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Everything of beauty must have at least one flaw in it. Otherwise people do not realize how beautiful it truly is.


Mrs. Ross is an expatriate American who has found a quiet life in the small Mexican village of San Juan, a place where she can be content, a place where no one knows the secrets of her shadowy past life. Until an ambitious American painter takes up residence in San Juan, attempting to depict—and expose—everything about the sleepy Mexican town. But he may have underestimated the lengths a seemingly harmless old woman will go to protect her secrets.
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Chapter 1
“But what if the young man is innocent?” asked Don Jaime. He spoke in Spanish with a lisping Castilian accent, an affectation that marked him as a man of some daring among Mexican politicians.
“Innocent!” Mrs. Ross put all the scorn of her seventy-one years into the word. “I tell you he is precisely like the other one!” Her Spanish lashed at him, full of overtones from countless kitchen maids and with hardly a trace remaining of her native English.
“But … but …” Don Jaime sputtered at her as only the mayor of a small town can sputter at a rich land owner and valued confidante. “You cannot come here and ask me to imprison a tourist simply because he reminds you of someone out of your past! Please? You cannot.” His shoulders hunched in a Latin shrug. “Emma, my dearest friend, we must remember that times change.”
“But young men don’t!”
They sat in Don Jaime’s upstairs parlor, a plaster and blue tile room of austere furnishings. It looked out on Mexico’s Lake Chapala from the waterfront of San Juan. Afternoon sunlight, reduced to narrow ribbons by venetian blinds, wove a tapestry of glowing yellow across the room.
An immense black upholstered chair enfolded Mrs. Ross, dwarfed her. She had presented this chair to Don Jaime on his Saint’s Day ten years ago because she could not endure sitting in any of his other furniture. Every other chair in the house presented unexpected corners, painful edges and sloping planes that kept you ever on the alert against being slid off onto the floor. She was convinced that none of these pieces had been designed for human beings.
Mrs. Ross wore a blue silk dress and a small blue-feathered hat over her grey hair. She looked like a shriveled dowager duchess: sharp-eyed and slightly sunburned so that the effect was a little horsey. Her face presented balanced planes that still revealed some of the beauty that age had covered.
Don Jaime held himself severely upright in a high-backed teak throne. He was a lean figure in a black business suit of European cut. His face—long, narrow and with pinched-in cheeks—looked like the face of the crucified Jesus that hung in San Juan’s church. Although two years older than Mrs. Ross, he still retained the glossy charcoal hair of his youth.
On this afternoon there had been the long, slow ritual conversation: the inquiries about health, about mutual friends, the state of the weather, of the crops (both agricultural and tourist), and a discussion of a recent fishing tragedy at Solas farther down the lake in which a father and son had drowned. The son had been known to Serena, Mrs. Ross’s current maid of all work.
During all their talk there had been persistent mouse-like sounds in a nearby room: one of Don Jaime’s serving girls making work there to eavesdrop.
But now Mrs. Ross was down to the object of her visit. “I know this young man’s type,” she said.
“What do you really know about him?” asked Don Jaime.
Mrs. Ross’s nose twitched in irritation. “His full name is Francis Andrew Hoblitt,” she said. “He comes from St. Louis. He is twenty-eight, unmarried, speaks little Spanish … and that poorly. I’m certain you’ve seen him around: a blond young man, always frowning.”
“And always carrying the drawing pad.” With two motions of his hands Don Jaime hung the squared-off pad shape in the air between them.
“The same. He lives in that little guest house that the Friesmans rent out. He drinks too much. He throws things … and he doesn’t like the new tax on foreign artists. He said vile things to the tax collector.”
She did not add that Hoblitt, while in wine, had pinched Lolita Veras on the bottom. Hoblitt was altogether the kind of tourist who made Mrs. Ross ashamed of her countrymen.
Don Jaime nodded, averted his eyes. He had been a widower for thirty-six years, and his manner betrayed a certain watchful caution with women (although he had courted Mrs. Ross when she first arrived in San Juan in 1937).
The detailed information about Hoblitt did not surprise Don Jaime. Through her many tenants and employees, Mrs. Ross ran a first class spy system—almost as good as Don Jaime’s own. And he knew that an absolute requirement for anyone working in Mrs. Ross’s immediate household was the ability to relay every bit of gossip heard in the market square. Serena, the current maid, shone above all others in this capacity—a two-legged recording device who chattered endlessly at her work, telling everything she saw or heard, spicing it all with local superstitions.
“Do you think this Hoblitt is a good painter?” ventured Don Jaime.
Mrs. Ross dismissed Francis Hoblitt’s work with one word: “Modern!”
Don Jaime scowled, thinking now about St. Louis, a name he had just heard in connection with Hoblitt. Don Jaime knew that St. Louis was a place name in América del Norte, very likely a large city. His knowledge of geography went little beyond awareness that Mexico City (called simply “Mexico” in the local idiom) lay somewhere vaguely eastward—not as far as the Gulf, but nonetheless a boring trip in his twelve-year-old chauffeur-driven Buick. He knew that Guadalajara lay northward up the superhighway, and that the Pacific Ocean billowed endlessly off in the west. América del Norte—that bottomless source of rich tourists—remained a geography book picture: a green, yellow, brown and pink blob occupying an immense frozen area north of the Rio Grande—which was a Mexican river.
Perhaps it is evil to come from St. Louis, thought Don Jaime. A breeding ground of gangsters, possibly.
He said: “You know St. Louis?”
“I’ve never been there.”
Mrs. Ross resigned herself to a few moments of diversionary questioning, but she resolved not to be put off. This business of Hoblitt and Paulita Romera could become tragic, she told herself.
Don Jaime pursed his lips. “St. Louis, then, is not near to Fairbanks?” Don Jaime had been told the fiction that Mrs. Ross came from Fairbanks, Alaska, a locale he had hopelessly misplaced. He thought of Alaska as being somewhere eastward, fronting on the Atlantic Ocean, and close by the capital of América del Norte, which was a city called New York.
“It’s at least three thousand miles from Fairbanks!” snapped Mrs. Ross.
Three thousand miles! An incomprehensible distance having something to do with kilometers. Don Jaime put it out of his mind.
“Perhaps it would serve if I detailed Beto to keep watch on this Señor Hoblitt,” said Don Jaime. By Beto he meant his nephew, Roberto García y Machado, a mustachioed braggart and police chief of San Juan.
Mrs. Ross had never reconciled herself to Mexican political nepotism. She scowled. “You know very well, Jaime, that Beto would be off drunk somewhere when anything serious happened, and he would show up later full of stupid excuses. This is much too critical for Beto.”
“But what do you expect me to do?”
“Trump up some charge against Señor Hoblitt, throw him in jail and have him deported. It’s really very simple.”
“Very simple!” Don Jaime threw up his hands.
“If you wish me to handle this myself, I shall!”
“Oh, no! No … no …” Don Jaime, instantly sobered, shook his head.
The last tourist that Emma Ross had handled herself had landed in the Guadalajara hospital, the innocent victim of a street riot, it was said, although it had been dark at the time and the only witnesses were a dozen or so tenant farmers from Mrs. Ross’s lands. There had followed a sharply worded note to Don Jaime from Don Tomás Norillega, minister in charge at the Dirección General de Turismo in Mexico City. The note’s substance had been: “See that such things are not repeated. They frighten away the tourists!”
“No,” said Don Jaime. “We will work out something.”
“I’m sure you will.”
Don Jaime turned to look out at the lake through the slatted blinds. The sun’s reflection lay like a molten copper puddle on the surface of the water. He squinted. A fly buzzed his head, evaded the warding hand to alight on the glossy black hair.
It was a tragic thing, he thought. In spite of the fact that he felt he knew the real situation with this Hoblitt, Don Jaime’s Latin heart ached with the story Mrs. Ross had told.
For her part, Mrs. Ross was reviewing the same story, wondering if she had left out some fact more apt to stir Don Jaime to action. She felt supremely sure of herself in this matter: Urgent action is required!
***



Chapter 2
It had begun two days ago—on Tuesday morning. The day had started (as most San Juan days did) with a stridency of church bells. A Protestant herself, Mrs. Ross frowned on this early morning clanging as a sort of pagan rite, especially when it was mixed with firecrackers. The crackers were an Indian custom, exploded to help a baby’s soul to heaven. Sure enough, staccato explosions cut across the morning sounds. Another baby had died in the night.
Mrs. Ross sniffed, sat up in her bed.
Mingled odors of scorched chili peppers, charcoal, bottled gas, and coffee wafted upward to her second-floor bedroom from the kitchen. She heard a sizzle of frying—Serena with the two breakfast eggs. Presently, Serena would appear with a tray: the eggs, buttered toast, fresh orange juice, and coffee. Like much of Mrs. Ross’s life, it was an unvarying ritual.
A burro brayed on the waterfront a block away. Answering yodels echoed from farther down the lake.
Mrs. Ross swung her skinny legs out of the bed into the patch of sunshine on the Mitla serape she used as a rug. She was entirely nude, a habit adopted during her first week in San Juan. Sunshine poured onto her bony knees like a warm, golden liquid. This first feeling of the morning sun on her body always made Mrs. Ross think of the old days in Alaska—icy winds, blowing snow. It gave her a sense of accomplishment to feel the sun.
So to work, she thought.
By eight-thirty, she had breakfasted, bathed, settled the usual petitions from some of her tenants, checked the account books, and sent Serena off to market for the day’s food and gossip. The morning ritual brought her now to the red-draped French doors that opened onto her balcony. She carried a hammered brass watering can, a gift from Don Jaime. It sloshed as she put it down.
Outside, growing in oblong pottery boxes along the rail, a green riot of herbs and spices perfumed the air. Their aroma penetrated the gap where the French doors did not quite meet. Mrs. Ross swung the doors open, inhaled, stretched.
The hot Mexican sun made her plants thrive so much better than they had in Alaska, she thought. But the parsley and chives drooped if they missed only one watering.
A Mexican bumblebee the size of a walnut buzzed the planters, sped off toward the copa de oro vine growing up the corner of the balcony.
Mrs. Ross looked down through the open work of the balcony rail, saw Paulita Romera—as always at this hour—sitting at the ground floor window of the house across the cobblestone street. Paulita held a fabric frame, sewing at punto de cruz—the tiny cross-stitches—working them into a floral pattern. Sometimes she knitted or tatted or crocheted intricate Mexican lace.
An exquisite young woman, thought Mrs. Ross: more beautiful than any hundred-dollar-a-night girl I’ve ever seen.
Paulita’s ebon hair was braided in two strands tied by red bows. There was a touch of the Indio in her skin: tan bordering on cocoa. But when she smiled it drew planes on her face that unveiled the Spanish invaders, particularly some Hidalgo beauty in her ancestry: haughty but yet passionate.
No doubt about it, Mrs. Ross thought, Paulita would be devastating the village males right now had not the paralysis taken away most of the use of her legs when she was ten.
Paulita heard the balcony doors. She paused in her work, smiled up at Mrs. Ross. “Good morning,” she called, using the English Mrs. Ross had taught her.
“Buenos días, Paulita.”
Mrs. Ross took up her watering can, stepped through the doorway.
It was then she noticed the American. He stood directly under her in the shadow of the balcony, sketch pad in hand, doing a charcoal drawing of Paulita at the window.
His name came to Mrs. Ross’s mind: Hoblitt, Francis Hoblitt.
She made it a point to learn the names of all gringos who came to San Juan, carefully observed them before she permitted them to see her. Not that she really expected anyone from the past to recognize her—what with the changed name and her beauty withered away by the years and sun.
Still … there was always the chance: an old customer, one of her girls. And this was such a simple precaution. It would make things insufferable in San Juan should the natives learn of her past.
Mrs. Ross studied Hoblitt: the intensity of the man at his work—slashing strokes of pencil, blots of black on the paper. The artist was a blond, athletic type with corded muscles showing at the shoulders beneath a white shirt. His features, as Mrs. Ross recalled, were stern, full of angular abruptness. He had been in San Juan only a month, but already was tanned a rich shade of golden oak.
