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CHAPTER 1

May 1904, New York City

The woman who would eat her child—or at least his ambitions—was most likely still sleeping and wouldn’t be up for hours. But Bryce Holloway’s raging hangover drove him from his bed in search of a headache powder.

He found none, so he put on his dressing coat and stumbled into the parlor where he helped himself to a hefty draught of his father’s brandy.

It didn’t help as much as he’d hoped, so he staggered to the dining room and rang for coffee, which arrived promptly. Jenkins poured it into a delicate china cup that barely held two swallows.

“Leave the carafe,” Bryce said.

“Sir?”

“I want the coffee close at hand. I need all I can get. I’ll pour.”

“Eggs and toast?”

Bryce’s stomach recoiled. “Just coffee for now.”

“Juice?”

“Perhaps when Mother gets up.”

“Sorry?” Jenkins said, in his most carefully controlled voice. “Sir, it’s half-past one. Your mother breakfasted at her regular time and has gone to her Saturday afternoon social.”

Oh, damn. “I see. No juice, then.”

When the carafe was empty, Bryce went to his room, poured water into the basin, splashed his face, and shaved. Jenkins had laid out a summer-weight outfit while he’d had his coffee. Dressed, he left the house, and waved down a passing hansom. “Fifth Avenue Hotel.” Domain of Mother’s social circle.

At the hotel, he asked the driver to wait. Truth be told, he was skinned, having spent his last six-bits getting home from the train station last night. He’d be solvent Monday when the bank opened. Until then, he’d have to rely on his parents. Again. Father was in Albany this weekend. Just as well, because Mother was the easier touch.

The white marble Fifth Avenue Hotel spanned the full block between Twenty-third and Twenty-fourth streets and was the social, cultural, and political hub of New York City elite. Bryce entered the vaulted dining room which easily seated 2,200. Lucky for him there was only a smattering of the Social Register there at this time of day. He quickly located his mother and her friends lingering over tea and pastries. He snagged a chair from a nearby table and dropped into it next to his mother. “Good afternoon, ladies. All is well, I hope?”

“Oh, Bryce,” said the woman seated next to his mother. “Have some tea. Your mother says you’ve been to the St. Louis World’s Fair. Tell us all about it.”

The coffee had already done its work, and the topic at hand reignited his primal fires. “It was enormous—fifteen hundred buildings, including twelve colossal palaces that provided a mind-boggling five million square feet of space. And at night the fair dazzled with electric lights.”

“Oh, tell us more. We’ll have the waiter bring a place setting for you.”

“No, I can’t stay. I have a hack waiting out front.”

“We simply must hear about your trip.” She held out a silver tray. “Here, have a petit four.”

“Not today, I’m sorry.”

“Bryce, don’t be difficult,” his mother said.

“I’m sorry, but I really do have a cab waiting,” Bryce said. “Mother, why don’t you have the ladies over for tea? I’ve stereoscope cards and a Fair guidebook in my trunk. I can give a proper presentation of the fair and perform the latest Scott Joplin tune for them.” Bryce grinned at the ladies. “You know, I had a chance to play with Joplin while we were in St. Louis.”

“Ragtime,” his mother said, as if it were something one found stuck to one’s shoe. “A veritable call of the wild which arouses the pulses of city-bred people.”

He couldn’t have agreed more, hence its appeal. And he intended to introduce ragtime in the western territories.

He leaned close to his mother’s face as if to give her a kiss on the cheek, then spoke into her ear. “Let me have ten dollars until Monday.”

“That’s a great deal of money.”

“I need to pay the driver.”

Under the table, she placed a coin on his palm and closed his fingers over it. From its size he knew she’d slipped him a half-eagle. But best not to argue money in front of her friends. He kissed her cheek and bid the ladies farewell.

Bryce changed the five-dollar piece at the hotel cashier. Outside, he gave two bits to the waiting driver. The man snapped the reins, and the cab clattered away, leaving Bryce an unobstructed view of Madison Square Garden on the opposite side of the park that fronted the hotel. Its Beaux-art design reminded him of the neo-classical palaces at the Fair where he and his boyhood chums, Mo Silverstein and Julius Hornsby, had gone for opening day.

Forty-five states and territories and forty-three countries had exhibits. Bryce had found himself returning again and again to the New Mexico pavilion, which resembled an old Spanish mission and featured a pueblo of real Indians. Just the stark beauty, the simplicity of their life, held such an appeal compared to the baroque complexity of New York Society. The pueblo Indians never had to worry about who was in, who was out. They didn’t feel any pressure about slotting into a career that would please their parents or working to maintain the family fortune. They just . . . lived.

While he practically camped in the New Mexico pavilion, Julius haunted palaces that exhibited the latest inventions like Marconi’s wireless telegraph that allowed visitors to send messages between different stations in the fairgrounds. All three of them were dazzled by Edison's Kinetoscope which projected moving pictures, and fascinated by St. Louis inventor Knute Wideen’s solar furnace that harnessed the sun's energy with 40,000 mirrors to create 10,000 degrees Fahrenheit temperatures. “Bryce, imagine if we invented something like that,” Julius had said.

Mo, a painter, had to be pried from the Palace of Fine Arts. At dusk when the palaces closed, the friends spent their evenings on the mile-long Pike, where they rode the Ferris wheel, ate, drank, and watched belly dancers. Over suppers, Mo rhapsodized about French impressionists, and the skill of capturing the character of light, while Julius ran on about the coming new world of electro-therapeutics, electro-magnetism, and electro-chemistry.

Bryce generally nodded and smiled, his mind still lost in the sheer simplicity of New Mexico. But the bouncy joy of ragtime, and the belly dancers caught his attention, too.

Their last night at the fair, they dined at Faust’s Tyrolean Alps restaurant with several artists Mo had befriended. Their dinner companions mentioned that two European-trained artists were touting the light in Taos, New Mexico as ideal for painters and had moved there to start an arts colony. And that was the seed of the idea.

