
        
            
                
            
        

    
	San Francisco in the roaring 20s.

	 

	 

	After World War I, San Francisco is a wild town. Abandoned by her lover, Violetta is swept up in the new, freer ways and becomes America’s first embedded journalist. She finds work in a brothel that caters to San Francisco’s most powerful men, to write her epic story on the conditions of working women. But federal agents looking to clamp down on both vice and workers’ rights don’t take kindly to her modern views. Shorter dresses, fair pay for women, and the dark and frightening world of sex and politics give Violetta a learning experience of a lifetime. 
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To my sister Francesca, a real Sheba, and to Helen Crosby Lewy, a brilliant writer who actually lived through the 1920s.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“‘Tis a pity she’s a whore.”

	John Ford (approx 1629)

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Most likely, this attack has been a punishment for our Red Square performance of the song, ‘Putin Has Pissed Himself.’”

	Pussy Riot (2011)

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	In 1904, my father, Judge Ebenezer Stone, ruled that California Dressmaker, the largest sweatshop in the west, had to pay its female workers the same for piecework as it paid the men. “If you purchase a garment at the shop, you do not pay less for it because it was made by a woman. Nor should she be paid less for her labor if it is as good as a man’s.” 

	Two weeks later, he was called out to a meeting late at night. His body, punctured by bullet holes, was found in this very bay the next morning, the bay our ferry was about to cross.

	 

	 

	November 10, 1919

	 

	I clutched at the small fur hat I had bought on Market Street the week before. The sun sparkled on the San Francisco Bay, giving an illusion of warmth, but the wind was quite fierce on the water, and Leticia, her arm linked through mine, shivered as the wind cut through her cloth coat. I generously pressed her close. I was glad that I had worn the little beaver hat and the fur muff. There was no sense in being cold, even on the way to a Progressive Labor Party rally.

	The stiff breeze whipped our skirts against one another. Standing apart, Jacqueline laughed, her exquisite wool dress a sheath of coral clinging to her legs, her head thrown back to disclose an aristocratic throat and a string of perfect pearls. I could see yet another advantage in the modern style, and considered Jacqueline’s perfect ensemble with an eye to reproducing it on myself on another day, when we were not going to support a call for Worker’s Rights and the Minimum Wage for Women. 

	As the pristine, white buildings of the San Francisco hills receded, the more quaint and industrial red brick of Oakland came nearer, a study in contrasts of color, wealth, and attitude. San Francisco had grown more fashionable and grandiose as the end of the War had brought men and money pouring in, while Oakland remained its solid, stolid self, the working man polishing the Grand Gentleman’s white shoes.

	The three of us walked from the ferry landing up almost to the Tribune offices as its clock tower chimed the hour. Flyers announcing Anita Whitney’s Progressive Labor Party Rally lay scattered along the side of the street, the wind tossing them into little whirling spirals of paper progressiveness that swirled and caught at my shoes, then dispersed to be trodden upon by the following boots. The crowd grew larger with each block, men in long coats and women clutching somber hats with black-gloved hands. 

	On the corner of Fourteenth Street and Telegraph Avenue, a woman in a tight red dress stood against the breeze, coatless, hatless, and rubbing her gloved hand against her running nose. “A bit early to be looking for work,” Jacqueline remarked, reaching into her little bag. 

	I glanced at the woman, and then stopped. I had seen prostitutes before, of course, but there was a fury in her eyes that arrested me. The woman looked cold, her rouged lips and cheeks reddened further by the wind. “Lovely hat, ma’am,” the woman said to me, her watering eyes fixed on my fur. Impulsively, I started to pull off the fur hat, but Jacqueline was quicker, handing her a dollar. The whore sneered, but pocketed the coin. 

	“You’re looking for commerce in the wrong place,” I said. “The men going to this meeting aren’t going to have the money to spend on you. Come with us. This meeting is for you.” I reached out to her, and she recoiled. 

	“Get away,” she muttered. “Keep your stinkin’ hands off of me.” 

	I stifled the laughter that rose in my throat. My stinking hands?

	“Come on, Violetta,” Leticia said, pulling at my arm. “Talking won’t change her life. It’s a plaster on an abyss.”

	Rejoining the crowd I felt almost pushed into the hall. I was far and away the tallest of the three of us, and I looked over the sea of heads, searching unsuccessfully for a gap in the solid mass of people where we could sit together. Surprised by the press of bodies, we climbed up to the gallery to try to find seats where, despite the cool weather outside, it was beastly hot. 

	I held the fur muff close against the malodorous steam of the galley. Inside the muff, dampening from the moisture of my hands, were the printed copies of my poem, The Rape of the Working Woman. I had intended to present a signed copy to Anita Whitney, imagining the rally to be like the ones I had attended in the past, twenty or so enthusiastic supporters surrounding a fiery speaker. But I, along with Leticia and Jacqueline, had been shunted far from the stage, even to a higher level, but with the fortune of being pushed to the very front of the balcony where I could look around the entire hall. I was unable to estimate the size of the crowd, but I could see it easily exceeded five hundred people. Every chair of row upon row below was full, and the gallery was filled with standing bodies, indiscreetly pushing upon one another for a view below. 

	An assistant to the speaker came to the podium, and the crowd murmured expectantly. Other assistants wearing large PLP badges edged around the room, quieting the crowd, and as one passed near the balcony, I quickly took my pamphlets of the poem from the muff and leaned as far over as I dared. A tall man below reached up, took my pamphlets, and passed them to the assistant. The assistant looked up at me, and I shouted, “For Anita!”

	“Thank you, comrade,” he replied, and slipped them into his jacket pocket. A murmur of approval from the closest part of the crowd made me flush with pleasure, and I watched as the assistant slowly made his way back to the small stage where he placed the pamphlets on the podium.

	“What on earth?” Leticia said.

	“My poem,” I replied. “There’s no other way to get it to her.” 

	Leticia shook her head. I had not warned my two good friends of my intentions for the very reason that I anticipated Leticia’s disapproval. I pressed my lips together to keep from saying more, but Jacqueline patted Leticia’s arm and whispered loudly in her ear. “Think how dull it would be without her.” 

	 

	At last a short, energetic woman emerged from a curtain, and stepping up on a well-placed box, commanded the podium. The crowd roared its welcome to the intense leader. Mrs. Whitney was surprisingly old. “She must be fifty if she’s a day,” I whispered, eying her hair shot with gray. Leticia nodded, her eyes glittering as she focused on the speaker below. 

	Mrs. Whitney raised her hands in command, and the crowd silenced. In the expectant hush, she looked up at the gallery and in a resonant voice, called out, “Women! Workers! Arise!” 

	We leaned into her words, thrilling as she decried the disastrous working conditions of workers everywhere under the thumb of the bosses, calling for workers’ rights, applauding when she spoke for the minimum wage for women. 

	“For it is our birthright, our right to work! And not as slave labor, not forced to sell our bodies so our children can eat, but at a decent wage, a living wage! Our dignity, our morals, our meals—all depend on the living wage!” Most of the crowd cheered, though there were a few boos, and a man shouted, “Quit stealing our jobs!” 

	“Yes, there are a few men who still believe that women work because they want to. Pin money! Ask the girl in the cannery, on her feet twelve hours a day so her babies can eat! Ask the whore on her back,” there were titters of discomfort, “cast out of the brothels by the moralizing politicians seeking to save their own skins, now with no home but a straw pallet in a crowded room. Look to Moscow! Help us fight! Our future depends on the union of laborers! Come together, Comrades! Workers of the world unite!”

	A roar of applause shook the very floor of the gallery. I felt the tremors, not just of the sound, but the thudding in my own heart. I could feel the pull into Anita Whitney’s magnetism, and grasping Leticia and Jacqueline by the arms, I was ready to devote myself to her cause.

	Then, from my vantage point up in the gallery, I caught sight of movement below, well before Mrs. Whitney and her assistants noticed. It was the oddity of their clothes, I thought later, that first drew my eye to two blocks of men dressed in dark, fine suits, not at all in keeping with the tone of the crowd. They were moving steadily down either side of the room. The controversy of the fur hat notwithstanding, and excepting Jacqueline’s modern stylishness, no one was really dressed for business, but rather most affected or embodied working-class garb of dull-colored cloth and full, shapeless cuts. Despite the press of bodies and their incongruous dress, the men made their way relentlessly forward without seeming to push or struggle against the masses. I pointed them out to Leticia.

	“We should go,” Leticia whispered immediately. 

	There was a moment in which we could have left, but Jacqueline and I were riveted to the action below. When they reached the podium, two of the men flanked Mrs. Whitney, each one grabbing an arm and pulling it roughly behind her back. I flinched as Mrs. Whitney’s arms were wrenched, and I cried out, “Hey!” My voice echoed in the stunned silence of the crowd. One of the men looked up at the balcony, searching for the source of the cry. I bent my knees to mask my height, lowering myself to blend with Leticia and the other women in the front, and I held my breath as his eyes seemed to skate over me and beyond.

	They handcuffed Mrs. Whitney, and the other men surrounded her. One, who appeared to be the ringleader, turned to address the crowd. “The party’s over.” His henchmen laughed, and he went on. “The Communist Party is over. Go on, get out of the building unless you also want to go to jail!” 

	Being up in the gallery, the three of us could not join the panicked rush to the door. We stayed where we were, hoping not to be noticed. But to my eyes, Mrs. Whitney didn’t seem panicked at all. She stood there, immobile, as her attendants hovered around the men, all fussed and agitated. Then, over the hubbub and the commotion, Mrs. Whitney’s strong voice rang out. “I demand to know who is arresting me, and on what charge!”

	The ringleader stepped back, and for a moment it seemed that perhaps he would give way to Mrs. Whitney’s commanding voice, but it was only to get a better angle to address Mrs. Whitney and the crowd as well. “You are being arrested by officers of the United States Department of Justice, along with the Oakland police, for criminal syndication in violation of the California Criminal Syndication Act, as well as for acts against Americanism and for your support of the overthrow of the American government through violent and unlawful means. And as for the rest of you,” he added, to the audience, “names will be taken. You will be found.”

	He looked up at the balcony, once again intensely scanning the entire population of the upper seats, committing their faces to memory. For a moment his eyes met mine, and it seemed he narrowed his glance at me, an eyebrow raised. But it could have been an illusion, for he then turned back to Mrs. Whitney.

	At the first opening in the crowd, we finally took our advantage and fled. I turned back once more, to see Mrs. Whitney still standing proud, her hands cuffed behind her back, surrounded by men in dark suits with darker intent.

	We took the next ferry back to San Francisco without any further thought of lunch. I stood on the deck of the ferry as the crisp hills of San Francisco came closer, the other two having taken refuge in the seating cabin. The wind pushed back my hair, and I put my hand up to hold my hat. The fur was soft against my fingers. I had a vision of myself flinging it into the waves. 

	Ravenous upon my return, I wrote feverishly in my journal, detailing the day quickly before Sam came home.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	November 14, 1919

	 

	“The women of the Y.W.C.A., the Associated Charities, and the San Francisco Center of the California Civic League, who worked so hard to relieve the distress of women thrown out of employment when the Barbary Coast was cleaned up in 1913, probably will not go into relief work in the present cleanup campaign.

	“The results in 1913 were discouraging, even though Mrs. Genevieve Allen, executive secretary of the Civic League Center says her organization spent about $600 in the campaign.” San Francisco Chronicle, 1918

	 

	Where had all the prostitutes gone? My memory of the woman on the corner in Oakland on our way to the rally, the sneering, longing look at my hat and muff, still haunted me. 

	Several days after the rally, Leticia and I walked down Market Street after a grand outing of shopping at The Emporium for a warm winter coat. Hard as winter was to imagine on this typically glorious fall day, we knew that rain and darkness were only weeks away, and the best styles and colors would soon be gone. So Leticia, who so rarely bought anything, and I, using Sam’s money, took the day to stroll Market Street in search of finery and bargains. 

	Every day the streets seemed to grow more congested, cars and horses battling for the supremacy of the road, and we pedestrians had to be constantly on our guard. The Policettes, as the lady traffic cops were called, had been ambulance chauffeuses during the war, and though they did their best to keep the walkers safe and the vehicles in some sense of order, those drivers of automobiles had convinced themselves that they were the true modern kings of the road.

	The sun was shining, the sky was absurdly blue, and the dust of six months without rain, kicked up by the endless parade of vehicles, wearied our eyes and made us thirsty as the desert. We turned off of Market Street to stop at a teahouse on Ellis, and that was when I asked the question: where were the dancing girls and harlots of Ellis, and of Mason, and of… all the streets of the unappetizingly-named Tenderloin?

	Leticia and I settled into the teahouse, and while we waited for the waitress to bring us some seltzers and cake, I asked that very question again. For it was only eighteen months ago that the Barbary Coast and Tenderloin houses had closed for good and this fragile atmosphere of wholesomeness had been established. They’d tried before, as I remembered from the battles and skirmishes so vividly reported in the Chronicle, the fiery editorials by Mr. William Hearst, and the polemics by that horrible preacher against the poor women. But this time they had driven a stake in the heart of the red-light business and turned out a thousand women, at least, into the streets. 

	“Well,” Leticia said, in her measured, thoughtful way, “if they had been turned out into the streets, then they would be in the streets, no? They certainly aren’t being taken in by the Associated Charities or the Civic League. I’m sure they’re still out there, selling themselves for enough to keep body and soul together. Unlike that unfortunate girl in Oakland, here we simply don’t see them.”

	The Chronicle had run an article the previous year about the Civic League’s decision not to help the displaced girls. Evidently, the last time they’d helped, back before the War, the Civic League hadn’t gotten the humble thanks they’d expected. I quoted the article to Leticia. 

	“Six hundred dollars!” I did not try to keep the disgust from my voice. “The Civic League’s largesse! The girls said they could make more selling soft drinks at the old Barbary Coast establishments than they could make at the paltry wages the businesses were offering.” 

	We sat in silence, contemplating our seltzers. In my days before Sam, before I found myself limited to the occasional society column ditty, I would have written a scathing article for the Bulletin on the fate of the women. But I was retired from public employment, as suited the consort, if not officially the wife, of a rising businessman, and I chafed against the limits to my pen.

	“Will you write up the rally?” Leticia asked. “You should, you know. We mustn’t cower.”

	I shook my head. “I can’t. You know that, Letty. After the failure of the minimum wage, I don’t dare agitate for anything that would set Sam off. But it does irk me to feel so powerless.” 

	She had the self-restraint not to comment. She knew that Sam was the devil incarnate when he was angry, and his newly rediscovered respectability made him sensitive to any publicity. And yet, despite his heightened social concerns, he hadn’t married me, a fact that was only known to Leticia and Jacqueline.

	We went back to our seltzers, but my mind was burning. I had inherited an obsession with the minimum wage for women, and had turned my loneliness into belonging to a cause. And I knew firsthand the precarious security that a man’s money gave us. Cast into the world without funds or position, a woman was at the mercy of a disapproving society and a tight-fisted employer. It rankled me to have done so little, while the forces of reactionary politics and stultifying moralism were united in keeping women from a living wage. 

	Again my mind froze on the image of the weather-worn whore. Although my own moral journey had been fraught, I had been sheltered by social standing and a talented pen. But without writing I had no podium to speak from, and Sam was adamant that I stay out of the public eye. I owed my current warm coat to his benevolence, and kept it with my obedience. This could not last.

	“I will do something.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	November 15, 1919

	 

	I sent my poem, the one I had pressed into the hand of Mrs. Whitney’s aide, The Rape of the Working Woman, to Mr. Fremont Older. He had gone over to the Call, to work for William Randolph Hearst. All the Progressives were crying, saying it was the end of progressive journalism, but I still held out hope. Although I had never met him personally, I was certain that he would know my work from Bulletin articles of years past, and I cherished the notion that he would see the merit in the poem. 

	I reasoned that Sam didn’t read the Call. And I used a nom de plume so as to further disguise my identity. Sam, a young executive at Nathan-Dohrmann, had recently been appointed to its Board of Directors and was now out at meetings half the week. He rarely had the time to read anything anymore. It was strange to see the two faces of Sam Toppings: Corporate Director and former Progressive Party leader. The passionate man I had fallen in love with was fading, and the angry Corporate Director side was clearly winning. 

	And to think he called me inconstant! Truly, men were far more changeable than women. Just because they wore the same fashions year after year didn’t make them steadfast—just badly dressed.

	I wondered what Mr. Older would say. I kept my fingers crossed.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	November 20, 1919

	 

	I could have held my breath. Mr. Older’s answer read, in its entirety:

	“Dear Mrs. Toppings: No. Why don’t you send it to the Argus up in Petaluma—they’ll print anything. —- Fremont Older”

	Now that was terse! Fremont Older had always been the champion of women, especially the downtrodden. He had published Alice Smith, An Outcast at the Christian Door, a serial by Ernest Hopkins (although Sophie Treadwell wrote it.) Sophie had pretended to be a prostitute and had gone from church to church to test how the San Francisco charities would treat an outcast. We knew the results of that venture—The Civic League was so disappointed… No other paper would have run the serial. But that was before he jumped ship, so I supposed, like Sam, he knew which side his bread was buttered on.

	I hid my disappointment as best I could, but when Sam returned miraculously for dinner for the first time that week, my gloom was obvious enough to penetrate his fog of self-involvement. 

	“You’re looking dour, Violetta. It would please me better to come home from a long day to see a smile.”

	I tried, feeling a grimace stretch my mouth. It was effective enough not to be replaced by a stinging slap. If only I could get some of my work published again, as I had before I met him, I might be independent again. Not that I would leave him—I would just feel less helpless. 

	I supposed I could go work someplace. But no one would hire a married woman, and right now everyone supposed me married—and it would be worse if they knew the truth.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	November 22, 1919

	 

	I took tea at Jacqueline’s with Leticia, which necessarily meant that I had given some thought to my winter wardrobe. Jacqueline told us that skirts would go shorter in the coming year, and straighter. It was truly hard to imagine how such bold trends got started, and now they seemed to be on an unstoppable trajectory. Leticia, of course, was always so sensibly dressed, but then, she was truly the most sensible of all of us. I was convinced she would wear her sable-collared jacket until the end of days. I supposed motherhood did that to one. 

	My own mother would have reeled in horror if she had seen what I wore, my legs bared almost to mid-calf, but then, my mother reeled in horror at me since I had left home, regardless. A woman scorned was meant to cower in her home until redeemed by another man’s hand and did not fling herself amorally into the café world, splashing her name on public newspapers with anti-domestic screeds. It really wasn’t what I wore, exactly, that bothered her so. It was what my dress seemed to mean.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	November 25, 1919

	 

	I sent the poem to the Argus. Despite the humiliation of having to stoop to a rural paper, I hoped that Mr. Older was right, that they would publish anything. I changed my name on it to V. Strone, sort of an approximation of Violetta Stone, so as not to use "Toppings," Sam’s name. I could not think of his reaction to seeing my name in print again, never mind his.

	There had been a time when my name, my byline, meant something. I had not, of course, used my first name, as no paper would have published a serious article by someone named Violetta, but “By: V. Stone” had been a signature for thoughtful, incisive reports from the trenches of class warfare. 

	Gone now were the heady days of working shoulder to shoulder with the leaders of the Great Minimum Wage campaign. Admittedly, I had felt somewhat like a lap dog, following Miss Valeska Bary as she led us through the machinations of the Industrial Welfare Commission, hoping the raise the rate to something women could live on. But of course, as everyone knew, the bid failed. And most galling, the principal cause of the failure had been Sam’s boss’s brother, Fred Dohrmann. He had said he was only on the commission to keep it from “doing something wild.” All that work, and it had been for nothing.

	Adding insult to injury, Miss Bary had been very much less than enthusiastic about my poem. “Very well written, my dear, though I don’t know much about rhymes and similes and such. But I must say, no one will publish it—which will be a mercy.”

	A mercy? I was dumb-struck. But she had more. “If someone did publish it, you would be hopelessly ridiculed.”

	“Well, if I am, so what?” I had fired back. “If we don’t strike a note publically, we are only smooth-talking cowards!” 

	I had not heard from her since Miss Bary had gone to Washington DC, where she had been appointed to the War Labor Policies Board. An exemplary woman, of course, and I missed her. And naturally, without her, the Industrial Welfare Commission didn’t stand a chance.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	November 29, 1919

	 

	No word from the Argus. Sam had begun talking about going to Argentina. Nathan-Dohrmann was opening a branch of the store down there or some such thing. I mentioned offhandedly that I was sure I would learn Spanish very quickly, and he gave me an odd look. Then he said, “Why would you learn Spanish?”

	“To be able to make myself understood in Argentina.” He looked very uncomfortable. I didn’t dare ask him directly, but he obviously was thinking of not taking me with him. 

	I spent several hours ruminating on the idea of being abandoned yet again. At nearly thirty, I was no longer young. I could not spend a year or three practicing my fifteen-ball pool skills on my father’s old pool table as I had the first time I was left by a man. I was a grown woman now. A woman alone was not a secure woman, unless she either had family money or was a devoted career woman. But I knew I mustn’t pity myself, as I did have my mother’s home, perish the thought of moving back, my little fund from my father, and my pen.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	December 10, 1919

	 

	Still no word from the Argus. I wondered if my poem had been lost in the mail and considered sending another pamphlet, but my pride prevented me. Instead I sought news of Mrs. Whitney, and was further dismayed to learn that she languished still in the Oakland jail and had not been offered bail. 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	December 28, 1919

	 

	We did have a lovely Christmas. Sam gave me a pearl necklace and matching earrings. I gave him a gold tie-stick. We dined with the Dohrmanns, Andrew and Charlotte. I could not call him A.B.C. as he would have preferred, A. B. C. Dohrmann being how he went professionally, but I thought it a woeful affectation and strange in such a businesslike personage. Andrew was charming. His five sons were even more charming, although his brother, Fred, who had been the vile naysayer on the Wage Commission, was a dour thing. It was no wonder Andrew had the total running of Nathan-Dohrmann. 

	I tried to avoid all talk of politics, although Andrew did mention that he knew I was an advocate for the minimum wage. Fred, speaking like an old sock, stated firmly that too many women were working for the pleasure of it, for “pin money” as he called it. Andrew agreed with his brother that women were taking jobs from the men who were back from the war. I mentioned that it was not likely that someone would stand on her feet for eight hours a day at his store, having to be pleasant to irritable and haughty shoppers, for ten dollars a week for fun. Sam gave me a look that froze my Christmas turkey, so I stopped talking. I felt such a coward.

	Luckily Mrs. Dohrmann, Charlotte, rather, was a perfect hostess, although I could not imagine how she could even still be breathing with seven children—the two tiny daughters were beautifully turned out in dresses that made the little girls look like sugarplum fairies. Her cook was excellent. I was certain that the cook was paid more than ten dollars a week, but I restrained myself from pointing out that it was unlikely that she was working for pin money.

	There was quite a bit of talk about the Dohrmann Commercial Company expanding to Buenos Aires, which is in Argentina, and Sam became quite animated in that conversation. At home he hadn’t talked about going, though, since Thanksgiving. I was still unsure of his plans.

	By Christmas, with still no word from Argus, I guessed I should forget about it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	January 5, 1920

	 

	We rang in the New Year and the new decade with all of the high hopes we had for the future. The war to end all wars had now been over for more than a year. Men were back, and unlike in Europe, we still had most of our men, so there were fellows everywhere. They had become so much more sophisticated than they had been when they left, most of them, since before the war most had never been out of California, much less been to Paris. 

	We went to a party at the Fairmont, and everyone dressed grandly. Sam bought me the most beautiful silk dress, discounted certainly at a N-D owned store, but still, the height of the new fashion, three inches above my ankle. It was of a shimmering rose-gray color, with a long waist that made me look even taller than I already was. My height, which was of course a detriment in most situations, was well-shown in the new style. Luckily for me, Sam was almost six feet high, and even in my outrageously high heeled shoes I didn’t tower over him. 

	The music was new Jazz, the kind that sent one’s blood zinging through the veins. I danced all the new dances, and when Sam didn’t want to dance with me, I danced with all the other fabulous men who were at the party. Leticia did not run with the same crowd—her Albert was a staid, starched fellow, but she liked him fine—but Jacqueline and Francis Pemberton were there, and Jacqueline and I spent half our time sizing up the clothing of the ladies, and the other half dancing with all the gents. 

	The New Year was always a time for reflection on what had gone before and what we could hope to come. Between dances, seated at a little table littered with empty champagne glasses, Jacqueline and I dissected the outfits of everyone present, remarking on who had embraced the new, shorter fashions and who adhered to the old high-necked, ruffle-sleeved look of the previous decade. Though the war years had simplified fashion, if anyone had dared leave her house dressed as Jacqueline and I were on New Year’s Eve—with far more leg than just an ankle showing, and no waistline at all—she would have been arrested for indecency.

	The highlight, from a social climbing point of view, was meeting Senator Hiram Johnson, the former governor. He was a founder of the Progressive Party and had run for president. He was brilliantly handsome, and we had a spirited talk about politics. He agreed that we were on the cusp, now, of a time when a woman could be accomplished in arenas previously reserved for men: painting, music, writing… “You would of course never attract the same money as men, but think of the achievements.”

	I predicted a luminous future for that fine man.

	It was a great night. What made it even greater was when we got home, Sam was too drunk and tired to bother me much, and the New Year rang itself in peacefully for once.

	On New Year’s day, Mr. Dohrmann’s driver took us out in the automobile, and we went down to Redwood to wish my mother a Happy New Year. She had moved us, widow and fatherless girl, out of San Francisco a few months after my father had died. I had little sympathy for her then, furious at being hidden away in a backwater, and I had escaped to Berkeley and college as soon as I was able. In retrospect, when I had been abandoned at the altar, waiting for a man and a period that did not come, I saw merit in hiding my face. But she had remained in Redwood, bitter and alone. I had moved on.

	Poor woman, she could barely get in and out of her rocker anymore and was pretty hard of hearing. But age seemed to have softened her, since she received me and Sam somewhat graciously, given the harshness of prior years. 

	“A woman with a past should be scrupulous in her behavior if she wants to reenter society,” she had said when I first introduced Sam. I had tried to forgive the rudeness, knowing that elders couldn’t move as swiftly with the times. If a man and a girl wanted to live together, I had explained, marriage was no longer necessary. Sam had said he didn’t believe in marriage, that it was a bourgeois construct, although he didn’t seem to mind the luxury we now lived in. Sam and the Progressive movement had embraced me, given me a home where I belonged. I was lucky he would have me.

	Three days into the new year, I opened the newspaper to shocking news. The Department of Justice had raided meetings and work places all across the nation, including in California, and had arrested three thousand people, all accused of “plotting together to rise up and destroy the fabric of the United States government by violent means,” as a certain Mr. Palmer, the head of the Justice Department, was quoted as saying in the San Francisco Examiner. Anyone who was at a meeting, or near a meeting, was arrested. This was the same Department that had seized Mrs. Whitney. In response to complaints at the Congressional hearing immediately following, that the officers had no warrant, the Department of Justice stated, “This is no time to split hairs when our country’s very foundations are at stake.” Mr. Palmer was quoted as saying that membership in the Communist Labor Party was warrant enough. Not everyone in our nation’s capital agreed.

	It was against that frightening backdrop that Leticia and I worried over Mrs. Whitney’s upcoming pre-trial hearing. We hoped they would dismiss the charges against her, but given the arrests of so many, it was hard to feel optimism. We made plans to meet at Leticia’s home to await word, along with other progressives, while men from the Progressive Party staffed the telegraph so we could all know the results as quickly as possible. I was deeply grateful that I hadn’t been caught up in that net back in November.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	January 7, 1920

	 

	They didn’t free her. The judge set her trial for January 28 and continued to hold her without bail. The reports said she was a shadow of her former self, and although she stood proud and adamant, she was thin as a rail and coughed throughout the hearing. Those of us receiving the news in Leticia’s quiet salon vowed a mass attendance at the trial to give her hope. 

	Unlike Leticia, whose Albert was stolidly in support of her views, and Jacqueline, who did exactly as she pleased, I was faced with the question of how to attend without Sam’s knowing. The irony of living in an untraditional relationship with a former community leader of the Progressives and fearing his wrath if I attended the trial of the greatest Communist leader of our time was not lost on me.

	It wasn’t always like this, of course. We were approaching the third anniversary of our time together. We had lived together through a long war, an exciting peace, and now, an angry domestic stalemate.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	January 15, 1920

	 

	The fourteenth was the anniversary of the day we met. I could still see him, tall, commanding, his green eyes glimmering as he stood before the group of Progressives at the Bateau Ivre café. I had ventured out with Leticia, who had been my friend in the two years I had attended college in Berkeley before becoming catastrophically engaged. Most assumed it was the war that prevented my marriage. It was only she, and later Jacqueline, who knew the truth.

	The horrors of the war in Europe were far away from us that night, and we were all fired up about the new unions. Sam had given such a stirring speech I stood up and applauded. I had looked around, and mortified, realized that I was the only one. Fortunately, it was a kind laughter that engulfed me. Sam sat down at my table and bought himself a whiskey. A few months later, he took me home, and in effect I never left.

	But that was all in the past, before I got involved in Miss Bary’s Commission, and before Sam went to work for A.B.C. Dohrmann.

	I chilled a bottle of champagne for us to drink together. Sam didn’t get home until it was almost ten. The bottle remained in its bucket.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	January 29, 1920

	 

	“Toil she must, to crumb the empty larder,

	to still the cries of her hungry child,

	while her master scoffs at her plea so mild

	to pay her sex fairly—she begs so meek

	to keep her body off the street.” 

	The Rape of the Working Woman, V. Strone

	 

	What joy it was to quote myself at the beginning of this entry! 

	To my amazement, a check from the Argus arrived in mail: ten dollars! The irony was not lost on me. I didn’t have to stand on my feet for hours for a whole week to earn that, nor lie on my back while strangers took their liberties. 

	There was no letter, just a note: “Payment for The Rape of the Working Woman to be run week of Feb. 20-28.” The check was payable to V. Strone. Fortunately, the bank knew my “maiden name,” and would consider it a misspelling of Stone. It was the first money I had earned from my writing in three years, and I felt the thrill of publication almost as strong as the heady relief of knowing I could still earn a room’s worth of rent.

	Competing with my accomplishment was the tension among my friends as the date for Mrs. Whitney’s trial approached. We had taken on the mantle of supporters and spoke obsessively of the possible outcomes, almost as a sports fanatic weighed the potential of his team in the World Series of Baseball. At home, Sam was gone so much at work that I stopped doubting I would be able to escape to attend the trial. When he was home, he had begun talking about Argentina again, but I saw no forward action. Perhaps it was his dream of escape.