Something about the man plucked at Mrs. Ross’s memory. The thought darted away before she could label it. She began watering her plants, tried to recall—What? Something. It definitely had been something.
Irritation at the young man touched Mrs. Ross. Usually at this hour she carried on a conversation, back and forth across the street, with Paulita. This morning—Hoblitt standing there—it was out of the question. Paulita was too busy with the eye-dodging game, a type of flirting in which all Mexican young women became adepts starting at the age of three.
From her second-floor vantage, Mrs. Ross could see through Paulita’s window to the floor of the Romera house: the crutches beside the chair, the red and black serape thrown across the young woman’s almost useless legs. Mrs. Ross knew that the window ledge would conceal these things from the artist. It crossed her mind that this made a more kindly portrayal. Hoblitt saw just a beautiful young woman at her window—very Spanish.
The watering can gurgled its empty signal as Mrs. Ross finished with the last of the chives. She put down the can, leaned over the rail to peer at Hoblitt.
“I see you’re an artist,” she said, as though she had not known this fact since his second day in the village.
Hoblitt did not answer. He made a slashing mark at the bottom of the sketch, thrust the pad beneath his left arm, stalked off up the street and around the corner. Not once did he look up to see who had spoken.
Mrs. Ross shrugged, smiled at Paulita, took up the brass can, went indoors. She had grown to ignore the ways of her countrymen, especially of the artist-folk who had been appearing lately here in San Juan, at Ajijic, and at Solas. Still—the man’s gesture of irritation added to the nagging sureness that there was something about him … something she should remember.
“Turistas!” she muttered.
She put the watering can on a chair for Serena to collect, drew the draperies in preparation for the heat of the day. The cloth dulled the sounds from outside.
Now came a special moment in the morning ritual. Through the red-washed gloom, she crossed to a carved Jocotapec sideboard that stood polished and civilized against a plaster wall. There, she mixed herself a glass of Cuban rum and vanilla.
The drink reminded her of the blonde girl who had introduced her to it: Gertie something, an unsmiling Nordic female who hadn’t attracted much business. Too intense.
Mrs. Ross sipped her drink.
But that was in another country, and besides the wench is dead, she thought.
A feeling of relaxed satisfaction crept through Mrs. Ross. She took another sip. This time for relaxation was one of the things she had promised herself the day she paid off the girls, withdrawn her savings, and left for the tropics. This and hot sunlight. She began to giggle with an abrupt thought: Sunlight inside and sunlight outside!
In that instant, with the laughter still in her throat, memory struck Mrs. Ross. She put down her drink, all pleasure gone from it.
Gertie, of course, she thought. And seeing that Hoblitt at his work—the way he acts. He’s precisely like the young artist who knifed Gertie … when he found out how she made her living. Even looks like him. Same scowling kind of a face.
She recalled what the young artist had screamed as the mob dragged him into the night to hang him: “But she was deformed! She was deformed! I only cut away some filth! Painted filth! Deformed!”
Mrs. Ross shook her head to drive out the memory of his voice. The damned fool. Melodramatic to the end … and so … empty.
She looked at her rum and vanilla. No use going back to it.
The ritual had been shattered.
Later, she barked at Serena, found fault with the meat at lunch, even snarled at the pair of nuns, mouse-eyed in sexless brown, who came nibbling at her afternoon to collect for church bells.
Word circulated through San Juan: It was one of Mrs. Ross’s “days.”
The next morning, Hoblitt returned to his position beneath the balcony with a partly completed oil painting and portable easel. There was a stubble of golden beard on his cheeks, paint stained his hands, and he was squinting against the brilliance of the early sunlight as though he had arisen without enough sleep. He wedged the canvas onto the easel, bent to work.
Above him Mrs. Ross fumed. She banged her water can, almost wished she dared spill some on the artist. A restless night had left her in no mood to forgive the arouser of old memories.
Hoblitt wore a white shirt open at the neck, white trousers and tennis sneakers. A blond duck-curl of hair at the nape of his neck lifted when he bent his head. He worked with a smooth sureness that surprised Mrs. Ross. The brush dipped and twisted on the pallet, poised over the canvas—then slid through a controlled flurry of color and shape.
Mrs. Ross glanced across the street, admitted to herself: He’s right—morning light is best.
It gave Paulita’s face a translucent look, put gold flecks in her brown eyes. It bronzed the rust spots on the bars of the iron shutters that stood open against the sides of the window alcove. The red bricks framing the window appeared more red in the early sun, as did the bows in Paulita’s hair. And the old plaster of the wall around the window gained a deeper texture from cross lighting.
Paulita was back at the eye-dodging game with the artist this morning. She had interrupted it only long enough to exchange greetings with Mrs. Ross. The girl turned her head as though to look directly at Hoblitt. (She did this almost every time he paused to study the scene.) Then she shifted her attention past him, through him, above him. Never once did she get caught looking directly at him. But she saw him—knew every move he made.
Mrs. Ross finished the watering, put down the brass can with unnecessary noise, peered over the rail. The face on the canvas, seen from this oblique angle, looked to be a clear likeness—not at all the gaudy, sunburst splashes that rioted through Hoblitt’s other work on sale at the Tienda Moderna.
The Paulita of the painting sat at her punto de cruz, apparently more subdued than in real life, but nonetheless vital and dramatic. She appeared just about to turn her head and look straight out of the picture.
He’s caught the eye-dodging game! thought Mrs. Ross.
A sense of grudging admiration filled her. The painting displayed a depth of feeling … and more. With a sense of shock, she realized that this newcomer, this turista, had also seen right through to the basic moodiness these people never quite shook off.
Mrs. Ross lifted her head, studied the real girl in the window. The painting had pulled a veil from the scene. She saw the touch of malice lurking in the fawn eyes, the anger lines at the edges of the passionate mouth, the cruelty in the straight Castilian nose. It made Mrs. Ross think of Old Spain and the señoritas—the lovely virgins—sitting at their windows: waiting, waiting.
Hoblitt put pallet and brushes onto a rack attached to the cross arm of the easel, turned, stared up at Mrs. Ross. His brows stood out whitely against the tan.
“Don’t you have anything else to do besides look over my shoulder?” he asked.
Speechless, Mrs. Ross stiffened with anger.
“Why don’t you go stir your kettle or something?” asked Hoblitt. “It’s very distracting to have someone looking down like that all the time.”
“Well!” exploded Mrs. Ross. She whirled, fled into her house, slammed the French doors. What an insufferable young man! Things she should have said tumbled through her mind. The very idea! Her anger demanded action. She stalked through the house to the back garden, a space enclosed by high adobe walls and filled with a jungle of green leaves, blue, yellow, and flaming blooms. She grabbed a trowel off the potting table. Why … the very idea! She beat a frenzied rhythm with the trowel on the table. What gall! She fought back her fury, turned to the garden, began weeding around the hibiscus.
Shortly before noon, Serena returned from the market. She had been talking to María Carlotta, the Friesmans’ maid, who also cleaned for their tenant, Hoblitt.
Serena was short statured, her tubular body encased in a heavy cotton dress of Carmelite brown that reached below the calf. She had big features, high cheekbones. The large nose, without indentation at the bridge, sloped into a flat forehead and oily black hair. This hair was parted in the middle, swept back in two braids that fell almost to her waist. A profile view of Serena looked like one of the carved stone Aztec figures in the Museo Nacional. She spoke a coarse Spanish full of village-isms. And some ancestor had given her a mobile voice that unconsciously imitated whomever she quoted.
“Such a terrible morning in the market,” she said. “Pareno again has raised the price of oranges! He has no right! He is an evil man. I have seen him spit during a rainstorm! He will come to no good end.”
She moved about the whitewashed kitchen in a determined, mechanical way—unloading her market basket, hanging her shawl on a peg beside the gas stove.
Mrs. Ross, stinking of a patent sunburn lotion (she had worked too long in the garden) watched from the dining room doorway.
The kitchen was a high room (a story and a half) skylighted to the southeast. Serena’s sandals echoed slap-slap-slap in the space. A pot of beans on a back burner emitted sporadic burps. Aromas of chili, coffee, frying tortillas, onions, and beans overrode the bottled gas smell. There was a residue of odors in the room from all the past meals that seemed to enfold every new aroma.
“The water reservoir is very low today,” said Serena. She began stirring something in a bowl. “There was another failure of the generation during the night.” (By generation she meant electrical generation, a chancy service in San Juan.) “Without the generation the pump of the water could not serve.”
Familiar aromas and the glaring, chalky feeling of the kitchen combined with Serena’s chatter to lull Mrs. Ross into a semi-trance. She rocked back and forth on her feet as she listened.
“This Señor Hoblitt,” said Serena, “María Carlotta says that sometimes he tears up a painting before it is finished.” She introduced chopped onion into a reddish-brown sauce simmering on the front of the stove, returned to the metate where she began reducing two tomatoes to pulp.
Mrs. Ross murmured automatically: “How brutal.” She stirred herself to wakefulness, wondered what would be the fate of Paulita’s portrait.
“Yes!” said Serena. “And, you know, María Carlotta saw him rip pages from a perfectly good magazine once … and burn them! And he cursed the pages while they burned!” She cast a baleful glance at Mrs. Ross. “It makes great danger to curse in front of an open fire.”
“Truly, a man of no sensitivity,” said Mrs. Ross.
“Yes! And when the flowers in his vases wilt, he rages. Such language, God preserve us.” Serena crossed herself with a hand dripping redly of tomato. “And then he must have fresh flowers in his room or the walls tremble from his roaring.” She shook her head, braids swinging. “A real artist, that one.”
Mrs. Ross nodded. Her mind had veered off to the other artist, the one who had killed Gertie. A fearful association began to form in her mind: This Hoblitt is probably just as empty-headed crazy as the other one. What happens when he discovers that Paulita is … deformed … that her beauty doesn’t extend beneath the windowsill?
She shook her head to clear it. These were insane thoughts. But she wondered then if it might not be best to visit Don Jaime, have the source of the irritation removed—perhaps deported.
Serena began loading a tray with food, said: “Someone should warn that man: it makes the most terrible danger to remove dead flowers from a house except after dark.” She lifted the tray. “Comida!”
Mrs. Ross stepped aside for Serena to pass. I’ll visit Paulita this afternoon, she thought. Perhaps she could complain to Don Jaime.
***




Chapter 3
In the courtyard of Paulita Romera’s home a somnolent humming of insects arose from potted flowers around the arcade edge. It was an old house (more than two hundred years) built of adobe and hand-carved beams. A curious interlacing of odors filled the place: mouldy earth, a sharp touch of charcoal smoke, faint acridity from the pigsty and chicken pens out back behind an organ cactus fence—all dominated by the hothouse aromas of flowers.
The old aunt who cared for Paulita, a bent and withered creature in a brown dress of the same cut as Serena’s, admitted Mrs. Ross with a murmured, “Buenas tardes.” Mrs. Ross could hear the pat-pat-pat of someone making tortillas. There was the dry whisking of a broom coming from one of the rooms opening onto the arcade. The aunt clanged the caonzel gate behind them, motioned to where Paulita, wearing a red blouse and with a faded green robe over her legs, sat sewing in the shaded area outside the sala.
An arch of Moorish fretwork framed the girl’s position. The punto de cruz was a red and yellow splash on her lap. Her crutches leaned against a nearby column from which paint was peeling in scabrous patches.
“Good afternoon,” called Paulita. She spoke English because she felt it gratified Mrs. Ross to see how her only student had retained the lessons.
“Good afternoon, Paulita.” Mrs. Ross acquiesced to the choice of tongues, but secretly bridled at the constrictions in English. The thoughts she wanted to convey could be said with more delicate fulsomeness in Spanish.
“It is such a hot day,” said Paulita. “Come into the shade.”
Mrs. Ross crossed the courtyard, thought about the insight to Paulita’s character revealed by the portrait: the cruelty, the iron pride, the malice. A sense of outrage at the artist came over her, as though she had caught a peeping Tom at the window.