Over fine continental fare and too many bottles of wine, Bryce, Julius, and Mo decided to open a grand emporium in Taos. Their store would bring the latest music and literature of New York culture along with wondrous inventions they’d seen at the fair. Why, the idea seemed as brilliant as the Edison lights around them.

The following day they hit the exhibits one last time, buying what goods they could for their store. Then Julius and Mo entrained for New Mexico. Meanwhile, Bryce returned to New York to make arrangements with sheet music and book publishers. During most of the train ride home, he had been in the bar car, dreaming of how he and his friends would bring the new world to the primitive west. Finally, he would be free from the constraints of his own old world, a world that didn’t allow him the freedom to be himself, that didn’t accept one of his best friends because Jewishness offended their Protestant heritage. At last, today, he’d start putting that dream into action.

Well, he supposed he could start today. Publishers might work on Saturday, after all, and Scribner's headquarters was only two blocks away. Still, he hadn’t eaten yet. With his hangover abated, his appetites were starting to reassert themselves. Now he required food, liquor, and a warm companion. It had been a hell of a long train ride from St. Louis. Emporium purchases could wait until Monday.

The afternoon sun glinted off the golden statue of Diana high atop her minaret, towering over Madison Square Garden. At the moment, her arrow aimed toward Broadway. He took that as a sign. Pick up a Broadway chorus girl, take her to Keens Steakhouse for mutton chops, and afterwards they’d dance the two-step to the latest ragtime.

Mother wouldn’t be pleased. But he wasn’t looking for a girl like “dear old mom.”





CHAPTER 2

New Mexico, same day

“Hey, Dude!”

Mo glanced up at Julius with a grin. “Hey, dude, yourself.” It was obvious they weren’t locals returning home. Their fashionable New York waistcoats practically screamed “eastern dandy.” He resumed counting the crates, trunks, and suitcases the train porter had piled at his feet.

A young boy pushing an empty hand truck scrambled to keep up with Julius’s long strides as he strutted down the train platform. Mo tipped the porter a nickel. “Help that boy get these on the hand truck.”

“Yes, sir,” the porter said.

“Where the hell are we?” Julius said.

“Tres Piedras,” the porter said.

“Thanks, I can read the sign. Mo, I thought we were going to Taos.”

“Me, too.”

“No, sir, Taos is twenty-five miles from here,” the porter said. “You need a horse and wagon. You could take the stagecoach, but the stage don’t run regular.”

All right. Well, he couldn’t expect New York levels of transportation. “Where do we see about the stagecoach?” Mo said.

“Other side of the depot.”

The hand truck had a bad wheel and once it was fully loaded, it made a thump, thump, thump as the boy pushed it. When they reached the edge of the platform, Mo said, “Julius, wait with our stuff. I’ll see what I can find out.” He walked around back of the depot where a chalkboard advertising the stagecoach schedule was nailed to the whitewashed station wall. A dusty-looking fellow wearing a cowboy hat and a handlebar mustache was currying a large horse. It was exactly as he’d pictured it in his mind.

“You the man we see about the stagecoach to Taos?” Mo said.

“I am. Name’s Dunn.”

“Your schedule says, ‘Taos: occasional.’ What’s that mean?”

“Upon occasion when there’re any passengers, or if there’s mail for there.” Dunn ejected a stream of tobacco juice from between his teeth. It hit the dirt and curled like a desiccated garter snake.

“There’s two of us,” Mo said. “Is that enough of an occasion?”

“That’s fine.” Dunn wiped a bit of tobacco spit from his mustache with the back of his hand. “I got mail to take there, anyway.”

Mo nodded and entered the depot. The interior was devoid of life. Against the wall were two wooden pews that looked like they’d once been in a church, between them a brass spittoon that needed cleaning. Two flat benches, just boards without backs, sat in the middle of the room, and the ticket counter was unattended. This really was the back of beyond, and apparently they still had a way to go.

The train steamed off and a young man wearing a clerk’s cap came in.

“You the man I see about tickets?”

“Train’s left. Where you going?”

“Taos.”

“You’ll want the stage, then. Mr. Dunn’s leaving pretty soon.”

Mo’s hands and clothes were covered in coal soot from the train ride. It’d been hot, and the passengers put all the windows down. Sucked the smoke right in. “We got time to get a bath?”

“Not if you want to catch today’s stage. No point to it anyhow. Trail’s dusty. You’d need another by the time you got there.”

Mo brushed the dust off his clothes best as he could, still wishing for a hot bath. “All right, give me two tickets to Taos.”

“No tickets—pay Mr. Dunn directly,” the clerk said.

When Mo found him again, Dunn had hitched a team of six to the coach and was helping the boy load the crates and luggage into the boot. Julius was already in the coach, sipping on a flask he kept in his coat pocket. Mo got in and closed the door. Dunn climbed up top, gave a whistle and cracked the reins. The coach surged forward and soon Tres Piedras was behind them.

After seven days of the rhythmic motion and steady clack-clack of the train from St. Louis, the stage ride was jarring. Mo was thrown back and forth on his seat until he braced his feet against the seat opposite. “Not like taking a hansom through Central Park.”

Julius, wedged into the opposite corner, pulled back the curtain on the coach window and peered out through a cloud of dust at the reddish-tan colored rocks. “Doesn’t look much like Central Park, either.”

Mo finagled his own flask out of his jacket and lifted it to his lips. The stage hit a rut, and the contents spilled down his shirt front. “Damn.”

“Shameful waste,” Julius said.

Mo swiped at his shirt several times and then, using both hands, managed to tip the flask over his mouth. “Empty. Give me some of yours.”

Julius didn’t hesitate to pass his over, but after Mo had a swallow, he held his hand out for the flask’s return. He took one more swig himself and then capped it and slipped it back in his pocket. Mo gave him an appreciative nod of thanks.

