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Chapter One


The slow rain washed down the windshield, smearing the streetlights and neon signs across the glass, softening the world’s edges, melting the features of the people on the sidewalk.


‘I can’t see good,’ Mad Crow grunted. ‘Run the wipers.’


‘Better not,’ Horn replied. ‘Right now, we’re just another car sitting here. If I start the engine, we’ll get attention.’


Mad Crow cursed under his breath, leaned forward in the passenger seat and wiped the inside of the windshield with his hand, then rolled down his window a few inches, letting in a rush of cool air. Outside, the nighttime street surged with cars and people. A block away, one of the movie palaces had finished showing a film, and the crowd began to move past Horn’s inconspicuous black Ford, some of them headed for their cars at nearby lots, some ready for a meal at the cafeteria a couple of blocks away, others looking for one of the several bars in this stretch of downtown Los Angeles.


Those in the crowd, young and old, looked well-off and animated, not beaten-down and anxious, as they had only a few years earlier. Many of the men, hats pulled low against the drizzle, wore sharp-looking suits. The younger, gum-chewing girls huddled under their dates’ umbrellas and swung their purses like metronomes. Well, the war’s been over for a while, Horn thought. People are making money again, having a good time. Funny it didn’t work out that way for me.


Several of the women dabbed at their eyes with handkerchiefs even as they walked and talked. ‘What’s wrong with them?’ the Indian asked.


‘That’s a Joan Crawford playing up the street there,’ Horn replied.


‘Oh.’ This was their second night here, waiting for a glimpse of a man whose name they didn’t even know, and they had exhausted most of their attempts at conversation.


Horn adjusted his rear-view mirror for a look at the young woman in the back seat. ‘Nothing else occur to you, Cassie?’


‘Huh-uh.’ Cassie Montag, her expression uninterested, was working at the braids that held her dark hair. As he watched, she freed one of them, brushed it out, and began teasing at the other with her fingers. Even in the dim light inside the car, Horn could make out the faded rainbow of bruises that marked the left side of her lip and lower jaw.


‘You sure he said he likes to drop in at the Green Light Tavern?’ Horn asked her. ‘You know, there’s a Red Lantern Grill just a couple of blocks from here.’


‘He said Green Light,’ she replied. Mad Crow swivelled around heavily, thick shoulders bunched under his jacket, and studied his niece. She had some of his looks, the dark eyes and the cheekbones. But the rest of her was a mixture of Indian and white, and Mad Crow had once told Horn it was the white part of her that worried him.


‘You’re just going to have to braid your hair again before you show up for work Monday,’ he told her.


‘I don’t care,’ she told him, eyes focused on nothing in particular. She wore a western shirt and a fringed skirt, and Horn could just make out, in reverse, the lettering embroidered on her shirt pocket: Mad Crow Casino. ‘I just don’t want to look like a goddam squaw all the time.’


Mad Crow’s jaw tightened, and he seemed about to speak. But Horn reached over and touched him lightly on the arm. ‘Over there,’ he said, quickly cranking down the driver’s-side window.


They both stared at the bar they’d been watching for two nights. A man who appeared to be in his thirties approached the entrance, loosening the belt of his trenchcoat. ‘Looks like him,’ Mad Crow said. ‘Right, Cassie?’


She took a look. ‘That’s him,’ she said, adding a muttered obscenity.


The man’s dark, slicked-back hair shone under the lights. ‘If he doesn’t introduce himself properly tonight,’ Mad Crow said, ‘I just might call him Vitalis.’


‘Uh, he’s got friends,’ Horn said. The man had just been joined by a woman of indeterminate age and another man, this one stocky and wearing a slouch cap. The trio went inside.


‘You recognize the other one?’ Mad Crow asked Cassie without turning around.


‘He looks like a guy who was with him that night,’ she replied tonelessly.


‘So there was somebody with him? Would’ve been nice if you’d mentioned that.’


Horn could feel the tension building in the car, and he wanted all this to be over. ‘Sure you want to do this here?’ he asked Mad Crow. ‘We can wait, follow him to his hotel, wherever it is, talk to him with nobody around. When a man opens his door in his underwear, you got him at a disadvantage.’


‘If he opens the door,’ the Indian said.


‘I can always get them to open the door,’ Horn said. ‘That’s what I do for you, remember?’


The Indian thought for a moment, his thick hands resting on the dashboard, the big turquoise ring and hammered silver bracelet shining dully in the softened neon light as if they were part of Montezuma’s treasure.


‘Hell with it,’ he said finally. ‘I’m tired of waiting. Let’s get it done. They’ve had time to order their drinks and settle in, so let’s go join the party. Come on, Cassie.’ He rolled heavily out of the car and wrapped his raincoat lightly around his thick chest and torso. The rain had slackened to a light, uncertain drizzle. With his ponytail, his most distinctive feature, tucked under his fedora, he was just a big, copper-skinned man standing on the street.


Horn unfolded his lanky frame and got out. Cassie reluctantly joined them, and they crossed the street. The round green symbol of the tavern flashed slowly off and on, and the name of the place was reflected waveringly upside down in the puddles.


Inside, they stood for a moment in the doorway, getting used to the low light. The tavern was busy, not quite full, with the warm, steamy feel of a place where people have come in from the rain. Somewhere a jukebox played a Dinah Shore tune that had been popular at the end of the war. They saw their man sitting with his male friend one table away from the bar next to the wall. At first there was no sign of the woman, but they spotted her coming out of a back room, adjusting her coat and dress.


Horn thought quickly. ‘We should try to separate her,’ he said to Mad Crow. ‘Okay?’


‘Yeah,’ the Indian muttered. ‘Cassie, we don’t want her getting in the way,’ he said forcefully. ‘Do something, all right?’


His niece hesitated long enough to show her lack of enthusiasm for the whole endeavor. But she approached the woman and spoke quietly to her, motioning toward Horn and Mad Crow. After a few seconds, Cassie and the woman took seats at a nearby table and waited. The two men, who were being served drinks by a waitress, apparently had not noticed.


‘We weren’t counting on him having company,’ Horn said. ‘You be careful.’


‘You just watch my royal behind,’ Mad Crow replied. The sharp planes of his face broke into a wide grin as he crossed the room. Horn had seen the grin before. So had other men. It did not portend a good time.


‘You mind?’ Mad Crow said to the two strangers as he plucked a wooden chair from the next-door table and sat it down loudly next to the dark-haired man, ignoring his look of mild astonishment. Moving swiftly, Horn found a chair two tables away and set it down to Mad Crow’s right, next to the stocky companion in the cap.


