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Rancho Montoya
outside the town of Gonzales, Texas
September 1835

[image: image]nly five more days!

Isabel did not think she could wait that long.

Maybe tonight, after everyone else was asleep, she would take the dress from the wardrobe in her room and try it on. Yes, she decided. That is what she would do.

Thinking of how she would look in all that lace made her smile.

“Now there is a pretty sight. What are you smiling about, my Isabelina? Hmmmm?” asked Isabel’s father as he tugged on a strand of her long dark hair.

Nicolas Galvez y Montoya was a stocky man with a great, bushy mustache that tickled Isabel’s cheeks when he kissed her. She giggled as he did just that.

“Come now mija, tell me what puts this lovely smile on your face.”

“Oh, I was just thinking, Father,” said Isabel.

She did not want to lie, but she could not tell him exactly what she was thinking about. If she did, he might tell her mother. And Mamma had already told her to leave the dress alone until the wedding.
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“Thinking about what?” asked her father. “Could it be you are imagining how you will look in a certain new dress?”

“Oh Father, how did you know?” cried Isabel.

He always seemed to know what she was thinking—almost always.

“It is not so very difficult to figure out my daughter. You have talked of very little else since the dress was finished,” he said.

“Father, that is not true! I talk of many things.”

“Oh yes,” said her father. “You talk of ribbons and bows and pester your mother to let you wear your hair up. You are growing up so fast! Soon it will be your turn to marry.”

“Oh no, it will be many years before that happens,” said Isabel. “But when I do, I will have a wedding gown even prettier than Feliciana’s!”

“I am sure that you will, mija,” said her father. “Just do not say so to your sister.”

He gave his daughter’s hair one more gentle tug, then walked off toward the barn. Isabel was alone again on the porch, and that was fine with her. Mother would find her sooner or later, and when she did she would probably have some chore for her to do. Mother never ran out of chores, especially now, with Feliciana’s wedding to plan.

Isabel thought about what her father had said. Would she be getting married soon? Her sister was nineteen. She was only eleven. If she got married when she was the same age as Feliciana, it would be eight more years. That seemed a very long time.

I can wait, she thought. Soon Feliciana will have a whole household of her own to care for. And she will probably have children to raise someday soon. No, I do not want such responsibilities now, she thought. All that work! A wedding would be fun though!

Unfortunately, thought Isabel, I cannot have a wedding without getting married!

She decided she would just have to enjoy Feliciana’s.

They had been preparing for it for months and months and months, ever since Rodrigo Cantares had asked Father’s permission to marry Feliciana.

Rodrigo was an officer in the Mexican army. He was very handsome. Isabel thought he looked dashing in his blue uniform coat, the one with the red cuffs and shiny buttons. He would wear his uniform to the wedding.

Isabel remembered the night Father had announced to the family that Feliciana would marry Rodrigo. Feliciana had cried because she was happy. Mamma had cried, too. She was happy for Feliciana, but sad that she would be going away.

Feliciana would go back to Mexico City with Rodrigo after they were married. Those thoughts made Isabel’s smile disappear, just as they had made her mother cry. Mexico City was very far away. She would miss her sister.

It is true that she would still have Alonso and Joaquin and Bartolome, but brothers were not the same as sisters. Besides, Alonso and Joaquin were so serious these days! They were always speaking of the troubles between Mexico and the colonists in Tejas. It seemed nothing else interested them.

And Bartolome was just a baby still in diapers. He was too little to care about politics or weddings.

“What has happened to turn your smile into a frown, mija?”

Isabel jumped. She had not noticed her father returning from the barn.

When she told him that she would miss Feliciana, he smiled and hugged her.

“Come with me. I have something that might cheer you up. The cat has given birth to kittens—five of them! Such tiny little things! Their eyes are not yet open. Come see. You can name them.”

That was Father, thought Isabel. He did not always understand, but he was always sympathetic.

She leaped off the porch and followed him to the barn.
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[image: image]ater that night, after dinner and chores, after everyone else had gone to bed, Isabel tiptoed to the wardrobe in the room she shared with her sister. She eased open the door.

“What are you doing, little sister? Didn’t Mother tell you to leave the dress alone?”

For the second time that day, Isabel was caught unaware and jumped.

Feliciana, it seemed, was not asleep after all.

“I am just looking at the dress, that is all,” said Isabel. And it was true. Even if she had been planning to try on the dress, right now she was only looking at it.