“Julius, before we get to Taos, I want to talk to you about something.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ve decided to change my name.”

“What for?”

“People named Silverstein don’t get a lot of respect from gentiles in New York. I doubt it’s any better in the Wild West. Besides, everyone comes west to get a fresh start.”

“You got a point. These cowboys probably assume every Jew is a tailor. So, what you want to be called?”

“Well, you know Mo is short for Mordecai, and that’s not any better. Then, I thought of Morgan. If I drop stein off my last name, I’ll be Morgan Silver. What do you think? Can you start calling me Morgan?”

“Morgan. I like it, a real cowboy name, like one of the Earp brothers. I’m not Jewish, but maybe I should have a cowboy name too. How ’bout you call me One-eyed Jack?”

“Sure. Only problem is, you’ve got two eyes.”

“Hmmm, Two-eyed Jack doesn’t sound right, does it? Which jacks have one eye?”

“Spades and Hearts.”

“So, it’d have to be clubs or diamonds . . . Okay, Jack Diamond’s my name. I like the sound of that.” He stuck out his hand. “Morgan.”

Mo grabbed the offered hand and shook it, “Jack.”

Jack and Morgan grinned at each other as though they’d accomplished something. And, well, new names were a beginning.

“We better write Bryce and tell him, soon as we get to Taos,” Morgan said.

“Right,” Jack said. “If we’re gonna make these names stick, we can’t have him sending telegrams to Julius and Mordecai.”

“I’ll do it now. The driver said he does the mail run. He could take our letter back with the outgoing mail from Taos.” Morgan pulled out the small pad and pencil he kept in his pocket for making quick sketches. He started the letter three times, then put the pad away. “I can’t write anything the way this coach is jerking.”

“Do it when we get to Taos,” Jack said. “There should be time enough while the driver waters the horses. Tell Bryce not to spread it around the city though. No reason for certain Micks back home to know what we’re called out here.”

“I hadn’t thought of that, but you’ve got a point. Bryce’s supposed to take care of that situation before he comes, but if he screws up—”

“As he’s wont to do . . . Jesus, it’s hot in here. Hold my hat.”

Jack tossed his bowler onto the seat next to Morgan and threw the door open.

Morgan braced himself tighter. The ground raced past and clouds of dust from the horses poured in. “Julius! Have you taken leave of your senses?”

“Julius may have, but Jack’s betting it’s cooler up top with the driver.” In a heartbeat Jack was leaning backward out the door, putting his foot in the window opening.

“Jack, you’re crazy, you’ll kill yourself.”

Jack levered his weight onto the coach window and pulled himself up in one swift move.

And then Morgan was alone in the coach with the door flapping. “Well, I’ll be.”

Jack leaned over the edge and hung upside down grinning like a fool. “Come on. It’s cooler up here.”

Well, he came west to enjoy a new life. Morgan doffed his hat and put it on the seat next to Jack’s. He peered out the door at certain death rushing by, then decided to embrace it. Morgan turned around and leaned out backward. He struggled to lift his leg high enough to slip his boot in the window frame as Jack had done, but he was shorter than Jack, and couldn’t reach. He put one foot on the coach seat which got him a little higher, but put him too far from the door—he was practically lying horizontal. That wouldn’t work.

A smart New Yorker like him should be able to solve this problem.

He held onto the door frame with one hand and reached overhead with the other. He found the iron railing that ran around the edge of the coach roof and grabbed hold. He took a deep breath, let go the doorway and got his other hand on the railing too. He tried to pull himself up by doing a chin-up, but all he succeeded in doing was losing his foothold.

Great. Now what?

He hung by both arms, flopping against the bouncing coach like a sack of meal. Finally, Jack reached over the side, grabbed his coat collar and pulled him up.

The driver took his eyes off the team and turned around. “You city fellows planning on dying young? Why didn’t you just holler? I’d have stopped and you could have climbed up top like regular folks.”

Jack laughed at the driver and pulled out his silver flask. He unscrewed the top, drank deep, and handed it to Morgan who took a long pull.

Jack winked at Morgan, “But his way, we wouldn’t have a story to tell Bryce.”

Morgan grinned. “You know how Bryce would tell it. He’d have pulled himself up with one hand while shooting some Spaniards.”

That cracked Jack up. “Yep, and Teddy Roosevelt would have been riding in the coach, egging him on.”

“Don’t worry,” Morgan said. “I’m sure we’ll have plenty more adventures before Bryce gets here.”





CHAPTER 3

Earlier the same day, Boston, Massachusetts

Rebecca Sullivan appraised the stairway, its deep-worn treads still dappled with remnants of a spring shower. She hoisted her skirts above her shoe tops and dashed up the half-dozen steps. The puddles made a splashing song as she ascended. When she reached the wide porch of the manse, she let go her skirts and smoothed the fabric where she’d gripped it. She lifted the brass door knocker and rapped twice. A wren in the nearby lilac took flight.

Her grandfather’s longtime housekeeper opened the door. “Glory, Miss Sullivan, what a delight to my eyes. It’s been a great stretch since I’ve seen ye—being a college lass as you are.”

“Good afternoon, Moria. It’s nice to see you as well. Is Granddad in?”

“Reverend Fitzpatrick is in his study, rehearsing tomorrow’s sermon. Go on in. I’ll bring a pot of tea and a wee plate of scones in a fairy’s wink.”

Rebecca found her grandfather pacing the room, mumbling to himself. She rushed to embrace him, kissed his cheek, and savored the scent of fragrant pipe smoke in his beard.

The old man patted her affectionately. “Have you come to ask me to proofread your senior thesis?”

“Not exactly.”

“Surely, you’re finished by now. Graduation is next month.”

“Oh, it’s done. But I’m thinking of scrapping it and writing something different.”

