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  Prologue

  


  
    The Closet

    “Who let you out?”

    Ignoring the question, Myron continued around The Closet’s circular bar to his spot at the back. Years ago Carmen had dubbed him Captain Midnight. Myron didn’t give a shit. He liked to watch who came in and out and be near the bathroom.

    “Where is everyone?” he asked. There were just two men and they seemed to have eyes only for each other.

    “It’s early.” Carmen was in front of him with a gin and tonic.

    “Thanks.” Myron laid the book and a five-dollar bill next to the drink.

    “What’s that about?” asked the bartender, returning with change.

    “Olden times.” Myron pushed the book forward.

    “Mabel Dodge Looohan,” the man read. “New Woman, New Worlds.” He looked up. “Who’s Mabel Dodge whatsits?”

    “Someone I used to know.”

    “Oh?”

    Myron pulled the book back, found a page of photos, and again pushed it forward. On the right-hand page were two shots, one of the poet Robinson Jeffers, his wife, Una, and Mabel herself, the other of the Jefferses’ stone house in Carmel. On the left-hand page was a large photo of a man on horseback. Myron pointed to it.

    “Who’s he?” asked Carmen.

    “Me.”

    Carmen looked down again, then up at Myron. “So it is.” Then down again. “You were a handsome devil, Mike.” Up again. “If I’d been alive back then I wouldn’t have minded you in my bed at all.”

    “Ugh,” said Myron.

    “Ugh to you!” said Carmen and left him for the two men at three o’clock.

    Myron pulled the book back and closed it. On the cover was Fechin’s portrait of Mabel looking like a dowager empress. The world doesn’t remember you either, he said to the portrait. But it was obvious from the book’s existence that somebody did. So he raised his glass to Mabel and took a long sip. He was thirsty and hadn’t realized it. That’s what happens when you get old, he thought. Your body stops telling you what it wants. You just have to keep asking. So he finished the drink quickly, then thought he should slow down. He didn’t want a buzz, at least not before George got off work and could take him home.

  

  
    “Here you go,” said Carmen and set another in front of him. “Compliments of the boys.” The bartender nodded toward the two men, who were hardly boys. They raised their glasses to him. “I told them about your picture. They wanna see it.”

    “Sure.” Myron picked up the drink, raised it toward them, then reopened the book to the right page and handed it to Carmen.

    “You were a handsome guy, Myron Brinig,” said one of the men. He had read Myron’s name in the photo’s caption.

    “You’re still handsome,” said the other. “How old are you?”

    “Eighty-seven this December,” answered Myron. It was June.

    “I don’t believe you,” said one.

    “You’re kidding,” said the other.

    Myron smiled. He loved it when people said they didn’t believe how old he was. So he asked them what they did and it turned out the small one was an art dealer and the one who said Myron was handsome was his assistant.

    “I know about this lady.” The art dealer was looking at the cover. “She’s the one who did the Armory Show with Gertrude Stein, right?”

    “That’s her,” said Myron and remembered Mabel saying that Gertrude Stein had had little to do with it.

    “And you knew her?” the man asked.

    “Yup.”

    “Wow. It’s hard to believe,” said the dealer. “That was a long time ago.”

    “1913,” said Myron. “Over seventy years ago.” Even he was amazed at the number.

    The two men slid their drinks counterclockwise and were beside him.

    “Did you see it?” asked the dealer, who was closest.

    “The art show?” asked Myron.

    The man nodded.

    “No. I didn’t get here until 1914.”

  

  
    “The beginning of the First World War!” noted the assistant, who was standing beside his boss.

    “Not for America,” said Myron and extended his right hand to the art dealer. “Here,” he said, “shake my hand.”

    “Aw Myron,” said Carmen, “lay off.”

    “He’s not going to fart or anything?” the man asked.

    “No,” said Myron. “I’m serious. Shake my hand.”

    “Okay,” and the man extended his hand.

    Myron took it and they shook.

    “So?” the dealer asked after he let go.

    “You just shook the hand that shook the hand of Teddy Roosevelt.”

    “Are you kidding?” He turned to Carmen. “Teddy Roosevelt?”

    “So he says.”

    “It was the summer of 1904,” explained Myron. “He was campaigning for his second term and came to Butte, which had a hundred thousand people then.”

    “You’re from Montana?” asked the assistant.

    “Butte,” Myron corrected. “It’s different.”

    The man shrugged.

    “Anyway, my father took me to the lobby of the Thornton Hotel where Teddy was meeting the public.”

    “How old were you?” asked Carmen.

    “Four months shy of eight.” He waited for more questions. There were none so he went on. “There we were, waiting in line, and when we got to the president he shook my father’s hand, then turned to me, bent down, hesitated, then shook my hand too. You know what he said?”

    “What?” asked the assistant.

    “Deee-lighted!” Myron tried to sound like the actor in Arsenic and Old Lace. But his voice was much too dry.

    “That’s a wonderful story,” said the art dealer. “You must’ve been thrilled.”

    “Naw,” said Myron, shaking his head. “I was disappointed.”

    “Why?”

    “I thought he was going to kiss me like he did the other little kids.” Myron couldn’t remember when he began telling it this way. All he really remembered about TR was his teeth. He’d never seen teeth so big. “Just think of it, if Teddy had kissed me then instead of shaking my hand, you’d be kissing me now.”

    “Ugh,” said Carmen.

  

  
    “That’s a wonderful story,” repeated the art dealer. “Bob,” he said, turning to his assistant, “shake this man’s hand.”

    “But don’t kiss him,” warned Carmen.

    Myron reached over and squeezed Bob’s hand.

    “Hey, listen to this,” said the dealer, who had found something else of interest in the book. “‘Myron Brinig, a Jewish novelist born in 1896, grew up in Butte, Montana and wrote realistic fiction about the miners, labor organizers, farmers, and businessmen who populated communities not far from the pioneering stage.’”

    “Is that true?” asked Carmen.

    Myron nodded. The art dealer went on.

    “‘When he first visited Taos, in the early 1930s, he was living in New York City and was spoken of by critics as one of America’s leading young writers.’”

    “Wow!” said Carmen. “I’m gonna treat you with new respect.”

    “I don’t remember any old respect,” snapped Myron.

    “‘Brinig was one of the several homosexual artists whom Mabel attracted—he might have said trapped—into her coterie.’” He looked up. “How’d she trap you?”

    “She didn’t. The whole thing’s bullshit.”

    “You weren’t trapped?”

    “No.” Myron wondered if he should explain further. But what business was it of theirs? Then he noticed that the art dealer was reading on. And he wanted the book back.

    “Listen to this,” said the man. “‘Mabel Dodge Luhan has been imagined dead in a greater variety of ways than any other woman in American literary history. She has been disposed of by gang rape and suicide, had her heart torn out in an Indian sacrificial ritual, been squeezed to death by a snake and blinded by a vulture. None of these deaths, however, matches her apocalyptic finale in Myron Brinig’s All of Their Lives, in which she is struck dead by a stroke of heaven-sent lightning as she gallops furiously across the most precipitous mountain peak in New Mexico.’” The art dealer looked up. “You really wrote such a novel?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Was it a bestseller?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Was it good?”