“Yes, I can see that,” said Feliciana as she sat up in bed and threw off the covers.

“You know, Isabelina, I think I would like to see you in this dress,” said Feliciana. “In fact, I think we should make sure that your dress AND my dress fit properly. It would not do to put them on the day of the wedding and then find out there is something wrong. What do you think?”

Isabel whipped around to look at her sister.

Feliciana was smiling.

“Oh yes! Let’s!” cried Isabel, clapping her hands.

“Sshhhhhhh,” said Feliciana. “You will wake up everyone.”

She got out of bed. After Isabel had pulled the dress on over her head, Feliciana fastened it up the back. It did not look quite right without petticoats, but it was still very pretty. Isabel was pleased. It was the most grown-up dress she had ever had. The skirt reached almost to the floor!
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“You are beautiful, little sister, almost as beautiful as I will be,” teased Feliciana. “Come, help me. It is my turn.”

For her dress to fit at all, Feliciana first had to put on her corset. She needed Isabel’s help with that.

What a silly garment, thought Isabel as she tugged on the strings to cinch in her sister’s waist. Wearing corsets was something else she would be happy to wait for. Petticoats were bad enough. All those layers—what did they accomplish except to get in the way and make you hot in the summer?

When they had the corset tied off and Feliciana had donned one petticoat, Isabel helped her sister get into the dress, being very careful not to muss it.

She had to admit; Feliciana was gorgeous. She would be even prettier on her wedding day when she donned the lace mantilla that matched the dress.

Isabel’s thoughts from earlier that day flooded over her.

“Oh Feliciana, why do you have to move so far away?” she asked.

“Because that is where Rodrigo will be, you know that Isabelina,” said her sister. “But cheer up. I have talked with Mother and Father, and they have given permission for you to come visit when we are settled.”

“Really? I can come and stay with you in Mexico City?”

“Yes. Mother and Father have said so.”

Isabel had never been to Mexico City. She had never been anywhere except the ranch and Gonzales and San Antonio de Bexar. And as far as she was concerned, that didn’t count. Except maybe for San Antonio de Bexar.

Gonzales was just a little village on the banks of the Guadalupe River. When they went there, as they did many times each year, they had to speak English because it was mostly Anglos who lived there. And the Anglos did not speak Spanish.
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Isabel had always wondered why people would move to a country and then not learn the language, but her English was not good enough to ask them. Father said the Americanos came to live in Tejas for the same reason he had—opportunity.

After the revolution when Mexico freed itself from Spain, the new government offered land to people who would settle the far northern fringes of its territory. She knew Father had accepted the offer because it gave him a chance to be a great hacendado, a landowner.

So the family had moved here, to the frontera, and she was born on the ranch. Father told her it was a great honor to be the first child born on the new homestead.

Isabel loved the ranch, but sometimes she wished they lived someplace more exciting, someplace like San Antonio de Bexar. She had only been there once, but she had liked it very much.

Her parents had taken her there to celebrate Mexican Independence Day, the anniversary of the time Mexico broke free from Spain. There was a torchlight parade the first night. The church bells rang constantly and someone fired a cannon. Isabel thought she would always remember how the flickering light from the torches played across the walls of the buildings. The next morning, they attended mass. She did not like that part so much. But then they got to go to another parade and listen to speeches and some of the town officials re-enacted the first grito, or proclamation, of independence. It was all very exciting. At the end of that day, Feliciana had gotten to attend a fandango, and it was at that dance that she was introduced to Rodrigo Cantares.

Isabel had been too young to go to the dance, but her parents promised her she would be allowed when she was older.

She remembered that San Antonio de Bexar was much bigger than Gonzales and that many Mexicanos lived there. They rushed, rushed, rushed, as if they had important things to do all the time. Yes, she had liked San Antonio de Bexar.

She thought she would like Mexico City even more.

But it would be a very long time before Isabel got to visit her sister there. And when she did finally go, she would still be living at Rancho Montoya but it would be in a different country, the independent Republic of Texas.

Isabel had no way of knowing such things, though.

That night she dreamed of a gleaming city bustling with pleasant people who dressed in beautiful clothes. Best of all, in the dream, gallant caballeros in blue coats with red trim threw flowers at her feet and vied for her attention. And she smiled. And was gracious. And she broke all their hearts. And she did it all without wearing a corset.
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