He smiled. “Only you, dear Rebecca. While your classmates are wearing out the nibs of their pens putting on finishing touches before the deadline, you want to start afresh.”

“My thesis is too ordinary—I’m sure three others have chosen the topic. Then I remembered you telling us the Celtic myth of Thin Places. I’m sure that’s never been presented before. So I’d like to delve into it if you can spare the time.”

“For you, of course. But when is your thesis due?”

“Not for two weeks. Will you tell me what you know?”

Moria brought in a silver tray, poured the tea, and left. Reverend Fitzpatrick put tobacco in his pipe and tamped it down. “My Seanmháthair, your great-great grandmother, used to say, ‘Heaven and earth are only three feet apart—just out of reach from each other. But in the Thin Places that distance is even smaller.’”

He struck a match and puffed until the tobacco was glowing. “In the old country certain wild places were said to manifest ephemeral or mystical qualities beyond what we experience with our mere senses. Where the gap to heaven was thin, one could perceive a sacred space.”

Rebecca handed him his teacup and saucer. He took a sip. “She also believed in fairies and such. Although Universalists are open to diverse ideas, I don’t think your thesis advisors will accept Celtic myths for academic research. You wouldn’t have reference books or footnotes, just an old man’s memories of legends told by his Irish Catholic grandmother.”

He set his cup on the table and relit his pipe. “So, tell me about the paper you already wrote. Perhaps it’s the wiser choice.”

“It’s on the serendipity of John Murray being blown off course and finding a church waiting for him in a place he would have never gone otherwise. But I’m sure generations of divinity students have written about him founding the Universalist Church in America. The subject seems so shopworn and predictable. I want to surprise them with a topic no one ever addressed.”

With a benign smile he shook his head. “It’s enough of a challenge for your professors at Tufts to accept a woman. Submit your paper on Murray. That’ll tickle their hearts and get you your diploma. After you graduate, you can expound whatever philosophical beliefs you want.”





CHAPTER 4

“Taos,” Dunn said, as he pulled to a stop in front of a row of adobe buildings.

Morgan had been observing the architectural styles as they drove into town, some adobe, others apparently wooden throughout. “Well, it’s certainly nothing like New York City.”

“Not even like New Jersey.” Jack leaped from the top of the coach in a single bound. “I wonder if they have beer here.”

Morgan and the driver climbed down. “Are you joking?” Dunn said. “There’s a saloon about every fifty feet.”

“Juli—I mean, Jack, we ought to find a place to stay first. We can drink later. Mr. Dunn, you know of somewhere we can room?”

“Columbian Hotel is right across the plaza. I run a roulette wheel in the bar there. After you get your room, come down and give it a spin.”

“We’re planning on living here. Do you know where we’d find a boarding house?”

Dunn pointed to a gap between stores a few buildings down “There’s a widow woman runs a rooming house on that back street over there. If she’s not filled up.”

“What about our crates?”

“No problem. I’ll hold them for you at the freight office until you get settled.”

“That’d be great,” Jack said. “Store everything but the suitcases. We’ll take those with us.”

While their trunks and crates were unloaded and locked up, Morgan wrote a letter to Bryce and gave it to Dunn along with two cents for a stamp. Then, carrying their suitcases, they crossed the road and passed through a narrow, dusty alleyway to an equally dusty back street and located a large, two-story, wood framed house with two pretty young women sitting on a porch swing. They looked to be in their teens, but maybe late teens, judging by their enormous bosoms.

Once he was able to raise his gaze, Morgan found that both girls had brown hair and brown eyes. The older one wore her hair in long, coiled curls that hung over her pretty pink ears. The younger had a mass of soft wavy hair tied back with a blue velvet ribbon.

Jack gave them a rakish smile. “Is this a place where two handsome gentlemen from back east might find a welcome?”

“Gentlemen?” said the older girl. “You look like a couple of coal miners dressed for church.”

“It was a long train ride from St. Louis,” Jack said.

“St. Louis!” The younger one nearly squealed. Deep dimples appeared when she smiled.

The older sister’s manner softened. “As it happens, we do have a vacant room.” She stood and stepped to the edge of the porch, making a quarter turn to show them her generous figure in profile. It was an inspiring sight. “My name is Peaches. Pleased to make your acquaintance . . . Cherry, go tell Mother we have callers.”

Cherry—really? The girl pushed back on the swing and let its forward motion propel her as she leaped out and dashed for the door. The screen door swung open before she reached it and there stood mama. An older version of her amply endowed daughters, somewhat fuller in most places, but still fine-figured. Her face, however, had narrow eyes and a sternly pinched mouth that put something of a damper on the prevailing mood.

Jack doffed his hat. “Ma’am.”

Morgan took off his, too. “We’re looking for accommodation, and your place came highly recommended.”

“Is that so? What are your names?”

“I’m Morgan Silver and this is Jack Diamond.”

“Humph, what kind of names are those? You’re not gamblers are you?”

Uh-oh. He’d chosen a new name without considering what people might infer from it. Well, too late now. Morgan smoothed the brim of his bowler. “Not at all, madam. We’re New Yorkers, come to Taos to open an emporium. We’d like to stay with you while we grow our store into a going concern.”

Her eyes appraised them from haircut to footwear. “All right, come in. I’ll show you what I’ve got. I’m Mrs. Romero.”

Jack held the door for her and for the first time, she smiled. Morgan smiled, too. Jack could charm the severity off a nun. Morgan followed Mrs. Romero inside. Peaches and Cherry slipped in after him, giggling at Jack as they passed him. Jack came in last and let the door smack shut.

Mrs. Romero whirled around, “Don’t let it slam.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She led Morgan upstairs to an immaculately-kept room with an oak dresser and a double bed. On the dresser was a lovely white basin trimmed with pink roses and a matching water pitcher. A clean porcelain chamber pot sat in the corner. He’d stayed at less salubrious places in New York.

