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Prologue
Long, long ago in the 13th century, the Tiwa-speaking Native Americans named their multi-storied adobe pueblo Tu-o-ta, which translated from their language said Red Willow Place—a mountain, snow-fed oasis high in the arid American Southwest. Even earlier, their prehistoric ancestors, the Anasazi of the Four Corners, had migrated to this place of red willows and clear blue skies, leaving behind a four-hundred-year-old shared society. Who today wouldn’t immigrate to this land of pure light in a world threatened by man-made nuclear darkness? Marlene and Christopher came here from different directions and for different reasons.
Four hundred years before Marlene and Christopher arrived, the invading Spanish conquistadores, in their search for gold, shortened the strange-sounding Tiwa place name to Taos. Today, Taos glitters with sunsets catching the tiny flecks of mica and wisps of straw imbedded in the pueblo style adobe architecture. Museums, art galleries, bookstores, churches, schools and homes are the Southwest cornerstones of the National Register of Historic Places—treasured as coin of the realm. The plaza, originally decreed by the King of Spain, is the crown jewel.
Taos further enriches itself with the cryptic ceremonial dances of its indigenous people, the blessing of the wool festival commemorating Hispanic diligence and skill rather than industry and the Cannes-esque film festival in early spring, which follows the wintertime skiing and concurrent wine fest of the Anglo latecomers.
Descendants of the ancestral Indians, the Spanish explorers and the nineteenth-century Manifest Destiny Anglos, who populate Taos today, welcome the tourists, Marlene and Christopher, with warm hands, but receive Marlene, the German immigrant artist and Christopher, the retired nuclear physicist from the Los Alamos National Laboratory, with cold shoulders.
If he sensed their stoniness, Christopher didn’t mind all that much, for he was accustomed to lay people regarding a scientist from The Lab with apocalyptic apprehension. He and his colleagues had always tried to laugh off the lingering dire connotations left over in people’s minds from the early days of Los Alamos and the wartime secrecy with official denials that there even was a Los Alamos. But, of course, there was a Los Alamos, and he had spent most of his adult life there at The Lab, working on weapons of mass destruction.
None of his colleagues, when they, too, retired, wanted to leave The Atomic City with its comfort of cohort congeniality. So why had he left and moved only sixty miles away to this ancient place of Taos? Why not emigrate back to his ancestral origins in Germany? Why come down off those secure finger mesas to follow the Rio Grande lined with Anasazi rock art, up past the orchards of Velarde, the narrow-gauge ghosts of Embudo Station, the winery at Dixon and the rafters’ takeout at Pilar? Was it to seek some ancient Indian wisdom that predated the bomb? After all, the native culture had survived Apache, Hispanic and Anglo conquests over seven hundred years. Was it to search out a piece of Hispanic land on which he could cultivate a garden? Getting his hands dirty with organic soil, he hoped, would cleanse the years spent laboring at The Lab. Yes, putting a spade into that fertile loam would allow him to connect to the roots of time immemorial. So he had come to Taos to gain a new perspective on his life.
Hoping to be socially accepted by his new Anglo neighbors, he joined the Friends of the Taos Museum Foundation, the Northern New Mexico Chapter of the Santa Fe Opera Guild and the Taos Preservation Society, giving each one their benefactor-category contribution of money. Christopher would have given even more generously had it not been for his obligation to write monthly alimony checks, a continual reminder of three failed marriages.
His first wife, Babs—Barbara Ruth Silver—whom he had met while doing graduate work at Northwestern University, reluctantly relocated with him when he was hired by The Lab. Theirs was a match that corresponded to the period of Christopher The Synthesist, challenging him to make whole two people who were very different from each other. It must have been the isolation of Los Alamos, or maybe it was because he wouldn’t compromise on her desire to have children. At any rate she left and went back to New York.
Wife number two, Dr. Lena Tartarovich Malenov, ice-skated into his life while he was on assignment in Moscow. Their attraction was plutonium and how to control it, luring Christopher The Analyst to propose a marriage of convenience. Enthusiastically she came to Los Alamos only to discover there was no ice-skating rink, so she, too, said, “do svidania, proshchai.”
Marriage number three started as a mid-life affair with Ching Lin, the wife of his colleague at The Lab who was indicted for downloading secure and secret files onto his personal computer. Christopher The Pragmatist stepped in and established a legal defense fund for the accused while seducing the Mrs. with his ability to fix a wrong. When her husband was incarcerated for life and she got her divorce, they were married. But when Wo Hoo was vindicated and released, Ching Lin left with him for Taiwan.
At his first fundraiser for the opera at the country club, Christopher marveled at the energy level of these retired Anglos. They spoke positively of their exercise programs, their travels, their investments, their avocations, the books they were reading and even their romances. He returned to his comfortable Taos adobe home and lit the piñon logs stacked upright in his kiva fireplace, poured himself a glass of tawny port, inserted Brahms’ Symphony No. 3 into his compact disc player and relaxed in his wing-back chair. As the firelight effect harmonized with the music, he felt as if he was entering Christopher The Idealist stage of his life, and he began to discuss his future with his companion of the night, his Angora cat, Marcel Proust.
If there was to be a marriage number four, he told Marcel Proust, he hoped Taos would work its magic. Maybe he’d meet Ms. Right at one of these social fundraisers. Maybe she’d be selling her farm products at the farmers’ market. Maybe she’d be an Indian potter. This time, he vowed to Marcel Proust, since he wasn’t devoting all his energy to his scientific career, he’d be more supportive of her needs, whatever they were.
Marcel Proust looked at Christopher with curious concern, rubbed against his pant leg and leapt up onto his lap. Instead of curling up for an evening nap, Marcel Proust jumped back down to the floor and went over to Christopher’s desk to explore the computer territory. With an announcing meow, Marcel Proust leapt up onto the desk and began to silently walk across the computer’s keyboard.
The system must have been on sleep because suddenly the screen lit up with each of Marcel Proust’s paw steps, miraculously causing letters to appear in an intriguing sequence. Captivated, Christopher began to add to Marcel Proust’s random hits, and soon the scientist and the cat were re-arranging the characters into sentences, the sentences into paragraphs. Before long, Christopher had begun to compose the prologue of his novel about a perfect marriage. He’d written many complex and detailed scientific reports in his career at The Lab, of course, but creating beautiful people now challenged the right side of his brain, just as his new life in Taos was opening vast new vistas.
***
The snow-capped Sangre de Cristo Mountains rising to the north of the Taos Plaza touched Marlene’s heart with their Bavarian Alpine beauty. How far she had traveled to come here, yet how at home she felt. She must begin to paint before she lost this glorious moment of arrival. Instead of checking in at the La Fonda Inn, she sat on the steps of the plaza’s bandstand and greeted a pair of passing police officers with Oktoberfest friendliness. Pointing toward the jagged peaks, she exclaimed, “Meine Gott came before me and created those magnificent mountains so I wouldn’t be homesick for Germany.”
Marlene’s enthusiasm drew out one of the policemen, who joined in the banter. Pointing west, he told her, “Not so far away the great Rio Grande cut a gorge so deep that at midnight on a moonless night the devil himself comes out to peer up at the stars in the heavens and,” the policeman smiled, “wave at your God up there on the summit. Here in Taos,” he assured her, “no one has enemies; there’s no crime; we all get along.” Given the utopian aura of this place, she couldn’t help but believe him.
She recalled again the words of her hero, Ernest Leonard Blumenschein, founder of the Taos Society of Artists, who exclaimed when he first saw this landscape, “My God! That such a place exists! It engulfs you! It’s the best possible place to come alive. Space—it’s unboundable. How do you paint the drama of space? And that sky—the most powerful emptiness I’ve ever known. I have to go down in my guts and haul it up—oh, to be bold!”
