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Either he is talking, or he is pursuing,

Or he is in a journey, or peradventure, he

Sleepeth, and must be awaked.

The First Book of Kings 18:27


CHASING PANCHO VILLA

A Story of Mystery, Romance, and Adventure

By Robert Tecklenburg

Viva Villa! Viva la Revolución!

CHAPTER ONE

Northern Mexico, 0830 hours, July 23, 1916

“Rápido! Rápido, muchachos,” General Villa urged in a low voice. “Los invasores vienen.” He sat astride his favorite horse, Siete Leguas, with the morning sun at his back. 

A lone rider on a great dark stallion navigated expertly through the column of armed men to move up beside the General. The rider greeted him with a simple nod and he reciprocated, also without speaking. With a weapon strapped tightly to her narrow waist, sombrero pulled low over her eyes, the tall, slim figure, sitting ramrod straight in the saddle, made an unforgettable impression on the war-weary soldiers. 

The woman—considered very beautiful by both friend and foe—was dressed in a riding habit that reflected her eclectic tastes and free spirit—a low cut cotton blouse tight against her bosom, dark wool jacket and denim jeans with U.S. Cavalry boots reaching almost to her knees. Like Villa, she rode comfortably in a Mexican saddle. 

Maria Washington watched carefully without expression while Villa’s men deployed along the rocks. Although just an observer here, still her dark eyes burned with the passion of a revolutionary.

To Villa’s peasant soldiers, the young woman mounted on the great stallion seemed fearless and invulnerable. Believing that only good fortune would come from her presence, they smiled, touching the stallion gently on its flank or hind quarter as they walked by. 

“Today, the Americans will pay for their arrogance, señorita,” the General finally said in English. “And you will see how you have aided our great cause.”

“Good,” the woman replied, still watching his soldiers take their positions. She was not concerned for her own life, but she knew it would take more than new rifles to stop the American invasion.

Pancho Villa was doing what he knew best. Powerful enemies had pursued him for more than 20 years, since he was 16. Yet he always managed to slip away, proving himself to be a very capable field commander. That had surprised everyone but him.

He understood clearly that this was his chance to hurt the Americans but he had to be quick—hit them and escape. Silently he pointed and one of his soldiers, dressed in home-spun cotton and sandals, wearing a sombrero hanging from his neck and carrying an American Springfield rifle, quietly crawled up the rock embankment. He grasped a bandolier of .30 caliber rounds in his right hand. 

Villa consciously masked the adrenalin surging through his body as he carefully supervised the placement of his soldiers, each one a hand-picked sharpshooter. They were deep in Chihuahua Province, and no one knew more about warring here than he. The terrain was rocky, dusty, and bleak. 

Perfecto, he thought. 

Villa looked to the woman and smiled—one side of his mouth turned up slightly, cracking the leathery, sun-baked skin—as he prepared his ambush for the great General Pershing. Dressed like his men, he sat stiff-legged and straight, comfortable in the saddle. A dark, bushy mustache on the well-creased and weathered face hung over his upper lip, concealing a mouthful of stained teeth. 

“Los carretones, muchachos,” he called, his dark brown eyes intently studying each man’s position. Hidden beneath severely lined and half-closed lids, his eyes flashed when he spoke. 

He had about 100 men with him, all that remained of the force of 500 who had crossed the border to attack Columbus, New Mexico back in March. But armed now with the American Springfield rifles he had received from the woman only days earlier, he knew he could inflict damage on General Pershing’s army. 

They had been riding for days under cover of darkness to avoid the Americans’ aeroplanes that sometimes accompanied their troop movements, searching for him and his men. Villa had received complete information on General Pershing’s line of march, enabling him to elude the Americans and remain undiscovered. He had received that information from the many patriots who remained along the border to watch the enemy.

Villa had chosen this place, west of Torreón in the foothills of the Sierra Madres, for his ambush. The horses were hidden in a narrow, tree-shrouded ravine that led deep into the mountains. The American supply trucks had to travel long distances through country that belonged to him, and the Americans always had to protect those routes. 

I, Doroteo Arango, son of Agustin Arango, will again demonstrate just how vulnerable their army is in my land—the land of my father, and of his father before him, Villa thought. 

Villa planned to strike hard at their trucks, destroying transport and creating havoc. Then, he would retreat once again into secure mountain lairs where his army was safe. Confronted with a force of 10,000 American soldiers moving south from the Rio Grande and Carranza’s army surging into Chihuahua from Mexico City, he had no choice but to hit and run. As usual, the Sierra Madres were his escape when heavily outnumbered by his enemies. 

The deployment of his men was complete.

*

Out of the corner of his eye, First Sergeant Juan Parilla of the United States 24th Infantry noticed a puff of dust from just above the ridgeline. He knew immediately and turned to locate the company commander.