Horn brushed the raindrops off his shoulder, slapped his hat lightly against his knee, and unbuttoned his jacket, trying to put a relaxed smile on his face. The stocky man on his right had not moved. His square, outthrust chin had gone a few hours too long between shaves. A toothpick rested on his lower lip, and his gaze went slowly back and forth between Horn and Mad Crow. Horn knew this second man was his responsibility, but he had been careful to position his chair far enough away from the table to allow him to watch everyone else as well.


‘Can I help you folks?’ The cocktail waitress had shown up. Her expression looked strained, and she seemed to sense that something was going on.


‘We’re going to think about it, honey,’ Mad Crow said to her. When she had left, he turned to Vitalis. ‘You know who I am?’


‘I think so.’ The man wore a well-fitting double-breasted tweed, snug at the waist. His eyes were sleepy and unconcerned.


‘You played poker at my place,’ Mad Crow said. ‘Won a few hands, ordered some drinks, left some nice tips. My guess is you had a good time.’


‘That a question?’ The man seemed to be enjoying the conversation.


‘Sure, let’s call it a question.’


‘I suppose I had a good time,’ Vitalis said, studying his cuffs as he fussed with them until an inch or so showed below his coat sleeve. ‘I’ve been to bigger places, better run. Your bar service is a little slow. But I got no real complaints.’


‘That’s good,’ Mad Crow said, leaning forward slightly. ‘I got one, though. One of my waitresses says you roughed her up.’


A look of lazy comprehension passed over Vitalis’ face. He looked over his shoulder, searching the room until he spotted Cassie and the other woman, who were now working on drinks. They were sitting too far away to overhear, and they appeared to be talking quietly, eyeing the men occasionally.


‘That wouldn’t be her, would it?’ he asked.


‘Says you invited her out in the parking lot, offered her money to go out with you,’ Mad Crow went on. ‘She turned you down. You grabbed her arm. She tried to get away. You slugged her.’


‘That’s a lie.’ Vitalis didn’t move as he spoke, but Toothpick shifted in his chair, hands lightly gripping the arms, and now Horn gave him all his attention. In the background, Dinah Shore had given way to the velvety baritone of Perry Como singing ‘Temptation.’


‘Which part was a lie?’


‘The parking lot was her idea. Meeting me later was her idea. The money—’


‘Now you’re the liar.’ Mad Crow had stopped smiling, and Horn could feel something bad coming, like a train on a downhill grade with a belly full of fiery coal and no engineer at the controls. The unease built in him, the familiar knot in the stomach at the prospect of violence. He glanced at Vitalis. Why isn’t he worried? he wondered. He must be counting on his friend. Toothpick. He’s the ace in the hole.


‘Here’s why I’m here,’ Mad Crow went on. ‘You bruised her face and chipped a tooth when you hit her. She’ll need to get the tooth fixed, and then there’s the question of her general discomfort. Way I see it, you owe her an even hundred. You hand it over, we leave you to your drinks and your female companionship. We’ll even forget about the apology.’


The other man laughed out loud, and his sleepy eyes came alive. He’s enjoying this, Horn thought. Not a good sign. He tensed himself, waiting for whatever came.


Vitalis reached in his left front trouser pocket and pulled out a wad of bills secured by a money clip. He peeled off a ten and laid it carefully on the table in front of Mad Crow.


‘Here’s a Hamilton,’ he said. ‘I think this is the going rate for a halfbreed with a broken tooth.’


Mad Crow leaned forward as if to speak, but instead he reached down and grasped a front and rear leg of the man’s chair in each hand, then stood erect, bringing the chair up with him in a surge of arm and leg muscles. Vitalis came up with the chair, then was dumped sideways in a heap on the floor. He scrambled to his knees in a crouch as his right hand shot under his jacket. But in the next instant Mad Crow had swung the chair high, one-handed now, and brought it down in a fearful arc, slamming it into the man’s ribs with a sound that everyone in the bar could hear.


Vitalis emitted a cry of pain, then lay there on his side, wheezing, slowly drawing his legs up, making himself as small as possible in case another blow should follow.


As the chair had struck, Horn saw Toothpick tense, his hands gripping the chair arms tightly, about to commit himself. Horn quickly leaned toward him, speaking in a low but urgent voice. ‘Careful,’ he said. ‘It’s all over. It’s done. Not your fight anyway. Be sensible, now, all right? Let’s leave it right here. We’ll be gone real soon, and you can take care of your friend. Nobody else needs to get hurt.’


The man on the floor wheezed again. Everyone in the bar seemed to be holding their breath. Toothpick sat rigidly, unmoving except for his eyes, which were all over the place. He’s figuring the odds, Horn thought.


‘Look,’ he told Toothpick, ‘I’m just getting comfortable here. If you get up, I’ve got to get up too. And where do we go from there?’


A few more seconds passed, and then the man, with a lazy roll of his tongue, transferred the toothpick from one corner of his mouth to the other. He relaxed his grip on the chair and sat back. Horn exhaled loudly. Glancing at the bar, he saw the bartender moving toward what Horn guessed was the telephone. ‘It’s all right,’ he called out, making a palms-out gesture. After a moment, the bartender stopped.


Mad Crow reached under the fallen man’s midsection, fumbled around for a while, and came up with a switchblade knife, which he pocketed. Then he pried the money out of his victim’s clenched fist. When he had it, he looked around the room, re-applied the grin to his face, and said loudly, ‘Show’s over, folks.’


Sitting down, he removed the money clip and began counting. ‘Hey, buddy,’ he said to Horn, ‘I think this is what they call a Michigan bankroll. Big bills on the outside, mostly singles on the inside. But—’ He was snapping the corners of the bills between thumb and forefinger, like an experienced money man. ‘But looks like he can cover the tab, and maybe even have enough left over for the train fare back to, uh …’ He nudged the prone man with the toe of his shoe. ‘Where you from, partner?’


‘Cleveland,’ the man croaked.


‘How about that? Home of the Indians.’ Mad Crow seemed immensely pleased with himself. ‘You’re headed there tomorrow, aren’t you?’


‘Right.’ The word was muffled.


Horn took the rest of the folded money and passed it to the man on his right. ‘Do me a favor,’ he said. ‘Would you mind helping your friend out the door?’


Toothpick, whose expression had never changed, coaxed the other man to his feet, and they slowly made their way out onto the street.


‘Damn, that worked out, didn’t it?’ Flushed with success, Mad Crow pocketed the hundred. He got up and headed toward the door, stopping for Cassie on the way. Before accompanying him, she spoke a few final words to the other woman, who smiled at her.