Blumenschein’s boldness had brought him to Taos in 1898. Marlene took pride in her boldness to want to join his company of artists in today’s world. First, she would have to summon her nerve to look at her Blumy’s original paintings. Her heart pounded at the thought of seeing his images of the region as it was a hundred years ago and his portrayals of the people who inhabited Taos back then. The many years of studying her idol’s art works in books and on the Internet were at an end now that she would come face to face with his canvases. Titillated with sensual excitement, she planned for the morrow when, first off, she would visit the Blumenschein Home and Museum and introduce herself to the spirit of this artistic pillar of Taos. Before entering the La Fonda Inn and registering for her first night’s stay, Marlene looked west toward the Rio Grande gorge and threw a kiss to the setting sun and to her past.
Chapter One
All peoples and places have a past. Places have museums to signify their pasts, historical markers to commemorate their notable happenings and books written to chronicle their cultural heritage. Villages, even countries, are unable to deny their pasts, yet their Chambers of Commerce can spin these pasts into laudatory yarns. People have pasts, too, but their memories are private, their stories written autobiographically in diaries and letters or recited by friends and relatives. Only artists can paint themselves out of their pasts, or so Marlene mused on her first morning in Taos as she walked through the village toward the Blumenschein Museum.
There was no doubt in her mind that her hero had painted himself west, leaving his Pennsylvania birthplace far, far behind. She would do the same for herself. No longer would her Bavarian family dominate her life. She was free at last to follow her dreams of pursuing an artistic adventure in Taos. Eva, her twin sister, for whom she had nursed day and night, was free at last, too—liberated from her ten-year coma resulting from a skiing accident in Switzerland. After the funeral Marlene had methodically packed her bags to leave, having realized that she had to live her own life. But, she puzzled, was it her sister’s death or was it she herself who had made this momentous decision? She couldn’t answer. She knew that it wasn’t the past she was avoiding—never having married—close though; never having children—too late now. This brilliant morning was to be the dawn of her future.
“I’m impressed! I could never do what you’re doing,” the Blumenschein Museum director told Marlene. “Moving to another country, across an ocean, I mean, emigrating all that way from Germany—and without a husband. It was all Joe and I could do to pack up and move up here from Albuquerque, and that’s only a hundred and thirty miles away.”
Marlene brushed off her accomplishment by saying, “Well, I did have a good cry sitting in the waiting lounge at the Frankfurt airport. But once my jetliner was over the ocean, I looked forward to this moment when I would be inside the Taos home of Ernest Leonard Blumenschein. He’s always been my idol, my guiding star. Show me all his masterpieces.”
The director smiled. “This is our most prized painting—he titled it Jury Trial of a Sheepherder for Murder.”
“Murder? Last night I was told there wasn’t any crime here.”
“This trial took place in 1936. It’s a true story. A young Hispanic sheepherder had been alone with his sheep in the mountains for months on end when he was surprised by an Anglo hiker. They say the sheepherder’s isolation led him to violently attack the new stranger, bludgeoning him to death. As you can see, Blumenschein’s painting of the courtroom scene tells more about our cultural divide than our officially-touted multicultural salad bowl.” The director paused. Feeling uneasy about expressing her opinion to a newcomer, she added, “But that was a long time ago.”
Marlene studied the painting. “These faces are so real. I saw many of them in the plaza last night—”
“—Grandsons of those Hispanic jurors in the painting. See the framed silhouette of George Washington on the courtroom wall? That was Blumy’s way of showing the trial was not being held in Mexico, but right here in New Mexico, albeit with Mexican-style justice. He was deeply affected by his eyewitness observations of the trial. He writes about it in his diary.”
“The written word often shapes my paintings,” Marlene said, dodging the director’s ethnic bias. “I simply must see his landscapes, now, to compare them with what he wrote in a 1901 letter to a fellow artist. I’ll never forget his words: ‘I am wildly enthusiastic over my surroundings. Everything about me is inspiring me to work. Great mountain ranges that become as clear to one as a friend, landscapes, big and beautiful, deserts reflecting a vast sky and you feel you are a part of it all and are never alone’.”
“Nice 1901 words,” the director scoffed. “But they do bring the tourists to town.”
“I’m not a tourist,” Marlene declared. “This afternoon I vill find a garret, a studio space vhere I can live and paint forever.” She laughed. “No, first I must learn to pronounce my w’s. I don’t want to sound like I’m the new stranger in town.”
“I know of a furnished studio that you might like,” the director said, softening her demeanor. “It’s above the mercantile store on the plaza. Joe manages the property. Let me call him while you look at the rest of Blumy’s vorks.”
“Vould you?”
Both women laughed, and Marlene expressed her sincere gratitude.
The studio was perfect, but needed a good scrubbing before she could admire the awesome view through the north-facing windows. She had Joe pull up the old shag carpet when she discovered the original wide plank floors beneath, polished with years of colonial care before the previous occupant had “modernized” in the late 1960s. She was thankful the pueblo design elements of hand-hewn vigas and latillas, arched nichos and curving bancos were still intact, as was the small corner fireplace. She had read that the fireplace was called a kiva because its round form mimics the shape of the ceremonial underground room where the ancient Indians danced on special occasions. Setting up her easel, Marlene felt, was certainly a cause for kicking up her heels.
Marlene didn’t want to begin her painting with the academic discipline she had learned in the Old World, which instilled a fear of not getting it right. Here in the New World she would begin with abandon—wild, free and even explosive. Art was in the air and she could breathe the colors, the textures, the shapes of the Southwest. She’d start with a still life of a red chili ristro hanging from a viga and shadowing against her whitewashed plaster wall. No bowl of lemons for her. Garlic bulbs, gourds, blue-kernelled-corn on cobs would be the subjects of her artistic scrutiny.
In the ensuing days, weeks and months, Marlene often returned to the bandstand to sketch the people who greeted each other in the plaza. She thought of them as jurors for her art—her landscapes, her still-lifes, her portraits. What would the verdict be when she showed her portfolio to Taos gallery owners? Would they compete with each other to display her new work, vie to hold an opening reception in her honor, or would they misinterpret her art and reject it outright? She had to find out. Tomorrow she’d take the first step, but tonight she’d go back to her studio and paint up another storm of tempera.
At the largest local art gallery, the owner was away in France, and she was told, “He’s the one who makes all the decisions about new artists.” Marlene didn’t like the haughty woman who verbally underlined the word new.
She went down the street to the next gallery, and the next, and then back to the plaza, calling on each gallery, showing her art when she could find someone who would actually look at her work. Occasionally she detected a mild degree of interest.
“What shows have you had?” she was asked.
“What museums have acquired your work?” she was asked once or twice.
“Do you have any endorsements from other artists?” came a query.
She grew weary of her repeated negative replies. “Please look at my art, instead of at my reputation,” she pleaded, but to no avail.
Eventually one gallery owner slowly nodded his thoughtful and critical approval, but then shook his head. “Ours is a celebrity world, not a perfect world,” he said regretfully. “My clients buy prestige, not necessarily good art. Maybe after you’re dead,” he added as an afterthought with a laugh that made her cringe.
Marlene went into the daily newspaper office and asked to see their art critic, who staged herself in front of a framed diploma attesting to her Master of Fine Arts degree. As Marlene started to pull out one of her paintings from her portfolio, the woman held up her hand. “I don’t have time to see you right now—deadline you know. My editor has cut two inches off my column, so I can’t give you any space this week, or next week, or in the weeks to come. I’ve promised our local artists to review their shows, and I can’t keep those promises either. You’ll have to excuse me, I have a meeting to go to.” The MFA woman turned away, her interest now directed toward her co-worker sitting in the next cubicle. “What’s on for Friday night’s gallery openings? Are you goin’ to sort through the stack of publicists’ press releases, or do I have to do it?”
Marlene couldn’t help but wonder if her Blumy had hired a publicist to promote the works of the Taos Society of Artists in his efforts to seek community support. Old World stories of patronage—religious, governmental, individual, spousal, collegial—with their tales of manipulation, the compromise of artistic integrity, the loss of free expression and the downright abuse suffered by artists because of their dire need of financial support had scared her. But Blumy must have risen above these fears when he reached out to the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad because in acquiring corporate patronage—the featuring of the work of Taos artists in their travel brochures—a mutually beneficial relationship was formed. The railroad sold tickets and the artists gained recognition.
Marlene approached the town’s tabloid Weekly, still clinging to a wish for her art to be accepted by someone in her adopted community.