    “No.”

    The art dealer nodded at Myron’s honesty and began reading again. “In an unpublished short story called ‘Derision Is Easy,’ Mabel presents Brinig as a Hawthorne-esque Paul Pry who delights in a voyeuristic penetration of the hidden corners of people’s lives.”

  

  
    “Who’s Paul Pry?” asked Carmen.

    “A character in a story by Nathaniel Hawthorne,” Myron explained and saw the puzzled look on the bartender’s face. “The Scarlet Letter? The House of Seven Gables?”

    “So, were you?” asked Bob, the assistant.

    “Was I what?”

    “Like this guy, Paul Pry.”

    “Nobody’s like him. He didn’t exist. Besides, the woman only wrote that because she thought I was dead.”

    “Why’d she think that?” asked Carmen.

    “Because everyone else in the book is dead.”

    “Yeah. I can see that. You’re pretty old.”

    “But I’m not dead and she had no right to say that. I told her so. I called her and told her.” Then it began, the same anger he’d felt when he first read the words. Lois Rudnick had invaded his privacy. “What right has she to say that?” he asked as if he were talking to himself.

    “Say what?” asked Carmen.

    “That I’m a homosexual! How does she know? Was she there? Did she watch?”

    “But you are,” Carmen pointed out.

    “But I didn’t give her permission to tell the world.”

    “She doesn’t need your permission,” the dealer said. “It’s not considered a bad thing anymore.” He closed the book and pushed it at Myron.

    “Isn’t it time you came out of the closet?” asked the assistant.

    “We’re in The Closet,” snapped Myron and turned away from them. The two men went back to their three o’clock spot, Carmen standing before them. Myron was sorry for losing his temper. Someone’s remembering you, he thought, and he touched the book. The trouble was that at this late stage of his life he wasn’t sure he wanted to be remembered. The woman hadn’t even known he was alive. Nobody did. If the world thinks you’re dead, you’re dead. It’s better that way. If you’re in your eighties you want to go gently, quietly. Myron stood, went to the jukebox behind him, and put in two quarters. On came Russ Columbo singing “Prisoner Of Love.” Myron loved the old tunes in The Closet’s jukebox.

  

  
    “Want to dance?” he asked when he caught Bob’s eye.

    “Don’t start, Myron,” warned Carmen.

    Bob looked at the art dealer, who nodded.

    “Sure,” said Bob.

    “No dancing,” said Carmen. “I’ll lose my license.”

    They were in the space in front of the jukebox, Myron leading. “Prisoner of Love” was a slow fox-trot. He loved that name. Fox-trot. It reminded him of England and some two-step ceremony with horses and hounds. After a few twirls he dipped Bob. Myron kept a roll of quarters in his right-hand pants pocket and pulled the man’s crotch against it.

    “Wow,” said Bob. “You sure know how to dip a guy.”

    Myron smiled broadly.

    “No dancing, dammit!” snarled Carmen, and like a magician, he lifted a section of the bar. The lachrymose baritone of the crooner swelled, then went suddenly silent. The bartender had the jukebox plug in his right hand. The men stopped dancing and stood for a moment like confused children. Then Bob turned and went back to the art dealer, Carmen back behind the bar, and Myron to his twelve o’clock spot to sip his drink. After a while he opened the book to look at the smiling young man on horseback. The caption said the photo was taken in 1934. That was wrong. The year was 1933. It was his first summer in Taos.

    “‘One of America’s leading young writers,’” he read silently.

    Then how did it happen? He wasn’t a flash in the pan. He’d gone on to publish twenty-one novels, his last in 1958 when he was sixty-one. At the time he would have said the odds for his being remembered were pretty good. But he’d lived long enough to see himself forgotten, his books out of print, first the mediocre ones, then even the good ones. That’s what he never understood. At least seven of those twenty-one were very good. But by the end of the sixties even they were gone from library shelves. He and George used to go to the book cemeteries down on Fourth Avenue and buy them off the tables there. After a while they were gone, too. By the seventies it was as if he’d never written a word.

    “You owe me fifty cents,” he said to Carmen when he looked up. “You shouldn’t stop an old man from dancing.”

    “Why not?”

  

  
    “The urge doesn’t come that often.” He smiled. “You wanna dance?”

    “No thanks. I’ve felt your quarters.”

    “Then get me another.”

    Another gin and tonic was in front of him.

    “On the house,” Carmen said. “We’re even. But that’s the last for you. It’s quinine water after this.”

    Myron raised the drink in mock homage, then sipped. He put the glass down beside the closed book and was again facing Nicolai Fechin’s portrait of Mabel. A fine painter, he thought, his portraits flattering, yet revealing. He studied the face of the middle-aged woman. The dowager empress, he thought. Turandot with no more suitors. There was cruelty, anger, little-girl hurt, and little-girl petulance. And there was bravery and toughness and pride that would brook no insult. What a woman, he thought. What a human being! But the book-jacket picture was a poor facsimile of the painting. He remembered the original, the heavy line under the chin, the small, perfect mouth that could broaden to shark-like ferocity. Fechin got her. The Russian émigré had been painting portraits of New York millionaires, making lots of money and hating it. She heard about him, invited him and his family to visit, and that was it. Back then Taos was full of fine painters.

    Myron opened the book to another group of photos. There they were: Mabel, Dorothy Brett, and Frieda Lawrence, three middle-aged ladies sitting side by side on the steps of Frieda’s ranch house, the ranch that Mabel gave to the Lawrences. Mabel’s the one in the white dress with the wide shoulders, the one with a big bright girlish smile. Brett’s in the baggy pants with the bandanna around her head and lace-up boots on her feet. Between them, Frieda, in the flowered print dress, a cigarette dangling from her lips and smoke curling upward into her face, sits on a lower step closer to the camera. She’s laughing. There’s no date but Myron remembered it was taken in late September of 1935 at the second dedication of Lawrence’s tomb. There was no photo credit either but he knew who took it, the same person who snapped the photo of him on horseback. And once again it occurred to him that none of it would have happened if he hadn’t met Cady Wells. Best time of my life, thought the old man.

    

  


  
    The Truth Game

    

  


  
    One

    “We made a date last night. I asked you if you wanted to drive up to Taos to see the pueblo and you said you did.”

    Myron didn’t remember. What on earth had happened last night?

    “Could you wait outside so I can get dressed?”