Horn started to follow, but his gaze swept over the woman at the other table, then settled on her. The two men had ignored her as they left, and she sat with her drink, head down, as if unaffected by what had happened.


‘You two go ahead,’ he called out. ‘I’ll be just a minute.’


As the bar chatter started up again, Horn walked over to get a better look at the woman. From what he could see, she was not young. She wore a serviceable wool coat with a worn fur collar and a felt hat with a floppy brim that partially hid her features, and she sat with both hands cradling her highball, as if it might skitter away from her.


‘Those guys friends of yours?’ he asked her.


She shook her head. ‘Never saw either one of them before tonight,’ she said. ‘But they seemed nice enough, and they had money to spend. And if a gentleman wants to buy a lady a drink—’ She waved one hand gracefully in the air, an almost theatrical gesture. ‘The lady doesn’t ask to see his pedigree.’ Her voice was a soft alto, slightly amused. It hinted at breeding, and it didn’t go with her almost threadbare appearance.


‘Well, I’m sorry for all the ruckus,’ he said. ‘Can I buy you another one of those before I go?’


‘You don’t remember me, do you, John Ray?’


‘What?’


She looked up at him, and he studied her. There was something about her features, but they wouldn’t coalesce into a name or even a memory.


‘I can see you don’t,’ she went on, her words carefully spoken but slightly slurred. She took a big swallow of her drink, and Horn could see that it was already mostly gone. He guessed that it was not her first of the evening. ‘You probably don’t remember rescuing me from that stampede – all the yelling and shooting, and horses running around. I know it was only a movie, but I wasn’t used to horses, and I suppose I was afraid. And you saved me from them, just like it said in the script.’


He lowered himself into the seat opposite her as she went on. ‘I had a funny thought right after Joseph hit the man with the chair. I remembered another scene – it was in a bank or a lawyer’s office, something like that – when someone hit you with a chair, and it broke into a hundred pieces.’ She took a deep breath, as if the memory required too much effort. ‘But that was one of those trick chairs, wasn’t it? Just a movie trick. I’ll bet you’ve forgotten that too.’


What the hell? He found himself staring at her. A memory was taking shape. Not yet a name, but a memory …


She polished off the drink with one long swig and put the glass down heavily. ‘Something bad happened to you,’ she said thickly. ‘I saw it in the paper a long time ago. Something bad. Well, something happened to me too.’


‘What happened to you?’ As his mind worked to retrieve the memory, a face swam into view, a beautiful face, and the name was somewhere behind it, coming to the surface.


But the memory didn’t match the face across the table, and something in his own expression – disappointment, or maybe even pity – gave him away.


‘None of your business.’ She looked at him fiercely. ‘Stop staring at me. I’m sorry I said anything. No, you can’t buy me another drink. Why don’t you just get out of here?’


Mumbling a goodbye that sounded like an apology, he left the bar. Across the street, he leaned in the window of the car.


‘Where’s your Caddy?’ he asked.


‘A block away,’ Mad Crow said. ‘It’s a lot more comfortable than this heap of yours, so let’s go pick it up. Time to celebrate. We’re off to the drive-in for a burger and a malt.’ Cassie sat in the back, looking idly out the window.


‘You two better go ahead,’ Horn told him. ‘I’m sticking around for a while.’


‘What are you talking about? If you want a drink, I know a dozen bars better than—’


‘Listen, that woman in there. She knows both of us.’


‘What?’


‘I know. It sounds crazy, but she worked on one of our pictures. Just one, and it was years ago. She mentioned a stampede … Wait a minute.’


He snapped his fingers. ‘It’s Rose. I’ll be damned. Rose Galen.’


‘You’re out of your mind, John Ray.’


‘It’s her. I’m going back to talk to her. You go on.’ He sprinted across the street, entered the bar, and looked around.


She was gone.






Chapter Two


As Horn approached, the bartender gave him a look. ‘Let me guess,’ the man said. ‘You’ve come back to buy a round for the house. On account of you and your friend’s jackass behavior.’ He had a military-style crewcut and wore a crisp white shirt and bow tie, and one rolled-up sleeve revealed a Devil Dogs tattoo on his left forearm.


‘I’m afraid I can’t afford that,’ Horn said, putting on what he hoped was an ingratiating grin. ‘But I’m obliged to you for letting things wind down the way they did, without calling in outside help.’


The man shrugged. ‘I don’t usually need outside help.’


‘I can believe that,’ Horn said. He slid two singles anchored by a silver dollar across the bar. ‘This is for your trouble. And because I need to ask you about the lady who came in with those two men.’


‘What about her?’


‘Do you know her?’


‘Maybe.’ The bartender seemed suddenly wary. He hadn’t touched the money. ‘What’s it about?’


‘She said she knew me, and I didn’t remember her at first. Now I do, and I just want to talk to her.’


‘She didn’t sound to me like she wanted to talk to you,’ the bartender said. ‘Told you to get lost, the way I remember it.’ The man leaned back on the counter behind him, arms folded. Horn had a sudden thought: he’s trying to protect her.


‘Look,’ he said. ‘I remember her name is Rose. I knew her years ago. It’s kind of embarrassing, you know? Not to recognize her at first. She was a little mad at me, but I promise you I just want to talk to her, ask her what she’s been up to all these years.’


It sounded feeble, but the bartender seemed to relax. Finally he said, ‘Most people around here call her Rosie.’


‘Does she come here a lot?’


‘I guess, yeah. I give her credit sometimes, make sure she isn’t bothered.’


‘Do you know any other places she likes to go?’


‘Not really.’


‘Any idea where she lives?’


‘Somewhere up on Bunker Hill, in one of the rooming houses.’ The bartender picked up the bills and the big coin and looked at Horn closely. ‘Do I know you from somewhere?’


Over the man’s shoulder, near the big mirror behind the bar, Horn could see a handful of framed and autographed celebrity photos, the kind often found in bars and eateries around LA. One of them was a character actor who had a name less familiar than his face. Another photo was of Johnny Mack Brown, complete with Stetson and horse.


If you like the westerns, you just might know me, Horn thought. My rowdy friend too. But aloud he said simply, ‘I doubt it.’


The man shrugged and went over to take an order from the waitress. Then he stopped and came back, as if remembering something.


‘I hope I don’t find out you bothered her,’ he said.


‘I won’t bother her,’ Horn assured him. ‘I don’t want to rile the US Marines.’ He pointed to the tattoo. ‘Pacific?’


‘Yeah, a few of those islands,’ the bartender said. ‘You in too?’