The aunt scurried up with a cane chair from the sala, effaced herself with a murmurous, “Dispense me.” She retired to the back of the house, long skirt swishing about her black-clad ankles.
“Do sit down,” said Paulita.
Mrs. Ross resigned herself to the creaking, angular chair, felt it bite into the backs of her legs. Mexican furniture! she thought, sighing.
“It has been hot,” she said. “I’ll be glad when the rains start.”
“The lake is very low this year,” said Paulita. She bit off a thread, glanced sidelong at Mrs. Ross. “You’ve come to talk about the artist. I saw you watching him this morning.”
The girl displayed a decidedly un-Spanish directness when she spoke English, Mrs. Ross thought. She wondered if there might not be an inherent straightness to the language, said: “He strikes me as a very boorish person.”
“I heard what he said to you,” said Paulita. “But I’m sure he means no harm. It is merely …” she shrugged. “… that he is so concerned about his work. Artists, you know.” She glanced down, plucked at a tuft in the robe over her legs.
“Perhaps he doesn’t mean any harm,” said Mrs. Ross. “But I still think he’s boorish. Did he ask you if he could paint your portrait?”
“No. We have not spoken.” Paulita looked up, bent towards Mrs. Ross, dark eyes glistening. “But you have seen the portrait! Is it a good likeness?”
How like a Latin woman! thought Mrs. Ross. “Quite a passable likeness,” she admitted.
“I knew it!” Paulita sat back. “He takes so much time with everything—mixing the paints, testing. She giggled. “Did you see how he dripped paint all over his hands?”
“Don’t you think it’s rude to paint your picture without asking permission?” countered Mrs. Ross.
It was as though Paulita had not heard. “And is he not a handsome young man?” she asked. “So fierce in the eyes!”
“To be sure,” murmured Mrs. Ross. A mosquito whined above her left wrist. She slapped it, recoiled at the stinging in her sunburn. That damnable young man! It was obvious that Paulita would never complain. Mrs. Ross realized that she would have to take the matter up with Don Jaime herself.
But what can I tell him? she wondered.
Paulita drew in a deep breath that filled her red blouse with nubile bust line. “I wish I could see the painting,” she sighed.
A pang touched Mrs. Ross. The girl had so few pleasures, and this painting obviously intrigued her. She still talked of the photographer who had taken her portrait in color for the magazine Revista Nacional.
But the photographer, being Mexican, had asked permission. Mrs. Ross hardened her heart. There’s inherent tragedy in this situation, she told herself. This poor girl is being led to dream foolish things. And here she is … deformed, and without …
Abruptly, Mrs. Ross saw how to present the problem to Don Jaime.
I will see him tomorrow! she thought.
***





Chapter 4
In his parlor, Don Jaime turned away from the copper puddle of sun reflection the lake, brushed the fly from his hair, cleared his throat.
Mrs. Ross stirred out of her reverie, glanced at her jeweled lapel watch. Less than a minute had passed.
“Emma, my dearest friend,” said Don Jaime in his lisping Spanish, “it is that you fear the young man will do harm to Paulita, no?”
“Precisely.”
“But you cannot be certain of this thing.”
“Who would take a chance in such a matter?” demanded Mrs. Ross.
Don Jaime pursed his lips, pinched in his cheeks. He looked more than ever like the figure of the crucifix. “But, of course. However, I would very much like to see this painting.”
Mrs. Ross stiffened. She had learned to be wary of Don Jaime’s digressions when coming to a point.
“A natural desire, no?” asked Don Jaime.
“What do you propose?” asked Mrs. Ross.
“I will use all of the tact of which I am capable,” said Don Jaime. “I will be the soul and heart of discretion. We will be together, the artist and I, with the painting before us. What could be more natural than to lead the conversation around to Paulita’s tragic condition?”
“God preserve us!” blurted Mrs. Ross. “That’s the very thing you mustn’t do!”
“But why not?”
“I told you what the other artist did when he learned of the girl’s deformity!” (Mrs. Ross had altered the story of Gertie slightly, then realized that possibly the girl had been deformed—although not in a physical sense.)
Don Jaime’s brows contracted in a puzzled frown. He thought: It is possible that the young man does not know about Paulita’s legs. But could it make such a difference as that?
“It this a characteristic of all artists from América del Norte?” he asked.
“Only of a certain type,” said Mrs. Ross. “And this one shows all the symptoms of being that type.”
Don Jaime nodded. “To be sure.” And then so low that Mrs. Ross almost missed it: “Gringos!”
“You have come to a decision?” ventured Mrs. Ross.
A sigh convulsed Don Jaime’s thin chest. “As God wills it.” He raised a finger. “But such things take time! It must be done with circumspection.” Then, to let Mrs. Ross know that he was not an utter fool: “… not like the one who had to go to the hospital.”
Mrs. Ross coughed, raised a hand to her mouth to hide a smile. She composed herself, lowered the hand. “I knew I could trust you, Jaime. You have so much experience in matters of the world, such a penetrating mind. You’re the only one who can handle this in a way that will avert tragedy.”
“You are too kind,” murmured Don Jaime. And he thought: Could it be? Is this possible? The young man appears so talented—so simpático.
***






Chapter 5
The next morning, Friday, Mrs. Ross again found Hoblitt bent over his easel in the shade of the balcony when she emerged to water her plants. The brush moved at a furious rate: dip and stroke, dip and stroke. Little rivers of color blended into the portrait. Paulita’s figure appeared almost completed, but the background still showed raw patches of canvas.
Fortified by her angry reveries, Mrs. Ross thought: Just say something to me today, Mr. Smart Alec! I’ll burn your ears off!
But Hoblitt ignored her presence.
Mrs. Ross sniffed. Paint away, fool! You’ll be gone soon.
Paulita executed and advanced ploys in the eye-dodging game, looked up at the balcony. “Good morning, Mrs. Ross.”
“Buenos días, Paulita.”
It stopped there, inhibited by the presence beneath the balcony.
Mrs. Ross smiled, though, paused to admire Paulita. The young woman still worked at the punto de cruz. A great red poinsettia was emerging beneath her needle. She wore green bows in her hair this morning, but Mrs. Ross noted that Hoblitt thus far had ignored the color change. The bows of the painting remained red.
The easel creaked as Hoblitt adjusted its position, studied the scene.
Paulita stopped to thread a needle, used the diversion for a series of new gambits in eye-dodging.
Mrs. Ross shook her head in admiration. She could not be certain because of the angle, but she thought she saw Hoblitt grin before he again bent to his work. For no reason she could explain, this sent Mrs. Ross’s thoughts into the penetrating character analysis emerging beneath the artist’s brush: passionate but cruel—that was the Paulita of the portrait.
Anger flared in Mrs. Ross. A damnable young man! Coming in here without asking! Disrupting a nice, orderly life!
She slammed the French doors as she went inside.
***







Chapter 6
At noon, Serena bustled in, her shopping basket on one thick, brown arm. The basket bulged with tomatoes, bananas, a brown paper package of meat, a stack of tortillas wrapped in cloth, onions, oranges, a mound of green chili peppers. She began recounting her morning’s net of gossip as she unloaded the basket onto the grey boards of the kitchen table.
“In the evening of yesterday,” she said, “Don Jaime made for himself a visit to the Señor Hoblitt.”
Mrs. Ross experienced a cold sensation in her stomach. She stood in the doorway to the dining room, just out of the chalk glare that always filled the kitchen at mid-day.
“And María Carlotta, who delivered some fruit to the little house just then, saw them drinking together—gin and limes in the large glasses!”
Mrs. Ross’s lips formed the automatic reply: “How brutal.”
“And they looked at a painting which the Señor Hoblitt keeps in a locked box when he is not working on it. Don Jaime said he likes this painting very much.”
“You mean the portrait of Paulita,” sad Mrs. Ross.
“No, Señora.” Serena crossed to the sink, began rinsing tomatoes in a bowl of water. She spoke over her shoulder: “This is another one. This is probably the one Don Jaime is buying.”
“Buying?” Mrs. Ross stared at Serena’s brown-clad back, the two dark braids jerking like animated bell-pulls.
“Yes. María Carlotta says that Don Jaime buys one of the paintings, but she has not seen it. The Señor Hoblitt keeps it in the locked box.”
The mystery of this caught Mrs. Ross’s interest. And, for some reason, it disquieted her. She thought: What did that fool Jaime say to Hoblitt?
She said: “Did not María Carlotta overhear their conversation?”
“Not very much of it, Señora.” Serena crossed to the stove with an earthen bowl which she sat on a rear burner. “The Señor Hoblitt ordered María Carlotta from the house, although he had not completed sorting his fruit. She heard them laughing, however, as she left.” Serena lowered her voice, peered at Mrs. Ross from slitted eyes. “They were discussing espionage! María Carlotta heard the word, and that is all she cares to say about it.”
Espionage? Mrs. Ross shook her head sharply. She felt that the sense of the conversation had veered off into a region where she could not follow.
“Espionage!” repeated Serena. She returned to the sink for another bowl.
Mrs. Ross felt an unexplainable tightness in her throat, wondered if she was coming down with one of the recurrent tropic maladies that she wrote off as the price of the sunshine.
Serena shuffled back to the stove, poured meat stock into the earthen pot, turned up the gas flame, faced Mrs. Ross. The Aztec features looked flat and avid. “The Señor Hoblitt has given to María Carlotta two positively new pairs of nylons,” she said. She looked accusingly at her employer, who only released nylons when they had runs and must be repaired by the girl in the Tienda Moderna at a cost of fifty centavos each.
Mrs. Ross pulled at her lower lip. She was thinking about Don Jaime’s visit to Hoblitt. Two hours together! And not the first time, evidently. Then: Espionage?
Serena’s last announcement registered slowly, expanding like a balloon until it burst on Mrs. Ross’s consciousness: Two pairs of new nylons! A bribe!
Espionage! It occurred to Mrs. Ross that the kitchen-maid grapevine in San Juan worked in two directions.
“Has the Señor Hoblitt been asking questions about me?” she demanded.
Serena’s expression drifted into bland vacuity. “I cannot say, Señora. Maybe yes, maybe no.”
Even if she did know she wouldn’t tell me! thought Mrs. Ross. She realized that she had violated a basic rule of the grapevine: one did not suggest even remotely that one’s own servant revealed private confidences.
Serena turned away, fussed with the stove.
Mrs. Ross stared at the woman’s implacable back. At least once a day Serena extinguished the gas flame by trying to coax more heat out of it by fanning it like a charcoal fire. The stupid!
“I’m not feeling well,” said Mrs. Ross. “I’ll just have some soup. You may serve me in the bedroom.”
She left before Serena could begin detailing all the deaths from various incurable blights that had stricken San Juan the previous month.
And it wouldn’t do a bit of good to question Don Jaime, Mrs. Ross thought as she climbed the stairs to her bedroom. He’s close up just like Serena. When you get right down to it, they’re all alike! Always gossiping! No one’s safe from it!
The bedroom looked shadowy and inviting with all the blinds pulled. Thin strips of slatted light wavered across the bedspread, climbed up the tall mahogany ropero where she kept her clothes on gringo hangers. The bedspread was one Paulita had made: blue herons cross-stitched on a white background.
Mrs. Ross sat on the edge of the bed, rubbed a hand across the rough surface beside her. The sore throat was growing more pronounced. She sensed the hush outside that came over San Juan at siesta time. A sigh lifted her shoulders.
Perhaps I’ve been pushing myself too hard lately, she thought. Maybe I should spend a few days in bed. It doesn’t pay to take chances with these Mexican germs.
She lay back on the bed, her thought growing to decision. Just a day or two in bed. She yawned, listening for Serena with the luncheon tray. And the thought occurred to her that she would be besieged by little cups and bowls of herbal remedies if she stayed in bed. Two tribulations of being ill in San Juan were the sudden martinet officiousness of Serena and the procession of native medicines delivered by narrow-faced girl children with dirty legs and wearing oversized hand-me-down head shawls.