    The young man nodded. Myron closed the door, glanced at the bed, thought to get back in, then went into the bathroom, peed, and tried to remember. The dude ranch had turned out to be more distillery than ranch. With Repeal soon to be enacted, the owners seemed to be giving their moonshine away. Last night he’d gotten drunk on something called Taos Lightning. He remembered having a great time dancing to fiddle music. But that’s all he remembered. Who the devil is this guy? he asked the sleep-swollen face in the mirror. The face had no answer so Myron brushed his teeth, thought about shaving, threw water on his cheeks, and got dressed.

    “I’ve read Singermann and Wide Open Town,” announced the young man when they were side by side in his station wagon. “You’re a fine writer, Myron Brinig.”

    “Who are you?” Myron asked bluntly.

    “Why I’m Cady—Cady Wells.”

    “Sounds like an oasis,” said Myron, trying to make light of it. Obviously he was supposed to know him.

    But Cady Wells didn’t take offense. He just laughed and started his car. At the highway they turned left and headed north on the same road Myron and his friends had driven down yesterday. In a while the road began to climb, and at a place Cady called Embudo, Myron saw the Rio Grande, not the muddy stream he’d always imagined but a clear mountain torrent. He didn’t remember seeing it yesterday, but by then he was so sick of being in a car he wasn’t seeing much. Now the road began to steepen and wind with canyon walls towering over them, not exactly rock, more like great piles of sand with some rocks in them. About a half hour of this and they came out of a hairpin turn onto a plain. Ahead were snow-capped mountains. Not Montana, Myron thought, but not Kansas either. As sparse as it was there seemed enough vegetation, creosote bushes and piñon pines, to hold down the dust.

    “Nice,” said Myron.

    “Yes,” Cady Wells agreed. Soon they were passing through a village. “Ranchos de Taos,” Cady called out. Myron saw an adobe church that looked interesting, but they didn’t stop. “There’s Taos up ahead.” They were on another straightaway. “The pueblo’s on the other side.”

  

  
    A horizontal slum, Myron thought as they got to Taos. It was what he’d thought yesterday when they passed the town on the way down. He thought most mountain towns were fly-by-night things. Either you fled them or they fled you. The pueblo, however, was something else. Its clean geometry appealed to Myron’s sense of order. They got out of the car and walked to the plaza, a wide spot between the north and south adobe apartment houses, where the dancing was already underway. It was different from Butte, where Crow and Blackfeet were brought in for the Fourth of July parades to dance on flatbed wagons, sometimes slowly, other times frenetically, but always in circles like the Indians in the movies.

    “Those are reservation Indians,” Cady said when Myron mentioned this. “Reservations are the creation of the government. The pueblos existed before Christ. This one’s seven hundred years old.”

    He’s trying to impress me, thought Myron. Why? What happened last night? He racked his brain but couldn’t come up with anything. In the car Cady had told him that he was a painter and that he’d been in New Mexico less than a year. Maybe he needs a friend, at least someone to show the place off to. One thing Myron had promised himself was not to get involved with anyone. He couldn’t afford it. Not if he wanted to free himself from Farrar & Rinehart. Oh well, let’s see what happens, he thought and he listened as the young man explained the dancing, how it was part of a ceremony that included visits to shrines in the mountains and days of secret rituals in the kiva. Then he had to explain what a kiva was.

    “Who are they?” Myron nodded toward a small group of nearly naked men in loincloths, their bodies painted white.

    “They’re called Koshare. They’re the comedians. They make fun of the people who they think need to be taken down a peg.”

    Myron watched two of the white-bodied men circle an impressive looking man, a white shawl draped over his head and long black braids falling down his chest. They were standing on either side of him, pounding their chests as if arguing who was more important.

    “He’s really getting it,” said Myron.

    “Yeah,” Cady agreed.

    “What’s this ceremony for?”

  

  
    “I think it’s a rain dance.”

    “Well, who isn’t praying for rain?” Myron again thought of Kansas and Colorado and the blinding dust they’d just spent a week driving through.

    “Dancing is a form of prayer for them.”

    The echelons of dancers dipped and dove in and out of figure eights, the drums guiding them, the singers around the drums commenting on the conversation the dancers’ feet seemed to be having with the earth. Myron had to admit it was different from what he knew. Still, it left him cold.

    “Every bone in my body says no to tribal life,” he explained when they were back in the station wagon. “You read Singermann. It’s tribal life I’m escaping.”

    It was good to have written a novel about your growing up. If they read it you didn’t have to explain yourself. If they didn’t you referred them to it and maybe sold another book.

    “I don’t mean we should be like them,” Cady Wells was saying. “It’s impossible. They’re at a different time and place.” They were on the road back to Taos. “But I think they’ve got something to tell us. I think we have to understand them to understand ourselves.”

    “Well, it’s interesting,” said Myron, “even beautiful. But I feel it’s got nothing to do with me. It’s...a side show.”

    And almost before the words left his mouth, Cady pulled his station wagon over onto the shoulder and cut the engine.

    “That’s Mabel over there,” he said, nodding at a vehicle parked on the opposite shoulder. “Let’s go over. I’ll introduce you.”

    Myron knew who Mabel was. Everyone had heard of Mabel Dodge Luhan, the lady who’d married an Indian and brought D. H. Lawrence to Taos. And Myron had just read Lorenzo in Taos, her book on the Lawrences. Yet he was essentially shy, and his first reaction when called upon to meet new people, particularly famous ones, was to say no. Also it seemed to him Cady was acting out of character. He hadn’t seemed the type to chase celebrities. But before Myron could protest that he didn’t want to meet the woman, Cady was out of the car, and there was nothing to do but follow. Then, as he approached the other car, Myron’s confusion was compounded when he saw not one but two women in the front seat. Which was Mabel? He guessed wrong. Mabel was the other one, the smaller one with bangs that squared off her face and made him think of a middle-aged Betty Boop. Cady introduced the driver as Muriel Draper, a name Myron thought he recognized. Then he realized the women weren’t being at all friendly and when he was introduced to Mabel he wasn’t sure she heard his name correctly or cared if she had.

  

  
    “We’ve just been snubbed,” he said when they were back in the Ford.

    “Muriel’s a snob,” Cady said. “If our names were Rubinstein or Heifetz she’d be falling all over us.”

    “Didn’t she write something about herself?”

    “Music at Midnight,” answered Cady. “It’s about her love affairs with some of the famous artists of our time.”

    “And Mabel? Is she a snob?”

    “Mabel? Oh no. You’ll be hearing from her. You’ll see. She’ll be after you.”

    After me? What does that mean? How can she be after me? I’ll be gone in a few days. Still, the thought of his own celebrity made Myron smile. Cady started the car and pulled onto the road. But not for long. He took the next right and after a few yards the street opened onto a plaza. Here was the center of Taos. It was a poor place with several empty lots, which Cady explained were due to a fire the previous winter that destroyed almost half the buildings. Better if they’d all burned, Myron thought.

    “Where are we going?” he asked.

    “I want to show you my work.”

    “Your etchings?”

    “My watercolors,” said Cady, acknowledging the joke with a smile. They’d pulled up in front of a small gallery.

