look. Crying isn’t going to bring your mother back. Crying only makes you feel worse and makes me feel like smacking you. So stop it. I didn’t carry on like that when I heard that my ma died.” She finished eating, then filled the canteens and tied them to the horse. “Let’s go. If we don’t stop often, we can make ten miles before the light goes.”


Graciela didn’t move.


“Kid,” Jenny said, reaching deep for patience, “believe me, I’d love to ride off and leave you here, but I can’t. And you’re too small and too young and too stupid to take care of yourself. So. Unless you want bandits or wolves to get you, you’d better get your butt moving and get on over here.”


Graciela waited long enough to make it clear that she acted under duress. She dragged herself forward with her head down, still dripping tears and snot, her shoulders twitching. She made herself go limp and heavy when Jenny lifted her up.


Mouth grim, Jenny swung up behind her and touched her heels to the horse’s flanks. Graciela sagged back against her like a kid-sized oven.


“Here’s the deal,” Jenny said, speaking between her teeth. “You don’t talk to me, and I don’t talk to you. We need a break from each other, so just shut up.” She settled into the saddle for a long ride.


They rode into full darkness before she stopped to make camp for the night. Her bones ached. And she must have broken the skin when she was scratching lice because there was a spot on top of her head where the sabadilla vinegar burned like a hot spike driving into her skull.


“Can you water the horse and tether him for the night?”


Graciela stared as if Jenny had lost her mind. Jenny sighed.


“All right. Can you build a fire and get some coffee going?”


Graciela lifted an eyebrow. Six fricking years old, and she could lift one eyebrow. Jenny was twenty-four and couldn’t lift one eyebrow without the other zipping up, too.


“Can’t you do anything useful?”


“I can sew, and I can read, and I can draw pictures.”


Pressing her lips together, Jenny settled the horse for the night, then laid a fire. “Pay attention, kid. Next time this is your job.” She made coffee, warmed the beans and tortillas, shook out the blankets that had been tied behind the saddle. Watching Graciela yawn over her tortilla, Jenny wondered if the cousins were out there somewhere in the darkness. Or had Marguarita overestimated any threat the cousins might pose? Maybe they were back at the village, getting drunk, holding a wake for Marguarita and feeling glad to be rid of any responsibility for the kid.


Graciela stood up and politely covered a yawn. “You can undress me now. I want to go to sleep.”


Jenny’s mouth dropped. “Do I look like a fricking servant to you? Undress you? When I was six years old I was doing the work of an adult. You can sure as hell dress and undress yourself.”


Graciela stared at her across the fire. Tears welled in her eyes, brimmed, then slipped down her cheeks. “My mama always undressed me and tucked me into bed.”


“You’re six years old. You’re practically an adult. You can get out of those clothes and into your nightdress by your own self.”


“I hate you, I hate you! And you look ugly and stupid with that rag on your head!”


Jenny smiled. “That’s your blanket over there. Now you can put on your nightdress or you can sleep in your fancy little outfit. Makes no never mind to me. But I’m not going to undress you, and I’m not going to dress you in the morning. So you just figure out how those buttons work.”


“I know how buttons work! I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!” In a fury, Graciela ran around the fire pit, kicking rocks, and shouting, her little face as red as the flames.


Jenny watched with interest. At least Graciela wasn’t a perfect snotty little lady all of the time. Finally she ran out of steam and started taking off her clothing. She pinned her hat to the ground with the hatpin for safekeeping. That was an impressive bit of ingenuity; Jenny had to give her that. Then, she folded her cape, skirt, and shirtwaist, and placed them in a neat pile. She anchored the pile with a rock. Jenny nodded, then her eyes widened.


“Good Lord. You’re wearing a corset.”


Graciela gave her a withering look. “A true lady always wears a corset.”


“You must have been miserable all day. Why didn’t you say something?” She watched Graciela bending and stretching, trying to reach behind herself. Jenny sighed. “Come here. There’s no way you’re going to get that damned thing off alone.” It laced up the back. Frowning, Jenny pulled the laces out, studied the tiny corset with abhorrence, then tossed it on the fire.


Graciela screamed, and her hands flew to her face. Horrified, she watched the corset smolder, then catch fire. “You had no right to do that!”


“I’ve never seen anyone cry as much as you do,” Jenny said with disgust. “Where’s your backbone?”


“My aunt Tete gave me that corset for my name day! It was my favorite one!”


“Look kid. As long as I’m in charge, no six-year-old is going to wear a corset. Understand? I don’t wear one, and you aren’t going to wear one. Corsets are unhealthy and bad for your rib bones. You can’t work in them, can hardly breathe in them.” She studied Graciela’s sputtering face. “I know. You hate me.”