And there was no stopping Serena’s outpouring of epidemic calamities, each closed by the ominous portents that had warned of disaster: “… if only they had known.”
***








Chapter 7
On Sunday, the second morning of Mrs. Ross’s “illness,” Serena entered the sick chamber at eight-thirty, shouldering the door open while she protected the breakfast tray in her thick arms. She wore an orange bib apron over her black “church” dress. Her braids were tied off by two bits of silver ribbon rescued from a Christmas wrapping the previous year. On the tray was the diet she considered fitting for the ill: two eggs coddled in milk, orange juice, one piece of dry toast. And instead of coffee, she had brought this morning a cup of Jamaica tea looking faintly pinkish in a yellow cup.
Mrs. Ross had been awake since the first church bells had begun calling to Mass at five-thirty. But there was no way to get Serena to bring breakfast earlier.
“The sick need more sleep!” Serena would say. Then would come the calamitous case histories of those who had ignored this warning.
Mrs. Ross listened to Serena’s sandals slapping across the tile floor, heard them go mute on the serape-rug. She turned, looked up at the maid.
Serena’s Aztec face held a look of pleased grief. There was a small bandage on the middle finger of her right hand. She had burned herself at the gas stove the previous day. Mrs. Ross knew that the bandage would stay there at least two days past the point of complete healing—a reminder of martyrdom.
“Father Aguilar said Mass for the repose of Hector Reliquero’s soul this morning,” said Serena.
Mrs. Ross blinked. “Oh?” Then she remembered: Reliquero—that’s the young fisherman from Solas who drowned.
Serena put the breakfast tray on the nightstand while she raised the blinds at the window beside the bed half way. (To raise window blinds all the way in a sick room created great danger.) Still, there was a warm wash of sunshine across the edge of the bed. Mrs. Ross bathed a hand in it. Serena bent, helped her employer sit up, adjusted the nightgown worn at these times as a concession to propriety.
The glow of sunlight failed to dispel a cold gloom that dripped from the maid’s every motion as she deposited the tray in Mrs. Ross’s lap.
“On the radio, it was said that an entire busload of religious pilgrims was killed in an accident near Oaxaca last night,” she announced.
Mrs. Ross grimaced. Yesterday, it had been the collapse of a building in Italy. Serena’s recording-device memory switched automatically to these things at the first hint of sickness. Global news services kept her saturated with avalanches, floods, train accidents, hotel fires.…
“Anyone from San Juan on the bus?” asked Mrs. Ross.
“They have not yet released the names of the dead.” Serena folded her arms, stared at the breakfast tray.
Alerted, Mrs. Ross studied the array of food, noted the washed-out pinkish-brown of what should have been a cup of coffee. She pointed to it. “What’s that?”
“Jamaica tea, Señora.”
“Jamaica tea?”
“My sainted mother, Señora, if only we had given her Jamaica tea soon enough, I am sure she would not have died when she did.” Serena crossed herself.
“Take it away.”
“But Señora!” Serena stiffened into her martinet pose. “It has a delicious flavor and …”
“I said take it away!”
Even martinets wilted at this tone. Serena sniffed, as much as to say: “Let your death be on your own shoulders then!” She put the offending cup on the nightstand.
“Well, what are you waiting for?” demanded Mrs. Ross.
Serena’s face retained an impassive scowl. She dipped a hand into the pocket of her orange apron, produced a thin package wrapped in tan kraft paper. “The Señor Hoblitt sends you this.” She held it out. “It is a picture.”
Mrs. Ross accepted the offering. Hoblitt? She unfolded the paper. It crackled, and one corner tore. Inside there lay a tempera crayon sketch of herself. The features were drawn boldly without background, but the artist had removed about twenty years from her age: more pink in the complexion, fewer wrinkles around the eyes, cheeks fuller, hair a dark auburn-red.
The portrayal looked very much like the Emma Ross who had come to San Juan in nineteen-thirty-seven. For several heartbeats, Mrs. Ross wondered if this might be Hoblitt’s subtle way of telling her that he knew all. Then she calmed herself, thinking: The man isn’t capable of such subtlety. Still, she wondered: Who told him what color my hair used to be? That’s something he couldn’t get just from looking at me.
“A good likeness, no?” said Serena. “It looks just the way you did when you first came to us.” She nodded. “If you do not want the little portrait, Señora, perhaps you could give it to me. It would be very nice to have.” (And the tone of Serena’s voice added: “… after you are dead.”)
Mrs. Ross shook her head, studied the sketch. She saw the same kind of character penetration that was revealed in the painting of Paulita and was repelled by it. There was a heavy-lidded, furtive look to her eyes, a sense of watchfulness in the set of the head.
“Was there a message?” asked Mrs. Ross.
Serena spoke stiffly, angered by the casual denial of her request: “It is on the back.”
Mrs. Ross turned the sketch over, saw there in a scrawling hand: “I apologize for snapping at you. Blame it on a lousy breakfast that day. Let’s be friends.”
How very odd, thought Mrs. Ross. She turned back to the drawing. It was an irritating thing, not at all the way she pictured herself. A thought struck her. She said: “Has this Hoblitt made a large painting of me, Serena?”
“Who knows?” Serena shrugged. “María Carlotta says there are other paintings which the Señor Hoblitt keeps in a locked box. It is said that he prepares them for the show by foreign artists to be held soon at the University of Mexico. It is next week, I think.”
Mrs. Ross lifted her attention from the sketch, stared at the ropero opposite the foot of the bed, thought: If he’s made a large portrait like that and displays it at a public showing … She shuddered. God knows who might see it!
Serena cleared her throat.
I must do something, thought Mrs. Ross. If he has made such a portrait, perhaps I could buy …
Again, Serena cleared her throat.
“What is it?” demanded Mrs. Ross.
“Don Jaime has sent Dr. Herrera to examine you.”
Anger flared in Mrs. Ross. “That miserable incompetent! Why does Don Jaime always have to send him? Tell the fool to go back where he came from!”
Secure in the knowledge of past victories, Serena raised her attention to the ceiling. “He awaits even now outside your door, Señora.” She sighed. “Within the sound of your voice.”
“Let him wait! And bring me some coffee!” Mrs. Ross took up her toast, dipped it into the milk and coddled egg, began eating. She thought: I wonder how much money Hoblitt would want for …
“But coffee makes danger before a visit of the doctor!” Serena looked horrified that Mrs. Ross would not remember this witch signal of disaster.
Mrs. Ross swallowed a bite of her food, took a deep breath, composed herself. She recalled a similar argument during her previous illness. But she had learned even before that how to meet such situations. One did not lunge into them head on: one rolled with the punch.
“If I must see the doctor to get my coffee, then I must,” said Mrs. Ross. “Send the fool in, then bring me the coffee.”
“If the doctor says it is permitted,” countered Serena.
Mrs. Ross closed her eyes, held her temper. The effort showed in the tightness of her voice: “I will see Dr. Herrera.”
“Yes, Señora.” Serena bowed herself out of the room backward, as though withdrawing from the presence of royalty.
Dr. Herrera replaced her in the doorway, strode into the room, calling out: “Ah, ha, what have we here?” His Spanish was full of dropped endings, short vowels—the Mexico City accent.
“Indisposition, no more,” snapped Mrs. Ross. She took a final bite of the toast, put the tray beside her on the bed.
The doctor put his bag on the floor, pulled up a cane chair. It creaked under him. Dr. Herrera was a large man—both tall and broad—with a square, heavy-jowled face, Indian-black hair touched by grey at the temple. He radiated a confidence that soothed sick tourists. Beyond a few medical terms, the doctor spoke perhaps fifteen words of English. Among them: “Hello there.” “Goodbye now.” and “Take this as directed.”
“No malaise of the stomach?” he asked. (Dr. Herrera was convinced, with some justification, that most North Americans’ medical problems originated in the stomach or intestines.)
“I’m not a tourist!” barked Mrs. Ross.
“But, of course,” said Dr. Herrera. “Was I not in the courtroom on the day you became a citizen of our beloved country?”
“Maybe you were,” agreed Mrs. Ross. Then: “You’ll notice they didn’t expropriate my properties!”
“To be sure.” Dr. Herrera put a hand to her forehead, looked thoughtful. “The appetite is good?”
“Yes! If that fool Serena would only fix me some decent food.”
The doctor took his hand away, patted the edge of the bed. “The indisposition: does it pain you in any particular place?”
Mrs. Ross felt that she was being bullied. She pushed back into the pillows, muttered almost against her will: “A little soreness of the throat, no more.”
“Ah, but one must not leave these things unattended.” One of Dr. Herrera’s ape-like arms reached down to the floor beside him. He unsnapped the bag, removed a tongue-depressor. “Let us observe the throat, eh?”
“It’s not that bad,” protested Mrs. Ross. And, indeed, she could barely feel the soreness that had kept her wakefully irritated during the night.
“All the same,” insisted Dr. Herrera. He moved the depressor toward her mouth.
Mrs. Ross found herself going through the ridiculous routine of saying, “Ahhhhh.” It made her cough.
When the coughing spell subsided, Dr. Herrera said: “I will send the girl with an injection. You have picked up a little virus. There is some around here just now.”
“No injections!” protested Mrs. Ross.
Dr. Herrera ignored the interruption. He removed a glass tube of pills from his bag. “And here is some Viotalidina, just in case there is an involvement of the stomach, eh? I will leave these with Serena. One little pastilla every four hours. And you must increase your intake of liquids.”
“Let Serena take the pills,” growled Mrs. Ross. Then: “Oh, and tell her it’s permitted for me to have coffee.”
Dr. Herrera grasped the bag, lifted his bulk out of the cane chair. He smiled, a tourist-soothing, confident expression that made him look like a Buddha with hair. “But of course. You will drink the coffee to wash down the pastillas.” He bowed. “I will look in on you in two days.”
Mrs. Ross, seeing that she would pay for her coffee by swallowing the pills, started to protest, then resigned herself to the inevitable. It occurred to her that the Mexicans always rolled with a punch. Trained to it from infancy! she thought.
“Goodbye now,” recited Dr. Herrera in English.
Serena returned after showing the doctor to the door. She brought coffee and one of the pills. A look of gleeful malice filled her face—especially around the eyes. “The doctor says …”
“I know what the doctor says!”
Mrs. Ross gulped the pill, shuddered, sipped her coffee. Presently, she said: “Is that Hoblitt still painting out there?”
“The portrait of Señorita Paulita grows more beautiful by the minute,” said Serena. “Such an artist, that one!”
Mrs. Ross glanced at the sketch lying face up on her nightstand. He probably charges outrageous prices for his work, she thought. And wouldn’t I look the fool going out there to ask if he’s painted my picture! Simply outrageous prices. I’d look like a vain old woman. Especially if he hadn’t painted my picture. And he most likely hasn’t. When could he have painted it? He hasn’t been standing around mooning at me the way he has with Paulita.
She sat there, wrestling with the weak remnants of her previous worry.
Serena said: “Is there anything you wish, Señora?”
“Just a moment, just a moment.” Mrs. Ross reached out, reversed the sketch, studied Hoblitt’s message.
Peace offering, hmmmph! she thought. He’s just found out how rich I am. Probably thinks I’ll come right out with this little sketch and spend a thousand dollars hiring him to paint a big one like it. Well, he can just think again.
“Our street is very busy for a Sunday,” said Serena.
“Oh?” Mrs. Ross relaxed against her pillows, thought: Jaime will get rid of him. I must put more faith in Jaime.
Serena said: “Already this morning there have passed …” She ticked them off on her fingers: “… the Señor Iriarte, the Señora Aguilar y Cantido, the Señor Muñoz with his Señora, the Señoritas Castillano, the entire familia García, the …”
“All gawking at that fool painting,” said Mrs. Ross. And she thought: They’re all curious about the picture of Paulita. That’s all it is. Jaime was curious, too, nothing more.
“There is curiosity about the portrait,” said Serena.
That’s all it was, thought Mrs. Ross. Jaime was curious. And, fool that he is, he let that insufferable young man sell him a painting. Probably paid ten pesos for it, too.