“Very nice,” Morgan said.

“Five dollars a week—that includes breakfast and supper. You’re on your own for lunch.”

Jack and the girls crowded in behind them. Morgan glanced at Jack, who gave a quick nod. A shiver of excitement emanated from the girls.

“This will do nicely,” Morgan said. “Let’s see Jack’s.”

Mrs. Romero frowned. “This is the only room I’ve got open.”

“It’s only got one bed,” Jack said. “Mo and I don’t sleep together.”

“Mo?” Peaches said.

“He means me,” Morgan said.

“Can I call you Mo?” Cherry asked.

“Please don’t. Call me Morgan.” He slipped his hand in his trouser pocket and jingled a stack of silver dollars. “Isn’t there anything else, madam?”

She pursed her lips for a pensive moment and then said, “Let me show you the girls’ room. It has two beds.”

“I couldn’t put these young lovelies out of their beds,” Jack said.

“I can. They’ll move into this room. The girls won’t mind sharing a bed. Will you?”

Cherry showed Jack her dimples and Peaches batted her eyelashes. “No, Mama,” they said in unison. It seemed they were willing to sacrifice to have two handsome New Yorkers within reach.

Mrs. Romero led them down the hall, while behind her back, Peaches brushed up against Jack and whispered, “It’d be so romantic, knowing you were staying in my room.”

“Our room,” Cherry said.

The girls’ room wasn’t any larger, but it had two comfortable-looking single beds.

“Okay with you Jack?” Morgan said.

“Seven dollars,” Mrs. Romero said.

Morgan stopped jingling his money. “You had said five.”

“Each. There’s two of you, eating twice a day. But since you’re sharing a room, I’ll only charge you seven.”

“Aw, Mama,” Cherry said.

“Hush.”

“Take the deal, Morgan,” Jack said. “I’m so sick of sleeping on trains I’d lie down on any bed that wasn’t moving.”

“Hold on,” Mrs. Romero said. “Those are good linens on the girls’ beds. You’ll not be sleeping in them until you bathe.”

“No argument there,” Morgan said. “We’ve been traveling for a week. A bath sounds delightful.”

Mrs. Romero gave a sly smile. “Well, the laundry up the road has baths for twenty-five cents apiece, ’course their tubs are likely full of used wash water. For fifty cents I’ll have my girls heat you a tub of nice fresh water and you can have your bath right now.”

“Madam, it’s a deal,” Morgan said.

“Morgan can go first,” Jack said. “I’m going to investigate one of those establishments we saw on the main road when we arrived.”

“Well, don’t take too long,” Morgan said. “You don’t want a cold bath.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Diamond,” Peaches said. “I’ll heat more for you, if it gets cold.”

“Why don’t you gentlemen wait on the porch while we get arranged?” Mrs. Romero pushed her girls out of their room. “Peaches, set up the bathtub in the kitchen. Cherry, fill the kettles. While the water’s heating, move your stuff to the other room.”

The men walked out to the porch. “Kind of like some story about the farmer’s daughter, isn’t it?” Jack said.

He’d been thinking the same thing, until the moment he met Mrs. Romero. “Don’t get any ideas, Jack. We need to live in this town, remember?”


***


Jack walked downtown, but was back far sooner than Morgan, knowing Jack’s fondness for beer, would have expected. Morgan was in their room, dressed in clean clothes, unpacking his suitcase.

“Mo–Morgan, glad you’re dressed. We’re going to a party.”

“A party? Us?”

“It’s for us. I was having a few beers with this fellow, Deitwiler. He and his wife just moved here from Minnesota to open a dry goods store. Haven’t got it open yet, but they’re eager to meet other people. I mentioned we’d been to the World’s Fair. The boys in the bar got real excited, and quick as a buggy whip Deitwiler decides to throw a welcome party in our honor at his store—seeing how he hasn’t got it set up yet and the building is just sitting empty.”

Morgan nodded. “I told you Taos was the right place to come.”

“You did, and you were right. By the end of tonight, we’ll know everybody important in town.”

Morgan took a bottle of liquor from his suitcase and refilled his flask. “Sounds like a big party.”

“Well, it’s not that big a town. They’re rolling a barrel of beer over to Deitwiler’s right now. Bunch of local musicians are going to play, too. Shame Bryce didn’t come with us. He’d be in his element—introduce Taos to a little ragtime.”

“I thought you said it’s at a dry goods store. There won’t be a piano.”

“Sure. I’m just saying Bryce wins us a lot of friends. Hopefully when he gets here we can throw him a party someplace with a piano.”

Morgan offered Jack the bottle. “Top off your flask?”

“Thanks. Just leave the bottle out. Right now, I got to get my bath and get ready before all the beer’s drunk up.” Jack started out the door and then turned back. “Maybe we ought to bring Peaches and Cherry?”

“You’re not serious?”

“It’s a party for us. I guess we can bring whoever we want.”

“Didn’t you meet Mrs. Romero? Let’s not get evicted before we have a chance to unpack. Go take your bath.”





CHAPTER 5

Orange flares of sunset behind the mountains surrounding Taos cast purple shadows over the streets behind them as Jack and Morgan walked into the party. The dry goods store was little more than a hollow shell. A dozen kerosene lanterns had been lit around the room, giving the unfurnished store a cheerful contrast to the falling night. A chorus of voices greeted them. Many seemed to already know Jack. Morgan knew none of them, but they called his name as if they were old friends.

A temporary table had been constructed by laying boards over two sawhorses and draping them with a long tablecloth. A pretty, diminutive woman stood behind a cut-glass punch bowl ladling some fruity drink into matching cups. Many of the women had brought dishes of food, and these were arrayed on either side of the punch bowl. In the corner several men stood around a beer barrel they had wrestled into a wooden cradle.