	Jacqueline, Leticia, and I took the ferry across the bay once again, this time in the frigid gloom of January. Francis Pemberton, Jacqueline’s husband, a lawyer himself, accompanied us, and explained the process as it transpired. I was grateful for the information, but it ultimately had the effect of eliminating any hope I had for Mrs. Whitney’s acquittal. 

	At last, the trial for Mrs. Whitney started. The whole first day they picked a jury, and the men and women on the jury look like very severe, dutiful people. It took the entire day to satisfy the lawyers. Tom O’Connor was representing Mrs. Whitney. He’s a “damn good lawyer” according to Jacqueline’s Francis, who knew him from school, but to me he didn’t seem to have his heart in it. Then the lawyers made their opening arguments, or no, I was corrected, their opening statements, and Mrs. Whitney’s supporters were stunned. Mr. O’Connor basically admitted that Mrs. Whitney was a member of the Communist Labor Party. His entire defense would be based on the idea that the CLP was not connected with the two illegal groups, Communist International and Industrial Workers of the World. We were skeptical of the wisdom of this defense, but Francis explained that the choices were limited. We vowed to attend every day, even with the ferry ride across the bay, if we could.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	January 30, 1920

	 

	Mr. O’Connor asked for a delay of the trial, explaining that his daughter was ill with influenza. The moment those words were out of his mouth, there was almost a stampede for the door. We had been lucky out in California, but the news across the nation had been horrific. People, hordes of them, were dying from influenza, and nothing could save them. Their lungs filled up, and they gasped to death within one or two days. 

	It was obvious that Judge Quinn had it in for Mrs. Whitney. He refused to delay the trial. Mr. O’Connor was ashen and left the courtroom. The judge told Mr. Thompson, Mr. O’Connor’s young partner, to take over, and the trial went on. 

	It was already dark when we left the courthouse. The cold had settled into the bricks of the buildings, and a fine drizzle fell, chilling us to the core. Francis kindly went to hail a cab for us to save us the long walk in the freezing rain. As we waited, I saw women in the shadows, shivering in their thin dresses, hoping for customers on this miserable night. I watched as one reached out a hand to Francis as he passed, but I could not hear her solicitation, nor his response. There was a woman who would likely not eat tonight, and her refuge from the elements would be meager, at best.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	February 10, 1920

	 

	Despite the growing terror of the flu, the trial marched on, and Jacqueline, Leticia, and I stalwartly attended almost daily. Mr. O’Connor, Mrs. Whitney’s senior lawyer, died from the flu, having lost his daughter the week before. A lady juror died Monday, but Judge Quinn just swore in an alternate to take her place. There were no crowds at the trial. There were no crowds anywhere. The theaters shut down, waiting for the epidemic to pass, and each time someone cleared his throat, people ran in terror.

	Meanwhile, the trial continued, with the prosecutor calling a parade of twenty witnesses, all testifying that the Communist Labor Party was nothing more than an arm of Moscow. Mr. Thompson, the young replacement for Mr. Connor, asked each one if he had ever attended a CLP meeting, and of course they never had. Then he asked if they had ever heard Mrs. Whitney say anything about overthrowing the American government by force, and they admitted never having heard her say anything at all. Then he sat down. 

	The single notable event in this day’s litany of witnesses was the testimony of the federal agent who arrested Mrs. Whitney. His name was Gerald Macondo. He had narrow, piggy eyes and fashionably combed black hair. He looked as pleased as a vulture with a dead lamb to feed on. 

	He described the meeting we had attended, and Jacqueline and I had to hold each other’s hands to keep from running from the courtroom. His voice dripped malevolence. “The defendant spoke in brassy, arrogant tones to her flock of sympathizers, urging them on to destruction of our American way of life. I saw ladies of means and girls barely out of their teens all being led astray by this harpy, goaded into embracing Moscow and turning their backs on their country, their homes, and their proper sphere.”

	He looked over the audience. I could feel his venom spill over us as the jury nodded in time with the rhythm of his speech. I kept my head down, busying myself with my bag at my feet. I feared he would somehow recognize me, stop the trial, and rise up and point: you, the tall girl with the black hair, you were there! Arrest her! Of course, that did not happen, but his evil glare, mixed with the power of his office, made a toxic brew.

	I longed for Mr. Thompson’s turn to call witnesses. I hoped he had some.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	February 13, 1920

	 

	I had no problem getting away. Sam had become increasingly distant and cold, staying away at work late into the night, disregarding me when he was home. Time was, he would be either hateful or charming, and I would be on pins and needles waiting to see which one. I recalled coming home one night, the year before, from a concert I’d gone to with Leticia. I’d asked Sam along, of course, I was not an idiot, but he’d said the composer was a ninny, and that he had no interest. But when I got in, he had questioned me like I was a thief before a magistrate. When he heard that we had joined some of Leticia’s friends at a café afterwards, and that I’d had a little gin, he’d slapped me and called me a floozy. When I didn’t cry right away, he’d hit me until I did. Naturally, that got him going, and once he was satisfied, he’d brought me a cup of tea and a slice of cake in bed.

	I didn’t miss that, but this silence, this distance scared me more. I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	February 20, 1920

	 

	At the closing arguments the lawyers said the same things they had already said. The jurors looked weary and ready to go deliberate. All in all, Mr. Thompson called only two witnesses, Mrs. Whitney and one of the prosecutor’s witnesses, a woman who ended up agreeing that the CLP had nothing to do with Moscow. We could only wait and hope.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	February 25, 1920

	 

	My poem appeared in the Argus today! Unfortunately, the word arrived along with the dismal news of yesterday’s jury verdict. Mrs. Whitney was found guilty of one of the counts, the one about the violation of the Criminal Syndication Act. There was a hung jury on all the other counts, meaning, as Francis Pemberton explained to us afterwards, that they couldn’t decide. He said they could re-try her on those counts, but he didn’t think they would.

	We got the news by telegraph, since we couldn’t very well go and sit around in the courthouse waiting for the jury to decide. It could have been days, but they reached a verdict in a mere six hours. 

	Then came the worse news. Judge Quinn sentenced Mrs. Whitney, who looked haggard but proud on the stand, to one to fourteen years in San Quentin Prison. According to Mr. Thompson, Mrs. Whitney collapsed upon hearing that, and had to be attended by the bailiff. Mr. Thompson said they would appeal, but we were despondent on her behalf.

	So, instead of a crescendo of glory, my poem’s publication took a back seat to the grim news from the court. Jacqueline invited me and Sam to celebrate the publication, saying that every blow we struck for justice counted. But I told her that Sam knew nothing about the poem, so I couldn’t very well celebrate with him. Her big eyes got bigger. She was frightened for me. She told me that if I ever want to leave Sam, she and Francis would take me in until I could get on my feet. I was mortified that she would think me so fragile, but I didn’t say so, so as not to seem ungrateful. I was glad I held back, as she followed that remark by saying, “You’re the bravest girl I know. I don’t envy you, but I sure admire you.” I could not even imagine anyone thinking that of me.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	March 5, 1920

	 

	Not a day passed before I got a large envelope from the Argus. In it was a copy of my poem in print and fifty letters to the editor exclaiming over the “vulgarity”, “unseemly language”, and “filth” of my poem, as well as screeds announcing my un-Americanism, my communism, my essential desire to see women, the family, men, and the country all destroyed by my vision of the world. 

	I cried. I had indeed expected that there would be some reaction, in fact had written it to engender response, but I could never have imagined being so vilified. Miss Bary’s words, You will be hopelessly ridiculed, rang in my ears. I could not imagine how paying women so little for the work they did in factories, canneries, farms, and stores, could benefit society. 

	“Women should be tending the home fires, making the household a haven for their husbands at the end of a long day, and not masculinizing themselves and emasculating their husbands by trying to usurp the manly role of earning the family’s bread…” read one of the more grammatical screeds. 

	The following day I got another envelope, again from the Argus, with more letters, some addressed to V. Strone, one more vile than the next, along with a copy of the Argus with some of these letters in print. A handwritten note from the editor sufficed for me to realize that he had only published the poem to generate controversy and sales. “Play with matches, girlie, and you’re going to get burned.”

	As I sat across from Sam at dinner that night, I realized that my time with him was drawing to a close. I had too many secrets from him now. The poem, the rally, the publication, the verdict, the letters, all weighed upon my heart. I had mentioned almost none of this to him, and now, when I so longed to unburden myself of the misery of the day, I could not. 

	“I have begun to write again, Sam,” I said tentatively. I ran my finger nervously over my fork. 

	“Have you?” he asked, not looking up from his soup. His black hair showed a few strands of gray, hitherto unnoticed by me. 

	“Yes. Some poetry.”

	“How appropriately useless of you.” I twitched angrily. He looked up. “No more society columns?”

	I tamped down my temper. “No. Since we don’t go anywhere to write about anymore. Would you like it better if I went back to writing commentary?”

	He raised an eyebrow, and the light from the lamps reflected in the green flecks in his eyes. He was still a very handsome man, and his fortunate gender kept its value as it aged. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed, Violetta. You spend all of your time, and my money, running with that bluestocking woman, your friend Leticia, and pandering to the aging spinster on the Wage Commission. You seem to have forgotten your expected role here. A smile on your face and some lively and intelligent conversation at dinner would go a long way.”

	“Miss Bary has gone to Washington, and I didn’t pander to her. And you seem to have forgotten your own days with the Progressives.” I realized the weakness of my reply, but I could not very well at this point tell him that I had been following Anita Whitney’s trial, or that I had been published to such community disapproval in the Argus.

	He rose from the table. I stiffened. He walked behind me and put his hands softly on my shoulders. I sat motionless as his hands slowly passed in front of my neck, and his fingers traced my neckline. Then his hands cupped my breasts and squeezed. I inhaled sharply.

	He snorted. “And what do you think puts food on this table and a roof over your head? For now.”

	For now. Ironically, I had thought the same words.

	 

	Several days later Sam was once again home for dinner. Our skirmish had whetted his appetite for my company, it seemed. Jessie, our maid, had just cleaned up from dinner and was about to go home, when she came in and said that there were some gentlemen at the door asking for me. She looked a little wide-eyed and glanced furtively at Sam as she spoke, then hurried back to the kitchen as if she’d left the stove on under cream. 

	Sam said, “What decent man calls on a woman at night uninvited? Unless you’ve taken to inviting men home now,” he added. 

	I hadn’t invited anyone, of course, and Jessie had fled without getting their names, so I told Sam I’d go see. “No, you won’t!” he said and pushed forward out of the dining room and into the entryway.

	Jessie had had at least enough sense to shut the front door so that she could have reported that I wasn’t in, had she stuck around long enough to do her job properly. Seeing as she had fled, Sam swung the door open. Three men in dark suits stood on the landing. Sam was quite a tall man, and could be imposing when he wanted to be. He took a step forward. “Good evening, gentlemen. What can I do for you?” 

	I, on the other hand, quailed at the sight of them and slipped quickly back into the recesses of the house, hoping I had not been noticed. I could still hear them, as the sound carried far too well in this house. 

	I went up to our bedroom and sat on the bed, my stomach churning, with a sour fear in the back of my throat. It didn’t take long before Sam said very clearly, “I will not allow you to enter without a warrant.” My whole body went cold. I tried to formulate a prayer, but it mostly came out as, “Please, dear God, make them go away.” I kept repeating that over and over under my breath, but soon enough there were treads on the stairs, more than one person’s, and so I knew that somehow they had gotten past Sam. I stood when they entered, and faced them.

	The three men were of about medium size, which was to say I was as tall as they. One, dapper and dark-haired, seemed to be in charge. The other two looked like dolts, one thick and one thin and mustachioed, but neither had even the glimmer of intelligence that showed on their leader’s face. Each wore a black wool suit with a blue and red tie. It looked to be a uniform of sorts, but they wore no police badge or any insignia that I could see that proved them to be officials. Behind them, Sam stood looking over their heads at me, his eyes narrowed in fury. 

	The leader of this little band walked up to me and put his hand, quite casually, on my arm. “Good evening, Miss Stone. We’re sorry to intrude into such an intimate space as your bedroom, but Mr. Toppings declined to fetch you himself, so we had no choice.” 

	I wrenched my arm away. Sam started forward, and one of the men put his hand up. Sam froze and stood watching. “What do you want with me?” I said with an unaccustomed shrill edge to my voice. I took a quick breath and said more steadily, “Who are you, and by what right do you dare to enter our house?”

	The leader gave a crooked smile as he looked back at Sam. “‘Our house?’ You own this house with the lady?” Sam just pressed his mouth into a line. Obviously satisfied, the leader turned back to me. “We have entered with permission from the person whose name is on the lease, which is Mr. Samuel Toppings. As far as we know, you have no ownership or leasehold rights to this house and no right to keep us out. And you know perfectly well who we are. Or have you not told Mr. Toppings about your constant attendance at Mrs. Whitney’s trial? Or your little rabble-rousing poem published in the Argus?”

	I didn’t dare look at Sam. I wasn’t sure what the right answer was or what the consequences of the wrong answer would be, but I knew that Sam was going to kill me either way. I stayed silent, pressing my hands to my sides to keep from shaking. 

	“The strong, silent type, are you, Miss Stone? Completely unwomanly, no doubt as a result of your unseemly political behavior. A lady would weep or throw herself at her husband’s feet—oh, but of course, Mr. Toppings isn’t your husband, is he?” 

	The nasty mockery in his voice gave me enough anger to heat my frozen body. “You can leave this house now,” I said. “I have nothing to discuss with you.”

	“That’s another place you are mistaken,” he said. “As a matter of fact, you are going to discuss quite a bit with us. But you are right in one regard: we are leaving. Of course, you will be coming with us.” 

	I stepped back, but the bed was behind me, so I found myself sitting on the bed as the two henchmen approached. “A sit-down strike, is it?” They each took an arm and pulled me to my feet. My knees were quivering, and they held me up between them as I became a dead weight in their hands. 

	One swore, and they pushed me roughly before them. I stumbled over their feet and gave a little cry of surprise and annoyance. Sam and I were now face to face. He looked into my eyes, and I saw not a trace of care, sympathy, or concern in his—only a blank and impotent fury. His anger was not at them, though. It was at me. He would not rescue me, I could see, because I had lied. I had not told him about going to Mrs. Whitney’s speech, her trial, my poem, or its publication. I had acted alone, and now I was on my own to take the punishment. He stepped aside and allowed the men to hustle me down the stairs and, coatless and hatless, out into the damp San Francisco night.

	I was bundled into a waiting automobile, and the driver started moving almost before the last man got in. I had ceased struggling, since if Sam would not or could not stop them, certainly no neighbor would interfere with the men who called themselves the law. I was shivering, as it was a typically chill evening, and as I mentioned above, I wore neither coat nor hat. Although I sat close between the two men, the warmth of their wool suits and their bodies was of no comfort.

	My father had died for ruling against big business. I repeated to myself that San Francisco was now a civilized place, no longer the wild, open city of the turn of the century. We are civilized now, I repeated to myself, willing my body to stop shaking.

	They did not speak to me at all, neither asking questions nor enlightening me regarding their purpose, and I did not ask them. I watched as we headed down Filbert Street to the broad lanes of Van Ness Avenue. We continued in the growing darkness all the way down and across Market Street, bright and busy as always, until we came to a stop just past City Hall. A drizzle had started, and the two headlights made halos before us, picking up droplets in the air. I got out of the car as gracefully as I could, although why I should have cared I do not know, for they were not the least impressed with my ladylike descent. Once again, each took an arm, still rather roughly, and pushed me up the front stairs of a dismal townhouse, in which all of the windows from top to bottom were lighted. One opened a heavy wood door, and though there was no star on the outside window, no sign over the door, I realized that I was inside what appeared to be an old police station.

	A high table was to my right, its wood scarred from years of use on one side, desperation on the other. It was where a desk sergeant must once have sat, but there was no one there now. Behind the desk and extending along a corridor were jail cells with metal bars from the floor to the lintel. Several were open, and some were furnished with desks and chairs, as if they had been converted to use as offices. I was ushered into one of those, where the evil, horrible man I had identified as the leader of Mrs. Whitney’s arrest, Gerald Macondo, the one who had testified against her, was sitting in a comfortable armchair next to a long wooden desk.

	Mr. Macondo rose when I entered. “Mrs. Toppings, what a pleasure. Do sit down.” He gestured to a wooden chair, and I had the sense to take it. He turned to his goons. “That will be all, gentlemen. You may withdraw.” 

	The three men left the office-cell and positioned themselves outside the door. It didn’t matter if the door were open or shut, as it was merely sticks of metal with no visual or sound blocking capacity.

	“Tea, Mrs. Toppings?” he asked.

	“No, thank you,” I said, mimicking his smarmy tone. 

	He raised an eyebrow. “All to the good, since we have none. Now, shall we get down to business?” I did not answer. He oozed arrogance as he had on the witness stand. 

	“Very well,” he said, “we shall. First, we do know that you are not, actually, Mrs. Toppings, agreed?” I nodded. If they knew we weren’t married, there was no sense in insisting we were. “I’m glad we don’t have to argue about that. And co-habitation, in addition to being immoral, is against the law. So you do understand, Miss Stone,” he said, with heavy emphasis, “that despite the looseness of this new generation’s morals, we could arrest you and topple your, ahem, consort’s career?”

	I really had nothing to say to that boor. If he wanted to carry on like a ninny from the previous century there was nothing I could do to stop him. Blackmail, at any rate, would be fruitless, as I had no money, and if he thought that I cared at that moment about ruining Sam, he misunderstood my feelings for Sam as well.

	“Silent, are you? How unusual in one of your sex. So, in addition to the immoral crime of co-habitation, what else have you been up to? Writing a little ditty that you shared with our dear Anita Whitney, now residing in San Quentin, and likely to do so for fourteen years, should she live so long? Of course you were crafty, weren’t you, in using the pseudonym, V. Strone? How creative of you! And then having it published with grand fanfare in the Petaluma Argus on the day after Mrs. Whitney’s sentencing. Brilliant, Miss Stone. We had thought at first that you were just another bad poetess, but the last few days have enlightened us. Your ability to orchestrate such a move tells us that you must indeed be an important woman in the CLP. “

	He rose from his chair and began pacing in front of me. “And the court has found, of course, that the CLP is nothing but an arm of Moscow, and designed to foment trouble on our American soil, disturb our labor force, and subvert and overthrow our American government through force and violence.” He paused for breath, and I could see that he was winding up to a fever pitch. “Is that how you respect the deaths of so many of our soldiers, who fought to preserve the freedoms you take for granted? You selfish, pampered, little creature! At the very least you want to take the jobs from the men who need them, leaving honest American workers to starve!”

	He turned from his pacing and leaned over me, his hands on the back of my chair on either side of my shoulders. “You want to destroy the family, unman the husbands, lawful heads of households reduced to relying on the lacy skirts of their working wives! Your communism—your hatred for America is despicable!”

	Spittle flew from his mouth with his last word. I sat back in my chair, astonished and terrified. He breathed heavily, his hot breath full of tobacco, onions, and anger. Then he stood up, shuddered slightly, and walked out of the office.

	I sat in silence, alone in the room, but conscious of the men at the door, for what must have been a half an hour. I was cold, but too afraid to get up and find out what was going to happen to me. I had said nothing but No, thank you since I had left my house, and my throat was closed and dry.

	At last I saw that Macondo was returning, this time accompanied by another man in a casual coat and pants. He was a broadly built, muscular man, Irish by his looks, and his bulbous nose was red, whether from cold or drink I could not know. “Ah, here’s the strumpet. The poet-strumpet.” By his accent he was indeed Irish. “Or the trumpet strumpet, or the poetess traitoress,” he added. He smiled at me, then turned to the leader. “Not as young as I imagined, neither. So what’s the charge?” 

	“Un-American violation of the Criminal Syndication Act.” Macondo paused. “And co-habitation. Lock her in cell four.”

	“You can’t arrest me!” I cried, finally losing my nerve. “I am not in any criminal syndicate, I’m not a member of the CLP,” (since I knew from the trial what all that meant) “and I never plotted to overthrow anything!”

	“The girl has a tongue!” Macondo said. “Now we can get somewhere. So, you are able to speak. How fortunate. I feared you were mute. Do sit back down, Miss Stone.” I sat. “You can be gone from here in a half an hour if you answer my questions, or you can spend the night in cell four with Officer Moran here to watch over you and my three colleagues outside to keep you nice and warm.” He looked right at me as he said that, and I could not help but blush and look away. “Oh, come, Miss Stone. A woman who is willing to live in sin cannot be so modest as to shrink from the attentions of such handsome federal agents under the watchful eye of a fine San Francisco policeman!”

	I shut my mouth tight to keep my teeth from chattering. I sat frozen to my chair.

	“Now, you attended Mrs. Whitney’s speech in November, did you not?” One of the goons, or federal agents as the Macondo had called them, had come in during that last speech, and perched himself on the edge of the long desk. He took out a pad and pencil, and appeared to be taking down the question—though not the hideous threats that had preceded it. I nodded. “Answer out loud,” said Macondo.

	“Yes,” I croaked, and the agent wrote.

	“With whom?”

	I could not give Leticia and Jacqueline’s names. I would not betray them. “I went by myself.”

	Suddenly I was off my chair and on the floor of the room, on my back, my hands pinned to the floor. I heard, and then felt, my head knock against the corner of the desk as I went down. It was my voice that cried out from the shock, but it seemed as distant as the ocean. Macondo’s voice came much closer.

	“Don’t lie to me, Miss Stone.”

	I lay on the floor, still pinned, my head throbbing, and I felt a trickle of moisture run from my brow. “I went with two friends.”

	“Better, but I think we will let you answer from the floor. This way you’re more ready for assistance with your answers. Now, what are your friends’ names?”

	I felt the inspiration that sometimes comes to the damned. “Charlotte Dohrmann and her friend, Miss Bary. Helen Bary. It was the first time I had met her.” They couldn’t be touched by these fools. 

	The long silence that followed gave me hope. He hadn’t gotten the answer he wanted and was stymied. At last the leader spoke. “And how did you get there?” 

	“The ferry.”

	“What time?”

	“I don’t remember which one we took over there, but we took the first one back that we could after you arrested Mrs. Whitney.” It was true, and so it rang true.

	“Are you a member of the CLP?”

	“No, and I never have been.”

	“But you champion what you call women’s rights!”

	“Any right-thinking person does!” I was lying on the floor, an agent on either side pressing on my hands, and yet I could not stop myself from saying what I said.

	To my relief, Macondo laughed. “Braver than I thought. But not as smart. Now how did you arrange to have that ridiculous poem printed on the day of Mrs. Whitney’s sentencing? What strings did you pull? What connections to what organization do you have? What leverage did you use?” He was getting heated again.

	“None! It was serendipity!”

	“Liar!” 

	I cried out when the point of his shoe hit my ribs. “No! That is the absolute truth,” I breathed.

	“Impossible. You must, or did your false husband—” He stopped. “Mr. Toppings works for Mr. Dohrmann. Do you think Mr. Dohrmann knows what his wife was up to?”

	I could not think fast enough with the pain in my ribs and my throbbing head, but I knew that never in this lifetime would this federal agent take on A. B. C. Dohrmann, pillar of the community, wealthy beyond belief, close friend of Sunny Jim Rolph, who had been mayor of San Francisco for the past twelve years, business colleague of William Randolph Hearst, owner and publisher of the Examiner, the Call, and newspapers across the land. Even on the floor in pain, I knew Charlotte Dohrmann was safe. And perhaps even Sam was safe. 

	I watched as the leader paced the cell, his face getting redder and contorting with what I realized was insurmountable frustration. With my purported associate, Mrs. Dohrmann, untouchable, his whole reason for arresting me fell to pieces. He had not found the thread to pull to unravel the cells of potential communists. With Sam connected to Dohrmann, he could not threaten to ruin Sam. The only one who wasn’t safe was me.

	The agents pulled me harshly to my feet and dragged me into another cell, perhaps the fearsome cell number four. It was empty of any furnishings, bare, and cold. There was no door, just remnants of the cell’s bars, but they did not need a door to imprison me. The three men surrounded me, cornered me. “Take care of her,” the leader said. I watched him walk away, and I knew that my minimal protection was leaving. 

	“Well now, girlie. We’re going to have some fun.” 

	I edged backwards, but I knew I couldn’t fight off three men in a secluded cell. I stood frozen, and one, the thinner one with the mustache, licked his lips. I tried to numb my mind. It couldn’t be much worse than what Sam had done to me so often when he was angry or drunk. The dapper one grabbed at my blouse, and I felt the first buttons pop.

	“Enough.” The Irishman pushed away the goon who was pawing at the sash to my skirt. The goon took one more grab before he was shoved against the wall. “The titty show is as much as you’re going to get. I won’t have this on my watch.”

	“Who the hell put you in charge?” one of the agents snarled, but Officer Moran had his billy club out and was far and away stronger than these suited monkeys. He swung it, and they backed away. “I’m telling Parker,” the disappointed goon said. 

	“Go ahead,” Moran replied, “tell him. You idiot, you mess her up, and Dohrmann will have all our jobs.”

	“She’ll never squeal,” he answered. “Her boyfriend’ll kill her if she does.” The goon made another pass at me.

	One of the other agents shoved Officer Moran, who clobbered him with the club, but the first agent took advantage of the engagement and pushed me back against the wall of the cell. I struggled, now having an ally, but a second agent came to his aid and, between the two of them, they almost had my skirt off, tearing the sash and the back buttons. With my petticoat and stockings showing, they grew rabid, taking no heed of my cries and kicks. One pulled me to the floor and was quickly upon me. I worked my hand free of the press of his body and punched him in the nose. Blood spurted forth all over my breasts, and he reared back in anger. He grabbed my hair and knocked my head against the floor. He must have done it a second time, although I don’t remember. The last I saw was the Irish policeman’s club coming down on the agent’s head.

	When I came to, I was lying on the floor with my blouse in disarray, my petticoat torn. It was terribly cold, pitch dark in my cell, and no light out in the hallway. I tried to sit up, but my ribs were in agony, and my head throbbed fiercely. I lay back until I no longer felt ill, and made a second, more successful attempt. At last, the room stopped spinning, but the cold and dark filled me with fear. How long would I remain there? 

	I knew that I had to master my fear before it immobilized me completely. I felt for the wall, and, keeping a hand on its rough surface, I was able to stand. I pulled my clothes around me as best I could—the petticoat was a lost cause—and realized that I was still wearing my shoes. 

	Dressed, to a point, I edged towards the front of the cell. I felt for the bars. I ran my fingers to the edge, recalling that they didn’t make up a real door. At the junction of the bars and the wall there was a gap that allowed passage. I crept forward, encountering no one, relying on my memory in the darkness to find the door. 

	When I got to the door, dim light seeped through the side casement from the street, and my eyes, starved by darkness, at last could take in my surroundings. I pulled on the door, but of course it was locked. I felt a wave of despair and nausea, steadying myself against the high desk I had seen when I was brought in. I looked over at the high desk, and saw that a ring of keys hung from a hook on the other side, faintly catching the light. A shorter woman would not have been able to see them, but grateful for once for my height, I reached across and took them as quietly as I could. 

	I had no idea what time it was, but the sky was a flat dark with no sign of dawn as I stepped out onto the deserted street. For reasons I still don’t understand, I locked the door behind me and took the keys. I looked around, and there was no person, not even a derelict in sight. I walked quickly towards Market Street. The lights of the streetlamps, their auras glowing luridly in the misty air, lured me, until I realized that I must look like a disheveled whore, likely to attract either an arrest or another horrible encounter. 

	At the edge of the main thoroughfare, I moved tentatively under the unavoidable streetlight, then jumped back as two shadows rounded the corner. My heart pounded as they walked by. One turned, seemed to see me. “Come on out, girl,” he said thickly. “Give me a kiss.” 

	His friend laughed drunkenly and took him by the arm. “Get a pox from that filth,” he said. Unbidden the image of the red-nosed prostitute on the corner in Oakland rose in my mind. This was her nighttime, her daily bread of fear. I skulked along the side of the road, keeping in shadows, and turning up Larkin Street rather than the thoroughfare of Van Ness Avenue once I had crossed Market Street. 

	At first I walked briskly in the direction of home, too devastated to even feel the cold or notice the heaviness of the wet air. But my pace slowed when I realized what home meant: Sam’s home, and no haven for me. Yet I had nowhere else tonight.

	Whenever I heard a car or carriage wheels behind me, I moved into the doorway of a house until it passed. I hurried along, walking up the steep blocks, past darkened homes and carriage gates. At last, the first glimmer of dawn in the distant sky was finally visible as I crested Nob Hill. I was breathing hard, both from my rib pain and from the exhaustion of the climb, when an automobile stopped next to me. I had been too tired to even hear its approach. 

	“Can I help you, miss?” a fine voice from within called to me. I shrank back, but with the growing light I couldn’t hide. The white buildings behind me, now bathed in the slight glow of late winter sunrise, set me off in bold relief, and the dark car loomed almost gigantic in my tired eyes. A man looked out of the car, and I looked stealthily back at him. He seemed kind, and I was no longer able to think clearly. I staggered toward him.

	“Please. Could you take me to a friend’s? I have been robbed.” I emerged from the shadows.

	The look of horror on his face drove me back. “No, don’t hide, miss. I won’t hurt you. Come, come into my car, and we will take you where you will be safe. Joseph, pull forward for the lady,” he said to his driver.

	He held out his hand. I inched forward and took it, and he helped me into his car. Looking more closely, I thought I recognized him. I looked away, for if I might know him, he could know me. But he was a true gentleman, and if he did recognize me, he said nothing. Instead he introduced himself. “I am Fremont Older. Where can we take you?”

	Fremont Older! The editor of the Call who had so unceremoniously declined my poem and had fatefully pointed me toward the Argus. In some way, here was the catalyst of my undoing. But for the moment he was my rescuer. 

	I stopped before giving my own address. What would Sam do to me? Though it could not be worse than what was done to me tonight, he would only blame me for my troubles and add to them. I paused, and then, remembering her promise, gave Jacqueline’s address.

	“Oh, the Pemberton home,” he said, and I hid my face in my hands. I should have realized that he would know them. “They are very kind people, and if they are your friends you will be in good hands.”

	I sighed with relief, and we were soon at Jacqueline and Francis’ doorstep. Mr. Older escorted me to the door and waited with me until a maid, still with sleep in her eyes, answered the bell. She eyed me first with suspicion, and then with a glimmer of recognition. I hoped she would not greet me by name. 

	“Tell Francis that Fremont Older is here with an injured friend. There has been an accident, and she needs help immediately.” Mr. Older took charge before the maid could be indiscreet.