Mrs. Ross finished her coffee. “What time did Señor Hoblitt arrive to paint this morning?”
“Shortly after eight, Señora.”
“What Mass did the Señorita Paulita attend?”
“But she always attends the first Mass at five-thirty, Señora.” Serena appeared puzzled. “I saw her there myself.”
“Then Señor Hoblitt did not see Paulita outside … on her crutches.”
“Oh!” Serena shook her head, braids dancing. “He is like all artists: a late ariser. María Carlotta says he seldom gets himself up before seven-thirty.”
Mrs. Ross nodded.
“Is it wrong that Señor Hoblitt should see the Señorita on her crutches?” asked Serena. She half-turned her head, bent forward. One braid slipped over her shoulder to swing in front of Mrs. Ross—a silver-bowed pendulum.
Mrs. Ross eyed the braid, succumbed to inspiration. “It makes great danger,” she muttered.
“Ahhhh!” Serena jerked upright, eyes growing large. “It makes great danger for an artist to see someone on crutches!”
***









Chapter 8
“The very worst kind of danger,” said Mrs. Ross. “Now, run and get me some more coffee.” She snuggled against the pillows, hugged private enjoyment from the fact that Don Jaime had sent the doctor. He always did. Still … it was a warm gesture.
O O O
The next morning—Monday—Serena appeared with the breakfast tray: coffee in a pale green cup, the pill sitting in its own little yellow bowl like a magenta seed in a blossom. She raised the shades to their sick-room half-mast, helped her employer sit up, swooped the tray onto the waiting lap.
A dollop of coffee sloshed onto the saucer.
Mrs. Ross frowned at the spilled coffee, frowned even deeper at the pill, waited for the morning’s seasoning of death and destruction.
“It is a beautiful day,” said Serena.
Mrs. Ross looked up, wondered: What now? Serena was smiling.
“The eggs are very fresh,” said Serena. “The Señora Gonzales had some extra that she permitted me to buy.”
She’s trying to distract me, thought Mrs. Ross. She’s put something in the food.
“I will make your favorite tamales for lunch,” said Serena.
Mrs. Ross picked up the dishes one at a time, sniffed their contents. Serena took this opportunity to fluff the pillows behind her employer’s head.
“What medicine have you introduced into my food?” demanded Mrs. Ross.
“But nothing, Señora! Only the pill which Dr. Herrera says you must take with the coffee.”
Mrs. Ross stared the flat Aztec face, cast through her memory of experiences with Serena. There had to be a clue to this unnatural happiness in a sickroom. What was the switch that turned off Calamity Jane? She had it: a dream! That’s what had done it the last time.
“You’ve had a dream,” said Mrs. Ross. She took up her fork, snared a bit of egg floating in the milk.
“But no, Señora! Last night I slept the dreamless sleep of a blessed infant.”
Mrs. Ross swallowed the bite of egg. “Why are you so happy, then? Have you …”
“Happy?” Serena’s features sagged. “Who could be happy on this day? Last night …” Her voice cracked. “… last night an avalanche took the lives of seventy-one helpless innocents in the mountains of Switzerland.”
Well … that’s more like it, thought Mrs. Ross. She turned back to the breakfast, hesitated, said: “Is that Hoblitt still painting out front?”
Serena brightened. “No, Señora. He works in his rooms. But already today I have seen him.
“Oh?” Mrs. Ross studied the maid’s face. It was as though two puppet-masters fought for control of Serena’s expression: one pulling up, one pulling down. The happiness mask triumphed. Serena beamed.
Mrs. Ross said: “Where have you seen him?”
“I delivered some of the eggs from Mrs. Gonzales to María Carlotta,” said Serena. “You do not mind?”
“Of course not. What happened?”
Serena put a hand to her breast. “The Señor Hoblitt desires to do a portrait of me!”
God in heaven! thought Mrs. Ross. She said: “He asked you to pose for him?”
“Yes. With María Carlotta. He desires to portray us at the laundry tubs … together. Is it not an honor?” She half turned her head, looked archly at Mrs. Ross. “Such an artist!”
“And when are you supposed to do this posing?” asked Mrs. Ross.
“It will be only for an hour in the mornings,” said Serena. “I will start earlier with my work for you. It will not discomfort you in any way.”
Mrs. Ross fumed. She thought: Now! When Jaime rids us of this beastly young man, I will have to contend with Serena’s moping about because her picture was not painted.
“I will let nothing evil befall you,” said Serena.
“Artists have been known to change their minds,” said Mrs. Ross. “Don’t get your hopes up.”
“You will see,” said Serena. “You will truly see.”
“Yes, we’ll see,” said Mrs. Ross.
“Well, I must get to my work,” said Serena. “There is much to do.” She turned away humming. And at the door, she did a little dance step that made her tubular body almost appear light and dainty.
That damnable young man! thought Mrs. Ross.
***










Chapter 9
Shortly after noon, Serena waltzed into the sickroom with the luncheon tray. A slender blue vase containing three yellow roses graced the center of the tray.
“Your tamales, Señora,” said Serena as she deposited the tray in Mrs. Ross’s lap, whisked a napkin off the plate. “Sweet ones,” she announced. “Just the way you like them.”
Mrs. Ross put aside the pocketbook she had been reading (a Spanish imitation of the English-language mystery thriller entitled Parachute to Death!). She admired the mound of tamales in their corn-husk sheathes. Steam curled upward from them. And at one side there was another mound of beans with cheese, some green peas, and a sweetbread roll. The pill rested on the edge of the saucer beside the coffee cup.
“How very nice the food looks,” said Mrs. Ross.
“The Señor Hoblitt goes away,” said Serena.
In the act of reaching for her fork, Mrs. Ross stopped, looked up, saw no sadness on Serena’s face. For all that it showed in her expression, the woman could just as well have announced an increase in production by Mrs. Gonzales’s chickens.
“The artist?” inquired Mrs. Ross. “He is leaving San Juan?”
“Yes. Even now he is packing.” Serena maintained her look of bland unconcern.
She is presenting a brave front for my benefit, thought Mrs. Ross. She said: “And what of the painting he was to do of you and María Carlotta?”
Serena shrugged. “As you said: artists are fickle.”
“And where does he go?” asked Mrs. Ross.
“Away.”
“Yes, but where?”
“Who knows?”
“I see.” Mrs. Ross recognized Serena’s reply. It was the one frequently used when she knew an answer but refused to reveal it. On occasion, though, it meant no more than it suggested.
“Then you do not know where he is going?” pressed Mrs. Ross.
“He has not told me, Señora.”
“To be sure.” Mrs. Ross recognized the futility of further questioning. “Well …” She straightened against the pillows.
“Careful, Señora!” Serena rescued the vase of roses which was teetering on the tray. She put the vase on the bedside stand.
Mrs. Ross smiled. No matter where Hoblitt went: he was going. By Mexican standards, Jaime had achieved miraculous speed in ridding them of the artist. Mrs. Ross felt rested, her appetite sharp.
“I think I will try getting up for lunch today,” she said.
Serena’s braids flung themselves about with the violent shaking of her head. “Dr. Herrera said …”
“Dr. Herrera does not run my life! Bring me my robe. Hmmmph. The man barely knows one pill from another.”
Later in the afternoon, Mrs. Ross ventured across the cobblestones to visit Paulita. It was a dampish, hot day and the humidity gave a cloying quality to all the tropic aromas, sharpened the bitter odors of decay. She felt a sense of escape as she stepped into the shadows of the Romera doorway.
Paulita sat at her accustomed place beneath the Moorish fretwork that framed the entrance to her sala. A white serape draped her legs. All around her—the courtyard lush with flowers and a riot of greenery, the somnolence of humming insects and muted house sounds—there was an air of relaxation. But Paulita’s fingers, darting the needle across the red splash of poinsettia, betrayed a secret frenzy, out of tune with her surroundings. And the Hidalgo ancestress stood out prominently in her today: the flaring nostrils, quick movements of the head, the proud way she straightened in the chair to greet her visitor.
“But you are better!” she called in English while Mrs. Ross was crossing the courtyard. “We were so worried about you.”
Mrs. Ross resigned herself to the sharp-edged cane chair facing Paulita, took a deep breath. The afternoons were so muggy this time of year. She noted the perspiration dotting Paulita’s forehead, the bubbling-over in the girl’s manner.
“I’m feeling much better, thank you,” said Mrs. Ross. And she wondered: What is wrong with the girl?
“We sent Carmella with a cup of herb soup,” said Paulita.
Mrs. Ross recalled ordering Serena out of the room with the offering. “It was delicious,” she said. She fanned herself. In spite of the uncomfortable chair, it felt good to be sitting.
“It will rain soon,” said Paulita. “It is so damp.” She returned to her needlework, cast sidelong glances at Mrs. Ross.
She acts exactly like someone with a secret, thought Mrs. Ross.
Paulita bit off a thread, peered toward the back of the house, returned her attention to Mrs. Ross. “I have a note from him,” she hissed.
“A note? From …” The implications exploded in Mrs. Ross’s consciousness.
Paulita hunched her shoulders in a giggle that made her look school-girlish. “Yes. He sent it by Antonio Muñoz. Antonio was not supposed to tell anyone except me who sent him, but my aunt is his godmother. She made him tell her.”
Mrs. Ross swallowed with difficulty. “What did …”
“He paid Antonio five pesos to bring the note!”
“I see. And what did he say in the note?” Mrs. Ross felt her sore throat returning.
“He said he had to go away for a while, but that he would return and bring me something to make me happy! Is it not exciting?” She lapsed into Spanish, speaking at a furious rate: “What a brute in the eyes! Auntie was outraged. We have not been introduced. We know nothing about him. Remember that artist who … you know … with Ferencia Alabano.” Paulita hugged her punto de cruz to her nubile bosom. “Oh, how exciting it is!”
What has gone wrong? wondered Mrs. Ross. Something is definitely wrong. She recalled Serena’s unnatural reaction to the artist’s departure, said: “Paulita, my dear, I know this type of young man. Artists are a strange …”
“Oh, you’re just like Auntie!” exploded Paulita. “She thinks …” She glanced at the spindly outline of her legs beneath the serape. “… just because I must use the sticks to walk that I cannot have … a real life.”
“Perhaps all this is possible,” ventured Mrs. Ross. “But what happens when the young man discovers …” She, too, glanced at the serape.
Paulita smiled. A knowing expression came over her proud face. “It is not just the legs that a young man admires. Surely you know this?”
But Mrs. Ross’s thoughts were twisting through their own private horror. She had convinced herself that Hoblitt, when he learned of Paulita’s infirmity, would react as the other young artist had reacted: Beauty with a deformity must be destroyed! Let no deformity survive! She envisioned Hoblitt: jaws slavering, knife upraised, advancing on a cowering Paulita. It was a scene modified by the Gertie experience but otherwise lifted out of a B movie starring Lon Chaney that she had seen twenty-five years before.
“It must not be!” she muttered.
Paulita bent to her sewing. “What will be, will be,” she said. There was a mixture of Indian fatalism and the Hidalgo beauty poring over her secrets in Paulita’s manner. “God has many plans,” she said.
In great agitation, Mrs. Ross arose, said: “I must be going. I just remembered that I have to see Don Jaime.”
“Oh …” Paulita straightened. “But you have just arrived.”
“Please forgive me, child,” said Mrs. Ross. “But it is something that I forgot.”
“Well, if you must,” said Paulita.
The journey across the village went with maddening slowness. In the first place, there was the hot, muggy afternoon. Secondly, the three days in bed had sapped her strength. Each succeeding curb seemed higher than the one before, and the cobblestones were like live things that lay in wait to make her stumble. But even worse than these was the way every doorway, with its waiting villager, drained away the minutes.
“But you are recovered!”
It was the fat, oily-skinned Señora Puntarilla, wife of the village pharmacist. She blocked the narrow sidewalk like a wall, slab arms outstretched in joy.
Mrs. Ross stopped, hid exasperation behind a smile. There was no way around the woman short of detouring through the cobblestone street with its litter of burro droppings. One simply did not do that.