    “I thought you’d take me to your studio,” Myron said.

    “Only if you want to drive back thirty miles.”

    And again he was wondering what happened last night. Had he made a pass at Cady? Or Cady at him? Had they danced together? If dancing was prayer, had theirs been answered? He’s attractive, Myron judged. But not my type. Too small and energetic. I like long, languid men. Then he wondered if people had seen them. After all, this was a new place and Myron liked to be discreet. All this while he was following Cady into the small building. A pleasant surprise. No, it was more. It was impressive. Cady Wells was not your usual Western artist. For one thing, these were watercolor landscapes with lots of unpainted space on the paper, and the brush strokes were singular and so much like writing they seemed full of meaning. Myron had never seen anything like it, mountains rising like messages from the earth, paintings like pages in a book. He pointed to an unpainted patch.

  

  
    “Missed a spot,” he said. But when he saw the look on Cady’s face, he took back his joke. “They’re wonderful,” he said.

    In fact they were so good that Myron tried to transfer the technique to the overwhelming mountains that surrounded Butte. If Cady had painted them, the huge granite outcroppings atop Pipestone Pass would be clenched fists, the earth around his hometown as tough as a bare-knuckled fighter.

    “I’m so glad you like them!” Cady gushed as he examined his own work. “I’m just a beginner, so I need all the encouragement I can get.”

    Myron heard the feminine in the young man’s enthusiastic modesty and decided he liked it. The man was not ashamed to be himself.

    “I know you plan to leave in a few days.” Cady was looking at him. “But could you put it off? I want to invite you down to Española. I’ve got a little guesthouse on a friend’s ranch there.”

    Myron was taken aback. They’d known each other only a few hours. What happened last night? Then he was startled again. In a sudden, sweeping motion Cady removed the wide-brimmed straw hat that kept the sun from his fair skin. He’s bald, Myron noted, and had all he could do not to laugh. And why take it off now? Was he trying to be honest? Here I am, pate and all. But it was more than honesty. With his small size and feminine speech, Cady had transformed himself into a creature from another world. A Martian. Why do I find that attractive? Myron wondered. Is it some kind of perversion? Love with a different species?

    “Well...” and again he remembered that he didn’t want to get involved. He had to get to LA and find movie work so he could pay back Farrar & Rinehart’s advances and be free of them. “Well...” He thought of Hans and Janet. Could he desert them? They were younger than he. He’d been taking care of them. But the Martian was smiling at him. “I’ll have to talk it over with the people I’m traveling with. You must have met them last night. Janet? Hans?”

    ***

    Janet Goldstein was a friend from New York, and the trip had been her idea. She said she wanted to show Hans the real America. Then why take me? Myron asked. I don’t even drive. She said she wanted him along to share expenses and read maps and just be good company. I’m being cautious, she confided. Who knows how this thing with the Kraut will turn out? C’mon. It’ll be fun. We’ll take our time, get a feel for how the country’s doing under Roosevelt. She touched his arm and Myron knew she was also doing it for him, that she wanted to get him out of New York. He’d been very depressed lately. For one thing there was his last novel, The Flutter of an Eyelid. Someone, claiming to have been slandered by the novel, had gotten a court order suppressing it. Myron hadn’t even known the person making the charge, but Farrar & Rinehart refused to fight it. After only a week the book was gone from the bookstores. He never thought it could happen to him. With six novels in four years, he was one of America’s rising literary stars. Yet it had happened and there was nothing he could do about it.

  

  
    Nor was there anything he could do about his love life. Despite the fact that Frank Fenton was married and had two children, he and Myron were lovers. When it was working, it was wonderful. When it wasn’t...it wasn’t the fact that they were both writers. It was Frank’s terrible bouts of guilt and the drinking they would cause. Still, Myron had loved him and dedicated The Flutter of an Eyelid to him. The novel was about, among other things, the glorious six months they had lived together in Malibu. Frank had shown his appreciation by taking off for Hollywood and a screenwriter’s job. And that’s where he was now and that’s where Janet was proposing they go. She’s right, he thought, I can stay around here and mope or I can go somewhere fresh. But LA? Wouldn’t that be like chasing him? On the other hand, a screenwriting job wouldn’t be bad. If Frank could do it, so could he. And then I can buy my freedom from Farrar & Rinehart.

    In Pittsburgh they stopped outside a mill by the Allegheny River to listen to labor speeches. Myron had heard it all before in Butte. He’d grown up with it. Wide Open Town was about the famous copper strike of 1917. One of its heroes was the IWW organizer Frank Little, who was lynched by the Anaconda Copper Company’s goons. It was one of the great scenes in the novel. Hans, who called himself a Communist, loved the book. Here was another reason Janet wanted him along, to keep Hans happy. Who knows? Myron asked as they listened to speaker after speaker in city after city; comes the revolution, maybe we’ll all eat strawberries and cream. One thing he did know was that even the most just cause expounded by the most righteously angry men, if repeated often enough, becomes boring. So by the time they got to Kansas City they were ready to choose jazz over labor, Count Basie over John L. Lewis, who was in town organizing the stockyards.

  

  
    But they weren’t prepared for Kansas. They’d come out west to witness an economic disaster. What they got was a natural one that was turning the land into what was being called a dust bowl, no rain and constant wind. Janet, usually unflappable, kept saying she didn’t understand, and Hans, who thought he had an answer for everything, kept asking what were they going to do? Only Myron, who’d grown up in a place where temperatures reached forty below and the wind blew fifty miles an hour for days on end, had a plan. We’ll travel when we can, he explained. We’ll drive at night and get off the road when it starts. He was looking at a map. We’ve been taking Highway 40. Let’s cut south to Wichita and see if things get better. From there we can head west to Colorado, then south into New Mexico. It’ll be like tacking, noted Janet of the zigzag course. Her family had owned a yacht in the twenties. We’ll sail the rest of the way, she said. We’ll discover the Southwest Passage.

    So Myron felt responsible for them. It wasn’t easy leaving people with whom you’d just spent three desperate weeks. Yet he made up his mind. Cady drove him back down to the ranch and left. Myron found his friends on the porch of their cabin.

    “I met this man and I think I’d like to stay here for a while,” he announced.

    Janet looked at Hans, who burst out laughing.

    “How’d you know we wanted to be alone?” she asked.

    Myron hesitated, then laughed too. It was a relief. It seemed he’d done his job and was no longer needed.

    “What do you think of Shangri-la now?” Janet asked. He had scoffed at Lost Horizon after she’d made him read it. And again when they were driving through Taos, which she likened to Hilton’s Tibetan utopia.

    “Maybe there’s something to it,” he admitted.

    “Don’t give in to romance, Myron,” warned Hans. “Love is the death of all great cynics.”

    Myron smiled. He liked being considered a great cynic.

    The next morning, after eating bacon and eggs with them, he said goodbye.

    “You sure you have enough money?” Janet asked.