	The maid stepped aside and let us in. Mr. Older nodded to her, and as soon as she was out of sight he said, “I’ll leave you now. You will be safe here. And send me the next poem you write. The last one wasn’t half bad.” 

	And before I could reply, as I stood in shock, he was gone.

	Moments later, Jacqueline was wrapping me in a blanket and ordering a hot bath. I woke up in a soft bed with a hot cup of tea at my side and a sourdough roll with sweet butter alongside, and a stack of blank paper, a fountain pen on the desk nearby.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	March 10, 1920

	 

	Jacqueline sent for Sam once she deemed me fully recovered from my ordeal, and he bore me away with a show of care that I knew was a false display for the Pembertons’ consumption. Once home, I awaited the barrage, but instead he ignored me completely. I wisely shut myself not in the bedroom we shared, but in the other bedroom that we used for occasional guests.

	We tiptoed tentatively around one another, avoiding any reference to the past several days. How we could not speak of what had happened was a testament to the ultimate destruction of our relationship.

	At last, at dinner he made his announcement. Sam had ended the lease on the house as of the first of June, agreeing generously let me stay there until then. I had jeopardized his future with my antics, as he called him, and he was through with me. He was leaving for Argentina on April first, and I could stay in the house until the first of June, after which I could sell the furniture and keep the proceeds as my settlement. Other than that, he was washing his hands of me. In the future, he would dine alone.

	I nodded, grateful for his generosity, and grateful that he did no worse than end our relationship formally, as it had ended spiritually long before. Our evening passed dully, with each of us preoccupied with our own thoughts. 

	On a better note, someone has posted Mrs. Whitney’s bail, outrageously set at $10,000, so she could be free while her case awaited appeal. Rumor had it Francis Pemberton was somehow involved. Bless those two, Jacqueline and Francis. 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	April 1, 1920

	 

	On the last night before he left for Argentina, Sam asked me to dine with him. I had been taking a tray to my room for three weeks, so it made for a change, but I was still edgy as I sat down. He ate in silence, and therefore so did I, but when we were finished, he put his glass of port down and looked at me. He cleared his throat a few times, and I waited. Finally he spoke.

	“Violetta, I don’t know how to say this. When I met you, you were beautiful to behold, and I was captivated by you. Your energy, your brave journalism, your fervent support of the Progressive movement… You’ve changed into a woman I don’t really recognize, willing to take foolish risks to yourself and to others, and you never think a minute beyond your actions.”

	I raised my eyebrows, almost ready to take him to task. I had changed? He had gone from the compelling, heart-stopping firebrand to a self-serving capitalist, from thrilling companion to a man who moved between icy aloofness and rough fury. But I held my tongue. 

	“When you worked for Miss Bary, she tried to teach you to plan. You did good work, but once she left you showed yourself to be as flighty as a young girl. The idea that you wrote a radical poem and had it published without asking me, without regard to the consequences, not just to yourself but to me, still stuns me. That you lied and never once mentioned that you were running back and forth to Oakland to attend that communist’s trial, that saddens me.”

	That was quite a speech. It was as if he had written in out, memorized it, and delivered it at the table. He had schooled his face into a mask of pity, but the contempt kept slipping out. I started to remonstrate, but he held up his hand. He hadn’t finished his piece. “I know you disagree. But that’s not what I want to tell you. I am leaving tomorrow, and when I return, I don’t want to be associated with you. Many believe we are married and may still believe that we are legally bound unless we divorce. You will announce that we have divorced, and you will accept any scandal that follows. If you hope to ruin me by disclosing our cohabitation, believe me, the price you will pay will be vastly higher. I have told Mr. Dohrmann the truth, and though he disapproves strongly, he thinks only slightly less of me than before. I have reassured him that I will not leave you penniless. With the sale of the furniture you will be funded for a time.

	“But lastly, and this is hardest for me to say, I want to tell you I did love you once. I did, Violetta, though I no longer do. I loved you, and for that, I thank you.”

	He got up, left the table, and locked himself in the study. In the morning, he and his trunks had left for Argentina. 

	I called the furniture broker the next day.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	May 1, 1920

	 

	I received a summons to lunch from Fremont Older. I had not dared approach him since his rescue of me in March, but his parting words were never far from my brain. At last, and with great trepidation, I had written to him the previous week with a proposal, and to my relief he invited me to call on him. 

	I entered the fine restaurant near the Call’s new offices and spotted him sitting alone at a corner table, a whiskey already in hand. He rose slightly to meet me as the maitre d’hôtel pulled out my chair. “Whiskey?” he asked me. I shook his head, although I would have likely benefitted from a drink.

	“Let us go straight to business, so that you may have an appetite for your lunch,” he said. “Two soles, meunière,” he added to the waiter, who nodded and left, as if I had been invisible.

	“Now, my dear, I have taken on far less promising projects in my day. I have hired female editors, I have taken convicted murderers and housed them in my own home to rehabilitate them. Backing a project destined to fail is not foreign to me.”

	I blushed. Destined to fail was not how I saw my proposal.

	“Your proposal is nonsense. You know something about workers’ rights, I do know who your father was, and you may know a bit about the minimum wage,” he added.

	I opened my mouth to remonstrate with him. I knew more than a bit.

	“But we don’t need another article on the misery of the working woman, or the unfairness of the low wages. What we need is something that will rock the boat, knock the complacency out of the newly enfranchised women. Women in California have had the vote since 1911 and have done nothing to better their condition. Women will likely have the vote by the end of this summer across the nation, and California women will be able to vote in all elections. Now is the time to grab them by their lovely lapels and open their eyes, to mix the metaphor.

	“Now, how can you influence these women with no connections of your own? What can you do besides write?”

	“Play fifteen-ball pool,” I said facetiously.

	Mr. Older actually winked at me. “When you figure out an angle to write about, you have a project.”

	I looked down, stymied. I knew no one influential except Mr. Dohrmann, whom I could never again face. I had no “angle.” 

	An absurd thought came to mind. “Prostitutes are future voters, too. They are the ones who have taken the brunt of the closing of the houses, and they are some of the most pathetic ones thrown to the mercy of society. Perhaps I can write about them, even influence them. If there were living wages, women would not have to sell themselves.”

	Fremont Older threw his head back and laughed. I looked back down at the table, mortified. “No, no, don’t be upset! The idea is absurd, but not as bad as your first idea. There’s potential there, and if it’s original, it sells.”

	“Sells?”

	“Papers, silly girl. That’s what we do, right?”

	I nodded, dejected. That’s what the Argus had done, and it had cost me everything. I said so to Mr. Older.

	“But everything is what counts. If you don’t give everything, you get nothing. But let us discus this. What whores do you know?”

	I, of course, knew none. “And now I don’t even know how to find one.” I thought about the girl so long ago on the Oakland street.

	“Well then, let me tell you how. There is a madam up in Sonoma who runs a most elegant house, and every influential man in California who is not impotent or a Mormon has frequented her establishment. She closed up her San Francisco shop when the getting was good and opened up in a place called El Verano. It is an extremely high class joint, the women are beautiful—and most prostitutes are not even pretty, legend to the contrary. The madam is gracious, intelligent, and well informed. She has a fine cook, an excellent liquor storehouse, and the best musical entertainment to be had. You could go to her, write about her girls…” 

	He stopped, this time it was he who stared into the distance. Then he banged his spoon on the table. “In fact, become one of her girls!”

	I sat back, outraged. “You are joking.”

	“No, I am not. I can see it now: the true story of a working girl, as told to The Call! You are quite pretty, though a bit on the tall side, and well spoken. You have had, shall we say, adventures, so you will not be shocked at the tasks to which you are appointed. You will gain access to the most influential men in California. And think about the goldmine of material you will have for your writing! If you write about your experiences, changing the names, obviously, so you don’t get us sued for libel, I will consider publishing it. Your story will reach the hearts and minds of the people who matter most.

	“Meanwhile, I will back your expenses and await your report. Of course, you must not tell her I sent you. But write a brilliant series on your life as a high-class whore, and your literary future is assured.”

	I was still horrified, but Mr. Older was already talking details. “You must send it all at once, not piecemeal, so I can review it in its entirety before making a decision. I know you can write, and I know you can think. And there’s nothing left for you here in San Francisco now. So, are you in?”

	After about a minute I nodded. Fremont Older’s face split into a grin. “Now that’s my girl!” He shook my hand across the table. “You have signed on for a great adventure!”

	I shook his hand, glorying in his approval, my head buzzing with confusion.

	Only now, in the quiet, empty house, I wondered what on earth had I agreed to?

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	The Harlot’s Pen

	A Serial in Parts

	By. V. Strone

	 


Part One

	 

	 

	“All of the above, you must understand, were small potatoes compared to Spanish Kitty.”

	Petaluma Press Democrat

	 

	Kate Lombard opened the door to a tall, dark-haired woman in a demure, gray dress. She looked her visitor up and down aggressively as the woman stood silently on the wide veranda that graced the shaded front of the house. No automobile, cart, or carriage stood in the broad drive between the rosebushes or in the stone-paved area before the lawn. Troy, her Aztec hairless dog, gave a short yip and turned away, uninterested. This wasn’t a new client to welcome. 

	It wasn’t often that a society lady knocked on Spanish Kitty’s door, except for the temperance ladies and the Saturday Afternoon Women’s Club members bent on reform. The lady looked right back at Kate, her eyes as dark as hers, her hair almost as black, and her lips, unrouged though they were, as full and luscious. “Good afternoon,” Kate said at last.

	“And good afternoon to you, too, Miss Lombard. May I come in?”

	Kate raised her eyebrows a bit, then stepped back from the door to allow her visitor passage. It was too warm for a wrap, and the visitor had none, but she did sport a straw hat with a gray ribbon that perfectly matched her dress. Kate’s own dress was merely a sheath of white muslin, with an overdress of light material, tied with a white, silk cord at the waist. It was after noon, but Kate didn’t usually dress until four, so her morning outfit served only to bridge the time between arising and the beginning of the work day. She felt the visitor’s eyes scan her from top to toe, taking in the easy gown and the open collar. Kate felt no urge to pull the cloth closed, and instead fought the impulse to open it further in defiance of the tired town moralists.

	“You know my name, but I am at a loss for yours,” Kate said, seating herself at the edge of a large, graceful chair and motioning her visitor onto the settee across from her. Troy lay down at her feet, and Kate saw the woman’s eyes flicker to the unusual dog. Kate moved the empty glasses, sticky with cordial, away from the small table next to her.

	“Miss Violetta Strone,” the woman said. “Lately of San Francisco.”

	“Enchanted,” Kate replied, and Miss Strone’s lips twitched a bit at the tone.

	In the silence, both women assessed each other. Finally, Miss Strone spoke. “You may well wonder as to the nature of my call.”

	“Indeed,” Kate replied, still drily. She did not feel compelled to help Miss Strone in whatever lofty errand of salvation brought her to Spanish Kitty’s doorstep and beyond. “It was kind of you to admit me without inquiring,” Miss Strone added.

	“And unlike me. But you were saying…”

	“I do understand, and let me assure you I have not come to moralize or proselytize. In fact, my mission may surprise you.”

	Kate stiffened slightly at the mention of a mission. In her long experience, no good came of anyone’s mission. She had been in business, or in the business if not in ownership, for twenty years, and she had limited interest in other peoples’ missions. “It undoubtedly will. But I must urge you to your point. If you have a pamphlet you wish to leave with me, or some other uplifting work, you may do so and be done.”

	Since the end of the Great War, visitors to Spanish Kitty’s Resort at El Verano had become less formal and more open to conversation and pleasure. It was still rare that a lady visited alone, and rarer still that she came into the parlor. Kate didn’t mind being rude, but she knew well the risks attendant on offending society women unnecessarily. Even in permissive Sonoma, lawsuits to shut down women’s businesses were not unknown. However, her days were busy, and her nights…

	“You are a woman of stature and directness,” Miss Strone interrupted her thoughts. “I want to work for you.”

	Kate sat back, startled. Girls often came to her, maybe once a month, to the back door of her Resort, seeking work. They were usually young, fresh, furtive, and often newly deflowered. They had no other source of funds, they had little knowledge of men, and could only converse in banalities. Some acted cocky, trying to impress, and others were clearly terrified and desperate. She rarely hired them, but took them in for a week, fed them, let them earn a wage in her kitchen, and sent them on their way. She did not, in her opinion, run a whorehouse. She ran a salon. Never in her career, either in San Francisco or here in her El Verano Resort near the city of Sonoma, had a lady so approached her.

	“You must be joking, Miss Strone, though it is an amusing joke, at that.”

	“I am not,” Miss Strone replied evenly. “I am obviously not a practiced courtesan, but I can converse better than most. I am widely read, and I can cook, too. I am not a virgin—I expect that in your business such a statement will not be overbold—and I am prepared to work very hard for you. I am not from this area, and I am not known here, so I have no reputation to hold me back.”

	“Nor references to vouchsafe your truthfulness. I do not take on spies, moles, or other infiltrators. What are you really, Miss Strone? A reformer in plain clothing? A spy for a lawyer after a fee? And be honest with me, or I will escort you to the door.”

	The woman appeared to think for a moment. She did not seem anxious or frightened, nor was she brazen or falsely tough. She seemed to think that Kate’s request was reasonable and should be granted. “I am being truthful. I wish to work in your salon for perhaps one or two months. I will give you good value.”

	Kate rose. “Thank you, Miss Strone. It was a pleasure meeting you. I will see you out.” Miss Strone stayed seated, and for the first time color rose in her face. Kate continued to stand, her mouth pressed in a line. The dog stood with her, his smooth, warm and hairless skin pressed against her leg. There was something truly strange about this Miss Violetta Strone, and Kate felt a surge of nerves. “I am waiting.”

	Violetta Strone sighed and reached into her leather bag. She pulled out a pamphlet. Here it comes, Kate thought. The suffrage pamphlet, the moral guide, the Save Your Soul leaflet. Miss Strone handed it to Kate, who took it reluctantly. The Rape of the Working Woman, by V. Strone. Kate looked at Miss Strone. “You are the writer?” Miss Strone nodded, her color rising more. She was almost pretty when she flushed, Kate thought. She looked at the pamphlet in her hand and unwillingly opened it. It seemed to be a set of verses, perhaps ten pages long. Words like rapine and violation jumped out at her. “Quite a title. Guaranteed to open minds and hearts.”

	Miss Strone looked up sharply. “It does so indeed. And the Petaluma Argus published much of it. It tells the truth of the life of a woman forced to work at the mercy of men. That life is not easy.” Miss Strone had the decency to look embarrassed at Kate’s laugh. “But you are a powerful woman, Miss Lombard. Powerful with connections to powerful men. Men who make or break the conditions of women’s work. Such conditions can be changed.”

	“And you want to change them here? Under my roof?” Kate laughed, her mirth brittle and harsh. “Go, Miss Strone. Take your poetry with you. And leave my salon alone.”

	Miss Strone gathered herself up. “Please. At least read it. And think about what I ask. I would only want to work, like any other denizen of this salon, and be entertaining. I would be ever so careful not to disturb the peace of your establishment.”

	“Peace! You have clearly no idea what you are talking about!”

	“It is likely you are right, Miss Lombard. But I can only know if you allow me to learn. I cannot write in ignorance. If the story of a prostitute is only presented through the judgmental lens of moralizing men, then the crusade that has shut the houses of San Francisco will continue unabated. The closing of houses throws women into the streets at the mercy of the criminal class, or floods the cheapened labor force, earning pittance at the cannery and the sweatshop!” 

	Miss Strone gasped for breath after her impassioned speech, but Kate only raised an eyebrow. “I am staying at the inn off Linden Street, close to here,” Miss Strone murmured. “Please think about it. Keep the pamphlet.” 

	Miss Strone stood up and brushed past Kate as she left the cool shade of the house. But she looked over her shoulder one last time, just as Kate looked up from reading her pamphlet. Though their eyes met, Kate did not acknowledge Miss Strone, as she was drawn back into the rhythmic verse before her.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Well, that could not have gone worse, Violetta thought as she hurried along Solano Avenue. She felt her cheeks burn as she recalled Miss Lombard’s disdain. “You, work for me? I’m afraid you have no idea what nonsense you’re speaking.” And that dog—he reminded her of a giant, gray rat.

	The dusty street widened, and the buildings on Solano Avenue became more numerous as Violetta approached her inn. The wide, shaded porch looked inviting, with its scattering of woven wicker rockers and low tables, and a glass of lemonade would have been very welcome, but Violetta walked quickly past the stooped man at the receiving desk and straight up the broad staircase to her room. She shut the door behind her and breathed a sigh of frustration. First she took off her straw hat, then loosened the collar of her dress, now damp with sweat, and fanned herself with the hat. The little breeze she could create didn’t do much to cool her, as the heat came from within. 

	She had had such high hopes for the encounter. She had assured herself that she had a fail-proof plan, and yet she had not managed it well. Once again, she had gone off half-cocked, without thinking through her strategy. Relying on her beauty, her quick wit, and her innate intelligence had gotten her far in her youth, but now as a woman nearing thirty, she needed more. And it got her nowhere with the madam of a salon. Surely she should have anticipated that.

	Planning, careful strategy, Miss Bary had emphasized the need for these above all. Knowing the enemy, the stakes, the route to a favorable outcome, Violetta had disregarded all of these lessons. Miss Bary had worked for two weeks in a cannery just to be able to speak with authority on the labor conditions for women there. Violetta had only read a few old newspaper articles on the pitch of the do-gooders urging the prostitutes off the streets and into factories, articles obviously deeply meaningless to her in her quest.

	Violetta closed her eyes. In the weeks after meeting with Mr. Older, she had tried to consider all of the angles of the absurd task she had undertaken. Years ago she had been left at the altar, hiding a shame that could ruin her. Then she had lived in sin with a man who had fled to Argentina when the opportunity presented itself. Now she was hoping to masquerade as a prostitute in order to write the definitive series that would cement her reputation—but whether as an immoral fool or as a serious journalist remained to be seen.

	She snorted with disgust. What blinders she had worn for the past month that even allowed her to consider such an assignment? She imagined Fremont Older leaning back in his chair, laughing in amusement that she would be willing to become a whore—a whore!—to write an article.

	And yet, in her heart there was a part of her that relished the idea, the same part that was excited to flout the marriage laws in the name of revolution, that had gleefully allowed her fiancé privileges that no sane woman would have allowed… Her heart was excited, but her head mocked her heart and reminded her that if she succeeded, or if she failed, she would have completed her ruin nonetheless.

	She had committed herself to this adventure, and it had to work. After all, her father had died for championing the rights of women, and if she couldn’t convince Spanish Kitty to take her on, how could she even think of persuading her high-rolling readers to her cause?

	 

	She sat alone at her little table, a candle lighting her dinner of boiled meat and a lumpy but delicious dish of cornmeal and little, hot, green peppers. The spiciness made her drink more of the landlord’s fine ale than she was accustomed to, and she rose a little woozily from her table at meal’s end. She dreaded the slow climb back to her room in the fading light of early summer, unwilling to face the heat of the second floor. Sonoma was far enough from the San Francisco Bay to have real summers, not the foggy coolness that June in San Francisco always brought, and Violetta had long forgotten how to survive in anything other than a brisk, salt air breeze.

	Instead, she walked out onto the porch and took a wicker rocking chair that was unoccupied, next to a dozing woman with gray tendrils escaping her bun in the heat. As she rocked gently she thought about what Fremont Older had told her about Kate Lombard, Spanish Kitty. She had been a fancy girl in San Francisco, but about ten years ago she had moved up to Sonoma, and opened her salon, or Resort, as she called it, in El Verano, near the town of Sonoma. She was as beautiful as Fremont Older had suggested, as tall as Violetta, and according to him, she had entertained every important man in the northern half of the state of California. The gracious house, the exotic dog, the careless housedress of meticulously soft weave, all spoke of influence and success. 

	She thought of Sam, now certainly in Argentina, where he hoped to make a real fortune, separate from the perfectly adequate maintenance his family’s wealth and his position at the Nathan-Dohrmann department stores provided. Stores that he maintained treated their workers as well as necessary, and no better than they needed. Stores that hired more apprentices than was legal, so they could pay less than the paltry minimum wage she had railed against last Christmas. 

	She tried to imagine Argentina. It would be hot there, she thought, perhaps as hot as Sonoma. Buenos Aires was said to be a boomtown, greatly resembling San Francisco with its glittering wealth, grinding poverty, and a world-class seaport that brought money, sailors, whores, and murderers together in a salty stew. She wondered how Sam would get on there, and for a moment she felt a pang of longing for him. Then she remembered his slaps, his disdain, his contempt. “You’re a dreamer, and have no concept of what the world is all about. Full of crazy ideas, but at least you’re too inconstant to do any real harm.” He had let those federal goons take her away without protest. She could not wish him well. 

	Before going to bed, she fingered the keys she had taken from the old jail, now talismanic in their importance. She closed her fingers around them, closed her eyes tight. This had to work.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“As one of my constituents, I think I should tell you that there seems to be considerable unrest about pawnbrokers. I enclose a bill which is introduced in the house.” Henry Lyon to Abe Cohen.

	 

	Kate looked towards the door, but despite its many openings and closings that evening, Miss Strone did not appear. Kate knew an unescorted woman would never venture out in the evening, and certainly not to a salon, but there was something queer about that tall, dark-haired woman, something unsettling that made Kate leery of her and kept her wondering if she would arrive, inappropriately and unannounced, to press her suit for employment. No other petitioner had ever showed up at the front door clutching a poem.

	“A little quiet tonight, my dear,” Henry Lyon said, running his fingers along the seam of her sleeve. Kate smiled at him. He was such a dear man, undemanding, kind, and generous. “That’s better. Don’t want to see my little Kitty sad.”

	Kate metaphorically squared her shoulders. Undemanding or not, the gentlemen who came to her Resort came to be entertained, understood, and petted, not to look at a sour-faced, worried woman. Not that she was worried herself, of course, but those verses stayed in her mind. Miss Strone had written some very powerful words. 

	“Of course not, bear cub,” she replied. “Let me get you a cordial.” Kate turned to catch the eye of Samantha, who nodded and quickly poured Henry a crystal glass full of the amber liquid. The new laws prohibiting the sale of liquor were a running joke in Spanish Kitty’s Salon, and the machinations of the government, far away in Washington, had little effect on Kate’s private club. “The harvest was good this year with our boys home from the Great War,” she remarked, taking a glass of cordial for herself. Her own vineyards stretched over several acres, not a mile from her Resort, and her small distillery produced enough for her to entertain her exclusive company. 

	“And the cordial is remarkably good, if lacking in whiskey flavor,” Henry said teasingly. Though well placed in the government of the State himself, he had no interest in enforcing the Amendment or honoring the Volstead Act. “Did I tell you, Kitty, that I had the most remarkable letter today from Los Angeles? It appears that one Jew, a Mr. Cohen, has a fat finger in a larger pie, one of the most despicable pies in the state—a pawnbroker. I believe I mentioned this before?”

	Kitty nodded, and made her interested face. She furrowed her black, arching brows slightly, parted her lips appealingly, and gazed at Henry Lyon as he spoke. He indeed had mentioned his hatred of pawnbrokers often, and his odd liberal views on Labor as well. She thought of Miss Strone. Here was someone that she would fancy, only to discover that he was far and away beyond her understanding. She shook her head, thinking of Miss Strone’s foolishness. 

	“No? You disagree, my lovely?” 

	Kate caught herself. She had not heard the last part of Henry’s discourse. “Oh heavens, Henry, not at all. I simply am amazed at the brazenness of some people!”

	Henry Lyon smiled. “You are sharp, my dear. Brazenness is not a feature you would be unfamiliar with. Indeed, I was brazen in writing to Mr. Cohen, and even more so in encouraging the Committee to back the bills in the house that will clamp down on some of these pawnbrokers’ excesses.”

	“And so, shall Mr. Cohen and his brethren desist from pawn-brokering?”

	Henry Lyon leaned back and laughed. “For heaven’s sake! Not at all! Kitty, what is it with you tonight? Have you lost your intelligence to some affair of the heart?”

	“Heaven forbid, Henry, my bear cub. You have my heart, my soul, and my mind—at least tonight!” She raised her glass to him and drank. “I was only worried because without pawnbrokers, where will the hard up go for loans? No bank would credit them, nor indeed would I!” 

	“Naturally, Kitty. Have no fear. I will apprise you of the results of my brazenness, as you call it. I am headed to Los Angeles tomorrow and will call on friend Cohen myself. I will say, though, that I personally have guaranteed many a grocery bill for the hard up, as you call them, those struggling families, especially in war time, and have yet to have to pay a bill myself. They have always risen to their word.” Henry Lyon was indeed known for his generosity and would hand a scullery maid a dollar as quickly as most would pinch her bottom. Though he indulged in that as well. It was fortunate, thought Kate, that he did enjoy both a round bottom and a generous purse. It was men like Henry that kept her Resort booming.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The sun was well up the following morning when Violetta made her way to the inn’s dining room. A Mexican woman with a long braid served her coffee and a sweet roll crisscrossed in a checkerboard pattern with brown and white sugars. She had spent an uneasy night, neither awake nor asleep, reliving her foolishness. 

	Sam was right. She was impractical and foolish. It must run in the family, she thought. Her father, who had so bravely ruled for a poor piece-work seamstress, had never expected to die for his opinion. And his decision was overturned two years later on appeal. What permanent change could she bring? She felt empty, abandoned, unmarried, unloved, and a fool to boot. The tears started, wetting her pillow, leaving her puffy-eyed and headachy in the morning. 

	Why was it that darkness allowed all of one’s failings to materialize before one’s sleepless eyes, she wondered, and every detail of every mishap could replay with faultless accuracy before the cringing and unwilling memory? Memories fresh enough or virulent enough to make her squirm with shame or cry with frustration. 

	She was not at her best, then, when a boy of twelve or so stopped her in the foyer of the inn with an impudent little whistle. 

	“Hey, miss!” he said, almost blocking her way. “You Miss Strone?” 

	Violetta blinked at him a second, then nodded. 

	“Well, here’s a note from Mrs. Kate for you,” he said and winked. He waited. She realized he was waiting for a coin, but having none on her person, and not wanting to go up to her room and back down again, she nodded and with a murmured thanks turned away. “Cheap-fisted tart,” the boy said and dashed from the room before the old man at the desk could rise from his rocker to chastise him.

	With shaking hands, Violetta opened the letter. “You may call on me at your pleasure. Kate Lombard.” She folded it in pieces and clutched it tightly as she remounted the steps. Success was more terrifying than failure.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Miss Strone is late. A very undesirable sign, likely the result of a soft life. Kate smiled grimly. She was unused to a petitioner for employment who lacked the immediate, grinding need to work. A soft life some had. But her reply note had been unambiguous. “Thank you. I am grateful and will call on you this afternoon at half past three.” The clock had chimed the hour and had now rung the half. 

	It had proven an unexpectedly interesting night. Henry Lyon was always a treat, and she enjoyed the high regard he had for her intelligence, but more than that, he had, of his own accord, started the topic of women factory workers himself. Of course, labor disputes were all the rage again, with the men back from the war and eager to keep the advancements they had reaped before leaving. Unless one was dead, Kate thought, one would have heard of the unions, their struggles, and influence. Some men, like Mr. Hearst, who often stopped in for a visit on his way back from the Grove, were often angered by the demands of the workers. Others, Mr. Older, for example, championed the workers in their newspapers. But Henry Lyon, now he was an enigma, and though he worked in what some might think was an underhanded way, he seemed genuine in his interest in working women. And by that, she quipped, he meant factory women, not women in her line of work.

	“I love women in your kind of work, Kitty,” he’d replied, “but you haven’t unionized yet, and I pray you never do, for you earn far above the minimum wage!”

	“So you believe the factory women are abused?” Kate had asked.

	“If giving women the vote isn’t abusing them, then giving them work isn’t either. But to pay them to steal work from men is a crime.”

	“But Henry, darling, what woman would work long hours on her feet, in the heat of a cannery, just for the pleasure of it? Surely she would only do it if she needed to feed her children, and if she needed to feed the children it was because either she had no man, or he couldn’t make enough to support the family.”

	“You sound like Valeska, Kitty! Next I will find you working on my committees!”

	Kate had heard the name Valeska before, but had never paid it any mind, except, of course, to remember it. A good companion remembered all the names the gentlemen dropped—and not just to make better conversation. Sometimes a remembered name gave early warning to trouble. 

	Kate looked around her parlor. The lateness of the hour ensured that it was tidier than when Miss Strone had appeared yesterday. By four, Spanish Kitty and her kittens were ready to receive the earliest callers, although it was generally quiet until the evening. In June, with the late sunset, revelers would enjoy entertainment of the lighter sort on her wide verandah and move into the parlor when the stars began to shine. Musicians could play on the porch well into the night, and cards and dice could be thrown by lamplight. Only upstairs, where the lovers partook of the most heated forms of enchantment, was off-limits until eight. 

	Kate had figured out long ago, when she opened her first house in San Francisco, that unlike a common harlot, a real courtesan was only available for loving at chosen times. Convenience was for those in less demand. That thought struck her again now, as she waited for Miss Strone. Kate was not the one who was usually kept waiting. Her potential welcome began to chill.

	The clock chimed the three quarters when Kate saw Miss Strone hurrying up the walk. She was dressed more fashionably today, with a black and white barrel dress caught low at the waist, a wide neckline, and the hem ending several inches above her ankles. She sported the same wide straw hat with the gray ribbon, and shoes with a heel that, as she reached Kate’s door, made her even taller than Kate herself. That won’t do, Kate caught herself thinking. I tower over men as it is. I couldn’t have a kitten who dwarfed even me. Kate had but a moment to realize that the thought was the opposite of her plan before Miss Strone was speaking.

	“I am so glad that you will receive me, Miss Lombard. I hurried, but I was delayed in my progress by a letter, and so am less punctual than I would always like to be. I assure you that I would be timely to my work.” She spoke breathlessly, and her cheeks were flushed with the heat of the day and her quick walk from the inn.

	“You get ahead of yourself, Miss Strone.” Kate stood aside and let her guest enter. “Sit down. I will bring you a lemonade.” Kate rang the small silver bell on the table, and Samantha hurried in. “A glass of lemonade for Miss Strone, if you would, Samantha. And tell Sharon and Lily to finish dressing and come sit on the porch. I do not wish to be disturbed for the next half an hour.” 

	Miss Strone sat fanning herself with her hand. “After so many years in San Francisco I have become unused to this weather,” she said.

	“Yes, I too had to re-acclimate to Sonoma’s warmth when I left San Francisco,” Kate replied, taking a sweating glass of lemonade from Samantha. Once the parlor door was closed, she turned to Miss Strone. “I found your poem very moving.”