Music of sorts from an odd assemblage of instruments began to fill the room. A trumpet, a violin, and an accordion were by no means the makings of a symphony at Carnegie Hall, but as the instruments struggled to play together, they added a jovial undertone to the overlapping conversations. Many of the men sounded as if this was not their first beer barrel of the evening. The women’s voices, an octave higher, trilled like birds after a rainstorm.

Jack hustled Morgan through the room making a beeline toward the keg, but their trajectory crossed paths with a man too tall to be a dwarf, but too short to play for the Brooklyn Dodgers. It was a wonder Jack hadn’t stepped on him. “Herr Deitwiler,” Jack said.

“Shush, that was my father.” A smile appeared from amidst the man’s muttonchops. “In America we now say ‘mister,’ but, please, just simply call me Fred. We don’t go for a lot of formality in the west.”

“Sorry. I’m Jack. Remember me from the saloon?”

“Of course. I’m the one who invited you to the party.”

“I want to introduce you to my business partner, Morgan.”

Morgan shook the odd little man’s hand. “Fred, then. Pleased to meet you.”

Fred led them to the punch table. “Gentlemen, this is my wife.”

Morgan and Jack both tipped their hats. “Mrs. Deitwiler.”

“Emma, please,” she said with an accent similar to her husband’s.

“I’m Morgan, this is Jack. Your accent, is it German?” Morgan had a good ear, and he had spent time among the German immigrants down on Pearl Street.

“Minnesota,” Fred said. “We don’t notice our accent, but everyone here comments on it.”

“I’m sorry. When I heard Deitwiler and the accent I put two and two together and got—”

“Five?” Fred said.

Jack laughed. “He got you on that one, Morgan.”

“You’re not wrong, of course,” Fred said. “My parents came on a boat from Hamburg in 1871. But I was born in Minnesota. Grew up there, met and wed Emma.”

Morgan smiled at her. “You have a lovely punch bowl set.”

Emma fluttered her eyelashes. “Wedding present. I brought it from Minnesota. Fortunately, it didn’t get broken in the move. So many of my good things did.”

“Newlyweds?”

“Hardly,” Fred said. “We’ve been married seven years.”

“How old are your children Mrs. Deitwiler?” Morgan offered as an ice-breaker.

Emma studiously ladled out more fruit punch.

“We haven’t started a family yet,” Fred said. “It’s just Emma and me.”

Jack kept eyeing the keg of beer in the corner where men were drawing off frothy glasses of lukewarm ale into Mrs. Deitwiler’s best water glasses. She offered him a dainty little cup. “Punch?”

Jack stared at it. Normal size in her delicate hands, it’d be a glass butterfly in his. He was no stranger to these things. Socialites in New York loved to throw parties at which they wore long frilly dresses and required men to sip from tiny crystal-ware thimbles. Morgan elbowed him in the ribs.

“Yes, thank you.” Jack accepted the cup, squeezing its little handle between this thumb and forefinger, pinky extended. He swallowed the nectar in a gulp and set the cup on the table. “Delightful.”

“More?” Emma said.

“Not just yet,” Jack said. “I see some men I would like to introduce to Morgan. He’s just arrived from New York and doesn’t know anyone.”

“I thought you had, too,” Emma said.

“Yes, but I’ve already met a good number of local citizens that he hasn’t.” Jack turned toward the keg.

“Oh, but wait,” she said. “I didn’t get to ask what’s in fashion back east. Fred’s left it to me to choose what we’ll stock in our store. I’d like to offer my customers fabrics and patterns for the latest styles. I was hoping you’d tell me what New York City women are wearing this year.”

Jack’s eyes were fixed on the knot of men clustered around the beer barrel. “Women’s fashion isn’t really something I pay attention to. Morgan’s the artist. He probably notices things like that more than I do.”

Emma looked at Morgan expectantly.

“Jack, why don’t you go ahead? I’d be happy to talk with Emma.”

Jack gave him a subtle nudge. “Morgan, we really do need to meet a lot of people. While they’re . . . while the night is still young.”

Morgan touched his hat brim. “If you’ll excuse us, Mrs. D—I mean, Emma. I promise I’ll come back and talk to you about fashion later in the evening.”

As the partners left Emma, Jack stuck his finger in a dish one of the wives had contributed and licked it. “Yum.”

Morgan smiled. “I’d like to see you try that at one of Mrs. Holloway’s soirées.”

“That’s why I never attend Bryce’s mother’s soirées.”

“Oh? And here I thought it was because you were never invited.”

“Come on, Morgan, this is the frontier. The brave new world, free from outdated mores and reaching toward the future. Open yourself to it.”

“With the help of beer.”

“Of course.”

Fred was already at the barrel. He filled three glasses, handed Morgan and Jack each one, and raised his. “To commerce.” The men drank. “Emma’s nervous, and excited,” Fred said. “We don’t have much inventory yet, and she’s worried we’ll look half empty.”

“We don’t have much either,” Morgan said. “We have a third partner, Bryce. He was with us in St. Louis, but went back east to settle old business and buy more goods while we came west and got set up here.”

“How’d you pick Taos?”

“This whole idea really came to us at the World’s Fair. Our partner kept visiting the New Mexico pavilion because it had real Pueblo Indians.”

“We got plenty of them,” said a man in a cowboy hat who was leaning against the keg.

“And then, we learned that European-trained artists have moved here.”

The man in the cowboy hat refilled his beer. “Oh yeah, them two art fellows. It don’t seem like a real job though, does it? Writers, painters—that lot. I mean a fellow herds cattle or even sheep, digs gold or silver, even a carpenter, that’s work. But to sit around painting pictures, that ain’t work. Is it?”

“I don’t know,” Morgan said. “Let’s say that miner strikes gold or silver. What’s he going to do with the money? Build a fine house, get a wife? And then she’s going to want to decorate it with nice things.”