“You’re German,” the gray-haired male entertainment editor reacted to the accent in her voice.
“Yes, but I live here now,” Marlene replied, trying to be positive.
He frowned as he surveyed her, not her art. “I can’t understand why you Germans have to march all over the world and go where you’re not wanted.”
To Marlene, his attitude conveyed an entire world war and all the baggage of propaganda. Her chin quivered. “I wasn’t even born—”
The entertainment editor answered his telephone and began talking about layout corrections he wanted made to his movie review pages.
The tears coming, Marlene retrieved her Taos streetscape from off his desk and turned to leave. Summoning her resolve, she buoyed herself with the thought that the clear fresh air of the great American Southwest would dry her face as soon as she left behind this unentertaining editor and his verbal abuse.
She heard him call after her, “Why don’t you open a beer hall? You Germans are good at that.”
Marlene returned to the bandstand in the plaza, sat down on the steps and stared at the mountains. Her thoughts ranged from her going back to Bavaria, to her sister at rest in the family plot in the Nuremberg cemetery, to her father and his father—her revered großvater who died in the war—a man she never knew but whom her father had honored daily with warm-hearted anecdotes.
Großvater had been a brewmaster in Bavaria during the war. He kept meticulous journals, which included his beer-making recipes. As Marlene was leaving the old country, her father had presented her with this gift of family. “Großvater would have wanted you to have his diary.” Her father had kissed her tenderly on her forehead. “May his private words accompany you on your voyage to the New World where you will be among the multitudes of descendants of the 18th-and 19th-century German immigrants.”
Months before, she had come to these same steps and thrown a kiss to the sunset and another to her past. But her past kept rising and hovering over her. Why must she endure the retaliation for the acts of her country’s past leaders? The leaders of this country dropped that bomb on Japanese civilians and individual Americans aren’t chastised for it. So why should she, alone, bear the burden of a country’s wrongdoing?
On second thought, she shouldn’t paint herself out of her German roots. Großvater was anti-Nazi. Her father told her how Großvater had tried to shelter his family from the fascist politics of the day by working hard at his brewery. She should have told that bigoted entertainment editor how Großvater’s brewery became the secret gathering place for dissident writers and artists who opposed the war. Marlene wished she had countered his insults with, “If you only knew how good we Germans are in thinking for ourselves, you’d have yourself a cultural role model.”
Marlene’s Indian friend, Victor, from whom she had bought her squash-blossom necklace, turquoise and silver earrings and bracelet when she first arrived in Taos, studied her with that same portrait expression she had painted of him from memory back in her studio. She had titled her canvas Victor, the Tu-o-ta Warrior Sans War Bonnet, when he told her he had exchanged his tomahawk for a tiny mallet to make his jewelry. She’d been enthusiastic about her new home that day, for she had put her German clothes in the back of her closet and costumed herself in what she presumed was the accepted Southwest style: blue jeans, leather boots, western shirt, her Indian jewelry—the works, even a wide-brimmed hat with beaded hatband and a feather that matched her blonde hair.
“You don’t look so happy,” Victor said as he came over and sat down beside her.
Marlene told him about her rejection from the entertainment editor. “Do you want to buy back my necklace, Victor? It doesn’t look like I’m going to sell any of my paintings.”
Victor had a suggestion. “Say, if you go back to Germany, maybe you could help our pueblo set up some retail outlets for our jewelry in Berlin, Munich and—I suppose you’ve got a lot of other towns over there, too.”
“Victor, I live with the red willows now.”
“You haven’t lived until you’ve seen our ceremonial dances at the pueblo. Come this Sunday to the Buffalo Dance, and the black-eyed jester will bring back your beautiful smile.”
***
Christopher highlighted the latest rewrite of his first paragraph and hit the delete key for the umpteenth time. Except for the words, “Chapter One,” the screen went blank once again. “Marcel Proust,” he commanded, “leap up here and share your insight!” Marcel Proust flicked one ear and returned to his dream, paws twitching in his imaginary pursuit.
Christopher’s new attempt to describe his perfect married couple in a relationship of equals, a union not dominated by either partner, stalled in the middle of the second sentence. He picked up Marcel Proust and walked around the room, trying to decide the names of his husband and wife—John and Mary were blocking any forward progress. Searching for alternatives, he read the wedding anniversary announcements in the local newspaper, but the Hispanic names wouldn’t fit his characters and the Anglo names were linked to past generations. The television sitcoms were of no help, either, because he didn’t want to align his main characters with the immature airheads of these popular shows. He ruled out the names of couples he knew at Los Alamos because he wasn’t writing a Peyton Place. Maybe the husband could be named Marcel. No, that wouldn’t do because in his story the husband might turn out to be a villain and Marcel Proust wouldn’t stand for that.
Christopher elected to dodge the issue for the moment and, using computer bi-polar language, labeled the husband 00 and the wife 01. Later he could search and replace these digits with actual names. That decided, he began again to write the first paragraph. He discarded the idea of a narrative of 00’s and 01’s wedding ceremony as being too forced, thought about going back in time to their births and even before those events to the circumstances in which each of their parents had met, but he concluded he wasn’t writing a family genealogy, he was writing a novel.
In the days to follow, he took a different approach and began to make random notes that he could later work into the narrative. He set down his remembrances of the lasting marriages of colleagues at The Lab. He wrote his impressions of the wives, recalled husband-wife conversations at parties, as well as the husbands’ comments the next day at lunch in The Lab’s cafeteria. Christopher wrote pages of notes as rapidly as the memories returned to him. A scientist by training, he set about to rearrange his raw data in a proper scientific manner, developing one storyline hypothesis after another until his head was swimming. Late one night he wondered if he was any closer to composing a satisfactory opening paragraph plus those that must follow.
The next morning he awoke in a sweat as a new dilemma surfaced. Should his novel be a first-person narrative from the husband’s point of view, or should he describe the people, their actions and their motivations from an all-knowing perspective? Seeing Marcel Proust heading to his breakfast bowl at 7:45 a.m. sharp, he realized he could read his cat’s mind. So, yes, he decided, he would write the story from the point of view of an omniscient deity.
Now he needed a locale, a place of beginning for chapter one. Was Taos to be his starting point? Would Moscow serve as an icebreaker? How about a Chinese restaurant? Or would a university campus launch his literary duet?
Still searching his mind for a location, he accessed his electronic mail. In between correspondence from other retired people from The Lab, unwelcome advertisements and more gift-giving pleas from the local community organizations he had joined, popped up an invitation to his high school reunion back in Indiana.
He’d never gone back to Indiana after his graduation, never kept in touch with his high school classmates. He’d felt his mission in life was to go to college and on to graduate school to become a nuclear physicist. His had been a different path than that taken by his teenage buddies who had stayed in Indiana, married each other and raised more Indians. Christopher laughed out loud. No, for some unknown reason people there were called Hoosiers. He guessed no one wanted to be an Indian. Then why was the place called Indiana? He couldn’t recall any of his high school teachers addressing that question. Christopher told himself going back there for their reunion could be a real hoot.
That afternoon on his daily run along the gravel country road, he stopped by his favorite old abandoned adobe barn. This barn, he concluded, had been the special providence of a local Hispanic farmer when he was still a student back east in that Indiana high school. He visualized the farmer working the land, harvesting his corn crop and shearing his sheep. Christopher fantasized about going back in time to work beside this nameless farmer who, no doubt, would tell him to go back to Indiana to attend that high school reunion of his.
By evening, though, Christopher had altered the farmer’s instructions, and he informed his collaborating cat, “We’ll start our story, Marcel Proust, with our two characters, husband and wife in their perfect marriage, returning to Indiana for their high school reunion. We’ll narrate their thoughts about the people with whom they long ago had much in common, but today have so little. Their conversations will point out the continent of divides that have deepened over the decades. We’ll also play Monday-morning-quarterback with their lives. I ask you, Marcel Proust, what reader today doesn’t want to change their past, correct the mistakes they made, pursue a more rewarding career and in the process grow wealthier, become a celebrity and be recognized by their community as a person of distinction?