“I offered a candle and my prayers,” said Señora Puntarilla. “And God has answered!”
It took easily two minutes to get the woman to turn sideways, opening a way past.
By that time the alert was out, and each doorway held its waiting greeter: “What a miracle!” “We prayed for you!” “The Jamaica tea: that is what did it. When my aunt …”
She came at last to the two-story cream stucco and glass brick monolith that Don Jaime used both as residence and city hall. Behind a tall iron fence and a garden massed with cabbage palms, hibiscus, bougainvillea, agave and countless vines and creepers, the house reared up like some robot monster lifting itself to peer out at the lake. The second floor windows looked glassy and staring.
Mrs. Ross pushed the latch on the iron gate. It failed to move. Locked? She looked at it. Locked! She rattled the gate. A hollow clanging echoed through the garden.
Presently, there came a slow slap-slap of sandals down the curving red brick walk. A calf-eyed serving girl in a wrinkled brown dress emerged from the greenery, stopped on the other side of the gate. There was a look of sleepy insolence on her face.
“Good afternoon, Señora.”
“Why is this gate locked?” demanded Mrs. Ross. “I wish to see Don Jaime at once.”
“Don Jaime?” The girl shrugged. “El Presidente makes for himself a visit to Mexico City.”
Mrs. Ross stiffened. “To Mexico? When does he return?” She felt furious with the girl, those staring eyes.
“Who knows?” Another shrug lifted the brown shoulders. “He is gone in the automobile to transport el Señor Hoblitt to Mexico City. He has not informed me when he returns.”
With Hoblitt! Mrs. Ross maintained self-control at the cost of great effort. “But did he not say where they were going?”
“To Mexico City, Señora.” The girl nodded, made as if to return to the house. “Buenas tardes …”
“Buenas tardes,” murmured Mrs. Ross. She turned away, heard the serving girl’s footsteps recede toward the house.
To Mexico City with Hoblitt! All that fool Jaime has to do is drop one word about Paulita’s condition! One careless word! She felt that she sat on a bomb with the fuse already burning. And Hoblitt told Paulita that he’s coming back!
Mrs. Ross’s feet began moving automatically in the direction of her house. Maybe I could take Paulita away to some … But, no. She wouldn’t leave now. Mrs. Ross mumbled to herself, discarded plan after plan. A hired guard? No. Costly. And Mexican watchmen are notoriously lax. A call to the Turismo in Mexico City? But what could I say?
Her stumbling, distracted progress caught immediate attention in San Juan. Several villagers tried to stop her, help her. She shook them off.
A small boy was sent running for the doctor: “The Señora Ross is sick from the sun!”
In this manner, Mrs. Ross came to the corner on her own street, saw Dr. Herrera striding toward her, Serena standing beyond him at the gate.
“Here now, what’s this?” demanded the doctor. His square-jowled face showed concern as he took Mrs. Ross’s arm, helped her along the walk.
“Let go of me!” ordered Mrs. Ross. The doctor only gripped her arm tighter.
Serena held the gate open, stood to one side as they approached. Her flat face was firm in its indignation. “I told her not to go out. But, oh, no; she insisted.”
“I’m perfectly all right,” said Mrs. Ross.
“She forced me,” said Serena. “Yes! She forced me to get her things. And now: look!”
Mrs. Ross focused her attention on the doctor. There was a Merthiolate stain on his shirtfront. “I’m perfectly all right,” she repeated.
But she stumbled on the first step up to her porch, experienced a wave of dizziness. Good Lord! she thought. Maybe I’m really getting sick! Dr. Herrera’s hand felt comforting as he steadied her.
“One is not as young as one once was,” he said.
“That’s what I told her.” Serena brushed past, clattered on ahead, lifting her skirts out of the way as she climbed. “I told her that very thing.”
Perhaps it was a suggestion, or all the walking around after the days in bed, or a retreat from reality … or even a germ. Mrs. Ross found herself in her own bed with a fever that climbed higher and higher as night fell over San Juan.
She lay back on the perspiration-soggy sheet, stared at the ropero beyond the foot of her bed. It stood there in its tall, carved mahogany splendor with the mirrors on its doors glistening, and it grew more and more alive as the darkness deepened. She told herself that it was just the place where she hung her clothing, a piece of furniture, a sort of closet. But the thing grew faces and arms in the darkness. And when the neon cross atop the church a block away was lighted, the mirrors picked up reflections of it that were shattered by the blinds.
The ropero glared at her with purple eyes.
Mrs. Ross twisted against the clinging sheet. It was so hot. She searched for strength to throw off the cover, failed. So hot. Her head felt light, whirling. The night, the fever—everything grew indistinct, rambling. People moved about. Lights flickered. The purple eyes glared.
It was all a great incoherency.
For a while, Mrs. Ross thought she was back in the northland. There was a strong impression of her old entrance hall with its red velvet draperies and the smell of the oil heaters in everything and the sound of the girls squabbling somewhere. She imagined she could hear the clapboards creaking in a cold snap, felt the old, never-forgotten chill and thought: I didn’t make it away to the sunshine. It was all a dream. I never made it.
And there was a girl who stayed right there—right in the shadowy flickering beside the bed. It was Gertie, but not Gertie. The face and hair were more like Serena’s. Still, the voice echoing in Mrs. Ross’s head could not be mistaken: Gertie’s voice. The woman kept chanting: “Men are all alike. Men are all alike. Men are all alike. Men are …”
Mrs. Ross thought she would go mad with the repetition. She muttered in English: “Make her go away. Make her stop that.”
Serena, seated at the bedside in the light of a single candle (there had been another failure of the “generation”), heard the unintelligible English, leaned forward. She pressed a damp cloth to Mrs. Ross’s head as Dr. Herrera had instructed. The aged skin looked dry, leathery.
“Pobrecita,” whispered Serena. Poor little one.
A tear ran down Serena’s right cheek, fell onto the single white sheet covering her employer. The tear left a round mark that faded quickly in the heat. Abruptly, the candle guttered, dimmed. It took several heartbeats for the light to resume its yellow wavering.
Serena had tensed, every muscle frozen while the light flickered.
Now, she took a quavering breath, crossed herself. (Everyone is San Juan knew it made the most terrible danger for a lone candle to go out beside a sickbed.) She gathered her nerve, scurried out into the dark house, returned with a handful of fresh candles and saucers to hold the candles. Only when they were burning securely all around the room did she resume her seat.
Toward midnight the fever broke. Mrs. Ross drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep. Serena curled up on the serape rug beside the bed, there to stir upright every time Mrs. Ross shifted. Twice, Serena arose to replace candles.
In the morning, word went from doorway to doorway around San Juan: “Mrs. Ross still lives. Her fever is gone, but she is very weak.”
Paulita sent her aunt to the church to light a candle before the Virgin. A number of candles were being burned there for Mrs. Ross. She was close-fisted, rich, sharp-tongued, and a Protestant. But most agreed she was fair. And being close-fisted was a virtue of sorts—admired, at least. And she had made many jobs in San Juan, and there was all that time she had spent helping Paulita.
Beneath the concern lay the unvocalized feeling that they would hate to lose any village “institution.”
Even those few who did not like Mrs. Ross said: “Better the devil you know that the devil you don’t.”
And the procession of herbal remedies resumed.
Convalescence fell into a slow, orderly ritual. The sudden attack of fever had frightened Mrs. Ross more than she cared to admit. She ate the broths Serena prepared, took Dr. Herrera’s pills, even sampled the Jamaica tea. The tea was sickly sweet and astringent, left her mouth with an alum pucker. Its dregs killed the potted begonia on the windowsill beside her bed.
The death of the plant was interpreted as a very bad omen by Serena until she reflected that sometimes these things went by opposites, the flower being taken in place of the human.
Don Jaime returned on the afternoon of the fourth day after the fever. Passage of his long black Buick was noted even behind doors in the village by the familiar squeaks and the thumps of its tires on the cobblestones. He called on Mrs. Ross within the hour, bringing a basketful of purple-spotted orchids from the jardín de vidreo at Jocotepec. But Dr. Herrera had barred all visitors, even one who was a very old friend (and possibly even closer than that if one believed the stories).
The orchids were sent in with Serena, accompanied by a sealed note that, while a good example of Latin overstatement, failed to say anything about the mysterious trip to Mexico City with Hoblitt.
“San Juan is prostrate with grief at your illness, and I am the most grief-stricken of all,” he wrote. “Make haste to bring the sunshine of your health back to our hearts.” He signed it: “Your devoted servant,” and then the official touch, “D. Jaime Cervelles y Madera, El Presidente de San Juan.”
No one could ever get Jaime to sign himself any other way, Mrs. Ross reflected. She dropped the note onto her bed stand, thinking wryly that Serena certainly would make the opportunity to read it and report its contents.
A wasp climbed over the orchids that Serena had enshrined on a small table brought in from the hall and placed at the foot of the bed in front of the ropera. Mrs. Ross prudently kept her attention on the wasp as it lifted itself, circled the room, buzzed out the open door.
From outside there came the clop-clop of a burro train passing: quick-footed and light, a sure indication they were empty. A thin trail of charcoal smoke hung on the bedroom air: a sign that evening meals were being prepared in the neighborhood.
Mrs. Ross wished she could have talked to Don Jaime. But she did feel weak, and it was so much trouble to argue with Serena. Lassitude hung like a fog around Mrs. Ross.
The Hoblitt problem will have to wait, she thought. Jaime knows the danger. I’ve done everything I can. She sighed. I cannot be responsible for such things when I’m this ill.
And a small prayer hovered just behind her lips: “Please don’t let anything happen to Paulita.”
Serena came in from the hall with a green cup containing broth. She still wore the bandage over her burned finger, although the gauze had been grimed by various juices and sauces from the kitchen. Her brown dress hung sack-like, with stains on it marking the day’s activities: a teardrop of tomato pulp on the breast, a grease spot at the belt line and again near the hem, a smudge of whitewash on the left shoulder where she had rubbed against a wall.
Mrs. Ross blinked at the sight. The woman just let herself go when there was no one around to keep after her!
Serena’s face wore its brave-in-the-face-of-doom smile. She held out the cup. “Chicken broth, Señora. It makes the strength to return.”
Mrs. Ross accepted the cup, blew at the steam curling from the liquid surface.
“You must drink it hot,” said Serena.
Anger gave Mrs. Ross a surge of strength. “I’m not going to scald myself!” She held the cup gingerly. Even the handle felt hot. “Have you heard anything about Hoblitt?”
Serena straightened a fold of the bed covers. “He is gone, Señora.”
“I guess you won’t get to pose for him after all,” said Mrs. Ross. She watched Serena’s face for reaction.
Serena shrugged. “As you said: artists are fickle. Now, drink the broth.”
“What is happening around the village?”
“Dr. Herrera says I am not to gossip with you. It wastes your strength. Drink the broth. It will soon be time for your medicine.”
“Your dress is a sight,” said Mrs. Ross. “You’ve spilled things all over it.”
Serena spoke through stiff lips: “It makes very much more work when someone is ill! There is no time left for me to do things for myself.”
“Have you been watering my plants?”
“Everything is cared for, Señora. No evil befalls. Now drink the broth.”
“Did Dr. Herrera tell you when I could have visitors?”
“When you are stronger, not before. Please drink the broth. You must drink it hot.”
“I wish to see Don Jaime as soon as …”
“Señora! The broth. Please?”
Mrs. Ross could feel her false strength fading. She sipped the liquid, found its temperature just bearable. The chicken flavor covered something faintly aromatic—a distant flower pungency. She mentally shrugged, downed the broth.
Best not to ask, she thought.
Serena smiled benignly, took the cup, slap-slapped out of the room.
***











Chapter 10
On a Tuesday morning, eight days after the fever, Mrs. Ross donned a blue housecoat, ventured out of bed for the first time since her illness. Dr. Herrera had said she could get up tomorrow, but she felt impatience growing as her strength returned. And it was so degrading—this being really ill—all the intimate attentions that had to be turned over to another human. She looked down beside the bed for her slippers. They were gone. Serena had kicked them underneath the bed again.