“Oh, I see what you mean. Once people have a little money, they’re gonna buy those fellows’ paintings.”

“Exactly. But take it one step further,” Morgan said. “Everyone has to make a living, because like the animals, we have to have a warm place to sleep and enough to eat. But animals are satisfied once they have their needs met. Man has to feed his soul, his curiosity, that’s where culture comes in. Music, literature, art—they move us, make us feel.”

The cowboy, took off his hat, straightened the brim, and put it back on.

“Tell him about the World’s Fair,” Fred said.

“Now that was really something,” Jack said. “Opened our eyes to what the new century is bringing. Unless you go, you cannot believe the wonder of it.”

Morgan nodded. “Jack, Bryce, and I conceived of a grand emporium to bring the culture and inventions we’d seen at the Fair to a western city. Taos seems poised to become an oasis of sophistication in the wilderness.”

“And the gold doesn’t hurt, neither,” Fred said. “Emma and I heard the area had a number of gold strikes.”

“Historically, sudden wealth raises cultural aspirations in the newly rich,” Morgan said.

A man wearing a derby joined them. “Well, you may have missed the train, then. The gold boom’s pretty much over. Glen-Woody's closed down. There are still a few mines in Red River, but they’ll play out before long.”

“We were given to understand that those who made out came here afterwards,” Morgan said.

“Some have,” the man in the derby said. “Not sure how long they’ll stay.”

Jack smiled. “Maybe we can give them something to stay for.”

“You fellows hunt?” the cowboy said.

Jack and Morgan looked at each other and shook their heads.

“I’m a terrific shot,” Fred said. “Used to hunt all the time in Minnesota. I can bring down a stag from two hundred yards. I shot our Christmas dinners every year. One year, I even got a bear.”

“We got bear here,” the cowboy said, “but mostly it’s elk or deer. Bighorn sheep, too. I don’t suppose you had those in Minnesota.”

“None in New York City, either,” Jack said.

“Well, we got geese, turkey, pheasants, and ducks if you prefer,” the cowboy said.

Jack gave a little smile. “Truth is, I’ve never fired a gun.”

“Do tell,” the cowboy said. “First man I’ve met who hasn’t.”

Morgan set his glass down. “I’m going to make a few more acquaintances.”

“You go ahead,” Jack drew another beer. “I’ll catch up with you in a bit.”

——

Morgan worked the room, introducing himself and shaking hands. He repeated the same story for each cluster of couples he encountered. Yes, they were from New York. Yes, they had just come from the St. Louis World’s Fair. Yes, he had ridden the 264 foot-tall Ferris wheel with carriages the size of Pullman cars. Yes, the view was tremendous. No, he wasn’t scared. He noticed that no one mentioned the real futuristic wonders, like Edison’s lights or Victor’s Gramophone. They really had no idea what the future had on offer.

As Morgan circulated he met the baker, the butcher, two ranchers and several of their wives. But of all the guests, one woman stood out. Not only because she was the odd wheel in a party of five having an animated conversation in the far corner, but because she was by far the most beautiful woman in the room.

She had a voluptuary’s body and didn’t mind wearing a décolleté dress to show it. She also had a prey’s awareness of being watched. But instead of withdrawing like a frightened fawn, she turned to this man and that as they spoke, giving the rest of the room glimpses of her profile from various perspectives. Yet there was none of the anxious flaunting he’d seen with Peaches and Cherry. After watching her for a while, Morgan gravitated to her corner.

“If I may introduce myself, Miss,” he said, “my name is Morgan Silver.”

“Abigail Wythe,” she said. She then introduced the other members of her party: her sister, Penelope, her brother-in-law, Walter, Mr. Hoffsteader, vice-president of the bank, and his wife, Ida. Names he forgot in Abigail’s aura.

Abigail had dark wavy hair, high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and an inviting mouth. A large pink tourmaline on a silver chain hung in the perfect valley between her breasts. Morgan’s eyes were transfixed—the color perfectly complemented her skin tone, and the shape drew the eye naturally to its setting. He could see instantly how to paint her. And what would it be like to paint her, nude. The faint blush of her—

“Mr. Silver, my eyes are up here,” she said.

“I-I-I was just admiring your beautiful . . . tourmaline.”

“Lovely, isn’t it?” She lifted it from its sacred swale and invited closer inspection. “Not many men recognize the gem by name.”

Morgan leaned in as close as he dared and inhaled her floral essence. “Oh, we saw many precious and semi-precious jewels on display at the Fair.”

“Fair?”

“The Louisiana Purchase Exposition—most people call it the St. Louis World’s Fair. My partners and I have just come from there.”

She let the jewel drop back into her cleavage, and he stepped back. She ran her eyes over him and smiled. Morgan was confident he looked quite dapper in his dress coat and ruffled shirt. It was obvious she thought so, too.

“Wythe,” Morgan said, “is that English?”

She dropped her voice to a whisper, “My ex-husband was English.” Then louder, “My ancestry’s Welsh. So, you’re the men who are going to bring Eastern refinement to Taos?”

“We heard that Ernie Blumenschein and Bert Phillips have already got that movement started. We’re just here to add a little excitement.”

“With a new store?”

“A world emporium,” he said. “We’re going to sell the latest in books and music. We’ll sell some artwork, too—I’m something of an artist. And wonderful new inventions we saw at the Fair, things you can hardly imagine. We’ve a third partner, Bryce, back east right now making purchases and getting things shipped to us.”

“A bookstore would be very nice,” Abigail said.

“Music, too,” Morgan said. “Bryce plays piano, knows ragtime—the latest rage. We’ll carry sheet music for sorts of tunes people here have never heard before.”

“Ah, but literature is the thing,” Abigail said. “You can’t buy a book out here unless it’s Tales of the Old West or dime novels about Kit Carson or Wyatt Earp.”

“Careful how you speak about Carson,” her brother-in-law said.