	Miss Strone gazed at her, gratified. “Thank you. It has given me no end of grief since the Argus published it. Thank heavens Mr. Older did not accept it, as San Francisco might have been even more violent in its reaction. Though word has spread even there of my publication. Which is why I have to be here.”

	Kate smiled slightly. “And your husband, Miss Strone? For though you call yourself Miss, there is often a Mister.”

	Miss Strone’s eyes widened. “How… but there isn’t a Mister Strone,” she concluded strongly.

	“Indeed not. No wedding bells for a girl like you?” 

	Miss Strone stayed silent.

	“Come now, Miss Strone. If you are going to importune me with employment, you are going to have to come clean with me about your past.” Again, Kate wondered where this speech came from. It had certainly not been her intent to discuss the lunatic possibility of hiring Miss Strone. She had been toying with offering an exclusive interview designed to enhance her own position, and this only after she knew a good deal more about Miss Violetta Strone. But she dangled the possibility nonetheless.

	“So you’ll consider hiring me?” Hope, mingled with something else, terror perhaps, showed on the high brow and dark eyes of the petitioner.

	It was Kate’s turn to keep quiet. She watched as Miss Strone came to the realization that the next move in this silly chess game was hers. Finally, with a deep breath, Miss Strone began her story.

	“It’s true. I don’t know how you know. I suppose you have a sense about these things. I did live with Sam for nearly three years without a marriage license. I had been engaged years ago, but,” she paused and swallowed hard, “but I was left at the altar. I mean, really. Left at the altar in a dress, with fifty guests, my mother—my father died when I was twelve—and my girlfriends, and cousins. I can’t tell you what that was like. The tears, the hidden smirks, the pity.”

	“And the baby?” Kate asked.

	Violetta glared. “Gin and hot baths. Scalding. A lot of gin,” she whispered. Kate nodded. This, at least, was a regular part of the aspiring worker’s story. “I was twenty-two and had actually gone to college for two years. I had written poetry, stories, all under a pen name, and had sold more than a few. But the shame of being jilted and the aftermath, well, that took over everything. I went into seclusion for over a year. And when I ventured back out into the world, it was as a hardened woman. I met Sam at a reading of progressive writings. He was on the board at Nathan-Dohrmann, but he knew other poets, especially Maud Younger, and I was swept off my feet. He didn’t believe in marriage, he said. He was a leader of the Progressive Party, he believed in the unions, he believed in the minimum wage, all the right things. I felt had no choice. I was damaged goods, after all. After six months, I moved into his house on Russian Hill.”

	Kate knew Russian Hill and how pleasant that area of San Francisco was. As girl from Healdsburg, she had understood the allure of San Francisco and had only retreated to El Verano after her efforts to expand her house to that delightful Russian Hill neighborhood herself had been opposed by the local powers and the climate of permissiveness in San Francisco began to chill. Sonoma was far more welcoming.

	“Sam changed, though. Over time, he was less the romantic and more the hard-edged businessman. My charms, I guess, failed me. And though he had met me in the Progressive movement, and he turned his back on the movement, he called me inconstant and undedicated. He left me two months ago, for Argentina.”

	“And then you decided to show him wrong? You wanted to prove your commitment? Is that why you had that verse published?”

	“You are most perceptive, Miss Lombard. But not quite. I published the verses, and he left afterwards. I only had my writing to survive my second abandonment. I sought out the newspapers and hoped to get some interest, especially from Mr. Fremont Older, who has championed women as reporters and editors. Miss Bary had abandoned the cause for the increase in the minimum wage for women and had left for Washington. The bottom fell out of all of the work we were doing, and it needed someone to revitalize the fight.”

	“Who is this Miss Bary you are so devoted to?” Kate asked archly. She was forming a rather unsavory picture of Miss Strone and her puppy-like devotion to this woman.

	“Oh, you don’t know of Valeska Bary?” Kate started. Valeska? Was this the woman who had so enthralled Henry Lyon? Miss Strone obviously knew her, was in her thrall somehow, too. No wonder Henry had known about the poem and a couple of salty facts about the poetess. Kate shook her head, and Miss Strone continued her narrative. “She is the most amazing, dedicated leader of women. She single-handedly mediated labor disputes in Los Angeles, she campaigned for suffrage and protections for women and children workers, and even worked in the government in Sacramento. A most incredible woman. And when she speaks, you will follow her anywhere. The only woman who could outdo her in the world of persuasion is Alice Paul. Now there is someone so devoted to her cause that her heart has frozen over.” Miss Strone had become animated, her cheeks flushed no longer with the summer heat. She leaned forward, her modern-cut neckline giving a glimpse of full breasts and lightly, dewy skin. 

	“I’m afraid those names mean nothing to me,” Kate said. It wasn’t strictly true, of course, but her context had been different. They were names of women who meant something to the gentlemen who passed through her salon, women of a certain influence. Suddenly Miss Strone’s notion of influencing politics through the salon seemed slightly less preposterous. “Come to your point, Miss Strone. I am expecting company.”

	Her momentum stopped, Miss Strone seemed to have trouble getting started again. “And so,” she paused. “And so,” she began again, “I am alone again. I came up with a plan. They say,” she leaned forward again, warming to her topic once more, “that women will turn to prostitution if they cannot be paid enough for other work. Miss Bary worked two weeks as a cannery worker to learn the real conditions of their labor. I wish to work for you to see the conditions of your labor. And to write the ultimate exposé of the true conditions….” 

	Kate had risen. “You are an idiot. I had no real understanding of your foolishness until this moment. I read your poem. It is moving, indeed. It led me to think you were more insightful, or thoughtful. But if you think you will work here as Marie Antoinette playing milkmaid at my expense, for your romantic and idiotic notion of experimentation… And then write about it? Get out!”

	“No! That is not… well, perhaps at some level it is. But I beg of you, listen yet a bit more. There are very influential men who are entertained here. Mr. Older told me.”

	“Really, Miss Strone?”

	Miss Strone gazed up at Kate. “Yes. He told me about you.” Kate smiled tightly, an atypical sense of satisfaction in her throat. “And I can speak to those men. I cannot very well take the train to Sacramento and barge into Henry Lyon’s office, can I?”

	Kate stood there, staring at Miss Strone. This woman could be the destruction of everything she had built.

	“Or perhaps I could.” Miss Strone said suddenly. “Maybe, you could give me a letter of introduction. I know he visits you. Mr. Older said so.” At that, she put her head in her hands, the meaning of her words finally becoming clear to her. “I am not blackmailing you, Miss Lombard. Believe me. I am only dedicated to saving the Progressive movement, getting my work published, and rebuilding my life. My articles, the ones I will write, could allow me an independent life, the useful life of reform and writing that I crave. But the problem with the publication, well, there are some people who think that the poem shows, how can I explain this, communist sympathies.” 

	“You’d best be going,” Kate said. “Now.” She was barely resisting the urge to fling this woman out by her black hair, or call Moses, her peace-keeper, to eject her. A communist! There would be no exclusive interview. Troy, sensing her unease, bared a single tooth. Kate opened the door. 

	“Oh, Miss Kitty,” sang the voice of Lily, one of her best workers. “Guess who’s here?” Kate recognized the code. Someone important is here, and the unspoken, a little early.

	She shot a killer glance at Miss Strone, who had not yet moved. Good Lord, a communist sympathizer who wanted to work in her house to be able to write about whoring and influence important men to her cause? There could be no greater damnation than that, except perhaps if she were diseased to boot: a poxy communist woman writer. She would get her out without delay.

	Kate turned to the door, blocking its entry with her body, but the moment had been lost. A heavyset, mustachioed man walked towards her, holding out his hands.

	“Well, come on in, Will,” she said, forcing a smile. William Hearst was always, always welcome. 

	“Don’t mind if I do, Kitty. It’s hotter than the Hell we’re all going to fry in out there.” He pulled his hat off his head, tossed it on the table, and loosened his cravat, all in one apparent motion. And caught sight of Violetta. “And what have we here?” he asked, his voice deepening into a throaty rumble. “A new kitten for our Spanish Kitty? Hello, darling. I’m William. And you are…”

	Kate met Miss Strone’s eye and shook her head no. Miss Strone stood up, curtseyed a little, and held out her hand. Kate shut her eyes tight as Miss Strone shook William Randolph Hearst’s hand. “I’m Violetta. It’s my first day.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	My God, William Hearst! Violetta felt her heart double-strike, and for a moment the room throbbed. She held out her hand, and the great newspaper magnate shook it, a little smile on his lips. He looked her up and down slowly as she stood before him, trying to hide her shaking. He turned back to Miss Lombard. “Well, classy broad you’ve got here. Violet, eh? I like the name. So, Violet,” he said turning back to her and again giving her the once-over, “you new in town?”

	Violetta resumed her seat as Miss Lombard’s eyes widened in warning. Am I supposed to stay standing? What does a whore say to the greatest newspaper magnate in the State? And after all his scathing editorials against prostitution, to find him here! I can’t mention Fremont Older or anyone else I know, and I can’t talk about the Movement, or poetry, or, oh my goodness, what do I say?

	Miss Lombard came to the rescue. “Will, Violetta is from your neck of the woods. She’s just come up from San Francisco and has really just arrived at the Resort. Fetch us some lemonade, would you, Violetta? And send Lily in. You may go to the porch and greet our later guests.”

	“Certainly, Miss Kitty,” Violetta said, taking a tiny satisfaction in addressing Miss Lombard by her professional name. Even if she had to serve lemonade. 

	She crossed in front of Mr. Hearst, and as she walked by he reached out and patted her bottom. She whirled around, furious and affronted, only to find Miss Lombard’s raised eyebrows. Mr. Hearst laughed. “She is brand new! My goodness, a total novice!” She felt her face heat up. “Kitty, what on earth are you running here? A school for wayward girls?”

	“Lemonade, Violetta.”

	Violetta could not get out of that room fast enough.

	“Though she’s hardly a girl,” she heard Mr. Hearst say as she shut the door behind her.

	Violetta stood in the foyer, breathing hard. Lemonade. She needed to fetch two glasses of lemonade, and then she had to go back in there. Here, her first day, she had the chance to talk to William Randolph Hearst, the publisher of the Examiner, the Call, and so many others. Mr. Fremont’s employer. But what if Mr. Hearst decided to solicit her services? She stood frozen to her spot, her mind longing to run, her feet immobilized by shock. 

	Finally, her nerves steadied. She walked to the kitchen where Samantha, the young woman who had served the drinks earlier, stood leaning against the wooden table. She wore a long black skirt embroidered at the bottom with a pattern of birds and flowers, and a white blouse, all covered by a starched, white apron. Her sandy brown hair was wrapped in a knot, and she had put a flower into the center of the bun. Seated at the table was a thin, brown-skinned man with a shaved head, in a short-sleeved, white under-shirt and black pants. They both looked up when she came in. Samantha frowned. “Yes, miss?”

	“Miss Kitty has requested two lemonades be brought to the parlor,” Violetta said.

	“I didn’t hear the bell,” Samantha said, but she didn’t move from the table. In the silence, Violetta took in the suspicious look on the man’s face, the confusion on Samantha’s. Her incongruous situation was incomprehensible to them. 

	“She didn’t ring. She has a guest and simply asked me to ferry the request to you. It was a whim, I believe.” It was somebody’s whim. That was certain. 

	Samantha nodded, still puzzled, but took the jar of lemonade from the icebox and poured two glasses. Violetta allowed her to pass by with the glasses, making no move to take them from her. “Thank you,” she said, leaving the kitchen. Without reentering the parlor, she walked quickly out the front door onto the porch.

	Lily and another woman, Sharon, sat on the porch fanning themselves. They eyed Violetta as she came across the porch and stopped. Violetta knew that this was the deciding moment. Either she sat down with them and threw her lot in with the whores, or she ran down the steps and back to her inn, and took the next train back to San Francisco. 

	There’s no home in San Francisco, she thought. She was an impulsive, changeable fool.

	“Miss? Are you all right?” the woman named Sharon asked.

	Violetta looked at her, her vision swimming before her. 

	“Sit down. You’re overcome with the heat,” Sharon said kindly, rising and taking her arm. She led her to a wicker rocker next to her own. “That’s a right pretty dress you have, miss. It’s the latest in fashion, isn’t it?”

	Violetta nodded. 

	“I saw that style in the Emporium catalog,” she went on. Violetta stiffened at the mention of the department store. “I love their catalog. I wonder where I can get a knock-off.” The catalog, full of up-to-the-minute fashions, was a fantasy book for those who then sought imitations at the lesser shops, replicas shoddily sewn in the sweatshops of Chinatown. A. B. C. Dohrmann was president of the Emporium, one of the many stars in his business constellation. Violetta had bought the dress at the store.

	“Thank you,” she murmured. What would Sharon think if she knew that Violetta was her newest fellow worker and that she spent more on this dress than most women earned in a month? The contradictions were not lost on Violetta.

	“Are you feeling better now, miss?” Lily asked. Violetta sensed an eagerness to get this intruder off the porch before the callers started arriving. 

	“Yes, much, thank you.” She started to rise. The whole idea had been idiotic, as Miss Lombard had said. And she was supposed to send Lily in.

	“Violetta!” All three women turned at the sharp tone of Miss Lombard, standing at the door. “Come inside,” she ordered. “Mr. Hearst would like to see you.”

	Violetta caught the stunned look on Lily’s face as she came fully to her feet, and eyes cast down, obediently followed Miss Lombard back into the house. 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Mr. Hearst leaned forward, his perspiring face near her own. “So, a San Francisco girl. How are you finding El Verano?”

	“It’s a lovely spot, Mr. Hearst. I find the serenity and the warm breezes to be most conducive to relaxation.”

	“Serenity? Conducive? Kitty, have you brought a college graduate into your bosom? Tell me, girl, Violet, isn’t it? Tell me, Violet, where did you learn such fancy words?”

	Violetta blinked at him. Fancy words? They were regular, normal words in her circle. “Oh, well Miss Kitty did mention that she only wants the most refined speech in her Resort,” Violetta tried.

	Mr. Hearst burst out with a guffaw that sent Violetta back into her chair. “Indeed, the most refined speech of all! Of all things!” He laughed again.

	“Entertain Mr. Hearst, will you, Violet?” Miss Lombard seemed to have taken Mr. Hearst’s name for her as correct. She opened the door and was about to step through to the foyer.

	“Violetta,” Violetta started to correct her, then stopped. No, Violet would be her name to Mr. Hearst, for so he had said, and to correct Miss Lombard would be to correct her guest. “Certainly,” she said instead, and watched with a combination of relief and dismay as her new employer, her hideous dog at her heels, left her to her own devices. She turned back to Mr. Hearst with her most winning smile, her mind scrambling for a safe topic. “I have followed the debate over prohibition in your editorials, Mr. Hearst,” she started.

	“My goodness, Violet. Kitty’s a smart cat, that’s for sure, but she’s got a real intellectual on her hands here. You know some men don’t like too bright a girl, don’t you, dearie? Maybe you came out of one of those fine San Francisco houses, where fancy talk is the aphrodisiac to the main course, so to speak. Or perhaps Kitty is only refining her stable of kittens at this lovely Resort. Though I do say, you mustn’t flinch when the gentlemen callers fondle your bottom.”

	“Oh, that. I was only surprised since you were sitting so far away. I underestimated your reach.” 

	“At your peril, girlie. Never underestimate a man’s reach.”

	She smiled, she hoped archly. Clearly one could say very little, and Mr. Hearst would carry the rest of the conversation himself. “Indeed, sir, to do so would certainly be to my peril and ultimate surprise.” Mr. Hearst laughed again, this time only in amusement. Once more, Violetta was able to breathe. “So tell me,” she said, using the technique that Miss Bary had been so intent on teaching, “what is it that speaks to you so about newspaper editing?” 

	Mr. Hearst leaned back in his chair. “It’s a fine way to make a bundle if you’ve got the right stories, the right editors, and the right advertisers. It can’t be beat as a showcase for one’s opinions, and it’s a way to matter to the world, to influence the bigger picture, to your own views.”

	“Fascinating. To express one’s views, of course, one needs to have some. Many people I meet have none whatsoever.”

	“Oh, Violet, my dear, everyone has views! It’s just that some are so banal, they aren’t worth speaking of. Others are wrongheaded and foolish. The key, of course, it to have well thought out views, and the connections and language to see them through.”

	“I am sure that your views are thoroughly well thought out.”

	He looked at her sharply. “Are you baiting me?”

	Violetta pulled back a bit. She had meant to be flattering, to draw him out by asking him his opinions, rather than venturing her own. Miss Bary had always said that this was the way to influence a man. First, learn his point of view. Then gain his interest, before finally putting your own views into his words. Violetta had clearly not perfected the first yet.

	She tried again. “I just wonder how someone as well-known as you can even find the time to filter through all of the demands and contradictions of those who would seek your favor and the influence your paper can provide. It must be hopelessly taxing.”

	That seemed to mollify Mr. Hearst, for he preened a bit. “It’s a matter of experience, my dear. And, of course, it’s a matter of money. There was a time…” and he was off in a story of money and influence. Samantha entered with a tray with a glass of cordial, and Mr. Hearst took it with a nod and a wink to the serving girl. She giggled back and swayed her behind as she left the room. He interrupted himself. “No cordial for you, Violet?”

	“Oh, I don’t drink spirits,” she answered without thinking. He put his glass down sharply. She looked up at him, startled, and realized her error. “I mean, never before sunset!” She tried a disarming smile.

	“Well, to you, my dear.” He raised his glass to her, and emptied it at a gulp. “It is always sunset somewhere.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	 “The Strassburg was operated … by Spanish Kitty, a tall, dark, strikingly handsome woman… Although her place provided liquor, dancing, and bawdy shows, much of its fame was founded on the proficiency of Spanish Kitty at fifteen-ball pool, at which she was the recognized champion of the Barbary Coast.” Herbert Asbury

	 

	The sun was no longer directly overhead, and the heat had mellowed to a balmy, late spring evening. Kate brought out the decks of cards, and several parties were playing at different tables. Poker was of course the favorite, but there was an enthusiastic group of rummy players as well, and they welcomed Violetta to their table. It was a relief to Kate not to have to watch her constantly, as she seemed to relax at the rummy table and converse with her fellow players easily and with charm. I must speak with her, though, before eight tonight. I will not have her in a room with any of the gentlemen. She is absolutely not going to engage in that sort of commerce in my house. And to write about it, no less! After all I’ve done to salvage a bit of life for myself and for my girls—to lose it all at the whim of some misplaced, publicity-seeking society do-gooder. 

	Kate felt her blood begin to boil again and pushed that thought from her mind. Even in her irritation she knew that was an unfair assessment of Miss Strone. And it was nice to have a fine woman of Miss Strone’s class in her company. She would have to think of her as Violetta, or Violet, as she suddenly started calling herself after Will made the error. Violet the whore. Kate shook her head. That was a laugh.

	Kate gazed around the room. It was a good night, but most nights were. Cold and rain brought fewer men in, but bigger spenders, taken one at a time. Warm weather brought the groups of card players, and for those gamblers she knew and trusted, access to the back parlor for dice-throwing. And all weather brought commerce for the girls, for Lily, Sharon, Posie, and Rose. Kate smiled a little smile to herself. Violet, another flower. What a coincidence.

	Kate rang for Samantha, who came in with trays of drinks, little bowls of hot beans, pork rinds, and boiled eggs. As the evening progressed, the drinking progressed, too, from lemonade, to cordials made from her own grapes and plums, to bootleg whiskey of the finest sort, provided by her gentlemen themselves. Kate herself preferred whiskey to all other liquor and could hold it like a man. She’d had plenty of practice, she mused, having had her first sip of gin at age twelve, after her first man. Took the sting away, her mother had said.

	The rummy game was breaking up, and Jonathan, Gold, and Reggie were eyeing Violetta appraisingly. Violetta appeared oblivious to the looks, shuffling the cards and sipping her lemonade. It was time to intervene before one of the fellows made a move. 

	“Violet, you are wanted in the kitchen,” she said to Violetta, her voice firm but pleasant. “I believe there’s a dish there for you to take a little supper.”

	“She can sup with me,” Gold said with his strong accent. He said it was Turkish, but Kate knew better. He had a first name, but it was said to be long and unpronounceable, so no one bothered with it. Violetta grinned at him.

	“No doubt she’d love to,” Kate intervened. She was known for her easy humor, and it was part of her business acumen to keep a pleasant face unless matters got seriously out of hand. When that happened, she had Moses. And a shotgun. And she was a crack shot. “But the poor girl hasn’t eaten since this morning, and I fear she would faint at your table.”

	Gold laughed. “Or in my bed. But as long as she faints in my arms, I have no complaints!”

	“She’s too tall for ya, Gold. You’d best leave her for me,” Jonathan said, elbowing Gold. 

	“A tall girl is a blessing,” Gold answered. “You put your head between her blessings and don’t even have to bend your knees!”

	“On with you!” Kate laughed, giving Violetta a meaningful glance. At Gold’s mention of bed she had gone somewhat stiff, and Kate was gratified to see her rise immediately to obey her directive. 

	Kate followed her out. 

	“Good night, Miss Strone. You’ll be leaving now.” Kate took Violetta’s arm, and looking companionable, turned her towards the door. Moses left his post by the door and immediately appeared next to her, looking a question at Kate. Kate shook her head lightly. I’ve got it. I don’t think I’ll need your help with this one. He backed off, adjusting the black jacket he now wore over the undershirt. Kate glimpsed the gun in his shoulder holster.

	As they passed the door to Kate’s private quarters, Samantha emerged with a tray of used glasses. Moses moved quickly to shut the door behind Samantha, but Kate noticed a startled hesitance in Violetta’s step. 

	“So there’s your pool table,” Violetta said.

	“Indeed, for my private use,” Kate said coldly. 

	“Mr. Older told me of your prowess at fifteen-ball,” Violetta remarked. They continued to the porch. “I am truly grateful that you permitted me to stay this evening.” 

	“And doubtless that I rescued you from the rest of the evening.”

	Violetta nodded, her cheeks flushed. “That is true, though I am ashamed to say that I was not really ready to put my plan in effect, although I thought I was.”

	“I hope you have learned a lesson,” Kate said.

	“I have, Miss Lombard. I will see you tomorrow.”

	“I have not consented.”

	Violetta hesitated again, then, following a deep breath, eye-to-eye with Kate she said, “I will make you a wager.” Her voice shook. “I will play you a round of fifteen-ball pool. If I win, you take me on. If I lose, you don’t.”

	Kate stood very still. Fifteen-ball. Spanish Kitty had been the Queen of Fifteen-ball in San Francisco for years. It was a perfect way out of the dilemma. Unless, in some outlandish, freakish possibility, this strange woman won.

	Not possible, Kate thought. “You’re on.”

	The two women walked back to the entrance of Kate’s rooms. No girl had ever been invited past this portal. Moses twitched. Kate threw him a quick glance, and he followed them to her door, positioning himself against the jamb.

	Kate closed the door quietly. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

	“No,” Violetta whispered. “But I will.”

	Kate held out a cue to Violetta, who took it up with a block of chalk sitting next to the baize. Kate watched as Violetta expertly rubbed the block against the felt tip. Kate chalked her cue, her eyes on Violetta. She racked the balls. “Break.”

	Violetta looked carefully at the set, positioned herself, and broke. An expert, Kate thought. She had played experts many times. The three landed. 

	Kate took up her spot. She pocketed the seven smoothly and eyed Violetta. She seemed a different woman, graceful, confident. Violetta moved around the table. She dropped the fifteen. Kate smiled tightly. Insurance player, not bold.

	They took their turns, dropping ball after ball. A scratch would turn the game radically. Kate took the fourteen and the twelve. Violetta the six and the two. Another turn and another, and neither missed a shot. Kate added the numbers quickly. Violetta had 50 points to Kate’s 48. First to 61 would win. She looked over the table. A cue ball in a pocket would scratch, and she would lose the points from the ball. It was Kate’s turn, and without an error on either side, she would win. But she needed two balls, and Violetta only needed the eleven to make her score.

	Kate eyed the eleven ball. If she sank it, she would be at 58, three shy of victory, but with her winning assured. Violetta needed the eleven alone, but without it, only the eight and the four remained, and neither was enough alone to reach 61. Alas, the eleven was virtually unplayable. Kate glanced at Violetta, whose attention was riveted on the eleven. “Where did you learn to play?” Kate asked softly.

	“I was a prisoner in my own house for three years after my fiancé bolted. Pool kept me sane. You play brilliantly, Miss Lombard.”

	Kate smiled slightly. “Queen of the Fifteen.” She chalked her cue. “These rooms and this table are out of bounds for the women of this house.”

	“I understand. I will never mention the table again.”

	Kate nodded and chalked again. The eleven. If she couldn’t sink it without risking a scratch, she would position it so Violetta couldn’t either. She took a deep breath. The crack of the cue ball against the four reported like a gun. She held her breath as the four smashed the eleven, sending it skittering across the table and nestling hopelessly behind the eight ball. The eight rolled slowly toward the pocket. The cue ball rolled even slower to the center of the table. 

	No scratch, no point, but the eleven remained unplayable.

	“Well done,” Violetta said. She dropped the eight without ceremony.

	“Fifty-eight forty-eight,” Kate replied. It was still Violetta’s game. She aimed carefully. The only hope now was a scratch on Violetta’s last ball, and Kate knew that would not happen. Violetta had played impeccable fifteen-ball. She dropped the four and stood back. 

	Violetta chalked her cue and looked at the eleven. She dried her hands on her silk dress, which puckered slightly at the moisture. Play it, and you’re a whore, Kate thought. Most girls would have put their cue down.

	“Play it,” she said softly. 

	Violetta nodded, crouched into position, and dropped the eleven flawlessly into the corner right.

	Both women exhaled. Dark eyes met dark eyes. Kate moved to the door, opened it. “No names of my clients. Ever.”

	Violetta nodded quickly. “Thank you, Miss Lombard,” she whispered.

	And with that, Violetta made her escape down the stairs of the porch. 

	Something about the gall, or the audacity, or perhaps the courage of this young woman moved her. She would receive her tomorrow and tell her exactly what her duties would be if she stayed. Kate turned back to reenter her salon.

	“So, she a new one, or not?” Moses asked.

	“I don’t know yet, Moses.”

	“She’ll never work out. Too soft, hasn’t suffered enough for this work.”

	“True. But her suffering may only be ahead of her.” 

	Moses shook his head. “Then she can come back when life’s softened her up a bit. Gentlemen aren’t going to be pleased with a missy that thinks she’s their equal.”

	“Or their better,” Kate replied, and went back to the business of entertaining her guests.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Violetta did not run back to her inn, but she walked at a no-nonsense clip, made somewhat more difficult by the chafing of the shoes she was wearing. She had rushed to Spanish Kitty’s Resort in those shoes earlier in the day and then worn them throughout the long evening. They were designed for dancing, not for a trek of over a mile. When she finally got to the inn, she was hobbling, her feet swollen and raw. The pain kept her mind off the pool game and the consequences of that victory. There would be time enough, when the reality of the prize sunk in, to contemplate her impetuous wager.

	At the desk, she requested that the old clerk send a tray to her room.

	“Kitchen’s closed, ma’am,” he said. “But the saloon next door is open.”

	Violetta couldn’t face the thought of entering a saloon, where it would doubtless go silent as the men watched her walk to the bar, request her food, and wait for it to be prepared. She would then be approached by denizens who thought her there for business, or if not deliberately so, then after a drink. Of course the sale of liquor was prohibited now, but the law had not yet closed the saloons.

	She shook her head. Then she reached into her little bag, and taking out a coin, leaned over the desk with her most appealing look. “I couldn’t possibly go in there,” she said, opening her dark eyes wide. “But if you could, I would be most grateful. Anything they are serving, I would be happy to take.” 

	The elderly man rose creakingly from his rocker and took her coin. “I will have someone run the tray up to you, ma’am.” 

	Thanking him, she limped up the steps and gratefully shucked her shoes off the minute she was inside. I should have asked for some hot water to be sent up a well. Baths could be had by arrangement, and she would request one first thing tomorrow morning. For now, she leaned back on the bed and waited for her food. 

	This is proof of the power of money. I want food at an hour when it’s no longer offered. I give the man a coin, and he brings me food. Tomorrow, a man gives me a coin, I give him something as elemental as food, but illegal. 

	The image of Kate Lombard leaning over the pool table, her eyes hardened in concentration, brought her renewed terror. She thought of each ball, her heart speeding up with the memory of each shot. At some level, she had hoped to lose.

	The knock on the door stopped her reverie, and she took her tray from the boy standing at her door. She gave him a nickel, and he dashed down the stairs, contented. Watching him run away reminded her of the letter she had received this morning, the letter that had briefly delayed her start to Spanish Kitty’s. She took a large bite of the roll filled with cheese and ham, and washed it down with a gulp of sweet lemonade. Suddenly famished, she finished the roll in only a few more bites, and the lemonade as well. She was relieved to see that the tray also held a large slice of pie. Soon the tray was empty.

	She reached across the desk for the letter, unfolded it, and read it again. 

	 

	“May 15, 1920

	“Dear Violetta, I hope this letter finds you well. I have thought of you frequently since my departure from California, and hope that you have remained fervent to the cause. I always found you willing to go forth and advocate for women, for our working conditions, and for our pay. I was dismayed when I heard from Henry Lyon that your poem, which if you recall, I was not in favor of your publishing, had been published at the same time as the unfortunate Mrs. Whitney’s verdict, and that it had resulted in some ugly letters to the editor. But of course, I am sure you expected that, and I hope that you took those letters as evidence of the value of the work we are doing. If we didn’t affect people strongly, it would tell me either that our work was done—which we know isn’t true—or that we were not reaching them at all.

	“You may be interested to know that an event is being organized that would be perfect for you: Alice Paul, who, as you may recall, is a force of nature, has announced that there will be a journey across the country in an automobile driven by women who will speak at various cities in a show of support for the last few states to ratify the suffrage amendment. Women’s votes will be national! The rumor that Anita Whitney will lead the drive is nonsense. She cannot leave the state, and besides, she is tarnished with her conviction regardless of what happens on appeal. She would not be the best representative of a cause for which women have fought for over fifty years!

	“No, Maud Younger shall lead the delegation. She and Frances Joliffe and two Swedish girls who are ardent suffragists shall drive across the United States. But it is my prediction that Mrs. Joliffe will drop out at the last moment, as is her wont. So please, if you would write to Maud Younger, and tell her of your writing credentials—your poem publication may stand you in good stead—and tell her you will go, that would be ideal.