“Oh yes, you’re right, Marcel Proust, we do need two names. How about Oscar? Isn’t that the name of the cat who lives next door—the one you keep an eye on from eight to ten every morning through the window before your mid-morning nap? Do you know any sexy-looking female cats? Never mind, I’ve got it. Susan! My sophomore teacher I secretly lusted for. Yes, o wild thing, Susan and Oscar it is!”
Marcel Proust meowed his approval. Their locale and their characters having been decided, Christopher advised his co-writer, “On Sunday, I’ll take the day off and go see the Indian dances. That’ll be a unique experience that our Oscar can describe to his fellow Indiana high school alumni.”
Chapter Two
Three miles north of the plaza lies the ancient pueblo of Tu-o-ta with today’s population of 1,700 Tiwa-speaking Native Americans. Had this multi-storied apartment city displayed a bronze plaque dating its beginnings to, say, the year A.D. 1248—which many archaeologists judge would be about the right date—Marlene would have exclaimed that was the year construction began on the Cologne Cathedral, the twin-spire mammoth she had struggled with in art school and which her professor said she could never get right. Her interpretation had focused exclusively on those spires, which screamed out to her, “one must reach for greatness.” But Herr Professor emphasized the goal of honest representation—if she couldn’t see and paint every detail of the entire edifice, how could she expect to advance in the world of art?
Marlene instantly fell in love with Tu-o-ta because the mud-covered stone and adobe brick pueblo conveyed strength and durability. Although there were no rising spires, no carved portal through which the faithful pass, she interpreted the aspen pole ladders which lead the loyal citizens to rooftop entries as the symbol of the climb still ahead for her. Other than these inspirational features and their shared dates in the time line of architectural history, Marlene surmised that trying to find any other similarity between the pueblo and the cathedral was folly, except for the fact that each attracted a lot of tourists from all over the world.
***
Christopher The Visitor, not the tourist, drove the six miles from his westside home, anticipating on this sparkling day a special adventure that he might incorporate into his storytelling. On the road north out of town, he passed a lone female walker. Why hadn’t he thought about walking to the pueblo? While he focused on the afternoon’s event rather than on the getting there, she was inhaling the total landscape of this tiny native village. “Smart!” As he took another look at her in his rearview mirror, he added, “Pretty, too.”
The paved road ended, marking the entrance to the pueblo world. The drivers were directed to park their cars in a rutted field that once saw straight rows of corn, vertical twines of beans and horizontal vines of squash, but now grew only weeds.
This Sunday afternoon neither the visitors, Marlene and Christopher, nor the tourists were required to purchase tickets, nor were they handed a printed dance program as they all made their way along the dirt street into the public center of this sovereign Indian nation.
A sign advised: NO PHOTOGRAPHS—CAMERAS WILL BE SEIZED. More signs by the aspen pole ladders warned: NO ADMITTANCE—RESIDENTS ONLY
Absent were any WELCOME signs, and no public relations liaison person handed glitzy brochures to the tourists, who now huddled en-masse on the periphery of the open-air arena, waiting for something to happen.
“Indian time,” one tourist remarked to another, “has nothing to do with real time. They may start any minute, or an hour from now. We just have to be patient.” He added, “And remember, don’t clap for the dancers—they think that’s rude.”
It was evident to Christopher that the pueblo’s adobe walls had walled in lifetimes of poverty, and he thought twice about whether or not to have his Oscar and Susan relate to these poor unfortunate people. After all, a Third World atmosphere mustn’t dampen their perfect marriage. Then he saw her, again, the walker. She seemed enchanted with the ambiance of this place that, for the life of him, he couldn’t identify. Maybe he should talk to her to see if his Oscar might learn something positive about native values.
At that moment, five Indian men carrying their tribal drums walked to the arena’s center spot, marked by a barrel sporting a dried red willow branch. They began a slow, steady, rhythmic beat on their drums while their voices chanted in undulating repetition. Oblivious to their audience, the drummers went on with their opening ritual for half an hour, Anglo time, and Christopher wondered if the dances would ever commence. His eyes searched the crowd for the pretty walker. She was sitting Indian fashion at the edge of the little river that ran through a corner of the open area. Her eyes were closed, her face lifted toward the sky, and a hint of a smile gave away her infatuation with the performance. Now he knew he had to talk to her.
Christopher cut across the arena in front of the dumbfounded drummers who abruptly changed their beat and their chant to signal an alarm call. One blew a whistle and the crowd backed up in unison, leaving a lone Christopher to realize his blunder. From out of the pueblo came all the costumed dancers, some carrying their buffalo headdresses, puzzled as to what was going on. The black-eyed clown, who normally escorted the dancers, charged out toward Christopher carrying a bucket of water. He gestured a question to the crowd: should he or should he not pitch the water at Christopher The Intruder? The tourists responded with shouts of “yes, douse him.” Without hesitation, the clown lifted the bucket high over his head and dumped the water over a startled Christopher.
Marlene laughed along with all the other onlookers, but then her feelings changed when she realized it was Victor, who, promising to bring back her smile, had humiliated an innocent person on her behalf. She hurried to the stranger’s side and offered her bandanna so he could dry his face. “I’ve had cold water dumped on me all week. Let’s get out of this place and you can buy me a beer.”
Christopher wanted to take on the clown, the tourists and the entire Indian nation right this minute. Once before he had dressed down anti-nuclear protesters at The Lab when they tried to make sport of him, and he wouldn’t hesitate to confront these Indians with the same reprimanding rhetoric. He wasn’t going to be a fall guy for all those broken treaties, trails of tears and massacres that his country had inflicted on these aborigines. But she was tugging on his arm now, wanting them to exit this muddy center stage and drive back into Taos.
“My name is Marlene,” she said as they found a corner table in the tavern of the old Taos Inn. “I’m the one to blame for your getting soaked this afternoon. I was down in the mouth this week because my artwork was rejected by every gallery in Taos, and my Indian jeweler, Victor, the black-eyed clown you...ah...met, wanted to bring back my smile. I never dreamed he’d use his slapstick humor on anyone to do it.”
“Christopher,” he said as he held his hand out to her. “All along I was thinking that your Indian friend was singling me out to retaliate for the wrongs we Americans inflicted on his people back in the frontier days.”
She gave him her hand and he kissed it in the Old World fashion. Surprised with his own forwardness, he awaited her reaction. Her twinkling eyes told him she approved of his gallant gesture.
“You’ve made me think, Christopher, about jumping to conclusions.” She told him about her episode with the entertainment editor at the Weekly. “I took his ethnic prejudice personally when I should have spoken up and reminded him that this country is populated with the descendants of millions of German immigrants.”
“Including me. My great grandparents came over in the 19th-century wave of German immigration to Texas through the port of Indianola. Being abolitionists and loyal to the Union, they fled north to Indiana at the outbreak of the Civil War. At least, so my grandfather told me. He said his parents were farmers and took advantage of the 1862 Homestead Act. They planted wheat and barley on their hundred and sixty acres and raised eight boys.
“My grandfather was the youngest, and he met my grandmother at a Chautauqua lecture given by a spry, seventy-year-old Samuel Langhorne Clemens. After his lecture, Mark Twain read from his work in progress to a small group, which included my grandfather and grandmother-to-be. That manuscript, which he called The Mysterious Stranger, criticized racism and was published posthumously in 1916. I have a first edition in my library. My grandfather gave it to my father and he passed it on to me.”
Marlene held her glass of beer up to the light and looked at its pale color, noticing its lack of effervescency. “My grandfather was a brewmaster in Bavaria. He was killed by American bombs when he defiantly refused to leave his brewery and go with my parents to the air-raid shelter. My father found out later that Großvater kept a diary in which he condemned the Nazi regime. Not wanting the Gestapo to find his writings, he had hidden the journal in a metal milk can and buried it in the lagering cellar the night of the bombing. When I was leaving for America my father presented me with Großvater’s brave words.”
“Now it’s my turn to take the blame. You see, I worked forty years at making bombs at the Los Alamos National Laboratory. I find it hard to forgive myself, but I thought coming to Taos and writing a novel might somehow atone for science run amuck.”