‘Army,’ Horn said. ‘Italy.’ He started to add something, but he felt the old wave of shame wash over him, shame that had kept him from talking to anyone about his time in the war. The bartender turned away again, and Horn left.


He rounded a corner and cut over to Hill Street, where he turned north. It was almost eleven, and there was less foot traffic along this street than on Broadway, and almost no neon. The rain was little more than mist now, but his raincoat did little to keep out the January night air. He took fast strides, and it wasn’t long before he spotted her up ahead.


She walked a little unsteadily on her high heels, head down, her posture suggesting that she was hugging herself to stay warm. Up ahead to the left was Angels Flight, the short and steep cable railway that carried people up to Bunker Hill. When she reached it, she stopped at the big stone arch that framed the fare booth. That was where he caught up with her as she fumbled in her change purse.


He glanced at the fare sign above. ‘Two, please,’ he said to the woman behind the glass as he stepped forward, placing a dime on the worn counter.


Rose Galen looked up questioningly, hand still in her purse, then recognized him. Her expression hardened.


‘Mind if I ride with you?’ he asked her.


‘It’s a free country.’


‘Good.’ They passed inside to join the half-dozen passengers waiting for the next car, then stood there awkwardly.


‘Smoke on the Mountain,’ he said after a moment.


‘What?’


‘That was the name. More than ten years ago, and it was only my second movie, which means you were only my second leading lady. I’m sorry I didn’t remember you, Rose. It was just—’


‘Just that I’ve changed so much,’ she said, looking him in the eye defiantly. ‘How do they say it? The years haven’t been kind to her. Isn’t that right?’


As he tried to frame an answer, one of the two orange and black cable cars arrived, slowly descending to the pad. They stepped aboard with the others and sat across from each other, the wooden floor sharply tilted but the seats angled so that each passenger sat level. After a few moments the car lurched mildly and began its slow climb.


Horn looked around. In contrast to the crowds on Broadway, the people on the car seemed to belong to another LA, one that was older, more tired, and less prosperous. He took in the scuffed shoes and worn clothes. One man, unshaven, held a paper bag in which the top of a newly purchased bottle of liquor was just visible.


‘You know what they call these two cable cars?’ Rose Galen asked him abruptly. Across the narrow aisle, he could smell the liquor on her breath.


‘Ah, no.’


‘You must not get up the hill much.’


‘It’s been a while,’ he said. ‘I don’t have much reason to go up there.’


‘Not many do,’ she said. ‘Just those of us who live there. They call the cars Sinai and Olivet. They’re named after mountains in the Bible.’ As before, she spoke with the careful enunciation of those who know that heavy drinking can make them stumble over words. ‘We’re riding on Sinai. When they built this thing a long time ago, Bunker Hill was where the rich folks lived in the big houses, and riding the cable car up there must have seemed like a trip to heaven.’ She laughed harshly as her right hand twisted and released the fabric of her skirt, over and over. ‘It’s not that kind of a place any more.’


In the unforgiving overhead lights, he got his first good look at her. Time had not been kind to her, it was true, and no one would call her beautiful today. Those years showed in the lines around her eyes and mouth and the twin furrows between her brows. Her hair, once a rich brown, was now half gray and spilled carelessly out from under her hat. And although his emerging memory of her included a sense of serenity, what he saw now was tight-wound tension, characterized by the repetitive, unconscious motion of her right hand half buried in her skirt.


But as he looked, he began to discern the Rose he remembered, the woman he’d known in that brief time before she disappeared. Even though some drinkers get bloated, she appeared to be still trim within those baggy clothes. And although her hair was no longer dark, a lock of it hung over one eye in a way that seemed familiar to him. The full lower lip remained, as did the direct, brown-eyed gaze. Best of all, he had seen those eyes flash at him with anger tonight, telling him life had not dulled all her responses.


The humming cable car and its tired passengers faded, and for a few seconds he saw a young woman in a loud western shirt, a kerchief knotted around her neck, sitting astride a skittish mount. Like a camera, his memory moved in for a close-up as she worked the reins, grinning broadly and making a joke about her own horsemanship. He heard himself laugh along with her. Then the scene shifted to a quieter place, and the memory took on a different emotion, one summoned up from a deeper level, a feeling he hadn’t touched in a long time. In his mind, he reached out for her …


An old woman in the car was seized with a coughing fit, dragging Horn back to the present. He realized Rose was looking at him warily, almost suspiciously, and he felt as if he had been caught in something shameful.


He had questions for her. But he didn’t know if he could get past the barrier of booze. Horn liked to drink and had been known to overindulge when the occasion demanded, but he hated habitual drunks, those who let alcohol take them over. He suspected the feeling originated with his father’s sermons against the evils of drinking. Horn had spent much of his adult life fleeing the memory of the Reverend John Jacob Horn, but the old man had a way of surprising him even today, of infiltrating his thinking, of ambushing him with his convictions, his absolute certitude on questions of good and evil. Horn knew, of course, that there was no such thing as absolute good or evil but only those slippery regions in between. Except in that sleepless time before dawn, when he sometimes lay awake, heard the faint thunder of his father’s voice, and wondered …


‘We’re here,’ Rose said as the car gently stopped at the top of the incline. They stepped off with the others, and a moment later he stood with her, looking around at Bunker Hill.


The years had not been kind to the hill either. Early in the century, the city’s merchant princes had built their grand homes up here, tall Victorians and Italianates and Gothic revival showcases with turrets and gables and balustrades and ornate detail hand-carved into the wood. Three and sometimes four stories they stood, with servants’ quarters in the upper levels. Proudly their owners looked down on the raw young city from high on their hill, and they sent their servants down by cable car to do business and buy goods and then return by the route of the angels. It must have been a good life, Horn reflected.


But it lasted less than half a century. By the end of the war, the merchant princes and their descendants had fled the heart of the city, and their homes had begun to decay. Looking around, Horn could see that the once-dense blocks were now pocked with vacant lots here and there. The homes that remained had been converted into rooming houses, shabby and in need of paint. In place of a single wealthy family, most of them now housed a whole collection of the down and out.


The rain had stopped. They stood on a street lit only by street-lamps. The tall houses loomed up on either side, with dim lights visible behind windowshades.


‘Not exactly heaven, is it?’ Rose said. Something caught in her throat, and she coughed repeatedly.


Horn turned and looked behind them, where the downtown lay ablaze, the lights of its streets and buildings reflected from a layer of angry, gray, low-lying clouds. ‘It’s not heaven down below either, Rose,’ he said. ‘I live there, and I should know.’