	“Here in Washington, we are certain of the ratification of the amendment and eagerly await the final votes. The drive will be in late August, so you have ample time to prepare. 

	“All the best to you and Sam, I remain, 

	“Yours truly, Valeska Bary”

	 

	The letter had been sent to her former address, and so it was several days in arriving at the inn. A drive across America. With Maud Younger. For women’s suffrage. It was an opportunity beyond belief. She felt her breath come quickly. Yes, yes she would go. Tomorrow morning first thing she would write to Miss Bary, and to Miss Younger as well, offering her help with the great suffrage ride. By then, she mused, she would have an enormous block-busting article published by Fremont Older and would have jumped from some-time stringer and small-time poet to a renowned, influential journalist. 

	But for now, she poured cold water from the pitcher into the basin, again thinking of the hot bath she would have tomorrow, and washed herself as well as she could. She was too tired to even review the events of the day, and tomorrow would be just as important. A twinge of nerves jangled her as she considered the next steps in becoming part of Spanish Kitty’s household. Then the twinge was replaced by a different feeling, one she hadn’t had in a year—and she closed her eyes, a small smile on her lips. Once again, demon sex was luring her to perdition of a deep and permanent sort. And yet, at the very thought her thighs quivered slightly and her breath quickened with unfocussed desire. Tomorrow would be a very interesting day.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	At noon, Kate went to the parlor for her breakfast. Just as Samantha put a hot cup of coffee before her along with a plate of sliced pound cake, Kate’s favorite breakfast, Lily and Sharon came in with their own steaming mugs. Rose, as usual, was still asleep, and would be until just before four. She was the resident night owl, and dawn for her meant as close to sunset as she could manage. 

	Sharon put her cup down and stretched out on the sofa. Lily, her blond hair loose down her sides and her fair skin flushed from a cold water wash, curled up in a big easy chair, her hands wrapped around her mug, looking for all the world like a Botticelli angel. Kate sighed. Her girls, her kittens.

	“So, what’s the story with Miss Strone? Or Violet? Or whatever she calls herself?” Lily asked, looking up from her comfortable position.

	“Story how?” Kate replied, knowing full well what Lily meant, but having not formulated an answer for herself, she was not yet willing to put one forth for her girls.

	“Is she a new girl?”

	Sharon laughed and sat up. “Not possible, Kitty. She’s a town miss, a lady. She’s no cunt.”

	Kate bristled slightly, but didn’t chide Sharon for her coarseness. No matter what word she used, Sharon was right.

	“I wasn’t too pleased with her horning in on my time with Mr. Hearst,” Lily said. “If she wants Posie’s old regulars, fine, but she can’t be poaching on mine.”

	“She couldn’t if she tried,” Sharon said. “That girl don’t know the first thing about working. She thinks she’s Miss Strone, but if she’s going to work, she ain’t Miss No One. Pretty enough, though, for a tall girl.”

	“You’re prettier,” Lily said to Sharon, and Sharon stuck her tongue out at Lily. Pulling her curly, light brown hair on top of her head, she struck a pose, her blue eyes sparkling. “Mmmm, definitely prettier than that black-haired giant.”

	Then they both looked over at Kate and laughed. “The other black-haired giant,” Lily clarified, bringing giggles from Sharon. “But seriously, Kitty. What is she?”

	Kate sat back in her chair, wiping a pound cake crumb from her lip. Troy had wandered in and took a piece of cake from her fingertips, then curled at her feet. “That’s a damn good question. She wants a month trial. She’s never worked, and she’s a writer. And she…” Kate paused. She didn’t mind keeping secrets from the girls. The business was her business, and they knew it. But dissention was another matter, and she certainly wouldn’t tell Sharon and Lily that Violetta was going to write about the conditions of the working girls or try to influence the powerful men who were their customers. “She needs the money,” she amended.

	“Not with those clothes, she don’t,” Sharon said. “Her dress costs a month’s take in the Emporium catalog. And she almost fainted from the heat yesterday. I think she’s up to something. Maybe a spy for the lawyers that brought the case against Sadie McClain and The Chicken Coop up in Sonoma that time. I was working for Mrs. Lowery’s back then, and that meddling school teacher Louise Farmer brought a lawsuit against old Mr. Belmer, the owner of the house, as a public nuisance for renting to a whore house. Shut her down right quick, they did. I’ll bet she’s a spy for that lawyer. Or for the sheriff’s office, though he comes in so regular he won’t need a spy, now will he?” 

	Kate smiled benignly. Sharon was her favorite, bubbly and forthright, except when Lily, looking angelic, was her favorite. And sometimes, late at night, when she couldn’t sleep, Rose was her favorite, always ready to take a nightcap with her and to read aloud from whatever Rose was reading then. No one missed Posie, and she did need a new girl. 

	“She’s up to something, but I don’t think it’s something bad. Let’s give her a month’s trial, shall we? Though you’re right, Sharon. She’s never been a working girl, and we’re going to have to teach her.”

	Lily smiled sweetly. “That will be nice. I’ve never taught a brand new girl to work a man before, but I remember when I was taught. I had such wonderful mamas, all kindly and teacher-y. I know some girls had pretty rough starts, but I had it easy and wouldn’t mind showing her the ropes. She ain’t a virgin, is she?”

	Kate shook her head. “No, and miss-ish as she is, something tells me she’s no stranger to some of the rougher stuff. And I can always tell.”

	“Well, if she likes the rougher stuff, I’ve got a couple of gents I wouldn’t mind passing on to her!” Sharon said.

	“I didn’t say she liked it,” Kate corrected.

	“Well, I don’t either, and I inherited them from Posie. So will she take Posie’s room?”

	Kate raised her eyebrows. Uncharacteristically, she had not even thought about the fact that Violetta would take one of the rooms. But of course, she would have to. The girls used their own rooms for entertaining their clients, and no girl had ever ‘lived out.’

	“I guess so. Unless either of you wants Posie’s, in which case, you would get first pick.” She grinned at them. No, neither one wanted Posie’s old room, way in the back of the house, where the trees swayed in the night and the eaves creaked eerily. Posie had sworn it was haunted and had left one morning, shivering despite the heat, after swearing that the ghost of an old sea captain had chased her all night, threatening her with his hook. Sharon and Lily had laughed at her, but no one wanted her room. Whores are a superstitious lot. 

	“And one more thing, girls. Violetta likes to talk politics. As long as it doesn’t hurt your business, you can pass all your old bores off to her. Let them bend her ear about their commissions and their trade bills, as long as you’re still making your coin where you want it.”

	“Now that’s a change,” Sharon said. “A girl who won’t have to fight a yawn while the gent gasses on about some candidate. Still, I don’t think she’ll last a week, never mind a month, even if she gets the hang of lifting her skirts.”

	“Well, let’s see how a month goes,” Kate said, pleased with the way the kittens were taking the news of this strange addition to their litter. And Violetta would have all the access to the political men she craved, as long as she remembered to pleasure them, too. Lily would be a good teacher, but Kate knew she’d have to take a strong hand, too. No matter how smart or charming a girl was, in this household, she was first and foremost a whore.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Her letters written and posted, Violetta returned to her room and surveyed her wardrobe. Yesterday had been exhilarating in retrospect, conversing with the famous William Randolph Hearst, though the reality of her research was going to be harder than she had originally expected. Miss Lombard, or Spanish Kitty, rather, was not going to let her start interviewing a client, much less lecturing one. On the other hand, playing gin rummy with the boys was a pleasant way to spend an evening.

	But the prospect of actually letting those men have their way with her, and perhaps having several in one night, was terrifying. She tried to imagine Mr. Hearst removing his trousers, and the chuckle it gave her was only half nervousness. But then she thought of Gold, of the unpronounceable first name, and the image was less funny, and far more exciting. But what if he was then followed by the other fellow, whose name she had already forgotten, and she would have to lie with each of them, or, she thought suddenly, both of them. 

	She shut her eyes against the images. But opened them again, quickly, as what little memory she had of that night in the cell with the federal agents flashed in her mind. Though she couldn’t remember anything after she had hit her head on the floor, what came before was vivid enough, and her imagination had supplied the rest. She was crazy to take this job on.

	Perhaps she should write to Mr. Older, tell him that this task was beyond her. A quick message to Miss Kitty, letting her know that another engagement had come up, she was so sorry. She could tell her that she planned to join the cross-country suffragists’ ride and could not devote herself… A knock on her door interrupted her chaotic thoughts, and the smart-mouthed boy from the day before stood there with another note. This time, she gave him a penny, and though he looked at it with disdain, he didn’t insult her before leaving, which she considered an improvement. Another note from Miss Lombard.

	“I have thought it over and talked with my other girls. I have decided to take you on for a month’s time. I am taking this risk only because of your lofty goal to help the plight of women. Please come to the house before three this afternoon, and bring all of your personal effects. You will begin work at four, so be prompt.—KL”

	Violetta read the note four times. She was to begin work as a prostitute at four. Her lofty goal. To write to Miss Kitty now and back out would be consummate cowardice. To back out of her commitment to Fremont Older, when he had rescued her and given her this chance to prove herself as a writer and make a change in the ills of society, would be the height of ingratitude. She had put her plan into play and play it out she must. 

	She turned back to the clothes hanging in the armoire of the room. Gathering all of them at once, before she could stop and think, she dumped them all into her trunk and slammed it shut. Then she went downstairs to pay her room bill and order a cart to move her trunk and bag to Spanish Kitty’s El Verano Salon and Resort. Violet Strone, prostitute, women’s rights advocate, and writer, was going to work.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	 “We dress by four, especially on Fridays, which are our biggest commerce day. Put on a skirt, hose with garters, heeled shoes, and a blouse that is cut low enough to show your bosom but not so low they can see your nipples. No drawers. Spray some flower water between your legs before you go into the parlor. Now, you know how not to get fat, don’t you?” Lily asked as she fingered the fine clothing Violet Strone had hung up in Posie’s old room.

	“Fat?’

	“You know. Pregnant.”

	Violet smiled, remembering an old joke with Jacqueline. “A half lemon hollowed out and put up inside me?”

	Lily stared at her. “A half lemon… oh! That’s too much!” She started to laugh, and Violet laughed with her. Lily gave a deep breath of relief. Maybe this Violet wouldn’t be a complete disaster after all. “Wait ‘till I tell Sharon. No, silly. Douche yourself with vinegar before, and then take a handful of melted candle wax, make a cup, and put it up your pussy. It’ll melt out, and you douche again with vinegar after. A half a lemon! Well, now that you mention it, that could work. Except when your gent says, ‘What am I hitting up against in there!’ But then, he’d think he’s so big, he’s hit the end of you. So, maybe you’ve got something there.”

	Kate came in at that moment, and Lily told her about the lemon. Kate nodded. “An old method. Not a bad one, either. If we could get the gents to use a French letter, we’d be safer, but we can’t, so we do what we must.”

	“In New York you can buy a womb veil at Bloomingdales, and douches through the Sears catalog. I still do have my womb veil,” Violetta said. 

	“Well, this ain’t New York, but use it,” Kate said. “Now, if we were in San Francisco you would need a doctor’s check. Up here, the doc claims to check the girls once a month, right after their monthly periods, but if that’s a doctor’s check-up, we’re a medical school. You aren’t bleeding right now, are you?” Violet shook her head, her eyes wide. Clearly, even with her friends she had never had such frank talk. She had better get used to it, Kate thought.

	“In a clothing store, a girl learns about dresses, shoes, whatever they sell. In a grocery, she learns about dry goods. Here, you had better learn to talk about what you’re selling. You’re selling entertainment, diversion, and sex. And don’t forget it. So, the word for your privates is pussy, twat, cunt, or doll. Black hole, tight rose, or bum hole is your anus. You know what tits are.” Kate got a malicious sense of satisfaction from the look on Violet’s face. “No sex before eight o’clock or after eleven. Except Rose, who sets her own hours. I handle prices, and you get forty percent of your customer’s fee, plus tips. Tips you can keep yourself after three customers, though you’d be wise to share some with Samantha and Moses.”

	“Moses?”

	“Moses keeps the peace” Lily interjected.” If you want him to watch out for you, and believe me, you do, you’ll share with him.”

	“Does he need to help out often?” Violet asked.

	Kate suppressed the urge to tease. “No. But it’s best to be safe. Now get yourself dressed, and come downstairs to eat. You need to have supper before the callers arrive.” She turned to walk away, then stopped. “Lily, be sure to give Violet some pointers on encouraging the clients. We don’t want Violet to be without any customers.” She winked at Lily and closed the door softly behind her. Lily would be a good teacher. She knew what men wanted and how to please them, but her true love was women. Girls like that made the best whores.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Violetta, or Violet as she now would call herself, could barely eat. Samantha put a plate of rice and pinto beans in front of her, along with some cornbread. A chili sauce and a dish of stewed pork sat in the middle of the kitchen table, and the girls spooned some of both on their plates. She knew she must eat, remembering how ravenous she was the night before, but the reality of the evening ahead made her queasy.

	“Come on, Violet,” Sharon said. “You don’t want to have your stomach gurgling when you’re entertaining a guest. He’ll think Miss Kitty doesn’t feed us, and that won’t be good for the house.” She reached across and broke another chunk of cornbread from the pan on the table, and mopped up the pork with it.

	Rose had appeared finally. Violet hadn’t seen her last night and was surprised that Kitty let her come and go as she pleased, but when she entered the kitchen the answer was clear. Rose was an ethereal beauty, the likes of which would have stopped traffic in San Francisco. She was tiny, not quite up to Violet’s chin in height, perfectly proportioned, with a mane of red-gold hair that flowed in waves to her hips. Her skin was perfectly white, and her large, grey eyes glowed as if light came from inside them. Her mouth curled slightly up at the corners, giving her an air of pleasant amusement. 

	At her neck, a grotesque scar ran crosswise, lumpy and jagged, from one side to the other, as if someone had carelessly and viciously tried to decapitate her. The other girls moved to make room for her. She took her seat and smiled at Violet. “The new girl?”

	Violet nodded. “Violetta Strone, but I am called Violet here.”

	“Rose. It’s a pleasure. I understand it’s your first night in the business.” Again Violet nodded, mesmerized by her soft voice with the honey of the South in it. “You’ll get used to it. No one likes it the first time, but as soon as you turn your mind off it’s fine. Just think of it as revenge.”

	Violet narrowed her eyes. Did Rose know anything about her past? Then she realized it had little to do with her, and everything to do with the way Rose had to think about it. “Thank you. I will remember to do so.” She tried not to look at the scar. She couldn’t imagine someone doing something so cruel.

	“Kitty takes chances with all of us,” Rose said, still with that soft voice. “She’s got her reasons, she does. Whatever your story is, she’ll understand.” Rose bent her head to her meal.

	“Come on now, Violet. Time to go sit on the porch,” Lily said. “Remember, conversation and cards until eight, then if a gent wants to go to your room with you, you smile and say, ‘Oh of course, let’s just make sure Miss Kitty will excuse me now,’ and he’ll know just what to do. If he wants to go upstairs before eight, it means he don’t know the rules, and he’s new here. You just tell him you promised Miss Kitty you wouldn’t run off with a fellow no matter how attractive he was until then, and if he gives you any trouble, just give me the eye, and I’ll step in.”

	“I’ll remember,” Violet said. If she was lucky, no one would ask her tonight. 

	“Don’t you worry,” Sharon said, “you’ll be fine. New girls always get lots of customers at first. Gentlemen love something new. I bet you make more tonight than anyone else!”

	Violet shivered. Rose put her hand on hers. “Just remember, revenge.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kate looked over her stable of girls arrayed on the porch. They were all lovely, the prettiest whores in all of California, she wagered. Even Violet, sitting tensely in her rocker, was pretty. Most whores weren’t pretty, but most didn’t get to work at Spanish Kitty’s. If Violet wanted to find out about the harsh life of a working girl, she would do better to interview the poor girls walking the streets down by the docks in San Francisco, turning tricks all night with stinking sailors and drunks, or working above a saloon on Market Street, taking man after man as the landlord sent them up. 

	No one thought she could run a house at a profit with only four kittens, but she did just that. In San Francisco, the houses had ranged from twenty at an exclusive Tenderloin joint to a hundred harlots in one of those filthy cribs on the Barbary Coast. No, here at Spanish Kitty’s, the best gentlemen paid to drink, to chat with the beautiful women Kitty offered, and then, if the spirit moved them, they spent a fine coin on a romp in the room. And she did everything to make that spirit move.

	Violet would not be the first to write about the prostitutes and their miserable lives, but it was a novel idea to live their life before judging. But what truly struck Kate as unusual was Violet’s plan to influence the lawmakers to help women by understanding them in this intimate way. 

	Kate could tell Violet that no woman chose this path, it chose her. What woman wouldn’t want a husband, a home, a position in society? She looked over her girls. Each one had been forced into the life at some point. Kate had been only twelve. She had cried after, and her mama gave her a glass of whiskey. After a few sips, the pain and shame were bearable. “Go on, finish it up. We’ve got another man waiting,” she’d said, and Kate, her head reeling from drink, had gone back into the room and spread her legs. After the third man, her mama had called it a night, and she had slept for fifteen hours. The next night, it was five men, and from then on, her future was certain. Even when the men beat her or forced themselves into her mouth, she would sip her whiskey or gin and go on. When she had saved twenty dollars, she packed her little bag with some ribbons and a second dress and ran away to San Francisco. 

	If there were a better way for women to support themselves, she would do everything she could to make it possible. As it was, she made life sweet and bearable for her girls. Three or four women at a time, Spanish Kitty could change the world.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Violet tugged lightly at the neckline of her blouse. Lily had adjusted it lower, and had brushed her bosom with a little rouge to “take the sallow off.” Violet could see the men’s eyes straying to her cleavage, and it made her thrill with nervous energy. Where yesterday she had spent an hour conversing with Mr. Hearst and a few pleasant hours playing rummy with some of the regulars, tonight no luminaries were in sight, and her job was well defined: entice a few of the gents drinking and throwing dice in the back room into going upstairs with her.

	She had sipped a cordial, the same one all evening, after noticing last night that her insistence on lemonade made the men uncomfortable. She didn’t much like the taste of alcohol, but as she sipped it relaxed her, as Lily said it would, and she was able to chat and joke with the card players in the earlier part of the evening. But now the sun was setting, and Kitty had sent her to the back, where the men were shooting craps and betting. Uneasy, she had opened the swinging door to the back room and surveyed the company. To her relief, though some of the men looked up from their game to appraise the merchandise on offer, they went back to their game as quickly as they stopped.

	She looked over the men, almost as though she were the customer, and chose the one who looked the most refined. A blond man, whose straight hair combed to the side instead of fashionably back gave him a boyish look, was rolling for higher stakes than the other tables. His grey pants were sharply pleated despite the heat, and his white shirt was rolled to the elbows, displaying tanned, muscular arms. He looked up at her and smiled, his blue eyes twinkling. He pulled a stool up next to his chair and gestured for her to sit down. She did, her heart pounding.

	“Roll ‘em, Jake,” the man said, and Jake shook the dice. The young man gathered in the coins.

	“You’re hot tonight, Houston,” Jake said, watching the young fellow stack his loot. 

	“And you’re my lucky rabbit’s foot,” Houston said to Violet, winking. She smiled, her breath coming short.

	Houston went back to his dice. Kitty was right: when men gambled, the game was more attractive than any woman. Finally, Houston raked in one last pile and turned to Violet. “What’s your name, honey? I haven’t seen you here before.”

	“Violet. And you’re Houston?”

	He chuckled. “You can call me Caleb. Only the fellows call me by my last name.” Violet felt herself blush. “Where you from?”

	“San Francisco,” she answered. 

	He looked at her closely. “Hunh. You look like I know you.”

	Violet looked away quickly. Someone of his caliber could well be an acquaintance from her circle. Her former circle. “I doubt it. What do you do for work, Caleb?”

	He burst out laughing. “I’ve got to say, I’ve never been asked that by a tart! Unless of course you want to make sure I can afford you! Well, don’t worry your pretty head about that, honey bunch. After these winnings, I can afford to have you all night!” The other fellow guffawed.

	“And you’re young enough to keep her all night!” Jake said.

	“I could keep all four of Spanish Kitty’s girls all night,” Caleb replied.

	“You want to bet that? Say, pretty lady, you want to take on Cal all night? You and, say, Rose?”

	Violet shook her head. Caleb raised his eyebrow, and for a moment Violet felt a chill. “No,” she said quickly, “if I get Caleb, I get him all to myself.” The round of laughs that got allowed her a sigh of relief, as well as a glance from Sharon, who was entertaining another table of gamblers. She winked at Violet.

	“Done. Let me talk to Kitty.” Caleb stood up.

	“Hell, Caleb. Don’t keep her all night! Let some us have a round with her—it’s her first night, after all. She should have a chance to sample all the fellas!”

	“We’ll see,” Caleb said. “You wait right here, Violet. Let’s see if Miss Kitty can spare you.”

	Well, he knows the protocol, anyway. Violet sat nervously awaiting Caleb’s return. She felt herself perspiring. She felt a warm hand on her arm and looked up. Rose, her long, red hair only loosely tied back, was by her side. She leaned in and whispered, “Tease the others a bit, ask Jake if he’s from around here, anything to get him to bid for you, too. Don’t let Caleb keep you all night. Once is enough with him. Now giggle, and wink at me.”

	Violet took a breath, and as it rasped she let it out as a giggle. It wasn’t terribly convincing, but she quickly followed it up with a smile at Jake. “Guess I need another cordial. All this excitement is getting me thirsty. How about you? You look like you could use a drink!”

	Jake grinned back, his wrinkled brow creasing more deeply. “Sure, young lady. Why don’t we get ourselves another cordial while we wait for Caleb to come and get you.”

	“Thanks, Jake. You from Sonoma? You sound like there’s a bit the Scotsman in your voice.”

	“Very good! I’ve been out in California for twenty years, and twenty years all over the West before that, but I spent my first ten years in Glasgow, and the burr never left me. But how did you pick it out? Most folks can’t tell an Irishman from a Welshman from a Scotsman out here.”

	“But in Scotland, you can tell within a mile what village a man’s from, isn’t that so?” Violet asked.

	“Well, if you ain’t the smart one! And comely, too,” he added, with a long glance down the front of her dress. 

	“You’re not bad yourself,” Violet answered. 

	Jake laughed a loud, hoarse laugh. “You’ll do well in Spanish Kitty’s Resort,” he said. “Let me go make sure Cal doesn’t take you for the whole night. I want my turn with you, too. Wait right here, missy. I’m going to go talk to Kitty.”

	Caleb came swinging through the doors a minute later, his eyes flashing. “Come on, Violet. Let’s head upstairs. Damn that Jake. Kitty insisted he get a go with you, too. But I’ve got you first. Up we go, honey,” he said, giving her a sharp swat on her rump. She squawked, there was no other word for it, and every single man in the room laughed. Her face burning, she led the way out of the gambling room towards the stairs to her room. 

	“Well done,” Rose said as she walked by. “You’ll be glad. You’ll see.”

	I hope so, Violet thought as she turned to mount the steps. I wanted to write about them, I didn’t want to be them. She felt Caleb lift her hem as she walked up the stairs in front of him, and his hand slid up her stocking to the top of her hose. Then his hand was on her thigh, and then between her legs.

	“Wait until we’re in my room,” she said hoarsely. 

	“Hey. Don’t tell me what to do,” he replied. “You may be new here, but I’m the customer, you’re the whore.” And keeping his hand between her thighs, he pushed her up the stairs to her room.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	She wants to write about prostitutes. Well, now she’ll know about prostitutes. And she has no idea how easy she’s got it. Kate ruminated on Violet’s first customer as she poured a glass of whiskey for herself from the gentleman’s bottle. He’s a rough one, that Caleb, but I have a feeling that won’t be the last time she gets a hiding before she turns the trick. There’s something about some girls, you can tell which ones attract the rough trade and which ones don’t. Posie, for instance. She’d come down crying so often that Kitty had been tempted to fire her. Tiny Rose, raucous Sharon, the rough ones never singled them out, unless there was no one else available. Rose scared them, for some reason. And Lily, it would be like spanking a cherub. But she could tell from the moment she met Violet that, like Posie, she would attract all the boys who liked to swing their belts a bit first.

	She thought of her nights at the Marsicania, on Grant Street in San Francisco, where she had landed after running away. It was built like a stable, with sometimes five whores to a stall. At only fifteen, she was young and pretty, and her black hair and lush lips drove the customers wild. They were stinking ruffians, and she had to earn her five dollars every night to pay her share of the crib before she could keep a dime, but she made steady money. Sometimes she was so sore and bruised she could barely walk at the end of a night, but she always had plenty of cash.

	The girl she usually shared with, Jen, was a thin, tired-looking waif from way up in the mountains, near Sonora. She used to go to the nickel dance halls, the Thalia, the Odeon, where for a nickel a man could get a beer, and for another nickel he could dance with a girl. From there, it was whatever she could negotiate, unless she had a pimp do her business for her. Jen was already sixteen and had also been in the trade since she was twelve, but without a mama to watch over her, she had sunk lower and lower, until she had found herself in competition with the lowest of the low, the Chinese prostitutes in Maiden Lane. For a dollar, they would do such depravities that even Kitty’s stomach turned. Jen had escaped to the Marsicania as a step up and had vowed that as soon as she had fifty dollars saved, she was going back to Sonora and setting up a millinery shop. 

	Both girls knew that was just a dream, but for Jen it was not a dream for long. Before the end of the year, she was dead under a bridge near the docks, bled out from the abortionist’s knife. 

	Kate shook her head to chase away the memories. She had lived to follow her own dream, she thought, looking around the room at the prosperous men and the laughing, plump girls in her care. Violet would find her way, but she would never know the real story of the whores without at least living part of their lives. Kate would tell her the rest. She took another big sip of whiskey, enjoyed the warmth as it traveled down her throat, and smiled at the gentleman whose fine liquor it was.

	“Penny for your thoughts, Kitty,” he said.

	“Not even worth that, Clancy,” she replied. “How are things in the governor’s office?”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Violet turned the knob to her room. “Oh, that’s good,” Caleb said. “You got Posie’s room, didn’t you? Perfect.”

	“Why’s that perfect?”

	“Because I liked Posie, and I like you. Besides, it’s haunted.”

	“Nonsense,” Violet said, feeling a surge of superiority. “Ghosts are figments of an overactive imagination.”

	“Figments? That’s some vocabulary you’ve got there, Violet. Aren’t you superstitious? I thought all whores were superstitious.”

	“Nope. My imagination is literary, and I can tell the difference between reality and fiction. Ghosts are just a convenient fiction to scare the credulous. You don’t believe in ghosts, now, do you, Caleb?” She grinned at him. Maybe he would just want to talk.

	“Not since you just said they were just for the gullible.” He smiled back at her, but his eyes were narrowing. “I’m not gullible. And speaking of not gullible, I can tell you ain’t a whore, either. What’s your game?”

	Violet stood very still. How do I answer? “No game, Caleb. Tonight, I’m your whore.”

	“Good, since I just paid good money for you. Now, get over here.” He sat down on the bed. She took a step towards him. Impatiently, he reached for her hand and closed the gap between them. Then, with a single move, he swung her across his knees, and lifted her skirt over her head. He stroked the back of her thighs above her stockings. “You’re pretty cool, aren’t you? I know how to heat a girl up.” Violet shut her eyes tight as his hand came down hard across her naked rump.

	After each blow he rubbed her bottom and slipped his hand between her thighs to keep them spread. As he struck, she could hear his breath come hoarser, and could feel his erection under her stiffening and growing. At last he released her, and she struggled to her feet. She was breathing hard, blinking back tears.

	“On the bed.” She lay down immediately. He pushed her legs apart, knelt between her knees, and loosened his trousers. “You’re nice and warm now. Tell me how much you want me.”

	“I want you,” Violet said. 

	Caleb clenched his teeth, and she saw the muscles move in his jaw. “Tell me, Violet.”

	“I want you, Caleb. I want you now!” He released his erection from his pants, and Violet’s eyes widened. He was bigger than Sam, far more erect than Grayson, her first lover and runaway groom, and a drop of liquid at the end of the shaft glared at her in readiness. 

	“Beg,” he whispered.

	Violet heard herself whimper, but she had dissociated herself from her body and had not sobbed volitionally. “Please, Caleb, please take me now.”

	“How do you want it, Violet?” His voice was low.

	She knew the answer, just as she had known it with Sam. “I want it hard, Caleb, hard and fast, and I want it now.”

	She shut her eyes as he drove inside her. Far above her, she saw herself arch in pain, then buck in pleasure as she cried out her own release. She grasped Caleb by the back of his shirt and moved against him, begging and urging him on.

	When he was finished he lay upon her, breathing raggedly. 

	“Oh, my God, Violet. You’ll never last here.” He pushed up on his elbows and looked down at her, the boyishness and sparkle back in his eyes. “A whore’s supposed to fake it, Violet. Not actually like it!” He stroked the side of her face. “You’ve got a room full of men downstairs to please. If word gets out about this, you’ll be used up in a week. There’ll be a line out the door!”

	Violet looked up at his blue eyes. “No, Caleb, I don’t think it will be like this with everyone. Just you.”

	Caleb grinned at her. “You’re a real bearcat!” He got up and adjusted his pants. “See you downstairs,” he said with a wink. He tossed a handful of coins on her bureau. “A real bearcat, yessiree.”

	A convenient fiction to snare the credulous.

	 

	Violet poured water from the pitcher into the basin and washed herself. Then, taking the squeeze bottle full of vinegar, she pushed the little hose up inside herself and squirted. The vinegar rushed up, soothing and refreshing her. After rinsing, she dried herself, and remembering Lily’s instructions, made sure her veil was still in place. Then she fixed her hair again in the mirror, sprayed some more flower water between her legs, and looked herself over once more. No need for rouge now, she thought, her cheeks still rosy. Her other cheeks were plenty rosy too, she thought, and she blushed redder. Then, taking a deep breath, she walked downstairs to fetch Jake.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kate watched Caleb swagger across the room and pour himself a drink. She made a note on her bill pad, keeping tabs on all the drinks sold. Depending on the gentleman, she either charged him as he went, let him run a tab to the end of the evening, or took a monthly retainer. Caleb was a nightly payer, a regular, but just not rich enough to pay a retainer.

	He looked mighty pleased with himself. If Violet didn’t come down in a few minutes, she would send Rose to fetch her. Depending on how devastated Violet was by her first paid encounter, Kate would delay Jake until she was ready. But Kate did not have to wait, as she saw Violet appear almost immediately. And she looked, Kate thought, happy. Kate shook her head. Oh sweet Mary, happy is almost worse than miserable. 