“Very interesting. But I didn’t think a scientist would ever have anything to do with make believe. There I go, jumping to conclusions again.”
Of course, in a way she was right, and Christopher worried whether or not he could write fiction. “People can change,” he tried. “But you may be right because all I have so far is a prologue that I think may need re-writing and the names of my two characters, along with an Indiana start for chapter one.”
She asked the names of his two characters and he told her. “Oscar and Susan.” She was unenthused, so he attributed the choice to his cat, Marcel Proust.
“He’s a French writer.”
Christopher smiled. “I know that and he knows that.”
Marlene laughed, her lilting laugh, the one he was glad that Victor had restored.
***
Over the next week and a half, Christopher played back again and again in his mind the conversation he’d had with Marlene in that intimate corner of the tavern in the old Taos Inn. Why had he spoiled that gallant kiss by going on and on about his genealogy? He told himself he was testing an astute reader’s reaction to his idea of beginning his story with a character’s family tree. He’d gone on at length, trying to color his ancestors with anecdotes of immigration, the Homestead Act and the Chautauqua Movement, but Marlene’s interest was lukewarm, at best, so he had been right to trash that approach. Even his grandfather’s personal connection with Mark Twain hadn’t evoked any awe—surely Germans know about that American celebrity. Maybe she thought he was trying to impress her. Good God! Was he?
Her story about her grandfather hiding his anti-Nazi memoirs in a milk can would probably make a better start to a novel than a bunch of Hoosiers sitting around and reminiscing about their high school days back in the Eisenhower era. No, he’d not bore his readers with that scenario; he’d portray his Oscar as a prominent scientist having dedicated himself to resisting another evil—communism—throughout the long Cold War. There’d be no dull talk at the reunion because Oscar would put Hiroshima into perspective for those provincial folks.
But he’d have to keep a close watch on Oscar because it was Oscar who made him apologize to Marlene for his role in designing bombs, and he didn’t want to start a relationship by asking for forgiveness for his part in the arms race.
What was the matter with Oscar, anyway? A man shouldn’t have to apologize for doing his job and doing it well, especially if his job had been officially sanctioned by the most powerful government in the world—a government that advocates human rights, freedom and democracy for all nations.
But if a man hadn’t had to devote a lot of time and energy to three marriages, a man might have gone down in his guts and hauled up those questions that haunted him in the middle of the night. Was building weapons of mass destruction a civilized enterprise? Was the strategy of stockpiling them an effective deterrent? Or would communism have been doomed anyway once its citizens got access to the World Wide Web? Anyone who was perceptive about the Soviet Union, back in those days when he was courting his second wife, could have sensed the coming of the end of the Cold War. Maybe Oscar was right to make him apologize to Marlene. One ought to be bold and express their sensitivity openly and honestly to the people around them.
Talk about sensitivity. This time Christopher chided himself. He hadn’t asked Marlene about her art or anything personal, like a husband? children? significant other? She said she’d been rejected by every gallery in town and he hadn’t consoled her, hadn’t encouraged her, nor had he even expressed a desire to view her art. What was the matter with him, anyway? He knew a woman needed comforting in a time of stress, and he hadn’t been responsive to her feelings.
They’d exchanged phone numbers and email addresses, but he wasn’t thoughtful enough to ask if she had a studio somewhere filled with her beautiful paintings. Too many days had gone by for him to pick up the phone or send an ill-timed email and ask to see her creations. He should have called her that evening or the next day at the latest, but Oscar had disconnected the phone so there’d be no telephone interruptions to the writing. When he finished a couple of perfect chapters, he told himself, he’d call Marlene and suggest they get together to evaluate each other’s work. He’d say, “Gee, I’d love to give you my opinion about your art, and I’d appreciate it if you’d read my work in progress.” Good God! He couldn’t say that!
Christopher suddenly realized that composing dialogue was going to give him as much trouble as programming his main characters. He wanted Oscar to be strong and committed to his ideals. He might allow him to ponder the big questions of war and peace, crime and punishment, Jack and Jill, but in the climax, Christopher wanted his good-guy hero to punish the bad-guy clown. And he’d been thinking he’d have his smart and pretty Susan be the one to perceive the clown’s evil plot.
Inspired by the prospect of seeing Marlene again, Christopher wrote pages and pages of narrative prose and crisp dialogue. At the end of chapter one, however, he paused to seek the advise of Marcel Proust. “How do you think she will judge my words?”
He read his pages again, this time pausing over each word and referring to his thesaurus as well as his dictionary. He substituted new words for old words, trying for the most descriptive, most appropriate choices. Yes, the writing was improving. He was certain. At least he hoped so. By the time the first light of dawn silhouetted the peaks of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, he had completed two chapters and now he could telephone Marlene and say, “Hello, this is the drenched novelist calling the bubbly beer connoisseur for another date.”
“What...? Who...? Oh...Christopher. How nice to hear from you. I’m just going out the door. I have to get some art supplies because—remember that gallery owner I told you about, the one who liked my work but said it was a shame I wasn’t dead yet?—well, he called me about a client of his who wants to give me a commission. She’s dropping by my studio later today, so I’m in a rush to frame my best paintings. Apparently she’s a very important person with the Opera Guild. You can see how busy I am. Call me in a week or two.”
Christopher was devastated and he feared he was in for a long writing drought following her “week or two” goodbye. He might have to kick Marcel Proust away from his carpeted scratch tree so he could get rid of his own frustrations. For sure, he would have to go for that extra long run to deal with his anxieties. How could she be so—no, Marlene was the focused one, and he should be, too.
***
Standing in the checkout line of the art supply store, Marlene reproached herself for her curt and inelegant response to Christopher’s invitation. But he hadn’t been particularly suave in his line to her, either. In the two weeks of waiting for his call, she had gone over every nuance of their conversation in the Taos Inn, regretting that she hadn’t teased him into a fun relationship. She’d been too serious and she knew men were attracted to women who flirt a little with them, even if the man was married—he’d had no ring, but then so what, either way.
That afternoon in the tavern she should have invited him to her studio, changed into alluring attire and produced a romantic air for scintillating conversation by uncorking a bottle of Moselle wine, preparing a tasty tray of vorspeisen, turning on enchanting music and lighting candles—all against a backdrop of her art. As she paid the cashier, she brought herself back to the moment. Enough of this playful fantasizing! She was nervous about showing her art to this wealthy patron and Christopher would have to wait for now.
She had to concentrate on how she would present herself and her art to this woman with the name of “Mrs. Powers.” She vowed she would never abdicate her own ideals to a domineering fuhrer in a skirt. She didn’t want to make excuses for cranking out bad art by saying she was “just following orders.” Blumy and the other Taos artists had benefited from sponsorship back then and still today. Because of the railroad’s beneficence, their Taos School was indelibly imprinted upon the annals of world art, mentioned in every art history book and probably taught in every MFA college program. Other individual artists, not so fortunate, had been readily co-opted and Marlene didn’t want such a fate. She could think for herself and she would paint for herself.
Hurrying back to her studio, Marlene climbed the stairs only to see a note pinned to her door—Joe’s delinquent rent notice—and she panicked. She needed money and she desperately hoped this prospective patron of hers would be generous, yet allow her to express her talent in the hallowed tradition of the Taos School, where her Blumy and his diverse group had pledged themselves to always remain faithful to their own philosophical styles.
Marlene also remembered that the gallery owner told her that this woman was heiress to a molybdenum fortune, and her philanthropic nature was well known throughout the Southwest. “But, whatever you do, don’t say anything about the mountain up by Questa that her mining company is scarring in the worst way—she’s very sensitive about that environmental issue.”
Having been both briefed and warned about her potential benefactor, Marlene waited for the knock on her door. Fresh flowers graced her rustic pine table and in her oven baked an apple strudel, its flavors wafting through her studio. Twice she repositioned her canvases, which she had purposely enriched with gilded frames, each time twisting her track lighting to best capture the mood of each painting.
“What smells so yummy?” the plump Mrs. Powers inquired immediately upon entering Marlene’s aromatic stage.