Graciela kicked a volley of stones into the darkness. “I hope you die! I hope the wolves eat you up! I hope you get sores all over you like Pepe Sanchez!”


Jenny poured the last cup of coffee and grinned. She was a mule skinner, and she could cuss with the best of them. It could be said, in fact, that she was a connoisseur of cussing. Connoisseur was in her pocket dictionary, and she liked the word. Tried to use it when she could. But she doubted Graciela would understand. Nevertheless, Graciela had the makings of a cussing connoisseur herself. She wasn’t using actual cusswords, but she was calling down the scourges of kid-dom. Doing pretty damned well, too.


“You finished?” Jenny asked, sipping her coffee.


Graciela sent her a murderous look, then pulled her lacy nightdress over her curls and stood on the end of her blanket, swaying with fatigue. “I’m going to say my prayers now,” she said sullenly.


“So say them.”


“You’re supposed to kneel with me and listen.”


Jenny considered. Kneeling to hear a kid’s prayer wasn’t going to be comfortable, but she couldn’t find any harm in it. Rising reluctantly, she walked around the fire and knelt beside Graciela, who glared at the rag on Jenny’s head and made a face. She folded her hands together and held them against her chest, then closed her eyes.


“Heavenly Father, please take care of my mama and Aunt Tete and Maria and Cousin Luis and Cousin Chulo and Cousin—”


“God already knows who your cousins are, skip that part and say amen.”


“Thank you for all the blessings you have given us. Keep us safe and protect us. Please take care of the horse and please punish…” She opened one eye and looked at Jenny. “What am I supposed to call you?”


She hadn’t thought about that. They stared at each other. “For the time being, just call me Jenny.”


“Please punish Jenny. You could strike her dead. Amen.”


Jenny blinked. “I’m no expert on this, but… are you supposed to pray for someone to be struck dead?”


Graciela didn’t answer. She crawled in between the folds of the blanket.


“Someone who’s trying to help you and take you to your daddy? And you’re asking God to strike me dead? You ungrateful little snot.”


Here came the tears again. Jenny rolled her eyes.


“My mama always kissed me good night…”


“Well, I’ll be goddamned. First you ask God to kill me dead, now you’re hinting I should kiss you good night?” Jenny hated kids, she plain hated them. Kids were strange and contrary and hateful and weepy and more trouble than even she had believed.


“My mama always kissed me good night.”


Jenny swore. “If that’s what it’ll take to shut you up and put you to sleep.” She moved up the blanket and placed a quick, gingerly kiss on Graciela’s smooth cheek. “What’s that pin,” she asked when she straightened. “And why are you wearing it on your nightgown?” She had noticed it earlier, pinned to Graciela’s bodice, and it looked like a real gold heart suspended from a real gold bar. Jenny had never owned a piece of real gold jewelry in her life.


“It’s a locket,” Graciela said, closing her fingers over the gold heart. “Inside are pictures of my mama and my daddy. My mama gave it to me.”


“You don’t need to sound so defensive. I’m not going to steal it, for God’s sake.”


Irritated, she returned to the fire, wet down her head, and rubbed more of the vinegar of sabadilla into her aching scalp. Fire ate into her skull, and she grimaced. Damn it hurt. When she opened her eyes, Graciela was staring at her.


“Go to sleep,” Jenny snapped. “Stop looking at me.” Turning her back, she bound her head in the rag, then stepped to her own blanket. The temperature had dropped, and the blanket felt good around her shoulders. Graciela was going to wish she hadn’t put on that skimpy nightdress.


As tired as she was, Jenny didn’t fall asleep immediately. She lay with her hands behind her head, looking up at the stars and thinking about the long day. A day she shouldn’t have had. She should have been in her grave by now.


“Well, Marguarita,” she whispered, looking up at heaven. She picked a star and decided it was Marguarita. “All in all the first day went better than I expected.” She talked to the star. “You didn’t tell me what a superior little bitch your daughter is, but that’s all right. I understand.” Her lashes drifted shut and she forced them open again. “Marguarita? I know you didn’t do it for me. You did it for the kid. But, thank you for my life. Don’t you worry. I’ll get her butt to California.”


In the morning, Jenny discovered Graciela curled into her side like a puppy, nestled against Jenny’s warmth.


Gently, she shook Graciela’s shoulder. “Rise and shine, kid. Too bad for you—God didn’t kill me yet. So, hustle your butt and get dressed.”
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