“Captain! Captain!” he called to the younger soldier marching on the other side of the column. “Mire.” He pointed to the ridge. But the dust had dissipated and was no longer visible. 

The two men belonged to Company L of the 2nd Battalion, part of a long column of soldiers and vehicles that stretched almost two miles. For two days, the infantry troopers had been eating dust from ten Model T trucks grinding away immediately in front of them. The reddish dust covered their skin and uniforms. Many of the men had tied bandanas around their faces and wrapped socks and other pieces of cloth from their bedrolls over their rifles for protection. 

The captain looked, but saw nothing. Still, he knew after four months in Mexico to trust his first sergeant’s instincts. He whispered to his Negro orderly, who ran to another officer in the first platoon. That man called to a squad leader.

“First squad, fall out,” the lieutenant ordered over the truck noise. “Follow me.” They ran in the direction of the ridge, meeting with the convoy’s flanking force—a mounted unit of Negro troopers from the 10th U.S. Cavalry. Three horsemen turned and headed off toward the south. The infantry squad spread out and assumed flanking duties.

The Model T trucks loaded down with fuel and supplies continued on, slowly creeping across the dusty brown plateau. At the head of the long column were mounted soldiers from Troops A and B of the Negro 10th Cavalry—Buffalo Soldiers. An older man led the formation, riding ramrod straight in the saddle of a great black stallion, his eyes focused on the trail ahead. His aides rode close behind. 

General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing, on orders from President Woodrow Wilson, commanded this expeditionary force tasked with finding the elusive bandit, Pancho Villa. They had been chasing him across northern Mexico since March without much success.

*

A volley of shots suddenly rang out from across the ridge. At first, the firing went unnoticed over the loud growls of the truck engines. Using the most modern American weapons, not even puffs of smoke could be detected from the rifle barrels. A soldier fell from his horse. 

“Villaistes! Villaistes?” A flanking soldier from L Company finally called out upon seeing the horseman fall and then hearing a bullet snap overhead.  

The ambushers found their range, and bullets began to strike cans of fuel packed into the trucks. Suddenly, an explosion and a great ball of flame rose from the rear of the lead Model T. Following too close to the first, the second truck was engulfed in flames. Both driver and passenger bailed out to escape being incinerated in the gasoline blaze. 

“Keep moving forward,” an officer yelled to keep the trucks from bunching together. But the inferno ahead effectively halted the convoy, trapping the trucks on the narrow, rutted wagon track. The transport soldiers escaped their vehicles, running for cover away from the shooting. The trucks were left stationary, easy targets for the sharpshooters still firing from the rocks above.

General Pershing reacted immediately. An experienced horseman, he galloped back to the infantry formations and gave an order to the L Company commander. He then wheeled to join the main body of cavalry units more than 40 yards forward in the column. All the while, his aides stayed close.

“Fall out! Form a skirmish line!” the officers of L Company yelled. Their well-disciplined troopers immediately responded. They dropped their packs, unslung their Springfields. Quickly they lined up in ranks facing the ridge. “Lock and load,” the officers called out in unison. Bullets snapped and whined as the ambushers still focused on destroying the supply trucks. 

One troop of cavalry was lined up perpendicular to the infantry company, but still well out of their way. General Pershing, who as a young captain led Black troops in combat in Cuba, drew his saber and joined them. They prepared to charge toward the ridge, but waited for the infantry company to begin the engagement.

The command was given, “Move forward!” The infantry marched at quick step up the slope, squad following squad in a long formation that stretched for 50 yards. Each man held his rifle tightly at port arms. No one fired.

“Stay together. Faster,” First Sergeant Parilla called to his men. 

“Halt and prepare to fire, first squad,” Captain Bartlett James called. “Fire!” He ordered. James was excited about finally seeing action. He hoped that after four months they would at last come face to face with the notorious Pancho Villa. 

His troopers fired. “Reload!” James ordered. “Fire!” Again, the troopers let loose with a volley, all along the line. The bullets kicked up dust and pieces of stone. There was no return fire. 

Now in position to attack, with the general himself in the lead, the cavalry swept forward at a full gallop. The mounted Negro soldiers yelled and fired their .45 caliber automatics as they charged up and across the ridgeline. 

“Cease fire!” Captain James called to his L Company men upon seeing the horsemen assault the ridge. They watched the troopers reach the top. The mounted troopers continued to shoot and yell as they disappeared over the crest. But the Villaistas were gone. Only brass shell casings in the dust remained to tell the story of Pancho Villa’s ambush. 

When the Americans realized the Mexicans had escaped into the mountains, silence descended from the ridge down to the men remaining in the convoy. Their enemy had deserted them, denying the Americans their chance at battle and victory. From general to private, all sensed disappointment and frustration. 