“It’s my mother’s recipe for apple strudel from the old country, and you and I will have a taste in a minute when it cools. There’s no sugar in it, I use pure honey from a little town outside Nuremberg—my father sends me a jar a month. He says the honey will counteract the pollen from our juniper trees and I will never have an allergy attack.
“Oh, please sit down. May I pour you a cup of coffee?” Marlene knew she must put an end to her unrehearsed speech, but she couldn’t stop. “Hasn’t our weather been glorious for this time of year? Makes me want to hike the unspoiled mountains instead of painting them. I’m a very disciplined artist and I know I could complete your assignment quickly and faithfully.”
“Could I have that strudel now?”
“Yes, of course. Do you take cream in your coffee?”
“I prefer tea with two sugars.”
“Would honey do?”
“Oh, forget it, dear. I’m here because Mr. Peters recommended you. My decorator is completely redoing my living room for this season’s Guild socials. He insisted that I select the art because he so respects my opinion. Money’s no object, for me color is what’s important.” She looked at the painting on Marlene’s easel. “Not this one, but I do like the shading in that one over there. Don’t you have any landscapes without mountains?”
“I can paint a fresh subject for you,” Marlene assured her visitor.
“Yes, I think we’ll have to do that.”
“Do you have a particular setting in mind? Perhaps I could do an interpretive rendering of your house itself?”
“Maybe—no, I don’t want to appear too pretentious. Here, these decorator swatches will guide you. Your painting must not clash with my new draperies and carpet. I plan to give your painting the prominent space above my grand kiva fireplace, so make sure it blends in with everything.”
Marlene hesitatingly showed her another canvas. “This is my current work in progress. I’m painting my impressions of the Tu-o-ta Pueblo.”
Mrs. Powers pointed to the reddish-brown branches of the red willow trees lining the small stream. “Yes, this color here... but a teeny bit softer, I should think. Put in a sweet little deer or two—you artists know what to do—but none of those rickety ladders. I want my friends to feel at home so they’ll come back and donate more money. That’s why I hold these socials, you know, to raise money for a good cause. One must be a part of the community, don’t you think?”
Marlene nodded.
“How much do you require to get started?”
Marlene didn’t want to respond.
“Five hundred, then, is that all right? How will you sign my painting? Can you make Marlene look a little like Remington? I don’t want you to actually forge his signature, but I want my guests to be impressed—I mean, they all know that name. Now, could I have that strudel now?”
Marlene cut a slice of her pastry, covered it with gobs of whipped cream and shoved the culinary concoction into the face of Mrs. Powers. “Ernest Leonard Blumenschein made me do this and he hopes you get the message.”
Chapter Three
Marlene cheered for herself and her ideals, to which she had held steadfast. Yet her whipped cream caper had probably stymied her artistic career for now. Likely, Mrs. Powers, with all her moneyed influence along Gallery Row, was seeing to it that “that uppity German immigrant” would never sell a single painting in “her” town. Marlene had used that possessive pronoun, too, to claim a personal affinity with Taos from the very first day she arrived and, come what may, she wasn’t about to abdicate Taos to anyone. She was here and she was here to stay. That is, if Joe, one hand held out for her past-due rent money, the other waving an eviction notice, wasn’t her next visitor.
She couldn’t ask her father for money because he believed that America was the land of plenty—milk and honey! streets paved with gold! a chicken in every pot! She could still hear him citing the folkloric stories of those German immigrants who had “made it big” in America. He would certainly be disappointed if she didn’t measure up to that stereotypical image of the daring Rhinelander who arrived off the boat with a few pfennigs and who quickly made a fortune. Going back to him now for financial support was out of the question.
Marlene was in the middle of composing an email to her father in Nuremberg asking him to send her “a bit” more money to “tide me over until I can sell a painting or two” when she heard that knock on her door. Her strength in having told Mrs. Powers where to get off began to fade as the knock repeated. In her mind Marlene thought of one excuse after the other to tell Joe, finally settling on the bank’s failure to properly convert her Euros wired from Germany into “real money.” She was just on her way to the bank now to “straighten things out.”
“I’m just on my way out to the bank,” she said, her eyes down, beginning her rehearsed speech even before she opened her door.
“I came for a piece of your famous strudel,” the voice said, “but hold the whipped cream.”
“What...?” She looked up. “Christopher! How’d you find me?”
“Everyone knows the whereabouts of the infamous Bavarian fraulein. You’re a celebrity now.”
“Oh, you’ve heard about my pie-in-the-face act with Mrs. Powers.”
“Word’s all over our town,” he said, a broad grin on his face.
“Have I already been tried, convicted and sentenced by a jury of her peers?”
Christopher feigned seriousness. “Yes, and when her judge does give you the ultimate sentence, let me know ahead of time so I can buy all your paintings before they skyrocket in price.”
“Have I no right to appeal? In America, everyone—”
Christopher shook his head. “—Mrs. Powers, I’m afraid, reigns over her molybdenum mountain, her Opera Guild, her Gallery Row and last, but not least, she has the mayor, the governor and the state Supreme Court justices in her checkbook, so appeal is out of the question. We’ll have to figure out something else.”
Marlene suddenly realized she and her visitor remained standing, she inside her studio, he outside on the top landing of the steps leading up from the mercantile store.
“Do come in,” she invited, stepping back from the doorway. “Yes, come in and tell me how I can cop a plea. No, on second thought, I’ll never paint what that woman dictates!” Marlene’s voice softened. “May I pour you a cup of honeyed tea? I’m afraid we’re all out of strudel.”
“Do you have a cold beer on tap?” He sat down at her table in the same straight-backed wooden chair Mrs. Powers had occupied.
His facetious request for a “beer on tap” and his mischievous grin captured her attention. Was he flirting with her? Wunderbar! With Christopher, she wouldn’t find herself going on and on with too much nervous verbiage as she had with Mrs. Powers. Nor would she have to apologize to him for abruptly closing off their telephone conversation the other day. Their body language could express their thoughts to each other.
Marlene walked over to the refrigerator, opened the door and held it wide, long enough to let Christopher know she was cooling herself down.
Reaching out with both hands, he parted the flowers in the vase on her table and looked up at her.
She pulled the tab on a can of beer. The suds spewed out over her hand. She licked the foam before pouring the beer into a glass. With her moist lips parting and her eyes meeting his, Marlene handed the glass to Christopher, their fingertips touching.
A serious expression replaced his grin as he stood and took off his sheepskin jacket. His eyes engaging hers, he said, “Will you show me your art?”
“Of course.” She led him across the room to her easel and tabouret. Her color palette was placed atop this small cabinet; an array of bristle and sable brushes, palette knives and extra tubes of paint peeked out from the open drawers. Clipped to the palette was a double oil cup that held, as she explained, turpentine in one and, in the other, her tempera paint medium, which she went on to tell him she prepared with egg whites and beeswax.
“I extract the beeswax from the honeycombs that come in the jars of honey my father sends me from Nuremberg. Now you know all my secrets.”
On her rectangular wooden palette Marlene had arranged her landscape colors, starting along the top with burnt umber, then burnt sienna, light red, raw sienna, yellow ochre, cadmium red, cadmium yellow, and down the left side with alizarin crimson, French ultramarine, cobalt blue, viridian and finally ivory black. In the corner where the cool yellow met the warm crimson she had placed a dab of titanium white that she called her “Taos white.” Ah, colors! How else to affect a point of view, to guide a spectator’s interest, to strengthen a statement? Yes, Marlene thought, how she had come to witness life as color—its vitality, its sparkle and its promise—and at this moment she eagerly wanted to share with Christopher her philosophy of color, but he was studying her preliminary charcoal sketches of the Tu-o-ta Pueblo.
Christopher wanted to ask Marlene, “Where’s the clown?” But if he did and she said the clown was yet to be added and was to be featured in the center of the picture, then he’d feel he should offer some polite comment, instead of being honest with her and saying he had come to dislike all clowns in general. He might observe that the pueblo was the place where they had met and say something stupid about “How nice that you’re painting our common ground,” but he knew that remark would fall flat, too. He could ask her why that day at the dances she had seemed so taken with the pueblo when he saw only a Third World environment and was bored with the incessant drumming. He didn’t want to sound negative about her painting, but feeling he must say something, and say it quickly, he simply asked, “Where’s the clown?”