The maid could be heard working downstairs: a rattle of pans, the quick patter of sandals. Tantalizing odors of food drifted into the bedroom.
Mrs. Ross grasped a corner of her bed’s headboard to steady herself, shuffled to the window, raised the blinds all the way. She sensed that it was a symbolic act. Her knees felt rubbery, but it was a delicious sensation to stand there, feeling the sunshine pour across her body.
A shiver passed through her as she remembered the delirium. I did make it to the sunshine, she thought.
Serena had replaced the potted begonia on the windowsill. The new plant appeared sickly, claw branches reaching toward the outside and with only a scattering of pale green serrated leaves. Mrs. Ross couldn’t classify it.
I must ask Serena what this plant is, she thought.
She looked past the plant to the lake. Toward the near shore the water held a deep ultramarine tone shading to cobalt. But farther out, the color faded into grey, then white—reflecting a fleecy billow of cumulus clouds piled over the distant hills: the first storm gathering of the season.
It’ll be raining soon, she thought. I must get Serena to bring my herbs in from the balcony after the first showers or they’ll be drowned. She took a deep breath of the warm, muggy air, thought: I’ll have Jaime in tomorrow to find out about Hoblitt. Doubtless there’s some simple explanation. Most likely Hoblitt had no money, and Jaime—being soft in the heart as well as the head—personally escorted him out of town. It’d be just like Jaime.
The thought amused her.
And I must check my herbs to make sure Serena has been giving them proper care. You have to keep after her every second to get things done.
Mrs. Ross crept back across the serape rug, enjoying the rough wool under her bare feet. She turned, sank onto the bed. Sunlight threw a golden pattern across the blue housecoat. She pulled up the garment, drank in the sensation of warmth on her knees.
Tomorrow I will sit on the balcony for a while, she thought. It’ll be good to talk to Paulita. And she told herself: The girl will be a little sad, no doubt, when Hoblitt doesn’t return. Maybe this will teach her a lesson.
But the next morning when Mrs. Ross opened the French doors and looked down through the openwork of the balcony, Paulita’s window stood closed, empty. The barred iron shutters had been pulled together, and Mrs. Ross could see the edge of the big padlock where they joined. Shards of plaster lay on the sidewall from a freshly cracked place on the wall beside the window. Raw adobe showed where the plaster had been.
No one has swept, thought Mrs. Ross.
There came a sudden roll of thunder from across the lake. Mrs. Ross felt a constriction in her chest, thought: Could anything have happened to Paulita?
She turned, stumbled back into the house, calling: “Serena! Serena!”
There came a clatter of sandaled feet pounding up the back stairs. Serena burst through the swinging doors beside the sideboard. Her face was all staring eyes as she stepped just inside the room. She was panting with exertion. One long braid hung forward over her breast.
The door slapped to stillness behind her.
“Where is Paulita?”
“Oh …” Serena took a deep breath, steadied herself with a hand on the corner of the sideboard. “The way you called … I thought …”
“Has something happened to Paulita?” screamed Mrs. Ross.
“I did not tell you. The doctor said I was not to spend so much time gossiping.”
Mrs. Ross fought down panic. “What has happened?”
“It is nothing bad, Señora. They have taken Paulita to Guadalajara to fit her with braces on the legs. Don Jaime himself has taken them in his automobile. Paulita will be able to walk a little easier. Is that not a good thing?”
Mrs. Ross exhaled in relief, took a moment to regain her composure, then thought: Braces. Why didn’t I ever think of that?
She said: “When does Paulita return?”
“They said on Saturday, Señora.”
And Mrs. Ross thought: I wonder where they got the money for such a thing? She knew that the Romera family existed on a small pension and infrequent checks sent by an uncle who ran a charter boat in Veracruz. Perhaps they have been saving for this, she thought.
“Well, don’t just stand there,” said Mrs. Ross. “My plants need watering. You’ve been ignoring them.”
“Señora!” Serena’s round face stiffened with outrage. “Every day I carried the big watering can out there and cared for your plants. Every day! Not once did I …”
“Then get about it!”
Mrs. Ross turned away, shuffled toward her bedroom. She realized she was being unfair. The herbs looked as healthy and lush as they ever had. But there must be something she’s let slide, she thought. I’ll find it as soon as I can get around better.
Saturday morning Mrs. Ross felt almost her old self. She got out of bed debating whether to give the house a thorough inspection or to hire the village taxi for a tour of her tenant properties. She opened the ropero, studied the ranks of her clothing, chose a gray dress with emerald piping at the collar and sleeves.
A swaying string of cobweb that dipped from the top of the ropero to the wall caught Mrs. Ross’s eye. She frowned.
The house comes first, she decided. If it’s anything like this room it must be a shambles!
There were voices outside by the front gate. Mrs. Ross slipped into the grey dress, buttoned it, listening: Serena with a tradesman. A squawking chicken raised a hubbub somewhere down the street, set the dogs to barking.
Serena finished her bargaining. Mrs. Ross adjusted the belt of her dress, heard a burro driver call to his animal, the abrupt rhythm of hooves on cobblestones.
Downstairs, a door closed with a heavy thump.
Mrs. Ross left her bedroom, crossed the hall to the upstairs sitting room, thence to the red-draped French doors. The odor of her potted herbs hung heavily there. She pulled back a corner of the draperies, peered down through the balcony railing.
Paulita sat at her window, black braids tied with red bows. Morning sunshine poured in on her, washed her cheeks with golden light. The Hidalgo beauty stood out strongly in Paulita this morning: proud curve of neck, a tiny smile on the passionate lips, the flashing dark eyes.
Mrs. Ross smiled. Everything will be as it was.
Paulita was knitting on something green this morning. Her fingers flew across the work with a sharp rhythm.
I’ll just say hello, thought Mrs. Ross. She opened the doors, stepped outside, leaned across the riotous green of the parsley.
It was then that Mrs. Ross noticed Paulita’s self-conscious attention to the knitting, the way she avoided looking up when it was obvious that she must have heard the French doors.
Mrs. Ross became aware of a noise beneath her balcony, looked down.
Hoblitt!
He was bent over his sketch pad. The duck curl of blond hair pointed upward at the nape of his neck.
Mrs. Ross had the sensation that time had slipped backward, that she had lived through this moment before. Then a sense of horrible fascination overcame her as she realized that Hoblitt was not sketching, but was using the pad to conceal something from Paulita. Sunlight glistened off nickel-plated metal. Mrs. Ross could not quite see what it was he held in his hand, but her mind leaped to its own conclusion: He has a gun! Good heavens! He’s found out about Paulita’s legs!
She did the only thing she could think of—pushed the pottery container of parsley off the rail directly onto Hoblitt, turned and raced downstairs as fast as her legs would carry her.
Paulita was gone from the window when Mrs. Ross reached the street. Hoblitt lay face up, diagonally across the sidewalk. His chest rose and fell unevenly. Dirt and bits of greenery had spattered his shirt, mostly on the left side where the heavy pottery box had struck his shoulder. The force of the blow had hurled him almost to the gutter. There was a pale, defenseless look to his craggy face. His lips appeared bloodless.
Mrs. Ross put her left hand to her cheek. I must do something, she thought. A boy! I must send a boy for the doctor!
Several youngsters already were gathering at the intersection beyond Hoblitt. They bunched together as though for protection, presented a mass of dark, tousled hair and faded, wrong-sized clothing. Mrs. Ross recognized Antonio Muñez among them, called out: “Antonio! Run get Doctor Herrera!”
“Tanis already has gone,” said Antonio.
The boys inched toward her, moving in a body, their attention focused on Hoblitt. “He is not yet dead,” said one. “See, his chest moves.”
Mrs. Ross heard a door open, glanced across the cobblestones at the Romera house. Paulita stood in the doorway on her crutches. Light gleamed along the new metal braces supporting her legs. A look of fury contorted her features. She tried to push forward, but was held back by her aunt.
As Mrs. Ross watched, the aunt led Paulita back into the shadows of the house. The door was closed, presenting its worn boards to the street.
There came the sound of the bolt being secured.
She saw me push the box! thought Mrs. Ross. She must have turned while I was looking at Hoblitt.
Piping whistles sounded from around the corner. The police came: a pack of tan uniforms and black shoes that thumped along the sidewalk. One carried a stretcher on his shoulder, the canvas laces flying loose behind him.
Dr. Herrera trotted along behind, black bag swinging from one long arm. He looked like a great lumbering football player.
Police Chief Beto, Don Jaime’s nephew, brought up the rear, mustaches flapping, his fat body vibrating.
“Do not crowd too closely to the body!” he called.
Dr. Herrera put down his bag, knelt beside Hoblitt, concealing the fallen man’s head and shoulders from Mrs. Ross. The police ignored Chief Beto’s order, pressed closely about the doctor. They presented a tan wall to Mrs. Ross. The children scattered around the group, peering between legs, past belts.
There was a rattling of iron at the gate behind Mrs. Ross. She glanced back, saw Serena standing there. Mrs. Ross recognized the vacant look on her maid’s face: the prophetess-of-doom expression. Serena was recalling all the omens that had warned of disaster.
“A broken collar bone,” said Dr. Herrera.
Mrs. Ross returned her attention to the pack of tan backs, the doctor’s squatting figure. Movement of the group opened a gap through which she saw Hoblitt’s belt, a strip of soiled white shirt.
“He is unconscious, but he should live,” said Dr. Herrera. “Someone bring me three pieces of wood about so long, so thick.” He gestured with his hands. “I must immobilize this before he can be moved.”
A small boy was sent running.
Chief Beto detached himself from the group, stepped up to Mrs. Ross. He touched his mustache deferentially. “A terrible thing, this, Señora.” His shoe-button eyes pinned her.
Mrs. Ross thought: What a hateful, stupid little man.
“If you would be so kind,” said Beto. He cleared his throat. “How did this happen?”
Mrs. Ross focused on a spot of egg yolk staining the man’s tan shirtfront. “I stumbled against the box on my balcony. He was standing directly beneath.”
“What a destructive conspiracy of events.” Beto shook his head. “You stumbled. No doubt you are still weak from your recent illness.”
“It was careless of me,” murmured Mrs. Ross. She felt bits of her courage returning.
“But you must not blame yourself,” protested Beto. “God may use anyone as an instrument of tragedy.”
The other policemen had turned their attention to her. “Truly spoken,” agreed one.
“He has seen the reason of this thing,” said another.
And Mrs. Ross thought: Yes-men are the same the world over. She was beginning to be thankful for Beto’s limited intelligence.
Dr. Herrera straightened, brushed dirt from his hands. He glanced back at Mrs. Ross. She avoided his eyes, looked across at the Romera home where motion had caught her attention. The aunt was closing Paulita’s window. A protesting screech sounded from the frame.
Presently, the boy returned with the three lengths of board.
“Ah, good,” said Dr. Herrera. He pressed copper coins into the boy’s hand, took the wood. Again, he knelt beside Hoblitt. “Perhaps we can set this right here while he is unconscious. You.” He motioned to one of the police. “Hold him like this.”
“What’re y’ doin’?” It was Hoblitt speaking in English, his voice faint and reedy. “Ooooooo!”
Dr. Herrera said: “Mrs. Ross, would you do me the favor of telling the young man that we only desire to help him, that he must remain quiet?”
Beto moved aside. The other police made room for her. Mrs. Ross stepped across shards of pottery, clumps of dirt, bent beside the doctor. As she moved, she made a quick search of the scene, looking for Hoblitt’s weapon. It could be anywhere in this mess, she thought.
“You must speak loudly,” said Dr. Herrera.
“Young man!” said Mrs. Ross. And she thought: I must be the one to find the weapon and secrete it. We must dispose of this without scandal.
Hoblitt groaned. His eyelids flickered.
“Young man!” repeated Mrs. Ross. “You have a broken collar bone, young man. You must remain quiet while the doctor takes care of it!”