She gestured down the street to the right, and they began walking. ‘So you’re a philosopher now,’ she said almost playfully. ‘When I met you, you were pretending to be a cowboy. And I was impersonating an actress. We made an odd pair, didn’t we?’


‘You were good,’ he said forcefully. ‘Don’t shortchange yourself. I learned a few things from you. I couldn’t understand what you were doing in that no-count little B-movie. You were better than any actress I ever worked with, before or since.’


‘Well, golly,’ she said in exaggerated modesty. ‘Listen to you. I’m all—’


‘I never found out what became of you,’ he said suddenly. ‘You just disappeared at the end of shooting. Why did—’


‘We have arrived,’ she said, gesturing grandly. The old house had little of its grandeur left. It still bore all its architectural flourishes, but it seemed to have settled onto its foundation like an elderly woman who can no longer hold herself erect. The hand-painted sign over the porch read: Rook House. Week or Month.


‘This is where I leave you,’ she said. ‘Time for some beauty rest.’


‘What happened, Rose?’


‘All you and I have are a few memories, and I don’t enjoy most of my memories,’ she said, patting him tentatively on the arm. ‘Goodbye, John Ray.’


As usual, the birdcalls woke him just after first light. Walking into the curtained-off alcove that functioned as a kitchen, he found he was out of both bread and eggs. Even though he was already hungry, he took the time to make a batch of drop biscuits, then fried up some bacon to go with a couple of them. There was just enough buttermilk left from the biscuits for him to enjoy with his breakfast. He ate out on his front porch, listening to the morning sounds of the canyon. Each day, he found, went a little better if he could start and finish it by spending some time on his porch.


It wasn’t much of a porch, or much of a house either. The place was just a cabin, made of wood and stone, originally intended to house the caretaker of the old Aguilar estate. It sat a hundred feet above the road that marked the floor of Culebra Canyon, and beside the cabin a gravel road wound up a steep, wooded hillside to the estate itself, up on the ridge that formed the western rim of the canyon.


The buildings on the ridge had burned down long ago, and the estate was now a blackened ruin. But its current owner, while deciding what to do with the property, allowed Horn to live in the cabin rent-free in exchange for caretaker duties.


Today those duties focused on a crumbling wall, just off the road, that marked the lower edge of the property. After breakfast, Horn turned on the hose by the cabin and ran some water in a wheelbarrow, then mixed in some cement with a shovel. Wheeling the mixture down the slope, he went to work on the rock-and-cement wall. Wherever he found a loose stone, he pried it out with a crowbar, troweled some cement into the cavity, then re-seated the rock. Periodically he freshened the cement mixture from a jug of water he kept nearby.


The day was perfect, one of those crisp, sunny, blustery winter days that periodically visited there. Horn wore a light cotton jacket. When his work placed him in a sunny patch, he quickly warmed, but as soon as he moved into the shade, it turned chilly. From the wall, he could glimpse stretches of the asphalt road below, but there was no traffic on it, nor was there usually, since the cutoff to the Aguilar estate was the last side road before the canyon dead-ended. Horn’s nearest neighbor was a half-mile away.


Los Angeles, his home off and on for more than a decade, had not always been good to him. But along with its many unkindnesses, it offered a geography of a thousand choices. Last night he had seen Rose’s world, a place where worn-out people lived too close together. Horn had made his own choice. He lived almost as far away from civilization as one could get and still say he lived in the LA area. He liked it that way. After a few hours, he took a break for a sandwich and a bottle of beer, then went back to it. The sun was high now, so he left his jacket on the porch.


As he labored, every now and then he glanced up the hill where the narrow road disappeared into the trees. His work sometimes took him up to the site of the old estate, for weeding and general maintenance around the scorched remnants of the manor house and outbuildings. Once he had enjoyed walking up the road, or climbing the trail that led up there, to sit among the ruins and reflect on the kind of wealth that could build such a place, and what had become of it.


But no longer. Not since that night he had spent there, waiting for men to come and kill him and a young girl named Clea. The waiting was followed by terror, gunshots and sudden death in the dark. And now that he knew three bodies lay buried up there, somewhere among the oak and eucalyptus that ranged along the ridgeline, he could never think about the old estate in quite the same way.


So, as he pried another cantaloupe-sized rock out of the wall, he thought instead about Rose Galen and the shock of seeing her again. About the years that had accumulated on her face like a road map of worry. About the eyes that could still bore in on him. But his thoughts soon turned to older memories. Of Smoke on the Mountain, and the actress who showed up on the set one day, who stuck out her hand and said, ‘I’m Rose. Never done a western, but I’m willing to learn. If you’ll bear with me, maybe we can make this fun.’


He hadn’t seen the irony at first. He was Medallion Pictures’ newest cowboy actor, in his second starring role, and pretty full of himself. It took a while for him to realize that Rose was not only a few years older than he but also much more experienced at acting. He never found out whether her experience originated in movies or the theater, only that he was learning to rely on it. The truth was, he was not a very good actor. He was stiff and clumsy and often unable to commit the simplest dialogue to memory. His value to Medallion, such as it was, lay in his looks and his ability on horseback.


Time and again, Rose would step in whenever he stumbled and quietly offer the advice he needed. ‘Remember, the camera’s not there,’ she whispered once. ‘Look at me and Joseph and the others, and when we’re talking, don’t look like you’re ready to say your line. Act like you’re absolutely fascinated by what we have to say. Especially me,’ she laughed. ‘You could listen to me go on all day.’


Another time, after he blew a line over and over, she asked the director for a break, took him aside, grinned, and said, ‘It’s a stupid line, so don’t worry about the exact words. Here’s what’s important: the man’s a crooked lawyer, the contract is phony, and people are being cheated. Here’s what else is important: you’re the only one who cares about this. Now go give him hell.’


He surprised himself by doing just that. The director wasn’t happy with the improvised dialogue, but it worked.


Beyond her abilities, though, he knew she was troubled. Even while doing her usual good work, there might be liquor on her breath. When the crew was setting up for a new shot, she would sometimes walk away and sit under a tree, and he knew not to interrupt her. In the midst of being helpful to him, she seemed to need help herself, and he didn’t know how to offer it.


After several more hours of work, Horn reached the south end of the wall and re-cemented the last loose rock. Then he rolled the wheelbarrow up to the cabin, where he used the shovel to scrape out the remnants of cement from the wheelbarrow, then hosed down everything. Most of the canyon was in shadow now, the late afternoon sun painting a bright stripe of brown and green across the top of the far canyon wall. He was mounting the uneven stone steps of the cabin, beginning to think about supper, when he heard the phone ring inside.