	She signaled to Violet, who came quickly to Kate’s side. “Did he tip you?” she asked quietly. Violet nodded. “Good. Take the entire amount and give it to me.”

	Violet looked surprised. “I thought we kept that.”

	“Not you. Not from Caleb Houston. Go get it.”

	Violet frowned, and Kate hardened her face. Violet turned and remounted the stairs, returning moments later with five dollars in coins. ‘Is that all of it?” Kate said curtly. 

	“Yes.” Violet’s voice was firm with anger. 

	Kate relaxed internally. Good. Make it a little rough on her. “Now take Jake upstairs, and make it snappy.” Some girls needed a gentle hand, but Violet was going to have to learn the hard way. This was a business, not the Ritz.

	Violet turned away and walked back to the swinging doors. As she passed Caleb at the bar, he winked. She looked past him, and he flushed. Excellent, Kate thought. Attagirl. 

	Violet returned with Jake, smiling and chatting with him as they passed. Jake nodded politely to Kate and followed Violet upstairs. Kate glanced over at Caleb. He was finishing his drink and pouring another. She made another mark on her pad and watched as he went back through the swinging doors to the gambling den.

	“You were saying, Clancy?” She turned back to the lieutenant governor. 

	“Yeah, Hiram’s got his hands full with the legislature this term,” he answered. “Who’s the new girl?”

	“Oh, Violet? She’s just started. From San Francisco.”

	“She looks vaguely familiar. Pretty, though. Too tall for a girl, and a little blue-nosed looking, but pretty. Nice hair, too. A real Sheba.”

	“You’ve got a good eye, Clancy. She’s a bright one, that Violet.” Kate carefully laid her trap, knowing her clients all too well. “Maybe next time you come she won’t be so busy.”

	“I’ll be back in a week or so. I’ve got commission meetings coming up, and those men will beat their gums till the end of days.”

	“Don’t be a stranger, Clancy. I’ll save Violet for you if I know you’re coming.”

	“You’re a doll, Kitty. But I don’t want you losing dough, so don’t go saving her too much!” He bent and gave her a kiss. “You’re still the finest business woman in all of the Sonoma Valley.” He picked up his hat, laid a ten dollar bill on her counter, and headed out into the warm evening.

	Kate put the money in her till and marked his bill paid. The lieutenant governor never took a girl up to the rooms. He was true to his wife, but liked the break of conversation and bootleg as a way to diffuse the stress of his job in Sacramento. He would be a perfect target for Violet, as long as she didn’t get stuck on Caleb Houston. A whorehouse was no place for romance.

	 


 

	 

	Interlude

	 

	 

	June 6, 1920

	From the journal of Violetta Stone

	 

	I completed my first week as a working prostitute. I am appalled that I am so delighted with my achievement. Only the most perverse woman could take a judge’s daughter into the den of sin and find it remarkably un-scandalous after a mere five days. It makes me question first the depth of a reformer’s morality, and secondly, my own. Is theirs so much thicker than mine? My scruples evaporated on the first night.

	Of course, I am doing research, as I am quick to remind myself. I have only prostituted myself in the names of knowledge and justice. But I haven’t hated it.

	Kate—I can no longer call her Miss Lombard, but only Kate or Kitty—is a real taskmistress when it comes to working. For all her soft kindness, she is, after all, running a business, and just like the retail business Sam drilled into my head, the entire point is to make as much profit as possible. And in both cases, the owner makes the profit off the sweat of the women working under her.

	First, Kate requires that on the nights when there are plenty of customers, a girl has to take at least three fellows up to her room as a minimum. And she takes away your tips until you get to the third gent. Then, and only then, will she give back the tips. She told me that I was lucky I didn’t have to earn my room and board first before I even got my forty percent take on the fee. Most places a girl has to pay her rent and food on her back. Or front, or on her knees. There’s no end to what the men want.

	At least Kate doesn’t beat the girls. I wouldn’t stay if she did. I told her that, and she said that was the difference between a dilettante and a girl who had to prostitute herself to feed her children. “Do whores have children?” I asked. She looked at me like I was a Dumb Dora, and I realized that I was. Of course they had children and had no husbands, to boot. I realized what a fool I was, really playing milkmaid à la Marie Antoinette. I wanted to crawl away in shame.

	Then she told me the story of how she ended up in the business, at least the first part of her story. I cried for her, and she said that if I ever cried again in her presence she would slap me and make me drink vinegar. Later, Rose told me that Kitty has taken in girls with broken limbs from men who beat them, nursed women whose wombs were destroyed by abortionists, and fed girls who were half starved, and their children too, and that self-pity made her blood boil.

	When I explained that it wasn’t self-pity, it was pity for Kate, Rose just shook her head. “You just think it is, honey. But it ain’t.” I thought about that for a long time. “Miss Kitty just wants to make life bearable for the girls in this business, and she goes about it in her own way, but she sure don’t want you mewling over her life story. If that makes you cry, mine would make you upchuck.”

	Rose is a real mystery. She’s unbearably beautiful, even with that horrible scar across her neck, and she’s treated with kid gloves by everyone, including that creepy Moses. She arises when she pleases, wafts in and out, and has a strange, far-away look in her eyes, like she’s seeing things that no one else can. I was dying to ask about the scar, but I at least had the good sense not to do that. I was learning, albeit slowly.

	So, the first night it was just Caleb—I’ll get to him later—and the sweetest old guy, Jake. He’s about fifty, Jake that is, and the sun’s made his face wrinkled and tanned. He’s got a kind, teasing sort of way with himself, a delicious Scottish burr, and when we went upstairs he was as polite as a gentleman could be. Unlike Caleb, though, he asked me to get completely naked. I was nervous and hopelessly embarrassed. But I knew I had to do it, so I very slowly took off all my clothes while Jake watched. It really worked him up. Then he opened his pants and had me sit on his lap. It took a bit before he was hard enough to do the job, but he got there. When he was finished, he thanked me.

	Kate let me get away with just two men that first night, and I was grateful, because after Jake I couldn’t think of trying another man. When I went back downstairs, Kate took my tip again, and I was steaming. But I had no choice, so I turned it in. Then she told me to stay in the card room and chat up the gents for the rest of the night. I pulled myself together and did as I was told. I watched Sharon take four men up, and each time she looked as eager and saucy as the time before.

	The next day I asked her how she managed. She gave me this cockeyed look and said, “Back in my days at the saloon in Sonoma I used to do eight or ten a night, and in San Francisco I was whoring till I dropped. Four’s a nice, round number.”

	Rose wasn’t up, so I couldn’t ask her, but I did not see her go upstairs with anyone. 

	I learned what three was like the next night, and it was exhausting. At least none of the men were rough or mean, or to tell the truth, all that interesting. I just did my job and got through it. Kate took the first two men’s tips, but gave it all back to me after the third. In one night I made twenty dollars in tips. It’s worth remembering that women at Nathan-Dohrmann make ten bucks a week. No wonder women go to whoring. 

	And that’s before I get paid. Kate pays us on Sunday after supper, so tonight I’ll get my share of the fees. All told, not counting Caleb’s tips and the tip from Jake for my first night, I’ve already made over sixty dollars.

	Saturday night was my biggest night. There was a band and dancing, and I danced with all the men, and with Lily, too. She held me closer than any of the gents. It felt funny, but she must long for a motherly touch, so I held her close right back. And at the end of the song she planted a kiss on my lips! 

	Kate said I danced really well, and I should hope so, since I’ve done enough of it at parties in San Francisco. I danced twice with Gold, who had come back to the Resort. He was one of the first men I met that first night, playing rummy. After the dancing he took me upstairs, and I saw the first circumcised rod of my life. Turns out he’s Jewish. His real whole name is Shlomo Alexandrovich Goldstein. That’s not too hard to say, and he could just call himself Alex, but he likes Gold. It seems he owns a prune ranch and a string of knock-off clothing stores in San Francisco, Oakland, Sacramento, and even one in Benicia. 

	Gold is handsome in an exotic way, with enormous dark eyes. And he likes to take it slow, is full of surprises that leave me melting, making me feel like I’m the only gal in the whole world at that moment. He’s witty and awfully smart, and can talk forever, even with his heavy accent. If I get to know him better, I will ask him what he pays his women workers.

	Which leads me to the problem with this experiment. Although I am doing this for research, the reality is that I am whoring. And I did somewhat slip right into it. I have tried to dredge up a share of shame and remorse, but not enough to stop this. I understand now that this isn’t what a prostitute’s life is on the street, or in a “crib” as Kate called it, but still, it is prostitution, and if it ever gets known that I worked as a whore, how will I ever get a decent job—never mind return to society? I wonder what Jacqueline or Leticia would think about this. But no, I know what they would think. They would be horrified. I have only told them I am “in the field” doing research on women’s rights. I am, of course, but if word got out I would be ostracized forever.

	No one would have married me after Sam and Grayson anyway, so it isn’t like I’m giving up a marital future, but the idea of a future suitor or lover finding out that I was a prostitute for a month… Well, that pretty much ices any possibilities, now doesn’t it?

	And last, there’s Caleb. When I think of him I go weak. He’s an engineer for the State, and he’s up here three days a week, and when I see him walk in it’s all I can do not to squirm and wiggle. And then he looks at me with those eyes, and I can’t help myself. Kate’s noticed and has made me turn in my tips from him every time, no matter how well I’m doing otherwise. I’ve been with him three times, and each time it’s been explosions of pleasure like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

	This last time we sat and talked afterwards for about a half an hour. Kate told me the next morning that if that ever happened again, I was out. Talking was for before eight. I can’t tell Caleb to come earlier. I wouldn’t be able to chat up the other customers. From a business perspective, I can see Kate’s point.

	And then there’s the dog. He looks like a cross between a rat and an elephant. He’s got no hair, gray, smooth skin like I would imagine an elephant has, and a pointed little nose. He’s no bigger than a beagle and howls like one too, if Kate locks him in his closet too long. She does that when she wants him out from under foot and Samantha doesn’t want him in the kitchen. He loves to sleep by the stove, even on warm days. His body is warmer than I expected, but he still craves heat. I guess it’s the lack of fur. Moses says the Aztecs used to cook the dogs. He’s as creepy as the dog.

	I’ve started writing my series during the day, but I’m so tired from my nights I hardly ever get up before noon. In fact, this is the first journal entry I’ve written in over a month, since I left Sam’s old place and came up here. Of course it’s Sunday, and we’re closed for business, so I have time to write this. But I’m jotting notes like mad so I don’t forget anything and hiding my notebooks in my stockings drawer, way in the back, along with my precious stolen keys. 

	I find myself floating above myself somehow, observing, watching, and noting my life at El Verano. I wonder if this series will do what I hope, cement my future as a journalist and allow me to carry on the torch of justice that my father perforce dropped into the bay when he was killed. 

	Perhaps ultimately I’ll be a novelist or playwright like Maud Younger, and then it will no longer matter if I’ve led something of a Bohemian life. Speaking of Miss Younger, no word from her yet.

	 


Part Two

	 

	 

	Kate counted out the money and set it in four little piles. She had already paid Samantha and Moses. She paid them on Saturday, so that when they went off duty at the end of Saturday night they could leave without having to collect. The girls lived in even on Sundays, so Kate made a habit of paying them after supper. Other than that, the day was free for them to take care of personal business, sew their clothing, wash their hair, even go to church. Kate herself went to Mass at eight on Sunday mornings at the Catholic church that was filled with Mexican and Italian workers and their large families. The Irish workers went to Mass at St. Leo’s. St. Leo’s was closer, but they would have shunned Spanish Kitty, and St. Francis Solano was much more welcoming. For a girl who had been born Soledad Martinez Smith, weekly Mass was a necessity.

	The world is changing, she thought, and change itself comes faster every year. If you didn’t keep up, Kate thought, fingering the coins, you would be left far, far behind. The madam of a stylish salon could not afford to be out of touch.

	Fewer and fewer went to church, almost as if the war had killed faith as much as men. On the other hand, before the war, Kate could not have run her salon as openly as she did now. San Francisco might have been a wide-open town, but it was a rougher place than it was now. Then, Kate had moved through the underworld of whores as a glittering shadow. Now, in permissive Sonoma, change had smoothed out the rough edges, and she sat at the top of illicit society’s mountain. Rising like a hemline. She glanced at her closet. She would have the dressmaker in San Francisco make her a few of those straight, short dresses, sleeveless and loose. The one Violet had worn was a knock-out, perfect for a tall, buxom woman like herself. 

	She looked at the pile of bills and coins allocated to Violet. It was a fair chunk of dough, she thought. Sixty dollars. Not bad for her first week. There was no way that minimum wage could top that. And she seemed to have acclimated fairly well. Unlike all her other girls, though, Violet had not come from the streets, the cribs or the saloons. She was a pampered intellectual who had no idea how good she had it at Spanish Kitty’s. Kate felt a spike of irritation when she remembered Violet tearing up at the short version of her story, and her lips tightened. She forced her mouth to relax. There were already little lines showing along the edges of her mouth, and pursing her lips only accelerated the aging process.

	She was glad to see Violet getting on well with the other girls, although when Lily smooched her on the lips, that was a little too much. Of course the gents loved it, so all was well, but she would have to reprimand Lily if it happened again. Rose had taken a liking to Violet too, and that was good. One never knew with Rose. Out there in her little room off the back of the house alone, conjuring up whatever spells or voodoo she was casting, Rose was a case unto herself. Rose hadn’t liked Posie, and look what had happened. Posie hadn’t lasted a month, running away, convinced her room was haunted. Kate was sure this was Rose’s doing. But some nights Rose brought in even more than Sharon, and that was really saying something. With those two, Kate made as much as having four or five girls.

	Sharon hadn’t warmed to Violet yet, but she came from the roughest part of San Francisco, had worked the wharf and the cribs, so it stood to reason. When the brothels had been shut down and the Barbary Coast and the Tenderloin had been cleaned up, as they called it, Sharon had lived on the street, filthy, starving, and hiding from the law. There had been no shortage of customers then, but they didn’t have to pay like they did at a house, and Sharon had no place to sleep after she was finished at dawn. At one point, she’d been pleasuring a groom with her mouth to be able to sleep in the back of a horse-stall when the working night was over. No wonder she didn’t trust Violet. 

	Kate shrugged her shoulders. That would work out. It was only for a month. And perhaps Rose would help. Sharon worshipped Rose. If Rose didn’t want Posie, Sharon didn’t want her either. Kate hoped this would work in reverse. If Rose liked Violet, Sharon would tolerate her.

	Sharon liked it at El Verano too much to risk her spot with a little spite-fest.

	The one problem with Violet was Caleb. Kate had been blindsided by that one. Caleb was handsome in a boyish way, and smart as a whip. He was a fellow on the way up, a bridge engineer. But he liked it rough, and he didn’t care who knew it. The other girls gave him a wide berth, only going with him if they had to, and Kate always let them off the hook for the “minimum three” rule if Caleb was one of them. When he’d asked for Violet for her first time, Kate thought it would teach her a lesson. Kate was rarely wrong, though when she was, she adjusted fast enough. Kate made Violet turn in her tips from Caleb to keep her from being too eager. But the tips stayed high, and Violet and Caleb stayed upstairs longer each time. Kate would have to find another way to punish Violet if this kept up.

	There had been very little in the way of “influential” men this week, as Violet called them, and that suited Kate just fine. Violet had to learn to whore before Kate would let her get close to the men Violet pined for. If it came too easy, if she didn’t have to earn it, Violet wouldn’t appreciate the result.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Mondays were slow, and Violet lingered in the salon in her sleep chemise and slippers until it was almost three in the afternoon. She had tipped Samantha and Moses generously, ten dollars each, after breakfast, having watched Lily and Sharon do the same. “Thanks for the delicious dinner Saturday night,” Violet said to Samantha, putting some money on the kitchen table. “I had a good week, I hope you’ll share my good fortune,” she said to Moses. His glare softened enough to suit Violet as he took his portion. The only ones he didn’t glare at were Rose and, of course, Kitty.

	She went back to her room, only to find Rose sitting on her bed. “What’s new?” Violet said. Rose looked odd, even more otherworldly than usual. “You all right?”

	Rose didn’t answer, but kept staring off into whatever she was seeing. “Rose? Do you need something?” Violet heard the thin panic in her voice and pulled herself inward. “Let me get you a glass of lemonade.” She turned to go, but Rose stopped her.

	“No. Stay.”

	Violet turned back to her. “What’s wrong?”

	She looked at Rose’s gray eyes, and the centers were wide and black. Her breathing was shallow, and as Violet came close she thought her breath was strangely sweet. She reached out and put her hand on Rose’s shoulder. Rose’s scream pierced the air of the entire brothel. 

	“Rose! What in hell’s the matter?” Violet shouted, all control gone.

	“They’re back…” Rose said, drawing her knees up under her dress and hugging herself. 

	Kate opened Violet’s door. “What the hell is going on here? Oh, it’s Rose,” she said, turning to the now shivering girl on the bed. Troy whined at her feet, and Kate put a hand down to stroke him, all while keeping her gaze on Rose. Behind her, Violet could see Lily and Sharon, peering around Kate to get a glimpse of the commotion. Neither looked particularly upset. Ghoulishly curious, thought Violet.

	“Come, Rose. Let’s put you to bed,” Kate said, holding out her hand to Rose. Rose still shivered, despite the midday heat of June. “Now, Rose.”

	Rose put her hand to her scar, stroking it lightly. “No.”

	Violet watched as Kate reached down and lifted Rose into her arms, like a child. Rose turned her head to Kate’s bosom, buried her face in her breast. “Shhh,” Kate said. “Open the doors, Lily. Help me get her down to her room.”

	They walked out without a word to Violet. Sharon closed Violet’s door behind her, leaving Violet alone to contemplate in wonder what had just happened.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	At least it was a Monday, Kate thought. The atmosphere at the El Verano Resort was uneasy. She’d left Rose in her room, knowing the spell would work itself out over the next several hours, and poured herself a good sized whiskey. Lily and Sharon had seen it before, and though no one liked it when Rose had her spells, they knew it was short-lived. Violet, still pale from the event, was quiet and skittish. Kate had spoken firmly to her, telling her that it was just “Rose’s way,” and that she should get on with her dressing. Although Violet had obeyed, her nerves were bad for business.

	Kate sat at her little table, a glass of whiskey in hand, watching the room. The Victrola played a record of Original Dixieland Band, a choice Kate hoped to liven and soothe the jangled atmosphere. Doc Simmons, the Sonoma pharmacist, sat in the big armchair, reading the paper, while Reggie played a poker hand with Jonathan from the railway station. Lily, perched like a guardian angel, looked on. It was still early, not quite seven, when Caleb arrived. He never came on a Monday, but it was to see Violet, Kate knew, and for the moment she was glad. It would set Violet right to get a good spanking. Knock the spooked out of her.

	Kate marked a drink on her pad for Caleb and watched the poker players dealing in the corner. Lily was laughing at someone’s joke, and Sharon was out on the porch enjoying the quiet evening. Rose would be sleeping by now, the worst of it over, and Violet and Caleb were setting up a rummy table. In a moment she would go out and get Sharon, have her join in a hand of rummy to keep the two from a tête-à-tête. The evening wouldn’t be a bank night, but Mondays usually weren’t. 

	She was surprised, therefore, when Moses came into the parlor. He normally stayed on the porch or in the kitchen unless something was wrong, and Kate was at attention immediately. He signaled her with his head, and she followed him out of the room. 

	“It’s Rose,” he said. “Come.”

	Rose slept in the little room off the main house rather than in the house. She had her own entrance, a privilege in keeping with the sums she brought in, as well as a necessity for her own strange ways. Now as Kate and Moses approached the little door, Kate could understand what worried Moses. Troy paced back and forth in front of her door, his pointed nose pressed to the gap at the threshold. The sickeningly sweet smell that emanated from under the door was compounded with a metallic odor that made Kate gag. She turned to Moses. “Quietly.”

	He nodded. He tried the knob, and as Kate expected it was locked. He took a long, thin knife from his boot and slipped the point into the lock. It clicked, and the knob turned. He opened the door slowly, as the smell hit them both. Again, Kate choked down her gag, and as her eyes adjusted to the gloom of the curtained room she pulled in her breath sharply.

	Rose lay on the floor, naked. The room reeked of opium, and the tarry stuff was evident next to the pipe on the floor. But across Rose’s neck, along the scar, bright blood flowed down in a thin sheet, dripping onto her breasts.

	Moses crossed the little room in two steps and pulled Rose’s blouse off the floor. He wrapped it around her neck, pressing hard. “She’s still bleeding, so she’s still alive.” He bent his shaved head. “And she’s breathing.”

	“It isn’t spurting,” Kate said. He shook his head. “We need a doctor.”

	She looked around for a knife, or whatever had done the damage, and saw nothing. Opium made a person lethargic, not violent, but with Rose, who knew. The door had been locked, so she must have done this to herself, Kate thought. Whatever nightmare lived inside of Rose made its regular appearances, but never like this. “I’ll hold the cloth. It doesn’t seem all that deep. Get Samantha and tell her to fetch Doc Simmons. He’s in the parlor.”

	Moses nodded and was gone.

	At least it’s a Monday, Kate thought for the second time that night.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kate didn’t look right, Violet thought when she saw her return. She had watched curiously when Moses came and got her, and was even more surprised when Samantha came in and spoke to the ruddy-faced gentleman who’d been quietly enjoying a whiskey and soda and reading the Expositor Forum, the local weekly news rag. Samantha had whispered something to him, and he’d immediately put down his paper, taken one long swig of his drink, and followed her out. Shortly after, Kate had come in, drying her hands. She was pale under her warm complexion, and her mouth was tight.

	Violet considered going to her, asking what was wrong, but she’d been on the wrong side of Miss Kitty too often in the past week, and then, too, Caleb was here. She didn’t want to attract Kate’s notice to the fact that they had been playing the same hand of rummy for fifteen minutes, or that Violet hadn’t tried to entertain anyone else. Probably the less attention she attracted, the better.

	Finally, at eight, Caleb rose and whispered the magic words to Miss Kitty. She nodded distractedly, made a note on her pad, and Caleb gave Violet a quick nod. She felt her pulse quicken as she led him upstairs. 

	She pulled a pillow over her mouth to muffle her cries, and when she came back down, Caleb behind her, both were much calmer. She watched him settle up with Kate, then walked him to the porch.

	“Sit a while,” she said, indicating an empty rocker. Sharon threw her a quick glance and shook her head slightly. Violet pretended not to see.

	Caleb sat. “Only a little while, Vi. I’ve got to be up early tomorrow. We’re putting the finishing touches on the Wingo, and I want to see it go up.” The Wingo, as Caleb had told her, was the railway bridge he’d had a hand in designing, and it was an amazing feat: a railway bridge that went up like a draw bridge, built over the dredged Sonoma Creek. 

	“You should get a photographer from the local newspaper to take a picture,” Violet said. “And a reporter to do a story. You could tell the reporter all about the design and even explain the four-engine dredge. ‘Does the work of a thousand men!’ the headline could read. And the subhead could say, ‘Engineer Caleb Houston watches as the new Wingo bridge is raised to let river traffic through.’ You’d be famous!”

	They both laughed, and Sharon rolled her eyes. “You’re such a bookish one, Violet,” she said. “Did you know, Caleb, that she spends her whole Sundays writing in her journal? I think she’s going to write a book about us!” Sharon let her hoarse laugh go and rocked back in her chair, but Violet did not join in. She sat frozen, watching Caleb’s face.

	“Writing a book, are you?” he asked finally.

	“Not at all. Sharon’s just teasing, like she does. I’ve kept a diary since I was twelve. You know how girls are. Just a place to write little poems, sketches, you know…” She trailed off. She had talked with Caleb about how she liked to write and how she’d had some stories and poems published but had been deliberately vague, and he’d not pursued the topic. They were far too busy talking about the work he did or doing the work she was doing now.

	Sharon got up, and swinging her hips, went back into the house. 

	“I don’t care if you’re writing ten books,” Caleb said. “Sharon’s jealous, you know.”

	Violet nodded. “Yeah, the penny dropped for me on that. She’s got nothing to be jealous about. I guess women sometimes just get that way.”

	“I’d rather have an hour with you than a hundred hours with Sharon. She’s pretty, all right, but she’s got no spirit.”

	“That’s funny. I would have thought Sharon was plenty spirited for you.”

	“Maybe ‘spirit’ isn’t the right word. ‘Heart,’ maybe.”

	“She had a real tough start in life. I think Miss Kitty’s the only mother she’s ever had, and the only loving she’s ever gotten is from working.”

	“You’re a kind soul, Violet. You know, you’re something special. Well, I’d better be going. See you Wednesday?”

	Violet smiled. “I’ll be here.”

	He winked and jumped down the three steps off the porch. For a minute, Violet was completely happy.

	“Violet, Kitty’s not gonna like it if you just sit here like a mooncalf,” Sharon said behind her. “You’d better get back in and earn your supper like the rest of us.”

	Violet turned and looked up at Sharon standing behind her. “Don’t be angry with me, Sharon. I’m not shirking.”

	Sharon seemed momentarily disarmed by Violet’s humble response. “All right, but if you make Miss Kitty mad, we all have to bear it, so try to be a little less stuck on Caleb Houston.”

	“I’m not stuck on him.”

	“The hell you aren’t,” Sharon growled. Her composure fading, she stood over Violet, who went still in the rocker, and put her hands on her hips. “I heard what he said. ‘Better an hour with you than a hundred hours of Sharon.’ You don’t come from the streets. You’re doing this for fun, but the rest of us are working for a living and don’t appreciate you waltzing in here and taking Posie’s old spot and then not doing anything to make the place lively. You don’t realize it, but you sitting on your can, or upstairs snuggling with Caleb makes for an empty parlor, a dull card room. Every girl’s got to pull her weight, not just for her own gents, but for all of us.” Sharon was out of breath when she was finished. 

	Violet stood up, knowing she towered over the girl. “Well, you were on the porch for almost an hour this evening, so how is it that I’m the one not pulling my weight?” Violet snapped.

	Sharon’s face grew hard. “I am on my period, so I can’t work. There ain’t enough customers for me to be pouring drinks. So I can’t earn anything tonight unless it gets lively enough that the gents start buying us drinks. And Rose must be sick again, so that leaves you and Lily, and she gets her curse about half a day after I do. She’s in there working her poor twat off, and you’re upstairs mooning over that blond roughneck. This ain’t a party, girlie. If you want to go to a party, go back to your society friends and your trust fund!”

	“I don’t have a trust fund. I’m living on what I earn, just like the rest of you,” Violet said, but Sharon had already gone inside.

	A moment later Moses stepped out onto the porch. He stood facing Violet, a step too close. She stepped back. “You get your ass inside and get to work. Miss Kitty don’t need no cat fight tonight, and you better not start one, or you’re gonna be getting a hiding from me that won’t be the start of anything fun. Now get.”

	Violet swallowed the taste of sand, turned, and walked back into the parlor, her hands shaking and a smile plastered across her face.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kate could hear Sharon and Violet squabble. That was not to be tolerated. She sighed, wondering if the moon was full. Sharon had her period, which meant that Lily would be next, and of course Rose’s spells were far more likely at that special time of the month. Kate gave the girls the first day of their period off from whoring, but they still had to work at making the parlor lively. Violet hadn’t been at the house long enough to get in schedule with the other girls, so she would be the main whore for the next couple of days, and Kate didn’t want her walking around with a sour face and a chip on her shoulder. She rose to get Moses to put a stop to the nonsense when she saw Sharon stalk back into the parlor. 

	As the door shut she heard Moses’ voice, low and menacing. He was on edge too, after Rose’s injury, and he would take it out on Violet. Well, let him. She’s got to learn sooner or later. She nodded to Sharon, who had poured herself a whiskey in a cordial glass, and stood sipping it at the side table. In a moment Sharon’s color returned, and she made her way over to the poker players. “Deal me in, gentlemen. I’ve got a hankering for a game!” 

	Violet was next, with a foolish mask of a smile. Kate rose. “Violet, I was just thinking of something. Samantha’s out on an errand for me at the moment. Could you go to the kitchen and fetch a tray with some nice sliced peaches for us? It’s so warm tonight, a little refreshment would be nice.”

	Violet looked at her gratefully and went back out the parlor door. A task would give her a chance to compose herself properly. Any man who saw her with that horrid smile would run a mile in the opposite direction. Kate had to wonder, not for the first time, if she’d done the right thing by taking her on, principles or no principles. But with Posie gone, Rose out of commission, and the other two on the rag, this was no time to be picky. As soon as Violet returned with the peaches, she would have to go check on Rose. Doc Simmons was discreet, but he was also an apothecary, and would know opium the moment he smelled it. 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Gold came bouncing into the card parlor about nine. Violet had just prepared the fruit tray and followed a few steps behind him into the room. Thin, wiry, with his black hair slicked back and his large brown eyes shining, he took Sharon and Lily’s hands and bent over each, kissing them lightly. Both girls giggled, and he smiled a wide grin back. “Am I too late for a card game? I am dying for a card game with my beautiful girls,” he said in his heavy accent.

	“Never too late,” Lily smiled. “Are you dying for a drink, too?”

	“But of course,” he said jovially.

	“What’re you so excited about?” Lily asked, handing him a short whiskey.

	“Oh, nothing. Just everything is going my way for once.” He knocked on the bar. “Where’s my tall dolly? The one with the black hair and the big tetas?” 

	“There’s two like that,” Kate answered from across the room.

	“Oh, my beautiful Spanish Kitty, of course. If I was looking for you, I would have said, ‘Where is the gorgeous madam of the house, commander in chief?’”

	“Commander Kitty! I like that. But here’s your dolly, with the big titties. You’ve got to learn to say ‘titties,’ not ‘tetas!’”

	“Oh, but all the workmen say ‘tetas.’”

	“That’s cuz it’s Spanish for ‘titties,’” Sharon said.

	“Aha! Thank you, lovely Sharon.” Turning back to Kate, he said, “Well, since you are Spanish Kitty, I will say ‘tetas’ for you, and ‘titties’ for my tall giantess of a dolly. Violet, how are you, my mountain of titties woman?”

	Gold had them all laughing, and Violet watched as Kate headed out of the parlor as soon as Violet was seated at the card table. She picked up a deck and started dealing a rummy hand. Two young men, strangers to Violet, had been flipping the cards and betting on the positions of their landing, and they joined to be dealt in. Sharon stayed at her poker game, and Lily quickly tossed back a whiskey as soon as Kate walked out and winked at a short, older gent, who escorted her out of the room. As Lily walked past Kate’s abandoned note pad she reached down, without breaking her stride, and made a mark on the pad. Kate would know to charge her gentleman at end of the month.