Right away Marlene wanted to reply, “He’s not in the picture anymore—there’s only one man who intrigues me and belongs on my canvas,” but she was reticent to be so overt in her response for fear she would, in effect, be throwing herself at him. She thought she could say, “I don’t intend to introduce figures into the portrait of the pueblo,” but that wasn’t the case because she did want to heighten the dramatic effect of the painting by incorporating a human component. Christopher might take such a response impersonally and at this special moment here in her studio, she wanted to be very personal. So, “He’s not in the picture anymore. There’s only one man that intrigues me and belongs on my canvas.”
Christopher took Marlene’s hand and kissed it as he had in the tavern. “You and I have a lot in common,” he said. “All these sketches—ideas that may fall by the wayside—just to find the right beginning.”
This time Marlene readily responded, “I know what you mean. These are the sketches I’ve kept.” She pointed to the corner of the studio. “Over there in that pile on the floor are the one’s I’ve discarded.”
“The trash bin—yes, I know. I’ve hit the delete key on my computer so many times I’ve worn off the letters.”
“You’re lucky. No one can see your false starts.”
Christopher picked up the fragmentary pencil sketch of her Plaza Nocturne. “I’m fascinated with your approach to getting started on this one.”
He studied the sketch. “Yes, I feel this one will become a masterpiece of a Taos night scene. Tell me, do you know right from the start the feel of the painting you want to accomplish? Or does it take on its own life as you go? To me, this sketch suggests a certain loneliness. I would want to put an end to that solitary feeling.”
“You’re right. What starts out one way often ends up another. But I want to dispel any isolation that my monochromatic tone is importing to you, Christopher. By adding the luminosity of color, I can bring companionship to our night plaza.”
Marlene smiled. What she said next both surprised and shocked her. “Christopher, I haven’t been with a man for a very long time. You could see that emptiness in my nocturne sketch, couldn’t you?”
“May I put my arms around you and hold you?”
“That would be a lovely beginning.”
***
“Tell me, does Marcel Proust do modeling?”
“He’s a very shy writer these days.”
“When can I read his manuscript?”
“He thought you’d never ask.” Christopher’s grin returned. “I’d like to read to you what I’ve written so far—three whole chapters—that is, if I could count on you being frank and not just polite in your criticism.”
“Christopher,” she began, “you can count on my honesty and my support. We are each trying to be creative in this world where a tiny Taos establishment has doused us both with cold water.”
Marlene eyed her computer monitor where her message to her father had long since gone dark. If she touched her mouse, her computer screen would wake up and she would have to face that plea again. How could she be creative about solving her money problem? Would fitting snuggly into a role of being Christopher’s kept woman be an alternative for her? With this type of patronage, she would have plenty of time to paint as she pleased. Stop! Neither Christopher nor she would allow themselves to enter into such an immoral relationship. They liked each other too much to let money slash their canvas.
“I saw Joe downstairs in the mercantile store.”
Marlene caught her breath.
“He was posting a ‘For Lease’ sign.”
“Gut Gott! He had no right. He said...I mean, my rent’s only three months late...and I thought...I mean, surely he wouldn’t rent my studio out from under me.”
“Whoa!” Christopher took her hands in his. “It’s paid. Joe’s my real estate agent. He and I got to know each other quite well when he was helping me buy my house, so he felt he could confide to me about your little rent problem when he saw I was on my way up the stairs to see you. I hoped you wouldn’t take my financial intervention as being one with any strings attached. Like you said, just one creative person wanting to help support another.”
“Oh Christopher, I’ll pay you back.” But Marlene knew she didn’t have to send that begging email to her father now. She also knew in her heart that she was not being honest with Christopher, or herself, since she was sadly coming to terms with the realization that she had little hope of selling anything but herself.
“Let’s not talk about you paying me back.”
“But we must. Otherwise—”
“—No. Marcel Proust and I want you to edit our manuscript. Fair enough?”
“Fair enough.” Marlene now knew for sure her God had come before her to Red Willow Place and created Christopher and she rejoiced. The dim memories of the self-centered men in her life faded away completely in Christopher’s light. He was handsome and fit, possessed a wry sense of humor, was compassionate in his way with her, and she loved his voice.
“I have to tell you, Marlene, that Joe’s ‘For Lease’ sign was meant for the mercantile store. He told me they’re going out of business, a victim of e-commerce.” Conspiratorial mischief shone in Christopher’s eyes. “So what say, you and I open a brewery together down there?”
“A microbrewery!” Marlene squealed with delight. “A fine brewpub where people can come together and socialize.”
“You said you had your grandfather’s beer-making recipes from the old country.”
“Oh, yes.” Marlene frenetically searched through her lingerie drawer, pulling out her panties, brassieres, slips and hosiery, tossing them over her shoulder, until she retrieved the diaries. “Oh, I can taste the pilsner already!”
“First, we must put together a business plan—a proposal that we can take to the bank so we can finance our enterprise. We’ll incorporate the business and you’ll be the president; I’ll be the chief financial officer. We’ll get a website so the whole world can see us—I have a friend at The Lab who’s a whiz at designing homepages. What do you want to call our brewery? We need a perfect name.”
Christopher opened and read from the first of the leather-bound diaries. “We’ll need a list of equipment—vats, filters, bins, valves—and ingredients—barley malt, wheat, hops, yeast, water—we certainly have good crystal clear mountain water here. Your job will be to find us a perfect brewmaster. One of my colleagues at The Lab told me in an email that his son will soon be graduating with a degree in ‘the art of brewing beer’ from that vocational college up in Durango. He might be one for you to interview. We should think about having a café in conjunction with the brewery. You’d make such a pretty hostess.”
After trying unsuccessfully several times to get a word in edgeways, Marlene finally succeeded. “I’ve got it—the perfect name for our establishment—Red Willow Brewery! Oh Christopher, you could read your manuscript to our customers out in the beer garden.”
“And we’ll exhibit your valuable paintings inside on the brewery’s walls. Marlene, dearest, you will have a gallery of your own.”
“Let’s call Joe right now and tell him our corporation wants to lease the property.”
***
Ernest Leonard Blumenschein smiled from his place on high. His protégé was about to benefit from corporate patronage.
Chapter Four
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Oscar, climbing astride his motorcycle, demanded to know. His black leather jacket and leather pants crackled his displeasure with the author. “You’re supposed to be writing a novel about me and Susan flying back east to attend our high school reunion in Indiana, not banging that Bavarian broad and financing her brewery. I’ve got some ideas about how I can shake up those Hoosiers once I get there. I want to rattle their cage by telling them their lives are threatened by nuclear terrorism. So let’s not waste your time with that bleached blonde bimbo when we have such important work ahead of us.”
“You’re wrong!” Christopher reprimanded his protagonist. “Marlene’s a nice lady, thoughtful, talented—she’s my inspiration, she’s the one who suggested I read my manuscript to the Red Willow Brewery’s patrons for their valuable feedback.”
“I’ll give you all the feedback you need. You stay focused on me.”
Christopher raised an eyebrow. “Do I detect jealousy?”
“Yes, I’ve got to jealously guard your time and effort if we’re going to atone for your past with this novel of ours.” Oscar revved up his motorcycle, driving his point home.
Christopher thought about pledging to Oscar that he and Marcel Proust would devote a lion’s share of his time and effort to the writing. “You’ll see how disciplined I am—I’ll spend a mere three hours a day on the brewery and you know I need only five hours of sleep a night, so that leaves sixteen hours, day and night, for our story.” Christopher looked around, but Oscar and his motorcycle had vanished into the Taos night.
***
Christopher laid the first five pages of his manuscript on the pine table next to five of Marlene’s pencil figure studies. “This is the prologue to my novel,” he told her. Sheepishly, he added, “Marcel Proust wants me to name it Red Willow Prophecy.”
“Sounds most intriguing—and familiar. But don’t you think our customers will confuse your title with one of our beers?”
“I can only hope that my book will go down as smoothly.”