Abigail laughed. “Kit Carson’s the local hero. He resided here when he was alive.”

Again, a chance to mix some business with pleasure. “Would it be forward of me to ask your advice on what books the ladies of Taos would like to read?”

She laughed again. He liked her fine white teeth.

“Around here we say, always be forward, the past is behind.” She held out her empty punch glass. “But you’ll have to earn my favor.”

“It’d be my pleasure.”

As he took her fragile cup in his hand, she rapped her knuckle on the faint outline of the flask in his coat pocket. “Perhaps you’ll touch it up on your way back?”

Morgan grinned and nodded.

Jack and Emma were alone at the punch table when Morgan approached. Jack wasn’t drinking any punch, and Emma was the color of a beet. “I’ve never had a preference for really big men,” she was saying. Morgan hadn’t heard the first part of their conversation, but since Jack was drunk, it wasn’t difficult to guess he was pushing the boundaries of frontier mores.

Emma eyed Morgan uncertainly as he held out Abigail’s cup. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

She seemed relieved he spoke without slurring. “Not at all.” She grabbed the cup from his hand and quickly refilled it.

“Partner!” Jack said. “Have you met this adorable little creature? Emma, this is my partner, Mo—”

“We’ve met,” Morgan said. “Emma, let me apologize for whatever he’s said. It’s lovely of you to throw a party for us. And I hope nothing Jack’s said will keep us from being friends tomorrow.”

Emma blushed again. “Don’t be concerned. It wasn’t anything I haven’t heard before.”

“Also, I want apologize for not getting back over here before now. Earlier, I promised we’d discuss New York fashion so you could get your merchandise ordered.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “I see now, a party isn’t the right place to talk business.”

“Some other time then. I have some illustrated magazines. I’ll bring them by for you to look through.”

She smiled “I appreciate it.”

Jack raised his head and mumbled something about his offer still stands. “Remember, women who think the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach are aiming too high.”

“I’ll take him away now,” Morgan said. “But could I have a second glass of punch?”

Emma filled it, and Morgan set both cups on the table, slipped the flask from his pocket and added two fingers of liquor to each. He glanced up to see if Emma had noticed and found her holding out a cup of her own. He gave her a wink and topped hers off. Morgan picked up his and Abigail’s cups, and with Jack in tow, returned to Abigail.

Morgan handed Abigail her punch. “Have you met my business partner, Jack Diamond? Jack, this is Mrs. Wythe.”

She extended her hand. “Abigail, please.”

Jack took her hand and leaned in, his eyeballs nearly falling into her cleavage. Morgan put his hand on Jack’s forehead and pushed his head back.

Jack winked at her. “Do you believe in love at first sight, or should I walk up again?”

Morgan shook his head. “Perhaps you can meet him another time.”

Jack tipped his hat. “Excuse me. I think I’ll go get a beer.”

“Good idea,” Morgan said. At least it could do no further harm. Jack usually went directly from overly friendly to passed out, without a mean or sloppy phase in between. As Jack left, Morgan glanced around Abigail’s group. “I hope you’ll excuse Jack’s over-indulgence. Normally when he’s drinking, Jack’s what you might call a barstool scientist—discussing the latest issue of Popular Science Monthly after a couple of drinks. Perhaps tonight he’s drunk himself out of reach of scientific theories.”

“Oh, he didn’t do anything so awful.” Abigail took a delicate sip of her punch and ran the tip of her tongue over her upper lip. “Perfect.”

Penelope sampled her sister’s cup. “Mmmmm, Abigail.”

“Would you like me to get you one?” Morgan said.

Penelope glanced at the banker, Hoffsteader, and his wife. “I’d better not.”

“I don’t know how it is back east,” Penelope’s husband said. “But out west, drinking is as normal as fleas on a dog. There’s little else to divert the mind.”

Morgan patted his chest. “I hope we can remedy that.”

“So you were saying earlier,” Hoffsteader said. “Sheet music?”

“Yes, and other things as well. Are there a lot of pianos in town?”

“Every saloon has one, and some of the better families have them in their homes.”

“We have one,” Mrs. Hoffsteader said.

“Abigail does too,” Penelope added.

Morgan nodded. “That’s good. I’d also like to get you ladies’ opinions about books. What would interest women in Taos?”

“Jane Austen,” Penelope said.

A century out of date, from a world that no longer existed. “Have you read Edith Wharton? She’s American, but gaining popularity, and I understand she has another novel coming out next year.”

“Balzac,” Abigail said. “I don’t think you can find a book by Balzac west of the Mississippi. He’s French, but there are translations.”

“Have you heard of Henry James?” Mrs. Hoffsteader said.

“Oh, yes,” Morgan said. This sounded promising. “Our partner, Bryce, knows his publisher. I’m sure he can get some of James’ books for us.”

Mr. Hoffsteader looked at his wife with a smile. “Mr. Silver, I predict great success for your endeavor. With a mere question you’ve elevated the conversation at this party.” He pulled out his pocket watch and looked at it. “Unfortunately, it’s time for us to take our leave. Mrs. Romero’s house where you’re staying is on our street. Would you care to walk with us?”

Morgan hesitated. Butter up the banker or dally in Abigail’s company?

Abigail made the decision for him. She extended her hand. “Penelope and Walter and I are leaving as well. It’s been a pleasure. If you’d like further recommendations, please feel free to call on me some afternoon.”

Morgan made a slight bow. “You can take that to the bank.” He stacked their cups together and said to the Hoffsteaders, “I’ll be glad to accompany you. Just give me a moment to return these and bid farewell to our hostess.”

The women who had brought food had taken their empty dishes and left. The punch was gone, and Emma was stacking her precious crystal cups carefully in the empty bowl. “Thank you, Morgan. I’m going to take these home before anything gets broken.” She nodded toward Jack and the other men hovering around the keg. “Who knows how late this will go on?”
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