  

  
    “Yes,” he said. “Don’t worry.” He hugged her and kissed her cheek, then turned to Hans.

    “Shake hands with Hans,” the German said, but instead of shaking hands they hugged. It should have been a moment of sadness and maybe a little frightening for all of them. It wasn’t. It was exciting. They were off, Janet and Hans down to Los Angeles and Myron to a nearby ranch.

    ***

    The place Cady took him to turned out to be even less of a ranch than the one where Myron had been staying. It may have been a ranch once but now it was an estate called Swan Lake with formal gardens, fountains, stables, and garages full of cars. In the center of all this was a large, flat-roofed, brick-trimmed adobe hacienda. Myron asked about the source of all this wealth.

    “Marie’s husbands were very rich,” Cady explained. “When the last one died he left her even more money than she had to begin with.”

    They went in and Myron met his hostess. Marie Garland, well into middle age, had clear blue eyes, a long straight nose, and a high flat forehead. Though she must have been a great beauty once, the way she wore her white hair, drawn back and caught behind with a ribbon, made Myron think of George Washington. Yet her clothes—a long black skirt, a turquoise shirt, a silver concha belt and a squash-blossom necklace—said she had gone native. She offered further proof of this by serving them a supper of the hottest food Myron had ever eaten: green chile stew, tortillas in cornhusks, and peppery beans. The best was the flan, its honeyed sweetness easing the fire in his mouth and allowing time for the sweat on his forehead to dry.

    “I’d like to show you my bedroom, Myron,” said Marie after dinner.

    He looked at Cady, who looked away. Myron felt a sudden distrust of his new friend, as if he had been lured to this place to do something Cady was incapable of doing. In an instant Marie Garland had gone from a rich, kindly, older woman to a middle-aged sex shark. Oh well, Myron decided, I’ll think of something, and he followed her up some steps, then down a long hall that seemed to end directly at her bed.

    “It’s from an old Spanish house,” she said reverently as if the baroquely carved headboard had once been an altar in a medieval cathedral. Myron thought she might even cross herself but she turned away and walked over a large Navajo rug to her desk, which was also decorated with carved angels. There, like an actress finding her mark, she faced the room.

  

  
    “Every morning when I wake up,” she announced, nodding toward the bed, “I feel as if I’d just been born.”

    Myron wanted to ask why she thought just being born was such a great feeling. But the time for humor had passed. She seemed to be suggesting that the same experience could be his if only he would join her in it. Cady had mentioned that Marie was between husbands. Now Myron watched her sit down at her desk, open a side drawer, and take out a book.

    “You’re a writer,” she said, “so I know you’ll be interested in reading a volume of my poems.”

    Myron sighed. The danger was past. She was a poet. She’d written poems and gotten them published. He’d never heard of the publisher but that didn’t matter. He watched her inscribe her name on the title page.

    “Take this to your room,” she ordered, “and read it at your leisure.”

    “I’ll be happy to,” Myron said gallantly and took the book. But as he turned to go, she raised a hand.

    “Stay a moment. I’d like to read you some poems I’ve written since that book was published.”

    She reached into another drawer and brought out a folder bulging with papers. So that’s it, and he was amazed at how deftly she’d sprung her trap. Some people have to sing for their supper. He would have to listen for his. So he did. For the next two hours he sat in the room’s other chair and tried to look attentive. It wasn’t easy. Her hot cuisine kept coming up, encores of chile and piñon nuts against a background of corn, beans, and spicy meat. And when his heartburn began to wane, he developed stomach cramps, which is why he didn’t at all mind the difficulty he had finding his way back to the guesthouse. Each faltering step was marked by a gaseous explosion, his contribution to the erupting universe that was the star-filled New Mexican night.

    “Excuse me,” he said when he finally entered the cabin. Cady, already in one of the twin beds, a book resting on his chest, was waiting up. Myron rushed past the beds and into the bathroom where he deposited a good deal of the fiery meal. It must have been at least twenty minutes before he came out. He had needed a shower.

  

  
    “You all right?” Cady asked.

    “I’m better,” said Myron.

    “What happened?”

    “She read me her poetry.”

    “I knew she’d do that.”

    “You could’ve warned me.”

    “I’m sorry.”

    “And there was an added complication.” Could he discuss such things with his new friend? “I was in no condition to listen to poetry, not after so much hot food.”

    “You’ll get used to the food,” Cady said. Then he was looking worried. “What did you do?”

    “What do you mean what did I do? I was polite. I made myself listen, or at least I tried to. But after a while, I realized I wasn’t.” Myron felt a lot better. He could see the humor of it. “I was watching her breasts.”

    “Her breasts?”

    “The way their movement punctuated her poetry.”

    “What do you mean?”

    Myron picked up some sheaves, chose a page, and began to read.

    “I love you my darling with passion sublime, not only this night but endless in time.” He looked up. “When she read a line like that, up they would come, a waxing of twin moons seeking caresses and kisses from the night.”

    “That’s terrible.”

    “Awful,” Myron agreed. “But then came,” and he found another page: “The rain fell stark, the sky was gray, that day in May when you went away.” He looked up. “When she read a line like that her breasts collapsed, disappeared. I was fascinated. How’d she do it?” He put the pages back and turned to Cady. “But after a while even they couldn’t hold my interest. I couldn’t help myself.”

    “What did you do?” Cady asked again. It was obvious he was afraid Myron had offended their host.

    “I...I broke wind,” Myron mumbled.

    “What?”

    “I farted!”

    Cady burst out laughing.

    “What did she do?”

    “Nothing. She finished the poem she was reading, looked me in the face, pronounced me tired, and asked if I wouldn’t rather read her poems tomorrow.” Myron shook his head. “I mean a woman who seems to have known so many men in her life had finally noticed I was on the verge of exploding. Only I’m not sure she did notice. She never gave any sign. All she did was press these poems on me, and made me promise I’d take good care of them.”

  

  
    “It’s a huge amount of stuff.” Cady nodded at the pile on Myron’s bed. “Are you going to spend the rest of the night reading?”

    “No,” Myron said. “I know what they’re about.”

    “You do? What?”

    “Well, there are the bed poems about men and how much she loves them and they love her. And there are the weather poems.” Myron definitely felt better. His stomach had quieted and he had an appreciative audience. “In the love poems nothing comes out right. Either he leaves her or she leaves him. Someone’s always getting out of bed and going away. Then there are the weather poems.”

    “I don’t get it,” said Cady.

    “Well, after her lover leaves she goes to a window, looks out, and it’s raining.”

    “In New Mexico?”

    “No, Paris. It’s always Paris. And it’s not a heavy rain, just sort of a sad gray misty rain. She does the rain parts pretty well. Like, maybe he’ll come back, but if he doesn’t to hell with it, there’s always the rain.”

    “You’re not making much sense.”

    “If you had to spend two hours listening to a hundred lousy poems, your throat full of acid, your stomach bursting, your asshole so angry it’s trying to strangle you, you wouldn’t make much sense either.”