Later that evening in camp, Captain James was called to General Pershing’s tent. No one else was present. “Captain, please sit down,” the General said. “I want a word with you.”

James, a tall, thin man with thick blond hair cut almost to the scalp, removed his campaign hat and sat down in one of the folding wooden chairs. “Yes, sir. Thank you sir,” he said, feeling a little apprehensive. Pershing could display a temper.

“Captain, you’re probably wondering why I want to talk with you,” the General said directly. The first thing that James always noticed about the general was his steel grey eyes. They now watched him closely. He felt them examining and measuring. 

“Yes sir, I am,” the younger man responded finally. James stared at Pershing’s hair. He suddenly realized he had never seen the general without his hat on, having only spoken with him in the field. The general had a full head of hair that was completely gray. 

“Something wrong, Captain?” The general asked abruptly. He was sitting, legs crossed, relaxed with his tunic off. James saw that he was trim and appeared in good shape for an older man. 

“No sir, “James said, quickly. 

“You have an exemplary record, Captain,” Pershing continued, “and that’s why I requested that you be given assignment to this expedition.” He looked away briefly, as if distracted by an idea that had suddenly presented itself. “Yes, well, to the point. I have a new mission for you.”

“General?”

Pershing looked down at something on his desk and then smiled. “Top of your class at West Point. Good family. Yes, and I’ve had the great honor to meet your mother. Charming,” he said, looking up again to the captain. He smiled again. “Yes, I remember her well.”

“My mother usually makes a lasting impression, sir.”

“So she did, Captain James. So she did.” For a second the young captain sensed a softening of that stern character. But it was fleeting. Pershing returned to the brown file. He opened it and pretended to review it. “With your intelligence background and flare for languages…,” he said. “Yes… fluent in Spanish and German, I see. Four years of intelligence work in Washington.”

James waited, confused, knowing well that he had not been ordered here to discuss his mother or his prospects for promotion.

“Captain, we need to have better information on what the hell is going on down here.”

“Yes sir.” James’ steady blue eyes fixed on the General without blinking. He waited patiently, knowing the answer was coming.

“They ambushed us again today,” Pershing said. Anger suddenly flashed across the stern features, turning them crimson. “How the hell does that happen? He’s just an illiterate bandit, and yet he successfully ambushes the United States Army, even with our aeroplanes flying overhead. We lost four soldiers, three trucks and a week’s worth of fuel and supplies. Now we are forced to camp here until those lost supplies and fuel can be replenished from a base camp more than fifty miles away. I have the entire 10th Cav out searching through those mountains looking for him. Do you think we’ll catch him?”

“Perhaps not, sir,” James replied slowly. “He knows the mountains well. He’ll just disappear again.”

“I agree,” Pershing said, taking a deep breath to calm himself. “We’ve been chasing Villa since March without success, and without much prospect of success. Not the way we’re doing it now.” He looked directly at James, holding his gaze. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Sir?” Captain James asked. Whatever this commanding officer had in mind was going to involve him. 

“How did Villa know our route of travel? He knew exactly where we’d be at a specific time. He chose that ridgeline, and he knew the sun would be directly in our faces at that time of day. It was damn near perfect for an ambush.”

“I don’t know how he did it,” James responded, thinking. “Good reconnaissance?”

“Probably that and more,” Pershing said, a hint of frustration coloring his words. “But if his intelligence is that good, where does that leave us?”

“What do you mean, sir?” James asked, intrigued.

“Between the Pacific Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico we have hundreds of miles of open border with Mexico. If Villa can cross it at will with five hundred men to lay waste to our towns, what would happen if President Carranza with his general, Obregón, tried it with say fifty thousand?” Pershing asked. He let the question hang there for the young captain to consider. “I don’t know, I don’t know. I want you, captain, to find out if there is such a plan. We must know.”

“Then my mission, sir?” James asked. Is it counter-espionage?”

“Yes captain. But the President and I are most concerned about the Germans.” Pershing said, looking hard at the younger man.

“The Germans, sir?” James repeated.

“Yes, I suspect strongly that they are supplying Villa and others like President Carranza with important information they get from their spies operating across the Rio Grande. Remember, they’ll do anything to stir things up for us.”

“Yes, sir,” James agreed. “My mission, then, is to watch the Germans?”

“More than that, Captain James,” Pershing said. “Our border is threatened. Villa has already proven how vulnerable we are to attack.”

“I don’t expect you to watch every German in Mexico, Captain,” Pershing continued, as if reading his mind. “Just one—a very dangerous soldier by the name of Von Moltke. Colonel Hermann Von Moltke. Currently, he is working with the Mexican general, Obregón. We believe he operates a very sophisticated spy ring. Your mission, Captain James, is to break it.”