	Violet won the first hand, and the second as well. “You’ve got luck on your side tonight,” Gold said. He knocked three times on the table.

	She smiled. “Superstitious?”

	“Careful,” he corrected. “Tonight, things are good. Tomorrow, you never know.”

	Someone had put an opera on the Victrola, and Gold listened for a moment. He put his head back and closed his eyes, and in a moment began to sing with the tenor. The room activity stopped as he sang, his rich voice making syrup of the Italian. Then he stopped, smiling. “That Mister Caruso is a master. Now, do you think Miss Kitty can spare you for a bit? I don’t see her, so I cannot ask her.”

	Violet shook herself free of the trance his singing had brought. “That’s quite all right,” she said. She had just seen Lily handle the same situation. “I will just leave her a note letting her know where I am.”

	She allowed Gold to lead her from the room, stopping to jot a note on the pad. As she looked up, she saw Sharon watching her, eyes narrowed. Violet hesitated. “Come, my mountain woman. Let me bury my face between your titties!” The room’s laughter accompanied her out the door.

	Upstairs, Gold was undressed even as she untied her sash. “Off, off, off!” he said, encouraging her to speed up her undressing. He was fully charged as soon as she was naked, and with reverence, he put action to his earlier words. 

	Once he was finished, he lay back on her pillows, his hands behind his head. “Tell me, mountain woman, why are you so smart?”

	“How do you mean?” Violet asked. 

	“You speak better, you are more refined. Even more refined than Miss Rose, the ghost.”

	“She’s not a ghost.”

	“No, I misspeak. She has a ghost inside her. She has suffered. You see her neck. There are many in my country with terrible scars, too.”

	“Where are you from, Gold?” Violet was happy to skirt the subject of her own past.

	“Georgia.”

	Violet burst out laughing. “Well that explains your southern accent.”

	Gold smiled. “Georgia, Russia.”

	“You’re Russian?” She felt a little shiver, thinking of Mrs. Whitney. Was Gold a communist?

	“I am a Jew. Jews are never from the country they are born in. They are Jews. But to America, yes, I am Russian. Georgia is a beautiful place, in the south, just like your Georgia is in the south, but for Russia, where it is miserable and cold, Georgia is the place of vacations, dachas for the rich aristocrats.”

	“Were you a rich aristocrat in Georgia?”

	“No. I was a Jew. But I was rich, yes. Like here, there my family had many clothing stores. No land, it was against the law for a Jew to own land, but stores, oh yes. But the revolution put an end to all that.”

	Violet was quiet. The revolution that brought power to the workers put an end to the lifestyle of the rich, but drove the workers into grinding poverty as well. “So you came to the States?”

	“Yes, as I told you, I have been here a very, very long time. I still have the thick accent, but I have in all other ways become an American. I am a citizen because I love this country. Even though I am very angry at the government some times.”

	“We all are.”

	“Yes, but when you are born here, you feel the right to be angry. When you immigrate, you feel that to be angry is to be ungrateful, and you are very, very grateful. And the government feels that an angry immigrant is a danger. They rounded up three thousand immigrants in January, all because they were angry at how the workers here were treated.”

	“I know. I was furious. They accused them of being part of the CLP.”

	“You know about that? You are a mysterious whore!”

	Violet paused, knowing that she had to walk a very fine line. “I do know about it. I have had my share of problems, too. I used to, well, I was working to improve the minimum wage for women, because they make so little in a week that they can’t feed their children. And the people on the Commission say it’s because they’re working for pin money, when they’re not. So that’s how I know about this.”

	Gold looked at her very intently. “I knew you were special. You are very deep for a whore. You know, I pay my workers fairly. I saw much suffering and have suffered here too, and I don’t want to see my workers in pain. It is hard, though, when the competitors make a better profit and can charge less for the clothes, because they don’t pay their workers. Me, I would rather get less profit. But not too much less profit, or I can’t afford my lovely mountain of a dolly!”

	Violet smiled at him and rose to get dressed. “Oh, once more, my dolly!” Gold said. Violet lay back down. She would be sure to make a second mark on the Kate’s notepad when they went back down.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tuesday afternoon dawned clear and bright and a bit cooler than Monday had been, bringing relief to the overheated tempers at El Verano Resort. Violet rolled over in bed and listened to the clock chime noon. It had been a strange night with Rose’s spell, Caleb’s passion, Sharon’s snappish comments, and Kate’s disappearance for long periods of time from the salon. 

	She thought about Gold’s remarkable journey from Georgia, Russia, to Sonoma, California. What gumption it took to leave everything one knew, family, friends, wealth, and travel half way around the world to a country where you didn’t speak the language, were barely welcome, and your money and education counted for naught. And yet, thousands of people did just that, year after year, the “huddled masses yearning to be free,” and the not-quite huddled as well. Gold was anything but a huddled mass, she mused as she lay under the sheet, looking at the ceiling.

	She knew him intimately, now, his circumcised penis, his energy, his pale skin covered in parts by tufts of black hair. Strange to know so many men carnally when before it had been almost scandalous that she had known two men without the benefit of marriage. And Gold had very, very progressive ideas when it came to labor, women, and even some outlandish ideas about equality amongst the races. He lay on her bed, spent after his second bout, and talked about his dreams of a Utopian society. She’d meant to just agree, stroke his arm a bit, smile, and send him on his way, but instead she found herself challenging him.

	“If workers and bosses are equal, how will businesses get started?” she’d asked. “Aren’t some people just smarter than others, just like some are taller, some are blonder, or have musical gifts?” She smiled at him, thinking of his singing, and identifying the singer on the record as well.

	“Sure, lovely, some are beautiful, like you, and some are homely, like me, but we need to look past that to true equality under the skin.”

	“If there aren’t any capitalists, who will start businesses? If landlords can’t make money, who will rent to people? If smart ones can’t get education, who will be our scientists and inventors?” She sounded to her own ears like Sam, Sam after he joined the board of Nathan-Dohrmann. 

	Gold stroked her hair. It had come unpinned in their frolic and lay spread like a black veil over her pillow. “I am a capitalist, dolly, and yet I believe in my equality with my workers.”

	Violet believed in equality, and she told him so. 

	“Then why are you arguing with me, beauty?”

	“Because equality isn’t the same as, I don’t know, sameness, I guess. And because if I’ve learned anything in the past six months, it’s to question everything.”

	“And thusly do you prove your merit,” Gold had said, in his strange, formal way. Violet could not imagine a greater compliment.

	When they had returned to the parlor, Kate was still absent. Relieved that she would not be chided for spending too much “after eight” time in conversation, she diligently made another mark next to Gold’s name on the pad to show that he’d gotten two rounds with her. Kate would just have to collect from him some other time, as she did not reappear until it was closing time, and Gold had long gone.

	 

	Now, as Violet dressed, she thought about Sharon. She would have to put things right with her. It would not do to have an enemy in such a small household. 

	She went down to the kitchen and found Moses and Sharon talking quietly at the breakfast table. They stopped when she walked in, exchanged glances, and Moses stood up. He nodded to Violet in response to her “good morning” and left the kitchen, leaving Sharon at the table.

	“I don’t want you to be mad at me,” Violet said, immediately broaching the subject. Sharon flicked her eyebrows and then went back to her cornbread and coffee without answering. “What is it, Sharon? You have to tell me.”

	“I don’t have to tell you anything, Violet. But I will say that you think you’re mighty superior to us with your education and your writing and your conversations. But you ain’t superior. You’re just luckier in life, and I don’t know why you’re slumming it here with us, but we don’t like it.”

	“Really? Who’s we?”

	“All of us. Believe me, we know that you didn’t spend years on the street getting beat up, raped, jailed, and used up before you landed here like the rest of us. You’ve been living on easy street, and you’re just pretending to be a whore so you can write about us. But you ain’t a real whore. You’re a wolf in whore’s clothing!”

	It was only by supreme self-control that Violet didn’t laugh at the metaphor. It would have cemented Sharon’s view of her, and Violet knew that there was more than a grain of truth in what she said. But there was a lot of falsehood, too.

	She sighed. “I know you feel that way, but only part of what you say is true. I also have a history and a past. But you’re right, I have an education, and I do like to write stories. Something I wrote got me in a lot of trouble, and a lot of bad things happened to me, but nothing like you’ve been through. At least not in quantity. But that’s no reason to be mean to me. I’m not taking work from you. I’m not hurting you. And I’m only writing about people to help get higher wages for women, nothing else.”

	“Higher wages? Right. From nothing to a pittance, is what we would get. At least here I don’t have to stand in a peach-packing plant all day, getting fuzz in my lungs till I choke to death, for eight dollars a week, with an overseer telling me to work faster. You don’t get it, but Miss Kitty’s is a dream job. Turning tricks in the back of a saloon or in a horse-stall night after night with pimps and drunks and men with knives who’ll cut you or take your money after they’ve used you—that’s being a whore!” Sharon banged her cup on the table and stomped out.

	Violet stared at her coffee cup, her appetite gone. Everything Sharon said was true, but Violet was not to blame. She was only the convenient target, the lightning rod for Sharon’s anger and jealousy.

	She sat for a long time at the kitchen table, unwilling to go back to her room. I don’t want to hide from Sharon or let her think I’m afraid of her. Eventually, Kate came into the kitchen, poured herself a cup of coffee, and sat down at the kitchen table. She looked weary. After a bit, she turned to Violet. “Don’t squabble with Sharon.”

	“I’m trying not to. She’s jealous of me.”

	“Fine, then be overly nice to her. I don’t have time or the inclination to mediate between two whores cat-fighting. She’s been here longer, she’s a better earner, and if it comes down to her or you, she stays. So make it work.”

	Violet looked back at her now cold coffee and said nothing. After another long silence, Kate added, “I see you had Caleb upstairs, and Gold twice, and Bill Ferry as well.”

	“Bill Ferry? No, I don’t know who he is.”

	“What are you talking about? You wrote it on the pad and noted that you collected from him as well.”

	“I did not!”

	“Violet, if you’re trying to keep a fee, don’t. You’ll be out on your ass in a minute, and you won’t like it one bit. So turn over the fee and the tips from last night, too.” Kate’s voice was harsh.

	Violet stiffened. “I didn’t. I wouldn’t. And I don’t even know Bill Ferry. And as to Caleb’s and Gold’s tips, you weren’t in the parlor, so I left them upstairs. I’ll bring them to you after breakfast. Though I don’t know why you keep my tips from Caleb. That wasn’t what you said was the deal at the start.”

	“Don’t argue with me, Violet.” Kate’s voice was dangerous. “Get the tips and Ferry’s fee and make it snappy.”

	Violet stood up. “I don’t even know how much you charge for me. So I wouldn’t know what to charge this mysterious Bill Ferry anyway. Though I didn’t go with anyone but Caleb and Gold. And if I were going to keep a fee, why would I even write him in on the pad? And I could have gotten away with not telling you about Gold’s going twice if I wanted to pocket a fee, right?”

	Kate didn’t answer right away. Finally, she sighed again. “Fine. Go get the tips. I guess I know what happened. Look,” she added, “it was a very long night. I was with Rose most of the night, I’m tired, and I don’t like what’s been going on with you and Sharon. Don’t make it worse.”

	Violet reached out and put her hand on Kate’s shoulder. Kate pulled back, startled. “It’s all right, Kitty. I’ll get the tips now, and if you want, I’ll sit with Rose a while so you can get some sleep.”

	Kate stared at her. Then, color infusing her face, she put her hand on Violet’s hand. “Thank you. That would be nice. I’ll give you the key to Rose’s door.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Sometimes I wish I ran a millenary shop or a dry goods store instead of brothel. Kate brushed her long dark hair in the mirror. She took a spoonful of headache powder and mixed it with water and drank it down. The medicine would take about ten minutes to work, but the little bit of cocaine in the mix would brighten her eyes right away. She rubbed her temples briefly, eyes closed, and sighed. Time was a-wasting. 

	With a small, bristled wand she combed the black dye into the graying roots, wincing at the smell. Then, while it dried, she took a pair of tweezers and plucked at the stray hairs that had started appearing on her chin and neck, and trimmed her eyebrows. 

	She rinsed the dye out, examining the roots for coverage. Satisfied, she took the cream Doc Simmons had made up for her and rubbed it into her neck and cleavage. She smiled into the mirror. There was a time when all she had to do was rouge her lips and walk into the room. Now, even though she no longer turned a trick herself, she spent more time on her appearance than ever before. She took the lip rouge pot and put a smooth coating on her lips, just like old times.

	This business between Violet and Sharon was dangerous. Sharon was a fun-loving, high-spirited girl, but she had a coarseness that bore watching. And Violet was insensitive to the effects of her book-learning and writing on the other girls. Lily didn’t care. Lily was sure of herself in most contexts, but Sharon needed more coddling. For all her toughness, she was sensitive to the least perceived slight and had a vindictive streak to boot. At least Violet wasn’t on the same period schedule yet, so she’d been able to keep a lid on the situation. If she’d been edgy too, the whole powder keg would have exploded.

	And all, really, because of Rose. At least Violet was sitting with Rose. It was a relief to get out of that dark, oppressive room, and Kate had been grateful for the offer. What really had thrown her, though, was Violet’s touch. It took a moment to realize that it had been years since a woman had touched Kate in friendship, kindness, or basic sisterhood. Life as a madam did not make for easy friendships.

	Satisfied with her looks, Kate headed down stairs. It was a Tuesday night, and that meant that guests from Sacramento would be coming for a visit. And sometime later this week, the high rollers coming back from the Bohemian Grove would be stopping in for a night of pleasure. It should be a good week. She would insist that Rose recover by then. 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Violet sat on a stool by Rose’s bed, watching her chest rise and fall rhythmically. The cut across her neck, just above the scar, glistened with ointment, as did a gash on the side of her head. Neither was terribly deep, it seemed, but the head wound, the result of the fall after Rose had lost consciousness, had bled copiously. The room still stank of blood. The real danger had been from the opium and whatever other drugs Rose had taken before she had dragged the knife over the remnants of her long-ago slashing. Violet moistened a cloth and put it to Rose’s lips.

	Rose’s eyes fluttered, and for a moment Violet thought she would open them, but the impulse passed, and Rose seemed to go deeper into sleep. “Just let her sleep it off,” Kate had said. “Keep her lips moist, and if she wakes, keep her calm. That’s the key. Don’t let her get too excited. Samantha will relieve you when the customers start arriving.”

	Violet sat in fear—fear that Rose would wake up violently and fear that she would not wake at all. She had offered to watch Rose out of compassion for Kate, as tired as she looked, but Violet took no delight in the role of nurse. It’s a good thing I never had children. I would be lousy at it. Her own mother had not been terribly motherly, and Violet knew that she had little experience with the little niceties of care and nursing. It was enough, in her mother’s view, that she had kept Violet in good clothes and schooling. More than that was not in her power, and Violet had no natural desire to be a mother, either. It was unnatural, she knew. Most of her life so far had been unnatural. What woman volunteered to be a prostitute, to forever reject the possibility of a normal home, husband, and children? 

	Again Rose stirred, and Violet started. Rose’s eyes blinked open. Her pupils were dilated, and, it seemed to Violet, uneven in their size. Rose looked at Violet without recognition, but without fear either. “Water,” she croaked, and Violet quickly dipped the cloth and again put it to Rose’s lips. She shook her head. “Water!” she said, more forcefully. 

	Violet quickly took a tin cup and dipped it in the bowl. Holding the cup in one hand, she put her arm under Rose’s shoulder and lifted her slightly. She could not have weighed more than ninety pounds dressed, Violet thought. It was like holding a child, the frail bones pushing against the thin night chemise. Rose sipped from the cup, then took several big gulps. Kate hadn’t said anything about drinking water either way, so Kate let her drink. At last, Rose seemed to have her fill. She lay against Violet’s arm, and Violet gently lowered her shoulders back down to the pillow.

	“Do you want to sit up?”

	Rose grunted, and Violet got another pillow and put it behind Rose’s head. “Head hurts,” she said. 

	“Yes, you cut it. Of course it hurts.” Rose looked over at Violet and groaned. “Easy does it,” Violet said, at a loss.

	“More water,” she said, this time clearly. Violet refilled the cup, and Rose steadied it against her mouth while Violet held it. Again she drank, noisily finishing the cup. Then she gripped the side of the bed, looking wild. 

	“Shhh, it’s all right,” Violet said. 

	“Sick,” Rose said, and sweat beaded on her forehead.

	Violet looked around and seeing only a small flower vase, emptied the water bowl into the vase. She held the bowl under Rose, and again held Rose’s shoulder as she retched and heaved. Finally, the water she had just drunk came up. Rose leaned back, exhausted and white.

	“I guess we stay with water-soaked cloths for a bit,” Violet said. She dried Rose’s forehead and dabbed at the cuts, which had started to bleed through the ointment because of the retching.

	“It hurts.”

	“I know.”

	“Smoke.”

	“No, Rose. I can’t give you anything. Just lie back.” I should get Kate, Violet thought. I have no idea what to do. But Rose couldn’t be left, and Samantha would come to relieve her eventually. If she could hold on till then…

	“A little bit.”

	“I can’t. But I can sit with you.” She wrapped her arm around Rose again, and this time held her to her bosom. Rose struggled weakly, then rested her head against Violet’s chest. Violet stroked the long, red hair, braided away from her face.

	“So sad. I want to die.”

	“Shhh, no, Rose, it will be all right.” Would it? Violet wondered.

	“I want to die, I want to die, I want to die. I want to kill him,” Rose said, her voice barely above a whisper.

	“Whom do you want to kill?” Violet asked softly.

	“I want to die. He ruined me.”

	“You’ll just upset yourself. Breathe deeply and relax.”

	Rose shook her head, then groaned with the pain. “Give me some headache powder. My head aches.”

	Violet looked around, found the packet, and measured a bit into the tin cup. She poured in water from the vase.

	“Just a bit, so you don’t throw it all up again.” Rose nodded and sipped gingerly. Then she leaned back against Violet’s arm, her eyes shut. Violet let her mind drift, relaxing with the warmth of Rose against her, listening to her breathe.

	Suddenly Rose sat up. “You need to kill him. Revenge.”

	Violet soothed and shushed her, stroking her back, but her curiosity overcame her concern. “Who?”

	“He ruined me. He left me for dead. He cut my throat.”

	Her soft voice was even quieter, the urgency in the tone mitigated by her hoarseness and tempered by her southern diction.

	“You’re safe now,” Violet said, stroking her hair.

	Rose leaned back down against Violet.

	“No. I’m never safe. I’ll find him,” Rose whispered. “I see him at night. He comes here, in my room. He comes out of the bayou like he did before.” She took a ragged breath. “I was only fifteen. He said he would give me the money to go to New Orleans.” Violet leaned in, listening to her soft voice. “Somebody had to get the money. The babies were hungry. I said I would do it, he could do it, he could do it until he dropped. I opened my mouth, I opened my snatch, anything he wanted. For the babies.”

	“Yes, of course. I understand,” Violet cooed, “yes.” 

	“He took it, yes. And he came back the next night, and the next night, and the next night.” Rose’s voice grew louder, hoarser, and Violet felt a shiver, almost like the presence of an other. 

	I should stop her, she thought. But she knew she wouldn’t, and Rose went on.

	“‘I’ll give you the money tomorrow night, honey, you’ll give me what I want now, if you want your babies to eat.’ He comes through the window,” Rose’s voice was back to a whisper, “and I cry or I don’t cry so I don’t wake the babies. They cry, they’re hungry, but he keeps at it. He doesn’t hear them. He comes through the window with his knife in his hand. The babies are crying. I have to have my money. I beg him, ‘No more, give me the money you promised.’

	“My man, he’s dead. I’ve got the two babies. They’re hungry. He takes me again, and the baby cries. And he takes out his knife, and he quiets that baby. Quiet that baby! But he’s hungry and won’t hush, and he takes his knife, and he quiets that baby. And I grab the knife, and he grabs the knife, and I grab the knife, and he pulls my hair, my long, long hair, and he says, ‘I’ll quiet you, too,’ and I scream. And he quiets me too.

	“And I’m bleeding and breathing and dying and breathing and he says ‘Here’s your money, bitch,’ and he pushes the bills up my snatch, and I’m praying the baby don’t cry. His brother’s dead, don’t cry baby, and he’s gone out the window.”

	Violet held her close, both of them shivering. They rocked back and forth, and Violet moved a hand to wipe the tears from her own face. Rose looked up at her.

	“I’m going to kill him one day… my baby, he’s dead, and my baby he’s hungry, and I’m bleeding and dying—but I don’t die. And I wrap my only dress around my neck, and I go naked into the bayou with my one baby living and my one baby dead and my money in my twat, and I don’t die. 

	“I leave my dead baby under a big leaf in the bayou, I leave my living baby on the step of the parish church, and I take the skirt off my neck all covered in blood, and I wash it in the bayou, and put it on, and take the money out and go to New Orleans. Only the sweet smoke takes him away. Only the sweet smoke. Give me my smoke now. I want to die.” Rose’s voice rose keening in the dark, oppressive room. “I want to kill him!”

	She struggled in Violet’s arms. “No. You’re going to live,” Violet said, her voice breaking.

	Sounds came from outside the door, and Violet turned in relief as Samantha entered carrying a bowl of soup. “Go on, now, I’ll feed her. Miss Kitty wants you in the parlor. We have special company.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kate smiled at the gentlemen as they sipped their whiskeys. Henry had come back from Los Angeles quite pleased with himself and was leaning back in the easy chair, telling his tale to Will Hearst. 

	“Can’t trust a newspaper man,” Hearst said. “Once a reporter, always sniffing for the scoop. So tell me everything you don’t want to see in print!”

	“I can’t imagine you still pounding out a story at the typewriter, fingers inky from the effort,” laughed Henry Lyon. “Which of the hundred papers would carry the story?”

	“All of them,” Hearst replied, and both men laughed again. It was a fine whiskey she was pouring tonight, Kate thought, courtesy of the Hearst empire.

	She glanced toward the door, hoping that Violet would have the sense to fix herself up nicely after sitting in the sick room. The smell of opium and vomit was not enticing. 

	Violet entered with a tray of nuts and candied fruits. She smiled at Kate as she put the tray down and nodded slightly. “Thank you, Violet. Henry, have you met our new girl, Violet? This is Henry Lyon, Violet, and of course you met Will Hearst.”

	“Pleasure,” Henry said, looking her over. “Violet, eh? You name ‘em all after flowers, Kitty? You look a little familiar, Violet. You ever work up in Sacramento?”

	“Oh, no,” she answered, looking coy. “I’m a San Francisco girl.”

	“Indeed she is,” Will said. “I met her on her first day. A little less skittish, are you now, dear?”

	“Well, it was a little disconcerting, meeting such a great man on my first day at the Resort,” Violet replied. “Sacramento, the great state capital! It must be so exciting to work there. Tell me all about it.”

	That’s a girl. Kate relaxed with relief. Violet had learned much in a short time. And this was why Violet was here in the first place, wasn’t it?

	“Oh, not much to say,” Henry said. “I was just telling Kitty, here, about my trip to L.A. Turns out,” he said, back to Kate, “that our Abe Cohen saw the wisdom of my point of view. His contributions will ensure that the bills limiting pawnbrokers will die in committee. And, Will, if you print that, you’ll be the laughing stock of the Bohemian Club!” 

	Both men guffawed, and Violet giggled. Kate gave her a quick sharp look. Of course. Violet had been sitting with Rose, breathing in the old opium fumes. It had probably affected her, given her virgin lungs. But Violet didn’t seem addled. 

	“Are you going up to the Grove soon?” she asked.

	It was Will Hearst’s turn to look surprised. “What do you know about the Bohemian Grove?”

	“Oh, just what every girl knows. It’s where all the powerful men go to run around naked in the woods and scare each other half to death!” Violet’s laugh softened the words into a joke, and both men chuckled.

	“I’d rather be here scaring you half to death, like the first day,” Will said.

	Kate watched Violet seize her opportunity. “Well, come on, then. Let’s give it a whirl!”

	The opium fumes have made her bold. Kate shrugged inwardly. Will Hearst almost never took a girl upstairs. He seemed to prefer drinking and chatting with Kate. But with a new girl, a bold girl, it could happen.

	“All right, girlie. It’s a little early by Spanish Kitty’s rules, but if she’ll spare you a bit, let’s go.” 

	For William Randolph Hearst, Kate would bend the rules.

	“Hey, if he gets a roll with the new girl, so should I,” Henry said.

	“Want to go both at once?” Kate said. Violet stiffened, and Kate smiled inwardly. She had a lot to learn still.

	“Old Hearst will take up all the room in the bed,” Henry said. “I’ll wait my turn.”

	Kate reached for her notepad. “Go on, Will. Have a good time. And Violet, make sure you treat Mr. Hearst extra special, all right? He and Henry are very, very special guests.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” Violet said, her eyes shining. 

	Let this not be a disaster, Kate prayed silently as Violet led the big man out of the parlor. Though she was looking at the door, she still caught Sharon and Lily exchanging glances across the room.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Violet felt her heart in her throat as she led the great William Randolph Hearst up the stairs to her room. She must be witty, charming, intelligent, and yet satisfy his desires. It was her first big chance. And downstairs, Henry Lyon, Valeska Bary’s mentor and mastermind of the Sacramento legislature, waited his turn. If only she weren’t so tired from sitting with Rose. She hoped she smelled good. 

	She turned and waited for Mr. Hearst, for Will, to mount the stairs. He huffed a bit, as a corpulent man might on a steep climb. She waited patiently, then led the way to her door. She opened it, then closed it quickly again. “Give me a moment, Mr. Hearst.”

	“Will.”

	“Of course.” She slipped inside. Someone had turned all her papers out on the floor. Her painstaking notes had been crumpled, trampled, and someone had spilled coffee all over them. Her bed was soaking wet, coffee everywhere, and on her mirror the word “Bitch” had been scrawled in lip rouge. Tears sprang into her eyes, and she blinked them away. She had to act fast.

	Grabbing papers by the handfuls she shoved them into the drawer of her armoire. She took her night chemise and rubbed off the vicious word from the mirror. Throwing all the sheets under the bed, she covered the mattress with the coverlet, mercifully unstained. She glanced around. Though the room reeked of coffee, the evidence was hidden. She took a deep breath, and opened the door.

	Mr. Hearst entered and sniffed. “Smells like the editors’ room late at night. Big coffee fan, are you, Violet?”

	“Oh, yes. Drink it morning, noon, and night. I prefer it to a cordial.” Violet smiled up at Mr. Hearst, hoping she sounded credible. “The editors must work hard to put out such fine papers.”

	“That’s right. You read the papers.”

	“Of course. Who doesn’t?”

	“What features do you prefer?”

	Violet paused, making an attempt to look pensive. The women’s pages, with their birth and marriage announcements, who returned from what trip, who attended the sorority luncheon, whose daughter made her debut? Or the reports from the legislative committees Miss Bary had been so keen on, or the editorials—some screaming the immorality of prostitution, others on the rights of workers? She stroked Mr. Hearst’s arm, still clothed in his jacket. “Most definitely the editorials.”

	His bushy eyebrows rose. “Indeed? You are a very strange woman, Violet. Let’s hope that your interests haven’t made you incapable of doing your job.”

	“Indeed not,” Violet said. “I find that knowledge makes every woman more capable, regardless of her job.” She took his jacket off. 

	“A mighty progressive thinker, then.” He shrugged out of his shirt and his undershirt. “Now, don’t let me get ahead of you, my dear.”

	Violet removed her blouse. She thought back to the terror she had felt before the federal agents when they had torn her blouse. Now she took off her clothes in front of relative strangers ten to fifteen times a week. Her breasts bounced lightly, and Mr. Hearst eyed them appreciatively. He reached for one, and she moved closer. “That’s what I like about a whore,” Mr. Hearst said.

	She didn’t have to ask his meaning. She moved to unbuckle his belt, but he put his hand over hers. “Hold off a bit, honey. Let’s get the rest of your clothes off first.” Some men liked her naked, some were in such a hurry they just lifted her skirt and unbuttoned their pants. It seemed Mr. Hearst liked a slow dance. 

	She took off her skirt and stood in her hose and garters and shoes. He took in a sharp breath. Violet was gratified. She could excite a man as famous and wealthy as William Hearst. “Now, Will, let me help you with those pants.”

	She ran her hand across his lap. To her dismay, he had not started to rise. She carefully took off his pants, and lowered his drawers. He was flaccid.

	She knew that some older gentlemen took a little longer to work up, so she started on her task. She stroked him softly. She needed a pitcher with warm water, and she knew that Samantha was out in Rose’s room. She couldn’t leave Mr. Hearst here while she fetched it, so she would have to make do without washing him. She lowered herself to her knees and breathed gently on him. He stirred slightly, and she took him in her hand. With firm strokes she caressed the length of his rod and felt a slight thickening. It was hard to do this without washing the customer, she thought, but then her mind flitted to Sharon’s comments. A pitcher of warm water and a clean man were a luxury for a whore. None of the girls, or even Spanish Kitty, had enjoyed such a luxury on the streets. She closed her eyes and took him in her mouth.

	Mr. Hearst moaned and sat back on the bed. Still on her knees she shuffled closer to him and drew him into her mouth, sucking hard. As she pulled back, she pleasured him with her tongue. 

	He put his hands into her hair, guiding her head, and sighed, but still he didn’t get hard. She put her hands on his balls and squeezed lightly, ran a finger behind them and pressed, and though he moaned, he remained too soft to even consider entry. At last, she pulled back, defeated.

	“Well, girlie, sometimes a man just isn’t ready for all the pleasure spread before him.”

	“Sometimes a man has more to offer than a poke with a stick,” she replied. She pressed him gently back on her bed, and lay down next to him. “Tell me, Mr. Hearst, tell me about writing editorials. I love to read them. “

	He chuckled lightly. “I don’t think this is the usual bedroom conversation, even at Miss Kitty’s. Strange thing to discuss in garters and stockings!”

	“Oh, but I really want to know,” she said, stroking his chest.” Do you all sit together and vote on a topic?”

	“Sometimes. But remember, I own a hundred papers. I can’t be at every meeting. Sometimes the senior editor will call a meeting, and they’ll discuss a particular topic and decide where the board stands on an issue. Then one of the lucky guys gets to write the editorial.”

	“I read the editorial about Mrs. Whitney’s conviction.”

	“Did you now? And what did you think?”

	She worked her fingers into his chest hair. “Well, I agreed that the penalty had been far too harsh, but I also thought that she was being unfairly targeted. Picked on. And she hadn’t been allowed a fair trial.”

	“That’s quite a lot of opinions, Violet.”