‘I couldn’t remember if you had paid your phone bill lately,’ Mad Crow said. ‘Glad to hear you’re still hooked up with the outside world.’


‘Whenever you pay me on time, my bills get paid,’ Horn said. It was an old joke.


‘So was that really Rose, or just the bad lighting in there? How did it go?’


‘Not very well. Maybe I’ll tell you about it sometime.’


‘You could make it now.’


‘I don’t know, Indian …’


‘Look, I had my heart set on a hamburger last night, and you ducked out on me. Now I’ve got the grill fired up, and the meat laid out, and you’re going to help me eat these little critters. So climb in that beat-up thing you call a car and come on over here, all right?’






Chapter Three


The coals in the fifty-gallon drum had died down to hot ash. The burgers had been consumed, along with the beans and the ears of corn. The two sat in large, rough-hewn chairs out on the uneven lawn in front of Mad Crow’s ranch house, each man with a bottle of Pabst Blue Ribbon nestled comfortably in his crotch.


‘Want to do a collection?’ the Indian asked. ‘Guy out in Westwood. A professor at UCLA, for God’s sake. He teaches math, and he’s supposed to have come up with this system to beat the table at poker. Only thing is, he keeps losing.’


‘Guess he still needs to work out a few bugs,’ Horn said.


‘That’s right. Meantime, he’s into me for more than three hundred. I know he’s good for it, but here’s the thing: the other day his wife calls and begs me to stop him playing. Says she’s afraid he’s going to go off the deep end one of these days. I told her I can’t bar him from my place as long as he respects the rules. But I got to thinking that maybe I shouldn’t carry him any more, ’cause that just encourages him. So why don’t you go collect what he owes? For the usual percentage.’


‘Sure,’ Horn said. ‘I’ll get the address when we go inside.’


‘Got it right here.’ Mad Crow leaned over to hand him a slip of paper. ‘Try not to embarrass him in front of his wife.’


‘Don’t worry. You know, you wouldn’t have any of these problems if you’d just—’


‘Just run the casino, and forget about shylocking? I know. Maybe I like it. Maybe I’d rather be the banker to some of these dopes instead of sending them out on the street for their money, where they pay twenty percent and get their fingers broken when they can’t come up with it.’


‘Maybe you like the extra income.’


‘That too.’ Mad Crow pulled at his beer and grinned over at Horn. ‘But if I didn’t have the occasional bad loan that needs collecting, what would you do for a career, my out-of-work cowboy buddy?’


When Horn didn’t answer, Mad Crow cleared his throat. The knotted ropes beneath his seat cushion groaned as he shifted his bulk. ‘That was some asshole of an idiot talking just now,’ he said after a moment. ‘Had no business saying that. I think I’ll kick that dumb ass out of this yard so’s we can get back to our beer drinking.’


‘You go right ahead,’ Horn said. ‘Give him a kick for me too.’


Off in the stable, one of Mad Crow’s horses whinnied in an excess of equine emotion. It was now fully dark, the only illumination coming from the dim glow of the coals and the light behind them on the front porch of the house.


Mad Crow cleared his throat again, a sign Horn had learned to read as unease or embarrassment. ‘I get a little worked up on the subject of earning a living,’ the Indian said. ‘Don’t pay me no nevermind, all right? Only thing is, I’m the first one in my family to have anything like this.’ In the near-dark, Horn saw him sweep an arm around to indicate the whole of his ranch. ‘I’m not saying my relatives are all poor and miserable. Hell, my oldest brother lives by himself out on the reservation, doesn’t have a pot to piss in, but hunts and fishes and lives his own kind of life. I guess I’d call him happy.


‘But I’m the one that came to the big city. And after a while, some of them followed me here.’


Horn had heard the story before, but he didn’t mind. ‘And now they work for you,’ he prompted.


‘That’s right. Now I got seven cousins and nephews – and a niece – on my payroll. And they’re doing pretty good. I got a right to be proud of myself.’


‘So be proud.’


‘You know what he called me?’


‘Who?’


‘My brother.’ Mad Crow got up and went to the ice bucket, where he fished out two more beers. He opened them and handed one to Horn, who waited to hear the rest.


‘Last time I visited, a bunch of us were in town, eating and drinking. My brother called me a civilized Indian. He said it like it was something I should be ashamed of. I almost uncorked one on him, but my sister was there – Cassie’s mama – and I didn’t do anything. Maybe I should’ve.’


‘No, maybe you shouldn’t have.’ Mad Crow seemed to be getting morose, and Horn wanted to change the subject. He heard another whinny from the stable, followed by the sound of a heavy body against boards. ‘You’ve got an unhappy horse in there,’ he said. ‘Is he lonesome?’


‘I suppose,’ Mad Crow said. ‘He’s a mustang I bought at auction couple of weeks ago. Got him cheap, and I thought I’d make him into a saddle horse, but it was probably a mistake. He’s mean and bad-tempered. The hands are afraid of him. He broke Paco’s thumb.’


‘That never stopped you before,’ Horn said. ‘I never saw a horse you couldn’t—’


‘Why don’t you do it for me?’


‘Me? Why would I want to—’


‘Twenty bucks in it for you.’


‘I’m too old to get stomped by some horse. And besides, you’re a lot better at that than I am.’


‘Flattering me won’t work. Tell you what, I’ll flip you for it.’ He pulled a coin out of his pocket. ‘You call it.’


‘I’m not calling anything. It’s too dark to see, anyway. Handle the horse yourself, and leave me out of it.’


‘In the old days I would’ve, but I’m getting tired,’ Mad Crow said with a sigh. ‘This thing with Cassie. What with her and the business, I got no time to spend on some ornery stallion. Maybe I’ll just sell him.’


‘Suit yourself. How’s she doing?’


‘Cassie? Oh, just great. She hates the job I gave her, the clothes she has to wear at work. Says it doesn’t make sense to have her hair in braids like an Indian girl while she wears cowboy boots and a fancy skirt and a Stetson.’


‘Well, it doesn’t,’ Horn said. ‘You got to admit that.’


‘It’s just business,’ Mad Crow said defensively. ‘The customers like it. But you can’t talk to her. I only took her in, gave her a job and a place to stay, because her mother’s my favorite sister. I thought Cassie wanted to work, earn some money, maybe go to college – she’d be the first girl in our family to do that, and she’s smart enough. But she spends all of her time carousing – the booze and the boys. She’s wilder’n any of her brothers. Reminds me a little bit of the way I used to behave back when I was a young buck, before I became a pillar of the business community.’