CHAPTER TWO

Paris, France, 1100 hours, July 23, 1916

Artillery fire rumbled somewhere off in the distance just north of the city. On the busy stone Parisian streets, military vehicles loaded with supplies and replacements for the front passed others packed with returning dead and wounded. The motor vehicles made growling noises that echoed in the narrow tree lined streets and mixed with the clop, clop of draft horses’ hooves. Voices of soldiers and vendors were occasionally heard above the din of civilian traffic. 

Honking, then a loud crash of metal on metal followed by yelling, was heard when a motor truck laden with ammunition swerved out of control and crashed into the front of a speeding taxi. Steam from two radiators shot high into the warm humid air, sending pigeons roosting in the Oak trees upward like an explosion of feathers. The accident happened directly in front of an elegantly built 19th Century brick building, so close that it forced the old doorman to run deep into the marble-lined lobby. 

The street noise penetrated the old window panes in the building’s largest office, located four floors above, but it didn’t disturb the room’s only occupant, a youthful looking man dressed impeccably in a dark wool suit. He sat unmoving in the wood desk chair, staring out the window. Indifferent to the riot of sounds below, he looked north across the gray Parisian skyline toward the maelstrom less than fifty miles from the old city. 

Harrison James had long grown accustomed to the sounds of war, but they were strikingly different and implacably ugly compared to the pleasant sounds of prewar Paris. During the first months of the war there had been a general fear that the Kaiser’s army would reach and lay siege to the city, not unlike the war of more than 40 years earlier. The French evacuated most of the government, but the siege had not happened. On the Marne River, the French Army finally halted the overextended German advance.

Now entering its third year, the war had evolved into a stalemate of trenches—bloody, horrible gashes in the earth—that weaved their way across northern France, just north of the capital from the English Channel all the way east to Switzerland. The entire area became a battlefield for the contending armies known as the Western Front. Harrison sometimes wondered if it would have been better if the Germans had taken the city in 1914, possibly ending the war—and the suffering—quickly.

The summer of 1916 was devastating for the French and British armies. The allied offensive along the Somme River failed miserably to break the stalemate, with the casualty lists growing into the tens of thousands. The French nation threw everything it had into holding Verdun against repeated German attacks, exclaiming that “they shall not pass.” But the fighting continued to rage unabated. Many thousands of French and German boys fighting at Verdun were already dead. Harrison calmly considered how many more would be killed before that battered old fortress would be held or abandoned. 

Like millions of Europeans, Harrison feared that the slaughter and destruction would just go on until all of Europe, from Western Russia to the English Channel, became a gigantic tomb of men and ruins. He was relieved that the United States was still neutral, remaining an observer only in this tragic and futile struggle. 

Yet business was good, damn good. Harrison James was a businessman, an American neutral trading with the French Government. And he was making a fortune from this war, selling American commodities to the French—everything from grain, lumber, oil, steel, and even tooth powder. 

He casually unfolded a week old copy of the Chicago Herald and began to read. Again, noises from the street reverberated across the room, causing him to look up and out the double window. He heard the shriek of a whistle, more honking and shouting. The old city was trying hard to accommodate soldiers, wounded, and civilian life itself, Harrison knew. Still, Paris was not the same city he remembered and perhaps it never would be again. 

As one of the most sought after foreigners in France, Harrison had taken a suite of offices in the most exclusive neighborhood of the city to be nearer the government. It was an older building, full of history and unique Parisian charm. Even if he had wanted to make modest improvements, he knew it was impossible to find anyone to do the work. Every man under 40 fit enough to carry a rifle was in the army. Those deemed unfit for the army worked in the war production industries.

Relaxing his tall, lean frame into the chair, Harrison resumed reading. An article on the first page captured his interest. The Herald was reporting on Pershing’s foray deep into Mexico to chase Pancho Villa. That was Wilson’s revenge for Villa’s raid into New Mexico. Harrison didn’t need to be reminded that his brother Bart was part of that expedition. He commanded a company of Negro troops and he was damn proud of them. Harrison recalled how hard his younger brother had fought to get a command—anything to get him out of Washington.

There was a knock on the door. “Oui,” Harrison called informally. The door opened and his young female secretary entered. With the war taking all available young men into the army, he had been forced to hire a woman to do his clerical work.

“Monsieur,” she said with a curtsy. “Monsieur Butcher.” She indicated the man standing behind her.

“Oui, Mr. Butcher. Come in, please,” Harrison said, standing to extend his hand. “This is a great pleasure. I’ve been expecting you. I hoped the commotion out there wouldn’t delay your visit.” Both men shook hands across the desk. “Sit down, please.”