    There was a long silence and Myron wondered if he’d gone too far with this description. He really didn’t know how his new friend felt about their host. So he just stood there, hesitant.

    “I guess you don’t feel like...” said Cady and threw back the covers.

    Myron gasped. In its rust-colored nest lay the bright pink chick.

    “I didn’t say that,” Myron said, and like an eagle, swooped down on it.

    ***

  

  
    They slept late and when they finally made it up to the main house for lunch, Marie was waiting for them.

    “I’ve had a call from Mabel,” she announced. “She’ll be down here tomorrow to spend a few days and wants me to ask you two to dinner.” Marie turned to Myron. “She probably wants to meet you, Myron.”

    “But they’ve already met,” said Cady. “We passed her on the road a few days ago and I introduced them.”

    “And she was very rude,” added Myron.

    “That may be,” said their host. “But Mabel isn’t coming down here just to be with me. She must’ve heard I had a great author staying here.”

    A great author! Myron felt suddenly excited. The famous Mabel Dodge Luhan, who a few days ago would not give him the time of day, was now going out of her way to meet him! She must’ve asked about me, he decided. She must’ve heard good things about me. Who knows? Maybe she’s reading something of mine right now.

    “I told you she’d be after you,” said Cady when they were alone.

    “How’d you know?” Myron asked.

    “You’re a young, good-looking writer,” he explained. “She does things like that.” He paused. “I think she must get very bored up there in Taos. She always has guests staying with her.”

    “What about her husband?”

    “Well, from all I’ve heard, and I’ve only been here a year, Tony’s often away at some pueblo or another. There’s a lot going on now what with the New Deal for Indians and John Collier being appointed the head of Indian Affairs. Collier’s an old friend of Mabel’s from her salon on Fifth Avenue.” Cady was suddenly annoyed. “You know I don’t really like her.”

    “Why?”

    “I think she’s up to no good,” he said. Then he smiled. “But you can take care of yourself. You’re a big boy.”

    So two days later at a table set with silver and gold flatware, water, wine and champagne glasses, and gold-rimmed white china plates, Myron found himself seated next to Mabel Dodge Luhan.

    “Does she have to make everything so formal?” were her first words to him. “I wanted to talk to you alone.” And she jerked her square head petulantly toward the rest of the table. “All these people...what a bore!”

  

  
    Myron realized her remark was meant to ally him with her against the “boring” others and he was put off. It was such obvious flattery, such a blatant tactic, he was cautious and decided to say as little as possible to her, which turned out to be easy because everyone else at the table seemed anxious to talk to her. It was Cady, at Myron’s left hand, who explained who everyone was. It turned out most of the dinner guests were painters, many of whom had come to New Mexico at the turn of the century and were the real founders of the Taos artist colony. There was an older man named Blumenschein and his wife and daughter, and another named Phillips and his wife, and there was a younger Englishman, John Young-Hunter, and his wife. But the only one Cady seemed excited about was Andrew Dasburg.

    “Andrew’s my teacher,” Cady whispered. “You must see his work.”

    Myron asked who the woman was next to him.

    “That’s his new wife, Marina. She’s the daughter of Owen Wister.”

    Myron nodded and for the first time was impressed. The Virginian had been one of his favorite boyhood novels.

    Then the food, served by young Mexican girls, came, and once again there was too much, though this time it was ranch food: T-bone steaks, mashed potatoes, Brussels sprouts. And this time Myron managed to restrain himself. So he felt good when they adjourned to the couches at the other end of the huge room where there were floor-to-ceiling bookcases filled with leather-bound books. Myron sat down opposite Mabel and was served Grand Marnier in a tiny crystal goblet. But before he took a sip she jumped up, stood before the walk-in fireplace, and asked the room if they wanted to play a game of Truth. Then she was looking at him. Was she doing it for him? Did she see him as a seeker of truth? Just a month ago he’d seen an Ivor Novello comedy called The Truth Game with Novello himself playing opposite Billie Burke. It was about social climbing and secrets only the English would find embarrassing.

    “How do you play?” someone asked.

    “You ask the one who’s ‘it’ a personal question,” Mabel explained, “to which they must give a truthful answer no matter how embarrassing.”

    Marie Garland, with the dignity of General Washington declining the American throne, refused to play. But others agreed if Mabel would go first. She nodded. Then someone asked for a trial run and she turned to Andrew Dasburg.

  

  
    “I think he’s one of her old lovers,” Cady whispered.

    “Andrew, why do you walk with a cane?”

    Myron looked at Cady, who was suddenly squirming in his chair.

    “You know very well, Mabel,” said the embarrassed man.

    She didn’t say anything, just waited.

    “When I was growing up in Manhattan,” he began, “we lived in a tough neighborhood called Hell’s Kitchen and I ran with a gang.” His face twisted in real pain. “On weekends we’d break into construction sites looking for building materials to steal and sell.” He paused again. Obviously he was embarrassed to admit this. “One time the police showed up. I was on a girder, and misstepped, and fell two floors onto the concrete foundation.” He paused again, closing his eyes. When he opened them, he spoke. “I couldn’t move,” he said. “My hip was broken. The police brought me to Bellevue. It never healed right. My right leg’s been shorter than my left ever since, and seems as I get older to be getting shorter.” He looked up. “That’s why I use a cane.”

    “You’re lucky to be alive,” said Mabel.

    “You knew the story,” Dasburg said. “Why did you ask?”

    “I heard someone say you used a cane to make people think you had a war wound. I wanted people to know the truth.”

    What a good person, Myron thought. That’s why she suggested the game, to halt the slander. But the game had not yet begun. Mabel awaited the first question.

    “Did you have a sexual relationship with D. H. Lawrence?” a man with a Russian accent asked. Cady identified him as Leon Gaspard, a painter and Russian émigré. The question was not as impertinent as it sounded. In Lorenzo in Taos Mabel claimed she’d had an intimate relationship with Lawrence, though she never made clear what form that intimacy took. It seemed to Myron that whatever it was, it wasn’t sexual. On the other hand, her writing left a lot to the imagination.

    “Oh, honestly!” she answered now as if she were tired of hearing the question. “Of course I did!”

    There were meaningful glances from the men; sighs, even giggles, from the women. Everyone leaned forward waiting for some detail they could get their imaginations around.

    “But then,” she went on, “aren’t most close relationships sexual? I mean when you love someone, don’t you love everything about them, sex included?”

  

  
    She’s weaseling out, Myron judged, and found he was disappointed. Let me rephrase the question, he wanted to say and thought of jumping in. Did you or did you not have sex with D. H. Lawrence? Did he penetrate you? How many times? Did you have an orgasm? Did he? On the other hand, he thought, I don’t care. And everyone else seemed too respectful or confused to press on. Then Leon Gaspard was asked whether or not he’d really studied with Matisse as he claimed and the game passed into the hands of the painters.