‘So she takes after you. Aren’t you flattered?’


‘God help me. And you haven’t heard all of it: that guy we messed with at the bar last night? Turns out he wasn’t exactly lying about the way it happened with her. I had a talk with one of my dealers today. He said it looked to him like she invited that guy out to the parking lot.’


‘Oh, Jesus.’


‘I know. If it happened that way, then maybe the rest happened like he said. Maybe she suggested they get together later. Maybe the money wasn’t even his idea …’ Mad Crow’s voice trailed off, as if he lacked the heart to go on.


‘I’m sorry, Indian.’


‘And it’s not like she’s some kid I can send home to her mama if she doesn’t behave herself,’ Mad Crow said. ‘She’s pretty much grown – turns twenty-one in a few months.’


‘Is she around tonight?’


‘Hell, no. She’s never around. Borrows a car almost every night, heads out to have a good time someplace. Tonight she’s got the Caddy.’ He snorted. ‘Must want to impress somebody.’ Mad Crow cursed almost inaudibly. ‘Let’s talk about something else,’ he said. ‘Tell me about Rose.’


Horn recounted the events of the previous night, ending with the farewell on the steps of the rooming house. ‘Doesn’t make a good story, does it?’


‘No,’ Mad Crow said. ‘When you get to like somebody and then lose track of them, you hope they go on to a happy ending somewhere, like the kind our movies used to have. Hers doesn’t sound like that.’


‘I guess not.’


‘You know why I liked her? Because she had class, but she acted like plain folks. Because the movie business is full of people in love with themselves, and she wasn’t like that. She was better at what she did than most people we worked with, but she wasn’t all puffed up with herself. I saw her working on you, giving you tips. Let me tell you something: it helped.’


‘I was pretty bad, wasn’t I?’


‘You were pretty bad. But you got better, and she was the reason. You had some good years out there on horseback, with your faithful Indian trailing along …’


‘Until it all went bad. You saying I owe it all to her?’


‘Well, I’d say at least part of it.’


‘Did you have a little bit of a crush on her, Indian?’


‘You bet.’ In the dark, Horn couldn’t see the grin, but he could sense it. ‘Didn’t you?’


Before he could answer, they heard the faint ring of the telephone from the house, and Mad Crow heaved himself up to answer it. A few minutes later he returned. ‘Damn.’


‘What’s the matter?’


‘That was Rusty, over at the Dust Bowl. Cassie’s there, and she’s making some kind of trouble. I’m going to have to go get her.’ Horn heard the jingle of car keys. ‘I’ll take the truck.’


‘I’ll drive you over,’ Horn said, getting up.


‘I think you’ve done me enough favors in the last day or so.’


‘Bullshit,’ Horn said. ‘Let’s go.’


The Dust Bowl, a honky tonk popular with farm and ranch workers, was a few miles from Mad Crow’s spread in the northern San Fernando Valley. The place stood on a county road surrounded by flat, open land, bean fields and lemon groves. They could see the winking neon sign long before they reached it.


‘Shouldn’t have told her about this place,’ Mad Crow muttered as Horn pulled off the road and into the Dust Bowl’s half-full parking lot. They spotted Rusty Baird, the owner, coming out to meet them.


Baird nodded to both men before speaking to Mad Crow. ‘It’s okay, Joseph,’ he said. ‘I guess it’s over. She’s gone.’


‘Any damages?’ the Indian asked.


‘A light fixture and a few broken beer bottles,’ Baird said. ‘She got a little wild with a pool cue. You don’t owe me anything. I’m just glad it—’


‘You let girls shoot pool in this establishment of yours?’


‘Well, not usually,’ Baird said a little defensively. ‘But it’s hard to say no when she’s got her mind set on doing something. You know that.’


Horn pointed over to where the Cadillac convertible sat in the lot. ‘How did she leave?’ he asked Baird.


‘She went off with a couple of guys she was shooting a game with. Don’t know where to.’


‘Describe them for me.’ Mad Crow’s voice was flat.


‘Mexican boys,’ Baird said. ‘They were in a truck, headed north.’


In seconds, they were on the road. Horn had the accelerator near the floor, and the big Mercury engine – installed by the head mechanic of the Medallion Pictures motor pool to create a stunt car with a high-performance heart inside a drab exterior – pushed the Ford up to seventy. The road was narrow and straight and illuminated only by the car’s headlights.


Barely two minutes later they saw the truck. It had stopped on the right shoulder, and Horn cut his lights and slowed, finally halting about twenty yards short. They got out quietly and advanced. The truck, with weathered slats rimming the bed, was used for hauling produce. It sat with its engine off but headlights on.


As they drew up to the rear, they heard a retching noise. Off in the ditch that bordered a walnut grove, a young man knelt, heaving. He seemed oblivious to all but his own distress.


‘Never mind him,’ Mad Crow whispered. ‘You hear that?’ It was music, coming from the truck’s radio. Peering around, they could see Cassie and the other young man dancing in the bright headlights, like a couple of ballroom dancers on a spotlighted stage.


‘What do you think?’ Mad Crow asked.


‘I think we do this quick and easy, no trouble,’ Horn said. ‘Listen, we know the key’s in the ignition, right? So here’s what we do …’


They split up, Mad Crow to the right. Horn quietly got behind the wheel of the truck. Up ahead, Cassie, in a brightly colored dress, clung to her partner, who wore boots and dungarees and a faded shirt. The song was Al Dexter’s raucous ‘Pistol Packin’ Mama’ but they were attempting a clumsy and drunken waltz. Every now and then she threw her head back in a mock swoon. The man gripped her tightly, his right hand cupped around her rear.


Mad Crow moved into the light and grabbed her by the arm, wrenching Cassie away from her partner and dragging her back along the side of the truck. She screamed in rage, and the Mexican stumbled, caught himself, and then muttered something as he prepared to go for the intruder. Just then Horn fired up the truck’s engine, jammed it into gear, and tromped on the accelerator. The man jumped aside with a startled yell, then started after the truck. But it was out on the road now, lurching along, and Horn soon left him far behind. He drove for about a half-mile, then stopped and got out, leaving the key in the ignition. After a minute, the Ford pulled up, Mad Crow behind the wheel and Cassie, grim-faced, sitting up front. Horn squeezed in beside her, and they turned around and drove back. When they passed the two young men trudging along, one of them still holding his stomach, Mad Crow stopped and leaned out the window.


‘Your truck’s up the road,’ he said. ‘Shouldn’t drink if you can’t hold your beer. And by the way, if you see this young lady again, you stay away from her.’ Then he drove on.