“Mr. James, I’ve been hearing much about you and your company,” Butcher said. He remained standing in front of the large desk. His face revealed no expression, not even a muscle twitch, Harrison noticed. Butcher waited for him to sit, and then followed. “I’m afraid I’ve come on official business. As you know, I represent the President of the United States.”

“Your letter of introduction informed me of your position, Mr. Butcher,” Harrison said carefully. “How may I be of service to the President?”

Although Butcher easily had 10 years on James, both men were considered handsome. They possessed distinctive Anglo-Saxon features—piercing, cold blue eyes, noses that were neither too large nor too small, and firm, well-shaped chins. Both were tall men, broad across the shoulders, narrow at the waist. But, as Harrison quickly learned, Butcher was different from the men he conducted business with on a daily basis. The diplomat sat stiff and straight in the chair with his knees pinched together, feet firmly planted on the floor, and hands resting on his thighs, palms down. He seemed to fit Harrison’s image of a career civil servant—formal and rigid. A know-it-all, he thought, who is now going to lecture me on the war, I suppose.

Harrison James, on the other hand, projected an image of supreme confidence and success. He appeared relaxed and interested, even though expecting a long monologue from the diplomat. Harrison had heard it before from others, but he maintained a conscious smile. Butcher immediately took that as condescension. 

“Well, Mr. James, it is more a matter of how we can assist you. Your company received approval to do business with the belligerents because you—you personally, Mr. James—have sworn not to sell munitions or any other products on the list of contraband materials to the warring parties, their representatives, or intermediaries.”

“That is correct, Mr. Butcher,” Harrison agreed, rocking back in his chair. “And I have honored that agreement, sir.”

“Mr. James, President Wilson is fighting to maintain strict neutrality. That struggle has been very difficult, as you are certainly aware.” Harrison nodded.

“Tell me: What are you currently selling to the French?”

“Grain mostly—corn and wheat. Several shipments of lumber came into Marseilles from the Northwest last month. Steel and oil are currently much in demand. I am negotiating with Standard Oil to import the oil, and with several Pittsburgh firms for a good price on steel. But trade is becoming more difficult and dangerous with German subs operating in the Atlantic,” Harrison said. “How may I help you, Mr. Butcher?” he repeated.

“We suspect that Randolph James Commodity Brokers is transacting with the French Government for munitions—large bore gun barrels and explosives, mostly,” Butcher told him. “As a matter of fact, the German Government has recently lodged a formal protest. They charge that your company in Chicago negotiated an agreement with a representative of the French Government one month ago to ship those items in volume. They demand that your license be revoked immediately.”

“You take the word of German spies, Mr. Butcher?”

Butcher ignored the question. “Mr. James, federal agents tracked a shipment of those items belonging to Randolph James to the port of Galveston. The entire shipment has been temporarily quarantined until we can sort it all out.”

“What does my mother say to these charges?” Harrison asked.

“She stated, and I might add, not under oath, that the particular shipment traced was meant for the naval depot in New Orleans. But the commandant there had no knowledge of it.” Butcher watched James’ reaction. “At present, the United States Government cannot prove otherwise because there don’t appear to be any papers with the cargo, and no Europe-bound freighter was designated to ship it. That could change, of course. Our investigation has just gotten underway.” 

Harrison, who knew Butcher was watching him, nodded, and gave the diplomat a simple look of interest.

“We are hoping that you can clear this matter up, as you are the company’s principle contact here in Europe,” Butcher finished.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, nor have I been briefed by my mother. I have not at any time contacted or been contacted by the French or the English, or my home office for that matter, regarding their purchase of American munitions.” 

Butcher never took his eyes from James, obviously still gauging the young businessman’s reactions. 

“You say you are selling wheat. The Germans say explosives. Please understand: If their accusations are true, the United States is in direct violation of the Neutrality laws. Such business transactions could easily be considered acts of war. I am here to discover the facts of the situation, not to charge or threaten you in any way. I want to inform you, Mr. James, of what is at stake here.” 

“I understand,” Harrison responded as sincerely as possible. “I will wire Chicago immediately with your concerns. But again, Mr. Butcher, I must state that I know nothing of this.”

“And again, I must caution you. There is an official investigation underway and, if we determine that the German allegations are true, your company’s license will be revoked immediately. There could also be criminal charges.” 

“I think you’ve been misinformed Mr. Butcher. Randolph James Commodity Brokers has, since the beginning of hostilities here, complied with all laws—American and French.” Harrison thought he understood Butcher’s type. He was driven by one thing and one thing only—his mission—and he would not lose focus until guilt was established or innocence proven. 

Butcher stood and offered his hand. “Good day, sir. Thank you for your time.” He turned and marched for the door.