    “Oh, she’s so evil!” Cady exclaimed when they were back in the guesthouse. “Wasn’t the Truth game awful?”

    Myron looked at him. She’d done such a nice thing for Andrew Dasburg. Cady had been so afraid for his teacher. What have you learned from him? Myron had asked. How to work, Cady answered after a long pause. He’s taught me how to work. It sounded as if the word work could be replaced with something more basic like see. He’s taught me how to see.

    “Now, really!” Cady was going on. “Implying she had sex with Lawrence! If you read his letters, you know how much he detested the woman! He thought she was a willful, overbearing bitch!”

    “Well,” Myron said, “I didn’t think I would like her but I do. She’s very smart, very quick.”

    The most important thing to come out of Mabel’s visit was that just before she left, she asked them to spend next weekend in Taos as her houseguests. Knowing Cady’s feelings about her, Myron hesitated. But to his surprise, his new friend jumped right in and accepted for both of them. Later, when they were alone and Cady was still finding fault with her, Myron offered to call the whole thing off.

    “Oh, no,” said Cady. “No one refuses an invitation from Mabel, not even D. H. Lawrence.”

    ***

    She put them in an adobe she called the Santa Teresa House. There were three large rooms whose floors were covered with red saltillo tiles and whose ceilings were made of exposed, stripped logs that supported the roof. Between these logs, which were called vigas, were hundreds of sticks in a tight herringbone pattern. Outside, on the house’s north end, was an enclosed patio whose east wall was decorated with a plaque made of several tiles depicting the stylized, haloed face of Santa Teresa. But the best thing about the house was the second-floor bedroom, whose single large window faced a meadow full of wildflowers. Yet, as beautiful as the place was, on their first night they had an uneasy feeling.

  

  
    “I don’t know whether it’s her or Taos, or you putting ideas in my head,” Myron said, “but I feel something...sinister up here. I can’t explain it. It’s as if she’s out there at this very moment weaving some spell.”

    “Well, I wouldn’t put it past her,” said Cady, going to the door and jerking it open as though to surprise their hostess in mid-conjure.

    There was only blackness and the sighing of the wind in the trees. They joked that if she had indeed been out there, a spider spinning a web, she had swiftly turned herself into something else, the toad they heard croaking or the hooting owl. So they went upstairs to the bedroom, blew out their oil lamp, and got into bed. Of course they weren’t sleepy. So, lying side by side in darkness, Myron asked Cady about that first night at the Clark ranch when he’d gotten so drunk.

    “You don’t remember?”

    “No.”

    “Do you remember me?”

    “Er...not really.”

    Cady laughed.

    “What did I do?”

    “You danced.”

    “I remember that.”

    “You danced with me.”

    “With you?”

    “Yes. We tangoed.”

    “To fiddle music?”

    “Yes.” Cady paused, then went on. “You sure know how to dip a guy.”

    They burst out laughing and when it was quiet, Myron moved his hand slowly down Cady’s body and once again marveled at how small the man was, how close together everything was.

    ***

  

  
    Next morning Mabel joined them in her dining room for coffee. They were surprised, for she had told them that she always took her breakfast in bed. In a white dress she seemed as innocent as a girl at her First Communion.

    “Did you sleep well?” she asked.

    “Quite well,” Myron said.

    “The air here is so pure and it’s so quiet. I’ve never known anyone not able to sleep.” She paused thoughtfully. “Oh, sometimes, when Tony isn’t here, I worry he’s been in an accident.” Then she mentioned that she’d just finished reading Singermann. “Lawrence was from a mining town too,” she reminded him.

    Myron didn’t know what to say so he asked after Tony.

    She told them he was off attending to some political business in Arizona and wouldn’t be back for their stay. Cady had wanted Myron to meet Tony. You’ll like him, he said. He’s not exactly salt of the earth, but close to it. Now Myron wondered what the couple saw in each other. And later that day when he and Cady were alone sitting at the picnic table beneath the tree in the center of the patio, Myron again asked if he thought Mabel loved her husband.

    “I’m sure she did at the beginning,” the painter said.

    “But?”

    “Well, I wonder if she isn’t having regrets.” Cady shrugged. “Of course that’s just a hunch.” He hesitated. “What about you two?” he asked. “She grabbed you after breakfast. What were you talking about?”

    “Nothing really,” said Myron. “She said something about me helping her with her memoir.”

    “You going to do it?”

    “I told her I was leaving in a few days for Los Angeles.”

    “A few days?” Cady seemed stunned. “I didn’t know it’d be that soon. I thought you’d come back to Marie’s with me.”

    “I’ve got to make a living, Cady. My family doesn’t own The American Optical Company.” He paused and shrugged. “It seems to me only rich people can afford to live in Shangri-la.”

    “I thought your books made money.”

    “They do, a little, at least until The Flutter of an Eyelid.” Myron had told Cady the fate of his last novel and how angry he was with Farrar & Rinehart. “Like most writers, I live on advances. That means I always owe my publisher money.” Even before The Flutter of an Eyelid, Myron had hated the rut he’d gotten into. Unless he could come up with a bestseller and pay them back, he was their slave. “Anyway,” he went on, “I told her I could stay if I had a place to live and work.”

  

  
    “What did she say?”

    “She said I could stay here as long as I wanted.”

    “Here?”

    “Yes. In this house.” Myron paused. “I asked her if you could stay too and she said of course.” He looked at Cady. “What do you say, Cady? Would you like to spend the summer with me?”

    Cady’s face brightened and Myron realized once again how much he liked the Martian’s smile, the way his ears moved back and his eyes got narrow and catlike. Love from another planet, he thought.

    “Well,” Cady said, “I could do some work at the pueblo.” He paused. “And, besides, if she’s concentrating on you, she won’t have much time for me.” He paused again. “You know how I feel about her. She’s in the same room with you, but when she leaves she’s still there.” He paused a third time. “We’ll be like man and wife,” he said, perking up. “But who will be whom?”

    “Oh,” said Myron, surprised Cady might think otherwise, “you’ll be the woman, of course.”

    “No,” Cady said and thrust out his lower lip in a pout. “That’s not fair. I don’t want to always be the woman. It’s too much work.”

    “Okay,” said Myron. “We’ll take turns.”

    Cady nodded. “Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, I’ll be the man. You can have Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. We’ll take Sundays off.”

    “It’s a deal.” Then Myron was serious. “I have to play the Truth game with you, Cady.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “I mean there’s something I have to tell you.” He paused. “I’m not like you. I’m not a homosexual in the same way you are.”

    “What are you then?”

    “I’m bisexual.”

    “I don’t believe you.”

    “Well, you, who are sure of what you are, may find it hard to imagine but I sleep with women.”

    “You do?” asked Cady, amazed. “Do you enjoy it?”