Hoblitt gritted his teeth. Abruptly, his eyes snapped open. He glared up at Mrs. Ross. “Well, if it isn’t Kodiak Kate!”
Mrs. Ross shot bolt upright with shock. That hideous name! He knows!
“You didn’t quite get me, did you?” rasped Hoblitt. He clenched his teeth as Dr. Herrera cut away the shirt, exposed a chest covered by blond hair, a muscular arm. There was a mottled blue area spreading along the corded line of his shoulder.
Mrs. Ross put a hand to her cheek.
“Have to give you credit for trying, though!” panted Hoblitt.
Mrs. Ross’s lips worked, but no sound came. All she could think was: God in heaven! He knows! He knows! And then: Thank God these others speak no English. She shot a glance at the Romera house, saw its blank, sealed face.
Hoblitt arched his head backward in anguish as Dr. Herrera began taping a board across the shoulders. Mrs. Ross gulped, felt a pang of remorse.
The artist gasped, took a deep breath, stared at Mrs. Ross. “You’re going to pay for this!”
“Of course I’ll pay for it,” whispered Mrs. Ross. She cleared her throat, spoke louder. “It’ll all go on my bill.” And she thought: What if he tells? How they’d laugh here in San Juan!
“That’s not what I mean,” said Hoblitt.
Dr. Herrera smoothed a last length of surgical tape into place across Hoblitt’s chest, stood up, spoke to Mrs. Ross. “I am going to administer a sedative. Will you ask the young man first about his family, whom to notify, which hospital he would prefer?”
Mrs. Ross found momentary difficulty in shifting back to Spanish. She swallowed, said: “I will take care of all expenses.”
“What’s he saying?” demanded Hoblitt.
The anger of desperation overcame Mrs. Ross. She squatted beside Hoblitt, demanded: “How did you find out about me? Who else knows?” And she thought: Does Serena know? Jaime? Is this what they really gossip about?
Hoblitt gritted his teeth. Perspiration stood out along his forehead. “Can’t he give me something to stop the pain?”
“He is preparing something,” said Mrs. Ross. “How long have you known?”
“At the art show in Mexico City,” whispered Hoblitt. He squinted, wet his lips with his tongue. “I showed a portrait of you—the one Don Jaime had me make for him—only I changed it the way he wanted: made you look younger.”
Mrs. Ross put a hand to her throat. “Like the sketch you sent me?”
“Yeah.”
Just as I feared. Oh, why didn’t I do something then? Through dry lips she said: “Who saw the picture?”
“Tourist,” panted Hoblitt. “Old guy. Named John Sullivan.” He subsided, breathing in shallow gasps.
Old John! thought Mrs. Ross. God in heaven!
She said: “What did he tell you?”
Hoblitt’s lips trembled.
Behind Mrs. Ross, Dr. Herrera said: “Please do not take too long, Señora.”
Mrs. Ross ignored the interruption, hardly heard it. “Did you tell this tourist where I live?”
“Wish I had,” whispered Hoblitt. “But after he told me who the portrait looked like … I told him you were … dead … you died years ago. He wanted to buy the picture, but Don Jaime wouldn’t sell.”
“Did you tell Don Jaime what the man said?” asked Mrs. Ross.
Recognizing the name, Dr. Herrera said: “Don Jaime has already been summoned, Señora.”
Hoblitt said: “I didn’t tell anyone.”
“What … did Sullivan say to you?” she whispered.
Hoblitt held his head rigid, turned his eyes, stared directly at her. There was sharp clarity in his attention, and his voice came out strongly: “He said my portrait was the spitting image of Kodiak Kate, who used to run the best house in Juneau. He said you were the smartest business woman he ever met: everything in your house was for sale … except Kate herself. That’s what he told me!”
Dr. Herrera cleared his throat. “Do you have the necessary information, Señora?”
Mrs. Ross answered without turning: “One moment, Doctor.” She shifted back to English, attention fixed on Hoblitt. “What do you intend to do with this information?”
Hoblitt spoke in a low, musing voice. “Been thinking. At first I wasn’t going to do anything. But since …” He swallowed, and a muscle rippled along his chest. “What’d you hit me with?”
“A flower box fell off my balcony,” said Mrs. Ross.
“Fell!” grated Hoblitt. His attention wavered past her, came back. “What happened to that thing I was carrying?”
Mrs. Ross had lost all contact with her previous suspicions. “What thing?” she asked.
“Model. Little wheelchair. Sold portrait of Paulita. Sent part back with Don Jaime … braces … her legs. Rest … money for wheelchair. Making special one.” He blinked, focused on Mrs. Ross. “I was nerving myself to take the model over to Miss Romera when …” He closed his eyes, fell silent.
Dr. Herrera bent beside Mrs. Ross. “I must administer the sedative now. It is not good to leave him thus.” He swabbed a Merthiolate-odorous daub of cotton across Hoblitt’s bare arm. A red smear appeared on the flesh behind the cotton.
Mrs. Ross could not take her attention from Hoblitt’s face. What a fool I’ve been! she thought. She said: “What are you going to do, Mr. Hoblitt?”
The artist opened his eyes, swallowed convulsively as Dr. Herrera sank the hypodermic needle into his arm, depressed the plunger. Presently Hoblitt began speaking in a low voice: “In the old days artists had their patrons. You’re going to become a patron of the arts.” He stared at her, a cold, commanding expression. “Right here in San Juan. You’re going to support a starving young artist. Won’t cost you much. Couple thousand a year. Give me time to paint what I want … like those portraits.” He cleared his throat, attention yawing across her face. “What’d he give me? Feel woozy.”
He’s going to blackmail me! thought Mrs. Ross.
Hoblitt found a reserve of consciousness, held his gaze on her face. “Not gonna walk under your balcony ever again!”
“That was an accident,” murmured Mrs. Ross. And she thought: He’s going to blackmail me for the rest of my life!
Dr. Herrera lowered one ham-like hand, pulled her upright—gently, firmly. “We must put him on the stretcher now.” He patted her shoulder. “Do not feel too badly. The bones will heal.”
Hoblitt stared up at Mrs. Ross, eyes, glazing from the narcotics. “Tell y’ somethin’ else,” he slurred. “Gonna marry tha’ g’l across’ street!” He summoned inner reserves, “Don’t care what you or her crazy aunt think!” He fell silent while Dr. Herrera and the police shifted him onto the stretcher. Bits of dirt fell off his trousers onto the cobblestones. Then, “All y’r dough! Never gettin’ her a wheelchair!”
Mrs. Ross watched the police carry the stretcher up the sidewalk, around the corner. Dr. Herrera remained standing beside her. “Which hospital, Señora?”
“The Foreign Clinic in Guadalajara,” murmured Mrs. Ross. “Specialists should be called in, if you believe it advisable. See that he has the best of care. Anything he requires.”
Her mind was resuming its usual alertness. She thought: Blackmail? He’ll see. I’ve never met the man yet I couldn’t beat in a deal. She squinted. He sold the portrait of Paulita. And Jaime bought the one of me. That means the work is marketable. Given proper handling, he can get top prices. She began mentally calculating how much commission she could charge. And part of her mind started working out a plan to get her portrait away from Don Jaime.
Dr. Herrera cleared his throat.
But Mrs. Ross’s attention was lost in her plans. Can’t let Hoblitt enter any more mixed shows, she thought. Divides attention too much. He’ll need some one-man shows, good advance publicity. She nodded to herself. This could become quite profitable—much better than a couple thousand a year just in commissions. She suppressed a smile at the thought of self-supporting blackmail.
Another idea struck Mrs. Ross. She turned to face Dr. Herrera, who was studying her with a puzzled frown.
“You feel all right, Señora?”
“Perfectly all right,” she assured him. “How long before the young man will be able to resume his painting?”
“How simpático!” blurted Dr. Herrera. He shook his head in wonder at this magnificent woman whose thoughts were only for the young man injured in the regrettable accident.
“How long?” demanded Mrs. Ross.
“It is the left shoulder,” said Dr. Herrera. “He paints with the right hand, does he not?” The doctor nodded. “He should be up and around in a week or so. Wearing a cast, of course.”
“Good!”
And Mrs. Ross thought wryly: Well, it won’t be the first time I’ve sold beauty!
“Perhaps you should go inside and rest for a while,” said Dr. Herrera. “Your illness …”
“I’m fully recovered,” said Mrs. Ross. “You run along now and take care of that young man. There must be no complications. See that he gets everything he requires. And put it all on my bill.”
“Well … if you’re sure you feel all right,” said Dr. Herrera. “But do not stand too long in the sun of noonday. And call me immediately if you feel dizzy, eh? Or any pains of the stomach?”
“I will call you, Doctor.”
“I’m sure you will.” He executed a little bow, gave her his English notice of departure: “Goodbye now.”
Mrs. Ross watched until he rounded the corner. A shudder passed through her. I might have killed that young man! she thought. And there was in the thought a touch of the same feeling she experienced at the possibility of waste or mis-handling in any of her financial empire. She took a deep, relieved breath. Well … this will shake down in time.
A metallic gleam in the dirt at her feet caught Mrs. Ross’s attention. She stopped, removed a crude model wheelchair from a hole left by a missing cobblestone. The model appeared undamaged, preserved from trampling feet by the hole in which it had lodged. She shook off the debris of parsley and dirt that had partially concealed it, stared at the model: a pathetic little thing, the kind used in window displays.
How can I face Paulita? she wondered. After what she saw.
Mrs. Ross glanced across the street where both door and window remained closed, bolted. She felt old, ashamed: the shame much more involved in Hoblitt’s indictment of her than in her error of judgment about the artist.
I’ve been an old fool, she thought. Then: Well … we’re never too old to learn.
Don Jaime’s lank form skirted the corner ahead of Mrs. Ross. The mayor bore down on her almost at a trot. His narrow face was drawn downward in a look of dog-eyed melancholy. His severe black suit looked just a little disheveled. He pulled up in front of Mrs. Ross, wiped perspiration from his forehead with a white handkerchief which he returned to a side pocket.
“Good morning, Jaime,” said Mrs. Ross.
“Emma,” pleaded Don Jaime. “What have you done?”
“It was an accident,” said Mrs. Ross. She felt stirrings of anger at Don Jaime, thought: Why does he have to intrude just now?
“Aiiii!” wailed Don Jaime. “Another accident!” He stretched out both hands, palms up. “Emma, I asked you not to do this! I knew in my heart the young man was harmless. From the moment I first began dealing with him, I knew he was a good young man, very sympathetic, very …”
“Jaime, please,” she said. “Not now.”
“There will be another letter from the Turismo,” he accused. “And what can I tell them?”
Mrs. Ross took a deep breath, hefted the model in her hand. I’ll have Serena wash this off before I take it over, she thought. Yes! And I will tell Paulita what Hoblitt said about marrying her! That will take her mind off anything else.
She felt the entire situation settling into place. And abrupt insight struck her as she recalled what Hoblitt’s painting had revealed about Paulita: the latent coldness, the cruelty, the pride. Serve him right if he does marry her!
“What am I to tell Turismo?” insisted Don Jaime. He wrung his thin hands.
Mrs. Ross half turned away, stopped, looked back at the mayor. To think that I could have married him once, she thought. God watches over women and fools.
Inspiration filled Mrs. Ross. “Tell Turismo,” she said, “… tell them that San Juan is the fairest flower in all of Mexico’s tourist attractions. But tell them that every such blossom must have around it a bush of thorns. Everything of beauty must have at least one flaw in it. Otherwise people do not realize how beautiful it truly is. That is what you must tell them. Tell them that I—Emma Ross—I am the thorn in San Juan. Tell them that!”
And she reflected: How right I am! And now I’m saddled with that artist. What a complicated thorn! She mentally shrugged, thought: Well … anyway, I still have the sunshine.
A roll of thunder crashed from across the lake.
Looking toward the noise, Mrs. Ross saw a line squall moving toward her over the darkening water like a black wall.
“Good day to you,” she said to Don Jaime, who still stood there staring at her, his brows furrowed in puzzlement.
Then, she hurried inside before the rain struck.
***
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