Harrison stood behind his desk, his mind elsewhere. Dear mother, so greedy and obsessed with power. He was deeply troubled and confused by Butcher’s accusations. He slowly massaged the muscles in the back of his neck. 

When the James’ father died quite unexpectedly, mother, Bart, and Harrison inherited equal shares in the company. Following 12 months of acrimonious in-fighting between Harrison and their mother over control of the company, Bart announced that he would vote for Harrison to run the company if his brother allowed their mother a free hand with her personal business interests. In return, she had to accept Harrison’s leadership. They agreed, and Bart signed over his proxy to his brother.

That decision was proving to be a great mistake—if Harrison’s only mistake. But Bart was devoted to his mother, and Harrison was not prepared to destroy his younger brother’s relationship with her—or with him—by using Bart’s shares that he controlled to throw her out of the company. 

But attempting to circumvent the American munitions embargo? He was amazed at the audacity of it.


CHAPTER THREE

Columbus, New Mexico, 1000 hours, October 5, 1917

The muscular-looking, well-dressed man stood, waiting impatiently, in an interior corner of the Hotel Hoover’s lobby. A hot desert smell blew in through the open windows and hung in the air, dusting everything and everyone with a thin red coat. The weather was unusually hot and dry for this late in the season. He had seen smoke rising from the Portillo Mountains just to the north on his train trip from El Paso. Probably a brush fire, he was told by the conductor

The man, not used to the heat and grit of southwest New Mexico, wiped the perspiration and dust from his face with a silk handkerchief. Until several years ago, he had lived and worked in Chicago. He decided that was a much more civilized place. Opportunities for making fast money had brought him to El Paso. But he had not anticipated the dangers and the endless intrigue with all the competing armies. Their spies and agents had begun to threaten his business.

Trying to appear occupied, he retrieved a newspaper from under his arm and pretended to read the front page. The war news didn’t interest him, but a short article on the bottom of the page caught his eye. “Rioting Negro Soldiers from New Mexico to be court-martialed in November,” he read. He wondered how many soldiers remained to patrol the border, and the state of their morale.

Then he heard a name called. It wasn’t his name, but rather an agreed upon signal. 

“MISTER BARNES FROM DENVER?” a heavily accented voice said. It sounded melodious to the ear. “MISTER BARNES,” the voice repeated, coming closer to where the man stood.

He nodded to the young, Hispanic-looking bellboy. “Here,” he said, loud enough to catch the bellboy’s attention, but not loud enough to call attention from others.

“Someone looks for you, señor,” the bellboy said. “I will get him?”

“Yes, bring him here,” the man said. He handed the young man a dime.

*

“You’re late,” the man hissed to a shorter, younger, darker skinned man who had approached and was now standing only inches from him. “Were you lost?”

“Sorry, señor. Crossing the border es dangerous now,” the man responded with a shrug. His thick coarse hair was black, short, and crudely cropped off. He was dressed like a local—cotton shirt open at the neck, no jacket. The young man was noticeably out of place in the Hoover lobby, filled mostly with well-dressed white men parading around with great self-importance. The white men were mostly from Denver, Houston, or Santa Fe, conducting business with the army, local ranchers and miners, or with Mexicans who had come up from Chihuahua Province to purchase needed supplies. Everyone had something to sell, and could always find a buyer willing to pay top dollar for scarce merchandise.

“This business is muy importante, eh señor?” The shorter man’s dark, cold eyes studied the taller man, whom he had recognized immediately as his contact. They both held copies of the Houston Post, another recognition signal that had been arranged in advance. American? European maybe, he thought. It was difficult to tell with gringos.

“That is not your concern,” the white man responded crisply.

“Why do you call for me, eh?”

“It is a mission specially suited to your skills. You did very well with the last assignment,” the white man said quietly, looking casually around the lobby to ensure no one was listening. The white man felt uncomfortable here. He worried that he would be remembered meeting with a man like this one. But he was putting out a fire that, if allowed to burn, could eventually destroy the entire operation. Hiring this dangerous animal was a necessary part of his plan. 

“The money?” 

“The usual way. Half now and half when the job is done. It will be waiting for you as before, in Juarez.” The white man pulled a brown envelope from his coat pocket and slipped it to the shorter man beneath his newspaper. He scanned the lobby again. “Further instructions are inside, with the money. They’re in Spanish. You can read, I assume.”

Ignoring the comment, the younger man opened the envelope and looked inside. With his thumb and forefinger, he carefully touched each bill to ensure the amount was what they had agreed to earlier. Smiling, he pulled out a single sheet of paper before stuffing the money in his shirt.