They rode in silence all the way back to the Dust Bowl. But as Mad Crow pulled up next to the Cadillac and he and his niece got out, she exploded at him.


‘You make me sick!’ she shrieked at him, the neon light painting eerie colors on the Caddy’s white finish and garish pinto hide upholstery. ‘I hate working for you. And I hate you.’


‘You’re a cartoon Indian,’ he yelled back at her. ‘You’re right out of the funny papers. You’ve got no pride. Wonder why people look down on us, laugh at us? Just look at yourself.’


‘Oh, I’m supposed to be like you?’ Her sarcasm was venomous. ‘Dress like some kind of wild west show? Pretend I’m still acting in cheap movies? I don’t know if you’ve looked at any of them lately, but all you ever did was tag along after him.’ She indicated Horn. ‘I suppose you’re proud of that.’


‘I did my work,’ he said grimly. ‘And I built a life out here. And when your mother asked me to take you in …’


‘I don’t want your charity,’ she yelled. ‘If this is what it’s like to be Indian, I’ll just be white, thank you very—’


He hit her before she could finish, slapping her face with his big open hand, and the sound was sharp and loud in the parking lot, even over the music coming from inside.


Cassie gasped and sucked in air, and in the next moment dissolved in breathless sobs. Horn helped her into the Caddy’s passenger seat, and moments later Mad Crow, his face set in stone, drove off.


Horn got in the Ford and began driving home, crossing the Valley southbound until he struck the pass over the Santa Monica Mountains, which led him to the ocean. He turned up the coast until he came to the road that cut inland and wound several miles up Culebra Canyon to his place. It was a long drive, and he could find no listenable music on the radio, so he focused on his thoughts.


He felt sorry for Cassie, sorry she had no clear idea of the world where she belonged. Everybody had problems, but most people knew who they were from the day they were born. They either accepted who they were or ran from it, but at least they knew it, and drew in the knowledge with their mother’s milk. Cassie didn’t even know that much.


Mad Crow might be thinking of kicking her out, Horn speculated, and Cassie wasn’t likely to want to go back to that little South Dakota town, back to the dirt roads and the shabby homes and the junked cars, now that she had had a taste of LA. He tried to imagine her adrift in this sprawling city, with its bright sun and dark shadows, its noisy streets and its quiet open spaces. Its temptations and contradictions. The thought made him uneasy. Cassie was wily and tough, but she was no match for this place.


And suddenly he thought of Rose Galen. Another lost soul. Once, he recalled, he had been the lost one and she had been his guide. Mad Crow was right: whatever success he had attained was partly her doing.


But during the shooting of Smoke on the Mountain, he was still aware of how inadequate he must seem to the others around him – Rose, Mad Crow, and the technicians on the film crew, who had seen cowboy actors come and go over the years. At times the director, a decent but harried man, looked ready to trade in Horn for the first ranch hand with a clean shirt and a good profile who rode up and volunteered.


Rose’s work ended on the next to last day of shooting. When they wrapped that day, she caught up with him. ‘Feel like going for a ride?’ she asked. They mounted their horses, and he led the way across the Medallion Ranch, over a low range of hills and into an adjoining valley where no film crews were working. Rose had made off with some extra ham sandwiches and two bottles of soda pop from the lunch wagon. Horn unsaddled the horses to let them graze and spread his bedroll on the grass. They sat there, ate and talked.


‘You don’t think much of yourself, do you?’ she said.


‘No,’ he said around a mouthful of sandwich, shaking his head emphatically.


‘Well, why are you doing this?’


‘I’m not sure,’ he said wonderingly. ‘I just fell into it. A year ago I was pumping gas and wiping windshields out in Santa Monica, and on weekends I looked after horses on a ranch out in Chatsworth. One day I was giving a riding lesson to this guy. Turned out he was some kind of producer. He asked me if I wanted to pick up some extra money doing bit parts in westerns. I said sure. Six months later the same guy asked me if I wanted to star in—’


She laughed delightedly. ‘“Do you want to be a movie star?” That’s the question we all want to be asked, isn’t it?’


‘I guess. Did they say that to you too?’


‘Something like that.’ The smile left her face, and she seemed far away. ‘A long time ago.’


‘But I’m no good, Rose. I know that now. I’m tired of embarrassing everybody.’


‘Listen to me.’ She sat forward on the bedroll and fixed him with her gaze. ‘You’re right, you’re not a very good actor. Not yet. Maybe you’ll never be a great actor. But you’ve got something, John Ray. Something the camera likes. I can see it, even if you don’t. All you need to do is identify it and use it.’


‘I appreciate all your help. But—’


‘I won’t be able to help you after today. But you won’t need me any more. All you need is the self-confidence to stand up in front of the camera, say your lines, and know that there’s something in you that comes across, something the audience likes. You don’t have to be glib, like some of these guys. You don’t have to be good with the girls, or good with a guitar, God help us. All you have to do is be honest.’


He gave her a crooked grin. The sun was down, and the valley floor had gone from bronze to pink to gray. The grass had lost whatever warmth it had absorbed from the sun. ‘You’re really something,’ he said. ‘Have you got a guy?’


‘No, and I don’t particularly want one. But—’ She looked up at the darkening sky. ‘Can you see the stars out here?’


‘A million or so. You’re out in the country now.’


‘That’s nice. Well, I was about to say I’d like to sleep here under the stars with you tonight, if you don’t mind.’


Her words stunned him, but not for long. He hobbled the horses, cleared a spot on the ground, and spread her bedroll next to his. They made love, hungrily and hurriedly, even before the stars came out. Then they lay side by side.


‘Thank you for that,’ he said.


‘Thank you.’


‘I suppose I was a little—’


‘Don’t worry. It’ll go slower next time. And better.’


They were silent for a while, listening to the crickets and the night birds and the occasional sounds of the horses shifting their weight in the grass nearby. Then she said, ‘I’m jealous of you, John Ray.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Because you’ve got it all ahead of you. You have an appetite for life, and when the choices come your way, I think you’ll choose the right things.’


He laughed softly. ‘Listen to you, the experienced old lady. You sound like you’ve really been around. What about the choices you get to make?’


‘I think I made mine very early,’ she said, her words so faint he had to strain to hear. ‘And the ones I have left are mostly unimportant ones.’


‘You’re not making any sense.’


‘Look,’ she said, pointing. ‘Here they come.’ He looked, and there was a faint spray of stars all over the inverted bowl of the sky. They seemed to brighten as he watched.
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