“Let’s pour into your prologue right now.”
“Maybe we should be reading Joe’s lease agreement and working on our business plan.” Christopher put on his reading glasses and began to search through his briefcase.
Marlene coaxed, “You’re not stalling, are you, Christopher?”
“No, of course not,” he peeked at her over his glasses. “I’ll begin right away.” He cleared his throat. “Here goes:”
Red Willow Prophecy
Prologue
Thirty-nine years had passed since their high school graduation. Their laughed-about/shuddered-about escapade in the capital city of Indiana was about to begin. Oscar loosened his tie as the muggy Midwestern humidity hung heavy around him. He turned and extended his sweaty hand to help Susan step off the airport shuttle van. “This is it, honey, the reunion to end all reunions,” he announced. “Let’s get these bags up to our air-conditioned room, take off our clothes and make love all afternoon.”
“Hmmm. I like that. But tell me again, why the name Oscar? You said Marcel Proust made the choice. Is it for Oscar Wilde, or does your cat have a subconscious wish to win an Academy Award for your novel?”
“One doesn’t win an Oscar for a novel. An author might hope to win a National Book Award for a very literary piece, but not me—I simply want to tell a good story. Mass-market commercial fiction—that’s what I’m about.”
“Why the name Susan?”
As he walked over to Marlene’s refrigerator and got himself a can of beer, Christopher made up a story about his favorite Aunt Susan on his mother’s side of the family so he wouldn’t have to confess the real namesake for his character. Nor did he want to confess another of his daydreams, which was to write lasting literature. He knew not whither or why simple names, elementary words, common letters were coming off his keyboard when he yearned to write Othello. Oh, let’s face it, he didn’t have an Othello in him.
Upon his return to the table, Marlene apologized for her interruption. “Please go on with their lovemaking and don’t leave out any details.”
Christopher pulled his reading glasses down from the top of his head and continued:
Afterward, exhausted, Oscar fell into a deep sleep...
“You’ll put your readers to sleep with those parenthetical words, ‘afterward’ and ‘exhausted’.” Marlene picked up one of her pencil outlines of a nude female and handed it to Christopher. “They want to read about Oscar’s energetic admiration for his wife’s beautiful body.”
Christopher smiled. “This is only the prologue, surely you wouldn’t want me to tell all the novel’s erotica on the first page, would you? Besides, what’s about to happen is, Oscar has this nightmare that’s vital to the storyline.”
“In any event, I wouldn’t be mentioning their lovemaking and his nightmare on the same page, if I were you. I think you’d better go back to your computer and sort out your priorities.”
Christopher collected his pages and started to insert them into his briefcase. “Okay, okay, I’ll rewrite the prologue, again.”
Christopher stood and then sat back down. “No, damn it,” he said strongly, “I’m going to read this prologue out loud to you! It’s not very long. I’ve looked at your paintings and now it’s your turn to listen to my words.”
Marlene reached for the can of beer Christopher was holding, took it and raised it high in a toast to him, signaling that he had the floor.
Christopher composed himself, looked at his pages once more, adjusted his glasses and began reading from the beginning:
Red Willow Prophecy
Prologue
Thirty-nine years had passed since their high school graduation. Their laughed-about/shuddered-about escapade in the capital city of Indiana was about to begin. Oscar loosened his tie as the muggy Midwestern humidity hung heavy around him. He turned and extended his sweaty hand to help Susan step off the airport shuttle van. “This is it, honey, the reunion to end all reunions,” he announced. “Let’s get these bags up to our air-conditioned room, take off our clothes and make love all afternoon.”
Afterward, exhausted, Oscar fell into a deep sleep that harbored his recurring nightmare with the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Galloping over hysterical men, women and children—yea, the entire human race with its many colors—the Terrible Four were hell-bent on total genocide. Suddenly Pestilence, the rider of the white horse, falls from his mount and is crushed beneath the animal, whose heart has been pierced by a lethal germ-laced arrow. The red horse and its rider, War, brandishing his sword, plunge down into a bottomless foxhole and vanish for evermore. The black horse and its rider, Famine, are suffocated by bursting silos of barley and wheat. Only the pale horse and Death, its rider, survive and metamorphose into Oscar riding his motorcycle.
As he roars down runway six of the Albuquerque International Airport, Oscar looks right and left for the disguised terrorist he knows is about to blow up the adjacent bunker in which are stored the Los Alamos National Laboratory’s two thousand nuclear warheads. Peering into the night darkness, Oscar sees a circus clown wearing over-sized shoes, baggy pants, red nose and a righteous smirk painted on his face. The clown is about to light the fuse leading to the bunker, as all the travelers watching from inside the airport terminal turn their backs.
Oscar awoke with a start. Susan was by his side, shushing him. She comforted him as she had when they took off in that single-engine commuter plane from the Los Alamos airstrip on their way to make connections in Albuquerque for their journey east to Indiana. In the same breath, he had voiced his apprehension about the mesa top’s short runway and their impending gathering of alumni. Both were on the edge of disaster, he had warned. Susan had tried to calm his jagged nerves with her own interpretation of their “being on the edge.” She told him she was confident and excited that they were on the verge of re-discovering themselves and he should shed his doomsday moroseness.
As he and Susan rode the elevator down to the hotel lobby to join the gathering of alumni at the reunion’s opening reception, Oscar was certain that none of his buddies had just made passionate love to their wives as he had. Recollections of his early stud days in the backseat of his Studebaker, on the grassy knoll by the lake, under the football field’s bleachers and even in the library stacks puffed out his chest. Susan’s glow, he told himself, wasn’t from the Indiana humidity.
His sex life since graduation wasn’t so impetuous, but he was sure his and Susan’s amorous antics would amaze their contemporary Hoosiers. Their ideal married life had begun right after college. He went on to graduate school with a deferment from military service during Vietnam because budding nuclear physicists were declared vital to the national interests. Concurrently, Susan pursued her lifelong dream to get her doctorate in education. Once in Los Alamos, Oscar and Susan found that the high altitude heightened their sexual drives, unlike, he suspected, these lethargic lowlanders.
However, after mingling with their classmates, Oscar and Susan soon learned that procreation had been alive and well in Indiana. Their conversations ranged from listening to stories of grandchildren excelling in grade school, grandchildren winning at soccer, grandchildren being awarded ballet scholarships, to these classmates’ own adult children’s prowess in stock market investments, second homes on Lake Tippecanoe and memberships in the right private country club.
As to their own lives, the male classmates competed in telling of their most recent operations—coronary artery bypass, hernia repair, prostate removal and liposuction, while the women remained hush-hush about their cosmetic surgery and their futile attempts at weight control through fad diets. Their classmates’ only expressed fear was that more and more “of those foreign immigrants” might be moving into “their” town and bringing with them drug-related crime. But then, the weather forecast was for cooler weather come midweek, so...
What completely amazed Oscar and Susan was the lack of interest on the part of their classmates when Oscar told them he was a nuclear physicist at the Los Alamos National Laboratory. Perhaps fearing they would be violating the rules of national security if they expressed any curiosity about The Lab, they dodged the subject as quickly as if sex was the topic of discussion. One alum did comment that “the bomb” had won the war quicker and “saved many American lives that would have been lost in an amphibious landing on those Japanese beaches.”
When Susan mentioned that her high school students in Los Alamos were all asking pointed questions about the present-day issues of nuclear accidents like Chernobyl, toxic waste contaminating the ground water and crazed terrorists getting their hands on nuclear warheads, the fellow looked at the two of them askance and promptly turned away, saying he needed to refill his glass from the iced tea pitcher. Oscar and Susan were left standing by themselves, alone.
The estrangement Susan and Oscar felt from their classmates underlined how little in common they now had with these people with whom, long ago, they had much to share. Having decided early on in their marriage that they didn’t want children of their own to brag about, Oscar and Susan found that bringing up his career as a scientist and hers as a teacher evoked only condolent shakes of heads. A continent of divides had deepened over the decades, prompting Susan, in the middle of the night, to ask Oscar, “Who’s been living in a cocoon all these years, ‘they, with their children,’ or ‘we, without’?”
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