The white man watched the young Indian quickly read the note, refold it, and stick it inside his shirt. “The brother must die, too,” he continued. “Together, in some type of altercation—ah, confrontation—that I’m sure you can arrange.” He disliked the idea of being involved with killing, but knew he had no other choice. “This must be done in January.” 

Today, I will help Standard Oil because they want Villa to win, he thought. In January, I sell to Carranza when he has money to pay me. A quick smile of contentment creased the otherwise expressionless face. 

The young man stared at him, but said nothing. 

“Everyone must wait until El Presidente has the money,” the white man said, a hint of contempt in his voice. 

The Indian nodded, well aware of what the gringo was talking about. His people had been smuggling for years along the white man’s border. After all, it was their border and had nothing to do with his people.

“Why do you want to kill this hombre? Did he insult your family?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“I usually kill Mexicans. I hate them and nobody cares, eh? But don’t worry. I will do this for you.”

“That’s good. If you have problems, you know how to contact us.” The white man knew it was time to leave. His eyes moved constantly about the lobby, searching out enemies. “Oh, one more thing,” he said to quickly wrap things up.

“Amigo?”

“When you complete your job you must disappear again. In Mexico. No one must ever know that you worked for us. Is that clear?”

“I understand this. But what about his people? And your own Federales? Will they not investigate? Look for me, maybe?”

“His knowledge will die with him,” he replied. “Remember. The rest of the money will be waiting for you in Juarez after the job is completed. At the same place.” The man turned away to signal the meeting was at an end. 

He walked across the lobby, mingling with other white men from out of town in their dark wool suits with starched collars. 

The Indian had no interest in following the gringo—it might be dangerous. And he had what he wanted—his money and a mission.


CHAPTER FOUR

The train racketed on into the night. The rhythmic sound of the wheels rolling over ribbons of steel echoed in the darkness, hour after hour. Its mind-numbing rhythm was mixed with the snores and coughing of passengers asleep or dozing in the coach. 

Unable to sleep, the smell of perspiration and body odors from the overdressed and unbathed packed into the railcar began to overwhelm his senses. Having lived in France among the wealthy, Harrison James had forgotten how others were forced to live. Tobacco smoke hung in the stale air, clinging to other odors. He knew if he opened the window, smoke and cinders from the firebox funnel would drift in. The train’s frequent stops had been helpful, but they were still an inadequate relief from what he considered to be almost insufferable conditions. Suffocating in the old wooden coach, he now wished he had waited for better accommodations in El Paso.

No babies cried. Harrison thought that seemed strange, but he was grateful for the fact. Leaving Chicago 36 hours earlier, he had fought his way through throngs of women and small children. Now, his car was filled with sleeping men in brown wool uniforms. The impeccably cut gray suit he wore seemed completely inappropriate. He tried again to sleep, leaning back against the headrest of his seat. But sleep was impossible. 

The steel beast hammered its way through the western corner of Texas and into New Mexico. Day turned to night, light into darkness and then back again. James had already seen 1200 miles of America pass by his grimy couch window. 

For most of the last eight hours he had watched the grassland turn into barren and empty plain. Looking out the dust-covered window at the gathering darkness, James couldn’t tell if the horizon was five or fifty miles away. Distances became illusion as objects seemed to shimmer and move about. But in the moonlight, he thought he could see faint outlines of mountains far to the north.

Harrison’s thoughts returned to the darkness of his car as the train chugged across the arid scrub land. Irritated, he opened the window slightly to allow the cigarette smoke to escape from the stuffy carriage. 

Harrison struggled against his own deep sense of loss. He would never see Bart again, and, to make matters even worse, the meeting with his mother hadn’t gone well. They never did. 

He considered his brief stay with her. He remembered walking up the wide marble steps, somberly observing the acres of neatly trimmed lawn and well-manicured gardens surrounding the great mansion. Its three stories seemed to lean over him threateningly, their blank windows reflecting the emptiness he felt inside. 

As children, Bart and he had only limited contact with their parents. They had been raised by servants, under the supervision of Jonathan, mother’s most trusted servant and confidant. The love Harrison had for his brother was the only nurturing experience inside those great walls. For his mother he felt nothing. She had given him nothing that he could love.

Harrison also knew that it had been different for Bart. His brother, younger by five years, had always strived to please his mother, and she had responded by lavishing her attention on him. Bart was everything she had wanted in a son. But Harrison was never jealous of his little brother. He understood.

Thinking about his mother, Harrison sighed long and hard. He tried not to blame her. That was always difficult and now that Bart had died—perhaps by his own hand—it had become impossible.

It had been four years since he was home. He had returned on that occasion only to bury his father. He was not surprised that his mother had not changed during his long absence in Europe. She remained slim, her silver hair piled high on her head, beautifully coifed and jeweled. When he arrived, she greeted him in a formal gown of deep blue. She came down the stairway slowly. Like a queen, he thought, a true blueblood. Her eyes were the first things he always noticed about her. They had remained young…and very hard.