    “Not really. I mean it’s not the same thing.” He paused. “How can I explain it?” He paused again. “I like women. Sometimes I just need their company.” He hesitated. He wanted to tell his new friend the truth. But it was hard when you didn’t know what the truth was. “I’m not brave like you, Cady. I can’t stand being singled out by society as a depraved human being.” He shook his head. He wasn’t saying it right. “I want to keep my options with women open,” he said. “If the going ever gets too rough for men like us, I tell myself I can hide with them, that they’ll take me in.”

  

  
    “Is that fair to them?”

    “No,” Myron admitted. “And it got me into all kinds of trouble when I was young and just beginning to realize what I was.” Myron looked up. What do I want, he wondered. His approval?

    “I’ve never denied who or what I am,” said Cady thoughtfully. “I’ve had affairs and relationships. Some didn’t last very long, but they were always more than...” Cady went silent as if mulling over what he’d gotten into.

    “You know,” said Myron, still trying to explain, “I used to tell myself I was exploring new sexual frontiers. At times I believed it. I used to tell myself if I got bored with one sex I could always escape on the spaceship between my legs and go looking for new planets to conquer. I even took to calling myself Buck Rogers. Let’s go, Buck, I’d urge whenever I got into bed with a woman. This is the way love will be in the twenty-fifth century.” He looked up. Cady seemed sad. I’m ruining it, Myron thought. But he couldn’t seem to stop. “And for the first few days it...”

    “How do you feel about me?” Cady interrupted.

    “About you?”

    “Yes.”

    “I think I’m falling for you and I’m doing my best not to.” Myron paused and shook his head. Should he tell him about Frank Fenton? “I mean it’s all happening so fast. I was just passing through on my way to LA and you showed up. Even at Marie’s I thought it was only going to be for a few days. Even here it was only going to be a weekend. I was going to be on my way to Los Angeles. But now...”

    “Let’s go inside,” Cady suggested.

    ***

    “Mabel’s asked if we want to go riding.”

    “I don’t know how.” Despite growing up in Montana, Myron had never been on a horse. Butte wasn’t really Montana anyway. In the Butte of his childhood horses drew trolley cars, vegetable wagons, and ore cars.

  

  
    “Oh, c’mon, Mike.” Cady had taken to calling him Mike. “It’s nothing to be afraid of and it frees you up around here. With a horse you can go anywhere.”

    Still Myron hesitated. Not that he was afraid. He was just embarrassed that he might make an ass of himself or his horse might make a fool of him, or worse, he might be thrown and injured, if not killed. By god, he was afraid.

    “Oh, come now,” said Mabel a little later when they met beneath the portal outside her front door. “I’ll give you a nice old mare. You won’t have any trouble. But you must ride. It’ll shake up your biliousness and sharpen your faculties. You’ll see. You’ll come alive.”

    Biliousness! Only she could use a word like that. Was it a judgment? Did she see bile as his governing humor? And so disarmed was he by her medieval psychology he went back to the Santa Teresa house, put on the denim dungarees and cowboy boots he’d bought in a Taos dry-goods store, and went back out to them. The horses were already in front of the house, saddled and ready to go. Cady and Mabel, both in jodhpurs and English riding boots, showed him how to mount from the left side. Once in the saddle Cady snapped his photo with the little camera he often carried. Then he too mounted and they were off, Myron’s horse following the others, their shod hooves clicking on the stones of Mabel’s plaza, then going quiet when they reached the dirt road that took them passed the morada, the tiny chapel that served the local Penitentes, where they turned left onto the county road, and walked east toward the mountain.

    After a few hundred yards Cady dismounted to open a barbed-wire gate. Myron’s horse followed Mabel’s into a dry field dotted with piñon pine. The field, she said, belonged to the pueblo. Cady closed the gate, remounted, and he and Mabel kicked their horses into a trot. Myron’s horse trotted also, and he found himself bouncing in the saddle, each quick equine step a spanking. So they waited for him and showed him how to post. He tried it and felt instantly more comfortable. But he could only do it for a while—put his weight on the stirrups, lift himself out of the saddle, and miss the bone-jarring horse’s hips. For his legs quickly grew tired and he had to stay down in the saddle and take his punishment.

    And he marveled at their ability. That Cady rode well was no surprise. But Mabel! A woman associated with salons, villas, and famous names! She was galloping away, her short stiff hair bouncing from side to side, Cady after her, his wide-brimmed hat jammed down so hard his Martian ears stuck out. Soon they were aiming their mounts at creosote bushes and clumps of sage and jumping them at full gallop. So to keep them in sight, Myron kicked his mare as they had told him. She jumped into a gallop, a gait he instantly found more comfortable, as if his horse had no hips at all. He dashed after them, caught up, gave a loud whoop, and aimed his horse at a bush. The mare jumped and Myron instinctively shifted his weight forward.

  

  
    “You all right?”

    He was hanging on to the saddle horn that just a moment before had punched him in the solar plexis.

    “Uuuuugh,” he groaned.

    They were on either side of him, Cady holding the reins and supporting him and Mabel lecturing him on the differences between English and Western saddles and what each was good for. Then they left him to catch his breath. He caught up with them at the top of the hill where they’d stopped to look down at Taos. Mabel was telling Cady about the houses—who lived where and who had built what.

    “There’s my house,” she said, pointing, “and due west almost to the main road is the house Nicolai Fechin built. You’ll have to see it. It’s a showplace.” She pointed again. “There’s the Kit Carson cemetery. And on the corner there, near the plaza, is the Kit Carson house.” She shook her head. “A terrible man,” she said, turning to them, “an Indian killer.” She turned back. “There, just a little to the north, is the Manby House. That’s where I lived when I first came to Taos.” She shook her head again. “We rented from Manby. He was a crazy Englishman who thought he was Cecil Rhodes.”

    “What do you mean?” asked Myron.

    “He wanted to own everything. He almost succeeded. At one time he managed to get hold of the old Spanish land grant. He had the deed to the pueblo, the town of Taos, and the entire valley north to the junction of the rivers and west to the Grand Canyon of the Rio Grande.”

    “What happened to him?” asked Cady

    “He ran out of money and lost it all.” She shrugged and shook her head. “Men like that make too many enemies. In the end he was murdered, and his murderers were never found.”

  

  
    “That’s a great story,” said Myron.

    “We’ll have to go to Manby’s Hot Springs,” she said. “I usually go once a week. They’re a delight.” She paused. “But let’s go back. It’s time for lunch.”

    At lunch Mabel was once again fresh and dainty in a white dress, her hair bound with a pale blue ribbon. Again she was a girl just home from school.

    “You did very well, Myron,” she was saying. “You’re going to like riding, only you mustn’t hold the reins so tight, and you must never show you’re frightened. If you do, they’ll take advantage of you. You must show them you’re the master.”

    “Even when you’re almost unconscious?” Myron asked.

    “Especially then,” said Cady and laughed. Then he turned to Mabel. “But you’re such a good rider,” he said. “Did you learn out here?”
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