At first, like Bart, he had made excuses for her snobbishness and cold, calculating behavior. “It was because she had a childhood of poverty, growing up in the tenements of Chicago,” they told their friends. The family secret—that she was a downstairs maid their father had fallen madly in love with—could never be revealed. But now, after all these years, it didn’t seem to matter to anyone but her. She had with great cruelty, cunning, and spirit created her own kingdom within Midwestern high society. In her world she ruled supreme. But, Harrison knew, in her soul, mother would always be that scheming, grasping maid. 

“You might have taken your hat off upon entering my home, Harrison,” she said when she reached the bottom of the stairs. They were the first words she had spoken to him. “Perhaps the people you know in Europe have more unique customs.” 

She’ll never change, Harrison thought, feeling the chill. 

“Your brother is buried,” she stated directly, staring into his eyes. “I laid him to rest in the family plot last week, beside his father.” She stared at him with distaste. “Tonight we will talk. Rest now,” she ordered and abruptly turned to walk away. “Jonathan will take your bags up.” It was pointless to try to continue the conversation, so he followed the butler up the curved staircase. His old room was at the far end of the hallway, next to Bart’s. The door to Bart’s room was closed and, he discovered upon trying to open it, locked. 

“Your mother has the only key,” Jonathan stated, flatly. And that was that.

Sitting in his room that evening, he looked over the many photographs adorning the wall and dresser. Most were of him and Bart. The last photograph of the two of them together was on the nightstand next to the bed. It was taken only four years earlier at their father’s funeral, just before Bart had gone to Washington to work in the War Department. He took the photo from the frame and folded it carefully into his jacket pocket. 

*

In the darkness of the train, James touched his chest pocket to make sure it was there. That’s all I have left of my brother, he thought. 

*

“Harrison,” his mother said later that first night, following dinner, “I have heard of your dalliances in Paris, Monte Carlo, and Madrid. Also of your gambling and fighting. Have you no shame?”

“I’m sorry, mother. Do I embarrass you?” he had asked sarcastically.

“You’re a disgrace to our family,” she stated coldly.

“To our family?”

“Yes. And the women you choose to associate with. Prostitutes. They’re women of no class or reputation. Why couldn’t you have been more like your brother?”

“Do you really think we’re any better than they? Money, mother—that’s what makes the world go around. You of all people understand that,” he said, grinning at her.

“Harrison,” Jonathan hissed from across the table. But too late.

She ignored the comment, turning to look out the large window onto her lawns. “Beautiful, aren’t they, Harrison?”

“Mother, we have important matters to discuss,” he said. He was determined to talk about business, knowing that was the only thing she really understood. “You remember the problems with the government, don’t you? You should. Your activities nearly destroyed the company.”

“You are exaggerating, as usual,” she responded, finally turning her attention back to her son. “Only a simple misunderstanding. Too much trouble over nothing.”

“Nothing, mother?”

“The problem resolved itself, Harrison.” 

“Resolved itself? You violated an international agreement on neutrality and disregarded the directives of the President of the United States. But for you it’s only a minor misunderstanding,” he said, suddenly white with anger.

“Eight months later we were in the war,” she told him. “As it turned out, we were actually contributing to the war effort. The French needed those munitions, but never got them. And we were forced instead to do business with bandits and revolutionaries.”

“Bandits and revolutionaries? What do you mean?”

“Our man in Texas—Jackson Smith. You remember him. He negotiated with buyers in El Paso willing to pay cash. They were Mexicans who worked with Standard Oil. They agreed to get our munitions to a Mexican bandit called Villa. They took everything off our hands.”

James was stunned by her matter-of-fact reply. “You don’t know anything about him? What does he intend to do with the munitions? Use them against our army?”

“No, Harrison. That bandit will use them against other Mexicans. Does that matter?”

“It matters,” James stated, incredulous.

“Yes, of course it does.” She gave him a smile of satisfaction. “We were paid in cash, Harrison.”

“Where is Smith now, Mother?”

“He no longer works for us,” she said, looking away.

She was lying, but James didn’t press it. “Do you want to know what I do to keep you and your business associates out of jail, Mother? How much I must pay legal staff here and in France?”

“You?” She said with contempt. “I met personally with Senator Albert Fall from New Mexico. He resolved the problem for us. With no assistance from you, I might add.”

“In return for what, mother? A deal with a Mexican rebel?” James asked. “You’re fortunate the Germans and Butcher could come up with no proof it was our company that made the deal with the French. Mother, you were trying to circumvent international law and the President of the United States. Not even I could have gotten the company out of that mess.”
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