	“Well, anyone who’s well-read would have opinions on the subject. Don’t you think that workers, especially women workers, are being given a bum deal?”

	“Hmmm,” he said. “They say that with low wages, women turn to prostitution. Is that what’s happened to you, my dear? Were you a former school teacher or secretary and went to a brothel to make more money?”

	Violet knew he was teasing, but she also knew he could tell she wasn’t a long-time whore. She felt her way carefully. “I think men like you have a chance to make a huge difference. If the Hearst publications came out in favor of raising the minimum wage for women, it would influence many, many people.”

	“It would influence many people not to buy my papers.”

	“Well, you have so many, couldn’t you just come out in favor of it in your major papers? The few who would end their subscriptions just because they disagreed with an editorial could then buy your other papers which left the topic unaddressed, so as not to offend their non-analytical sensibilities.”

	William Hearst pushed himself up on his elbow and looked down on her. “Who are you really?”

	She blinked. “Just Violet. Nobody. I hope I didn’t offend.”

	He shook his head. “No, this is the strangest conversation I have ever had with a whore, that’s all.” He lay back down. “Or really, any other girl.”

	Violet rose to kneel across his thighs. Once again, she applied her mouth to the job. She had to please him or he would report to Kate that she had wasted his time and money talking about editorials instead of pleasuring him. She used all the skills she could think of. At last, though he never got hard enough to enter her, he bucked a bit and spurted into her hand. He sighed. “Well done, my girl. Well done.”

	 

	Back in the parlor, Violet seated herself next to Henry Lyon. The Progressives had worshipped him. He was the original champion of the worker’s rights, and yet he had just described being bought by a Mr. Cohen, or extorting him, depending on one’s view. Violet filed the thought for later. Could Miss Bary have been misled by his vigor, his rather spectacular good looks? She found the thought disconcerting. She turned her attention back to him, as he was addressing her.

	“Kitty tells me that you’ve got an interest in politics. How’s that?”

	Violet cut a glance at Kate, who simply returned the look. You wanted the chance, she seemed to say. Well, take it.

	“Oh, the lovely Violet has very progressive ideas,” Mr. Hearst said. “Highly developed thoughts on many subjects.”

	“Indeed,” Kate said. “I hope she didn’t bore you with them.”

	“To the contrary, Kitty. She is the most entertaining harlot I have ever had the pleasure of, well, having the pleasure of!”

	Henry laughed, and Violet breathed again. “Well, Mr. Hearst certainly knows everything there is to know about newspapers, and he told me most of it!” That drew another laugh, and Violet capitalized on it. “So, Mr. Lyon, you were quite well known yourself, for your work on the Labor Commission among others, weren’t you?”

	“You’re right, Kitty. She’s something of an enigma. You know what an enigma is, dear?”

	“The thing that starts the car engine-a?” 

	Henry Lyon chortled. He was unbearably handsome, Violet thought. But he had given up on the rights of women workers, she recalled. Perhaps she could revive his interest. “But didn’t you try so valiantly to raise the minimum wage for women?”

	“Until Fred Dohrmann nixed it. Said they were all working for pin money, and he had the records to prove it.”

	“Don’t you know? Nathan-Dohrmann has all the girls who apply for work there sign a statement saying they live at home and aren’t supporting themselves with their earnings. If they don’t sign, they don’t get hired. How is a woman supposed to live in dignity on ten dollars a week?”

	“Well, if the companies have to pay them more, then they just won’t hire women. Plenty of men looking for work.”

	“But men won’t work for pennies, not ones with any learning or skills. But women have to work for cheap, even ones with educations, because men own the companies and want their cheap but good labor.”

	“Have you heard about the Women’s Trade Union League?”

	Violet nodded. “But the men’s unions froze them out, and then the Industrial Associations broke the men’s unions.”

	“My goodness,” Henry said to Kate. “Is there anything this girl doesn’t know?”

	“I am absolutely sure there is,” Kate said firmly. The hint was not lost on Violet. She quickly poured Henry another glass of whiskey.

	“It’s a tough time,” he said, nodding his thanks. “It’s too bad you never got to meet a fine, fine lady, Valeska Bary. She was a pioneer in the area. Did everything she could for the female minimum wage, until old Freddy D put the kibosh on it.” Violet bit her tongue to keep from answering. “But there’s someone else now. Jewish gal, but don’t hold that against her. Fanny Cohn, her name is. Head of the WTUL, she’s doing her part to make things happen again. Who knows, maybe the time will be right soon.”

	Violet listened avidly, soaking up every word, all while struggling to keep a worshipful look on her face. She was so caught up in her own efforts that she didn’t notice Sharon’s approach. Sharon pulled up a chair next to Henry Lyon. “Really?” she said. “They’ve got a union for all kinds of stuff now. No union for pleasing a man, though, is there?” She darted her tongue between her teeth and winked at Mr. Lyon. He grinned at her.

	“And thank goodness for that!” he replied. “You’ve been hiding yourself somewhere, Miss Sharon. Glad to see you emerge.”

	“Couldn’t keep away when you’re here.” The clock chimed eight. “Oh, I’m in luck. It’s eight o’clock and not a date in sight.”

	“We could change that,” Mr. Lyon said.

	Sharon leaned over and whispered in his ear. He blushed slightly and winked at her. “We could, yes indeed. Miss Kitty, could you spare Sharon for a bit, while she accompanies me upstairs?”

	Kate shot Sharon a look, and Sharon nodded slightly. “Of course. Sharon, take a flask of whiskey up with you, in case Henry wants a drink.”

	Sharon grinned at Kate. “Certainly, Miss Kitty.” With a flounce of her skirt, she lifted the bottle and filled a flask. Grabbing two crystal glasses from the bar, she led the way out of the parlor.

	Kate turned to Violet. “Why don’t you go deal a game of rummy? I think we have players enough.” And so she was dismissed.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	 “Now, the two of you, sit down.” Kate looked at Sharon and Violet sternly. They were both still in nightclothes, as the day was young. “I’m tired of this nonsense, and I want it to stop.”

	“I don’t know what I can do to stop it,” Violet said. “I’m not the one who poured coffee all over someone’s room or made false entries in the books. I’m not the one who wrote a nasty word on someone’s mirror. If Sharon hates me, she hates me for her own reasons, but I haven’t done a single thing.”

	“Sharon, if you’ve got a beef with Violet, let’s hear it.”

	Sharon glared. “She’s stuck up, she thinks she’s better than everyone else, and you’re giving her all kinds of privileges. You let her sit with Rose, you let her come on here with no training or experience, you let her talk with the high rollers like Mr. Hearst. In fact, he has never taken a girl upstairs before, until last night.”

	“Which just goes to show she can attract a certain kind of man,” Kate said. “We can’t all attract the same types. And I give you just as many privileges. I let you take the whiskey up with you to wash the taste out of your mouth after. Time was, a girl had to suck a line of men in a night just to make enough to eat the next day, and the last thing she wanted to do was put something else in her mouth. And you take a rich man up and get fine whiskey to rinse with. So what are you complaining of? Or have you forgotten those days? Because if you have, Sharon, I can make you remember.”

	The silence in the room made Kate sick. She knew what Sharon meant, but her behavior was intolerable. Sabotaging another girl was punishable by the most severe of penalties. But humiliating Sharon would only make her think of crueler ways to hurt Violet. And Violet was turning out to be quite an asset. William Randolph Hearst had taken her upstairs. 

	“Answer me, Sharon. Do you remember those days?”

	“I do. And that’s just it. Violet here, Miss Princess, never had those days. She waltzed in and took a job she never had to suffer to get.”

	“Even if she did…” Kate started.

	“I didn’t,” Violet interrupted. “I didn’t have your experiences, so that’s true. But I had my own.”

	“It don’t show.”

	“That’s right, it doesn’t show, but it’s there.”

	“Stop it. Sharon, it doesn’t matter where Violet came from. What you did is inexcusable. And you are going to be punished. First, you are going to go upstairs and clean Violet’s room.”

	“Oh, no, that’s not necessary,” Violet said. “I’ve already done so.” The last thing she wanted was Sharon all over her papers and clothes. 

	“No, she’s going to scrub the floor and the mirror. Second, you’re turning in all of your tips tonight. And you’re working tonight, Sharon. You’re off the worst of your period. Put plenty of wax in, because tonight you’ve got a four customer minimum, and if you don’t, you aren’t getting your forty percent, so you’d better hustle. Now go on up and scrub that floor. And no funny business, or you’re going to be turning in tips tomorrow too, and it’s Bohemian Grove night, so it’ll cost you a pretty penny.”

	Kate turned to Violet. “And as for you, Caleb’s off limits the rest of the week. If he wants you, you give him to Sharon.”

	“No! That’s not fair!” Both women looked at her furiously.

	 


 

	 

	Interlude

	 

	 

	June 13, 1920

	From the journal of Violetta Stone

	 

	Has it only been two weeks since I started this, for lack of a better word, masquerade? I have become, in less than a full fortnight, an experienced prostitute. As Gold said to me, disguises are dangerous. A part of the mask becomes permanent, even when the costume is removed. He speaks so ponderously, it makes me laugh! 

	As I was banned from Caleb for three days, I spent more time talking with Gold. The one time Caleb came in, on Thursday night, it was plenty awkward to have to pass him off to Sharon. Not one of the three of us was pleased about that, I can be sure. Caleb came back down all surly, Sharon was hard-eyed, and I was just plain livid. He didn’t even stay and play cards, and he didn’t show up Friday or Saturday, either. Our penance is over now, to everyone’s relief. I hope that Sharon’s going to give me a break from her petulance and scheming now. I’m giving her a plenty wide berth.

	But the most interesting thing, other than my sordid little adventures with Sharon and Rose, which I have faithfully put into my draft of the serial I will be proposing, was meeting the mayor of San Francisco, Sunny Jim Rolph, and Lieutenant Governor Clancy Young. I had seen Mr. Young on New Year’s Eve at the Pemberton’s party, but he, of course, did not remember that!

	That evening it was the night after the Bohemian Grove campout. Who knew grown men would go in for such nonsense, but they do. And only the tippy top of the power elite are even in the Bohemian Club. 

	Once their campout was over, a bunch of them stopped by Spanish Kitty’s resort. “To warm up,” Sunny Jim said. That got a laugh. For someone as high up as the mayor, he’s a really easygoing, friendly man. In an instant you’re calling him Sunny Jim. He’s corpulent and fairly sloppily dressed and not very good looking, but he takes over all the air in the room. He sat and talked to Kitty until exactly eight o’clock. “I like to follow the rules!” he said, and got another laugh. We couldn’t help being enthralled by him. Then he took Lily upstairs, then sent her back down to get Sharon for him. They both stayed upstairs for over an hour with him. He came back down all warmed up, as he said, and knocked back more whiskeys than I could count.

	But the man that really caught my eye was Lieutenant Governor Young. For an older gent—he must be forty-five if he’s a day—he’s devastatingly handsome. I thought Caleb was the bees’ knees, and Henry Lyon is a matinee idol himself, but Mr. Young has got just about got me floored. Tall, athletic, with fair hair and green eyes, and the square jaw of a man who knows his mind and follows it. And a more modest, thoughtful, and serious man I could never hope to meet. Surprisingly, given that he visits Spanish Kitty’s, he’s totally faithful to his wife! He comes for the booze and conversation, and, I think, to take the pulse of the people.

	I said as much to him. “Mr. Young, since women have had the vote for nine years here in California, do you think our opinions will start to count?”

	“They’ve always counted, Miss Violet,” he said. “You just had to have your husband vote your way!” I laughed, but he wasn’t through. “With the Constitutional suffrage amendment likely to pass this fall, women’s votes are going to be far more important than ever.”

	“I’m glad to hear you say it. I hope we’ll be able to put the oppression of women, and especially women workers, into the history books as over and done with.”

	Clancy Young shook his head. “I don’t know. Women are no more likely to vote as a block than men are. Though you are definitely different creatures from us. At once more delicate and more willing to sacrifice.”

	I wondered how far I could take this conversation, and to my surprise, Kitty stood up and said, “Violet, why don’t you take Mr. Young out on the porch for some refreshment? I know he likes a whiskey and soda to watch the sunset.”

	“That I do,” Mr. Young said, “especially in the company of a bright and pretty girl.” I could see that Kitty was giving me a chance. I hopped to it.

	It was Mr. Young who brought up Mrs. Whitney. “I was at her trial,” I said, daring a truth.

	His eyebrows shot up. “You are definitely not the run-of-the-mill prostitute, are you?”

	“No, sir. But only because I have some education. Think of it: I can make ten times more as a whore than as a secretary.”

	“So how do you feel about the sentence?” he asked, looking at me keenly.

	“To be perfectly honest, I cried when I heard it. To send that poor woman to jail, and San Quentin no less, all because she organized for worker’s rights! And I can’t say she got a fair trial, what with her lawyer dying of influenza in the middle.”

	“Well, you are certainly well versed in the events. And I agree. San Quentin is no place for a woman. Even a criminal woman. As a matter of fact, I’m working on a project to build a prison just for women. It will keep them safer, and given that women are more likely to repent and reform, it will give them a chance to come out better than they went in.”

	I couldn’t believe my ears. A real live ally on women’s side, right there in Sacramento. I wanted to hug him. Instead, I gave him the gift I could give. “Mr. Young, if you ever run for governor, I will work on your campaign to get you all the women’s votes possible!”

	“Bless you, Violet. I’m sure you could be a big help with some of my, er, constituents.” He winked. “And I’ll tell you something. If Mrs. Whitney’s appeals don’t get her off, if I ever become governor, the first thing I will do is pardon her.”

	We shook hands on it, and, for the first time in my career as a whore, I bought a man his whiskey and soda with my tips.

	I’m writing my story as a serial instead of a journal, though I know I’ve gotten far too personal in it, and I’ll have to edit it pretty sharply, never mind change the names, before I send it to Mr. Older. No answer yet from Maud Younger about the big suffrage ride. Keeping my fingers crossed, but it isn’t looking good.

	 


Part Three

	 

	 

	The week progressed reasonably, and Violet was grateful that Sharon seemed to have let up on her. At one point, at breakfast, Sharon even asked Violet if she’d like more coffee, and Violet was quick to thank her. Violet noticed that all eyes were on them and could sense everyone’s relief that things seemed to be getting back to normal. On Tuesday, even Rose came out of her room at breakfast.

	“Now that’s a first, seeing you before noon!” Lily quipped.

	Rose smiled. She still looked tired, and the cut across her neck was still scabbed, but there was no visible sign of infection. She took her coffee into the parlor, and Violet followed her.

	“Feeling better?”

	“Getting there,” Rose said. “I wanted to sit on the porch, but my eyes hurt in so much light, I figured I’d best stay inside.”

	Violet peered at Rose’s eyes. Sure enough, one pupil was still more dilated than the other, though not quite as much. “Did you ask Doc Simmons about that?”

	“Nah. I just figured it was from being in the dark so long.” She sighed and took a long sip of coffee. “Violet, honey, the one thing that still bugs me is the headache. Do you have any of the headache powder in your room?”

	Violet shook her head. “I’m lucky. I don’t get headaches. You had some. I gave you a bit when you were sick. Maybe when you’re feeling better, we can look for it in your room.”

	“Thanks, honey. You’re a real doll.”

	“I’ve got some,” Sharon said from the doorway. Violet had no idea how long she’d been standing there. “I use it for cramps, but I’m done for this month, so you can have some.”

	Rose smiled at Sharon. “You’re an angel. Can you get me some now? Head’s killing me.”

	Sharon came back with a glass of water and a spoonful of powder. She stirred it up and handed it to Rose. “Bottoms up!” The girls laughed, and Rose drank down the mixture. 

	“Why do they make it so bitter?” Rose asked, wrinkling her nose.

	“So we don’t take too much, I’d guess,” Violet said.

	“Smart girl, I never thought of that!” Rose replied, putting her arm around Violet’s shoulder and giving her a little squeeze. Violet cut eyes over to Sharon, but Sharon was looking out the window. “I’m gonna go lie down again. I was hoping to work tonight, so I’ve got to get my strength up.”

	“I’ll see you back to your room,” Violet said, eager to get away from Sharon. Rose clung to her arm as they made their way out to Rose’s little room in the back.

	“Sharon got a beef with you, honey?” Rose asked as soon as they were out of earshot. Violet nodded. “Well, watch your back, then. She’s a jealous one, and she don’t like anyone moving in on her.”

	“Moving in on her? How’s that?”

	“She likes to think she’s Kitty’s favorite. Miss Kitty don’t have favorites, but Sharon doesn’t realize that, and any new girl who gets anything special makes her mad. She gets over it. Meanwhile, though, keep an eye out.” 

	Violet nodded. “I hoped we were past all of that, but if you picked up the bad air, it must still be there.”

	Violet could still smell the sticky, sweet odor from Rose’s room as she opened the door, but the room wasn’t smoky. “Off to bed with you. Hope I’ll see you tonight in the parlor.”

	“I hope so too, honey. A girl’s gotta eat.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Caleb came back on Wednesday. It had been almost a week since he’d been by, and Violet lit up when she saw him. A smile spread across his freckled features. Nice, white, even teeth, Violet thought. He’s healthy and strong, and makes a good living. What the hell am I thinking? A whore doesn’t have marriage prospects. She turned away.

	“What’s the matter, Violet? For a moment there you looked mighty happy to see me. Are you still off limits or something?”

	“Oh, no, thank heavens! I was just trying to be coy, not show how glad I am you’re back! Guess I’m not too good at those feminine wiles!”

	“You’re the best I’ve ever met at some of those wiles! It’s been a long, lonely week. What I want to know is what on earth you did to deserve such punishment as being kept away from me!”

	Violet laughed. “Fate worse than death!”

	Jake and Jonathan came in next, and as usual, Gold wasn’t far behind. “My mountain dolly,” he said, bending over her hand to kiss it.

	“Mountain dolly?” Caleb put his arm around Violet. “Violet’s a San Francisco girl, a city lady, not an ignorant mountain girl.”

	“Oh, I just call her my mountain dolly because she’s as big as a mountain to me, seeing as I am not so big as she is. Or, maybe because her lovely tetas are like mountains. I do not know, but she’s my mountain dolly, and that’s how it will be.”

	“Rummy, anyone?”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kate watched Rose carefully. Her eyes were a little too bright for Kate’s liking, though she was glad that Rose made the effort to come to the parlor. “Bank’s closed,” she said when Jonathan approached her about Rose. He nodded, and took Lily upstairs instead. Rose looked at her, disappointed, but Kate shook her head. Not yet. She didn’t want to risk a relapse.

	Violet’s rummy table seemed jovial, though that Caleb Houston was goading Gold a little. Funny, she thought, big, handsome Caleb feeling threatened by that little Jew. But Violet seemed to enjoy the attention, promising Caleb, Gold, and even Jake, that she was in the mood for all of them. “One at a time, of course,” she said, winking. Amazing. I’ve made a whore out of a schoolmarm, when she’d make schoolmarms out of whores.

	Sharon was doing land-office business at the poker table. She’d sold more whiskey and beer in one evening than El Verano sometimes sold in a week, and the gents had lined up for her like a debutante with a dance card. That was good. A happy Sharon was a non-vindictive Sharon, and she always topped the dollars for the whole resort when she was happy. With the exception of Caleb Houston, just about every man was more than happy to get a chance with her. Her fees were even higher than Rose’s. 

	Kate mused, maybe it was time to even raise the fee on Violet. She’d started it low to encourage men to choose her, and it seemed to have worked, but perhaps she could command a slight price increase. She’d think about it at the end of the week. After all, Violet had only been there sixteen days.

	Kate watched as Caleb stood up from the rummy table and approached her. “Can you spare Miss Violet for a bit?” Kate nodded, marking her pad. This time she’d let Violet keep Caleb’s tips. As long as she kept her score above the minimum, she could treat Caleb like any other customer.

	 


 

	 

	Interlude

	 

	 

	June 20, 1920

	From the journal of Violetta Stone

	 

	A letter from Jacqueline arrived yesterday, but I’m only finally getting to it today. Jacqueline has no idea what I am up to here, but she has this address. When I wrote to her all I said was that I’d taken a room near Sonoma, and I was deep in research on the conditions of women’s labor up here. Boy, I wasn’t kidding!

	She was full of news on Mrs. Whitney’s case. Word has come that the appeal for Mrs. Whitney was turned down. But there’s some technicality, so it will be two years at least before it gets heard by the state Supreme Court. The only other hope is for the real Supreme Court in Washington to take the case. Francis explained that the Supreme Court only takes so many cases, but that they can decide if the Criminal Syndication law is constitutional or not. If it isn’t constitutional, Mrs. Whitney’s conviction is thrown out. This is going to take years. I can’t imagine having such a terrible fate hanging over my head. Luckily Mrs. Whitney is still free on bail, which is vastly better than rotting in San Quentin. I suspect that Francis posted for her. What a gem he is.

	I certainly hope that we don’t have to wait until Mr. Young runs for governor to get Mrs. Whitney exonerated, but if we do, I’m going to hold him to his promise.

	I also saw in the paper that Mr. Palmer, the head of the Department of Justice, who ordered all the raids on the CLP and started all this trouble, has been hauled before Congress to explain himself. Looks like the tables are turning, but I don’t dare feel safe going back to San Francisco just yet. 

	It’s funny. My life at Spanish Kitty’s is more real to me now than my writing. All this business of the trial, the poem, even the night at the old police station seems like a century ago. My old life with Sam has receded to such dimness that I can’t believe it was real. Nevertheless, today I forced myself to write up a draft from my notes for the serial before I did this journal entry. It took hours to reorder, and in some places decipher, the notes that Sharon had crumpled, scrambled, and soaked. Finally, I threw out all of the coffee-stained notes, and I’ll hide the draft deep into my dresser drawer once I’m through with this writing. Ten more days in my month commitment to Spanish Kitty. I wonder how I’ll go back to the real world.

	 


Part Four

	 

	 

	A thin, keening wail rose from the back of the house. Kate felt the blood drain from her face. She called to Moses and wordlessly they ran to Rose’s room. Samantha was at the door breathing hard. Troy, his gray muzzle wide, howled at the bright blue sky. The stench of opium smoke and blood and something far worse came from Rose’s room. 

	On the floor, in a repetition from the week before, lay Rose, again naked, again with blood on her neck, but this time there was no doubt that Rose had done the job right. She stared at the ceiling with vacant, dead eyes. Feces smeared the floor, and vomit caked the side of her open mouth. But there was no question, Rose was dead.

	“Cover her,” she said to Moses. His mouth pressed in a grim line, he stepped around her and pulled a sheet off the bed. He laid it over the once-beautiful body. He looked down at her, and then walked quickly from the room. Outside, Kate could hear him gag.

	“What happened?” she said to Samantha. “Take a deep breath—no, outside—and tell me.” Samantha leaned against the door post, and Moses, wiping his face with his kerchief, squatted next to her.

	“I went to the door, like you said. She hadn’t come out for supper, and I could smell trouble. She didn’t answer when I called out. I know I should of come and got you first, especially since I could smell the drug, but I opened the door anyway, and there she was.”

	Kate reached down to stroke Troy’s head. He pushed his warm face against her hand.

	“Did you see her at all before that?”

	“We all saw her last night. She was fine, I thought. She took a piece of pound cake to bed with her, which is good, I thought, since when Rose is eating she’s less likely to have a spell. And though she didn’t come to breakfast, that’s normal. So no, I didn’t see anything else.”

	“Any of the other girls come around?” Kate hated to ask the question, but she had to. Moses rose slowly and walked away. “Where’re you going?” Kate asked. “You all right?” He nodded without answering and walked as far as the kitchen door. Kate looked after him and thought she saw tears. But Samantha was speaking.

	“Sharon brought her a glass of lemonade, nice and sweet, earlier today. You should ask her.”

	Kate closed her eyes. “Moses,” she said, opening them again. “You need to get Doc Simmons. Now.”

	“He’ll need to get the sheriff,” he answered with a glance at Samantha.

	Kate nodded. “Samantha, go inside and drink a glass of cordial to steady your nerves. Then get Sharon for me. Don’t let on anything’s wrong to our guests. Tell me who’s upstairs, who’s in the parlor, too.”

	Moses nodded back and walked over to the small stable at the back. For once, Kate wished that they had an automobile, but after that fleeting thought she turned her attention to Rose’s room. She needed to find the opium and get rid of it before the sheriff got there. Running a whorehouse was one thing—everyone turned a blind eye, and most of the men patronized one of the many houses in Sonoma at some point, but running a drug den would get her shut down faster than she could say her name to the judge.

	Gingerly she made her way past the body. Poor, beautiful, troubled Rose. Poor girl, what a story. Kate wondered what had brought on this particular spell. She was in a better place now, Kate thought, and surreptitiously crossed herself. 

	She quickly found the pipe and the little tin of sticky opium, now empty, and she saw that Rose had wiped it out with a bit of cloth and seemed to have tried to smoke the cloth. The lemonade glass stood on her little dresser, sugar grains pooled in the bottom. Kate put the pipe and tin in a blouse and wrapped them up. She picked up the glass and headed to the door. Then she stopped. She raised the glass to her nose and sniffed. Then she stuck a finger into the sugar and tasted a tiny bit. It was sweet, as sugar was, and bitter and granular too. Rose had put some headache powder into her lemonade. She looked around. There was no little apothecary bag of powder. Maybe Sharon had brought her some headache powder, too. Kate felt a cold pit in her stomach.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Samantha came back out the kitchen door. “Sharon must be upstairs. There are no girls at all downstairs.”

	“What? No girls at all?” Kate handed the bundle and the glass to Samantha. “Put those somewhere. Don’t wash the glass. Just hide all of it. I can’t have customers in the parlor with no one there. Oh, sweet Mary mother of God.”

	Kate took a deep breath. She must not show that there was anything wrong. “And then go and guard Rose’s door ‘til Moses gets back with Doc Simmons.” She headed back to the parlor, smoothing her skirt with her damp hands. Before pushing open the door she licked her index finger and ran it over her black eyebrows. She could taste the bitterness even now.

	Jake and Jonathan were playing a desultory game of poker, the Victrola was silent, and the dice were idle. “Gentlemen, you’ve been left all alone!” she said brightly. “How about a drink on the house!”

	Jake stood up. “Now there’s a first! In my whole life!” He walked to the bar, passing in front of Kate. He stopped and looked at her more closely. “In fact, Miss Kitty, let me pour you a drink, and buy it as well. You look a little peaked,” he said, his Scottish brogue slipping out. 

	“Thank you, Jake. You’re a real gentleman,” she said, taking the whiskey from him. Its burn warmed her, steadied her hands. She looked over at her pad. When she’d left the room, all three girls had been there. The first to mark the pad had been Violet. She’d noted that she had gone up with Gold. Then Lily had gone up with Mike McCarthy. But where had Sharon gone? Nothing showed on the pad.

	She had to ask her question in the right tone. Even though Jake had been coming to her Resort since she’d opened more than ten years, she still had to preserve the illusion. Even with a dead girl in the back. “So, where did Sharon run off to? Who’s the lucky gent?”

	Jake cocked his head. “I can’t say I’ve ever been left alone here before, but Sharon went off with your doorman, Moses. Said she was sorry, but she had to make a quick run into town, but that you were just, er, refreshing yourself, and would be back in a moment. Took off like a wild hare, she did.”

	“Ah, well, girls get flighty sometimes,” Kate said. “I’m sure Lily and Violet will be down soon, give you a good game of rummy if nothing else.”

	“Oh, I’m sure Violet and Lily will be ready for more than rummy!” Jake answered. “Such high-spirited girls sometimes!”

	“Indeed,” Kate said. She never thought of Violet and Lily as particularly high-spirited, but to Jake, with his measured, kindly speech, they probably seemed like wild fillies. Grateful as she was for his stab at normal brothel conversation, her thoughts stayed on Rose. What had put her over the razor’s edge that she lived on, day after day?

	Sounds from outside distracted Kate from her consideration of Rose’s griefs. They were over with, in any case. Doc Simmons drove a car, so that must be his, she thought, and rose to peer out the window. Moses should be right behind on the horse, presumably with Sharon. But coming up the drive in front of her house were three cars, including the sheriff’s. Madre de Diós. 

	“Excuse me,” she said. She walked briskly out of the parlor and down the steps of the porch. 

	The dust clouds caught the early evening sunlight of this longest day as the three dark automobiles parked in the circular clearing before her. Kate tried to temper her dismay as Sheriff Cabrera headed towards her, flanked by his deputy, a pimply young man with a serious overbite. Of course the sheriff had come—Rose was dead.

	Behind him, Doc Simmons got out of his car, stretching his long legs, and hoisting his black bag. He stood in for the coroner more often than not, when the patient was beyond his plasters and powders. 

	Kate squinted as, from the third car, three men in dark suits emerged, hands on holsters. Who the hell are they? Before she could ask, Moses came galloping up behind them all. And finally, climbing carefully out of the strangers’ car, came Sharon, her color high, with a pleased smirk creasing her face.

	“Evening, Miss Kitty,” the sheriff said. “You’ve got trouble here?”

	“Come around the back,” she said, glancing at the men in suits. They didn’t look like customers, even if Sharon was with them, and gentlemen didn’t wear holsters to a whorehouse. As they rounded the house she whispered to the sheriff, “Who are they?”

	“Federal agents. I don’t like them being here, but they were waiting outside my office for Miss Sharon all evening,” he whispered back. 

	“Sharon? Why?”

	“Dunno. So what’ve we got?” he asked in a normal voice.

	“Rose. She had another spell and…” Kate felt her throat close. She’d seen dead girls before, but never one of hers. 

	“Moses says she’s dead. True?” Kate nodded. “So sorry, Kitty. Let me have a look.”

	Samantha was still at her post and looked wide-eyed at the parade of people coming around the side of the house. “Go on back to the kitchen, Samantha. Put together a nice tray of sweets and take it to the parlor. There’s just a few gents there, but Lily and Violet should be down any minute. Stay in the parlor ‘til one of them comes down. Then tell the girls to stay in the parlor until I get back.” Samantha nodded and, looking over her shoulder at the men in suits, scurried away to the house.

	Kate didn’t look at Sharon. Federal agents waiting for her all afternoon? What in God’s name was that about?

	The sheriff pushed the door to Rose’s room open. Poor Rose still lay there, but Samantha had tidied the room somewhat. It was a warm evening, and it was starting to smell. Kate put her hand gently over her nose and mouth and followed the sheriff in. 

	“One of her spells, then?” he asked. Kate nodded. “Jeff, check the body.” The deputy looked wild-eyed at his boss. His pallor made the pimples glow red. “Go on then, get going.” The boy tiptoed towards Rose, then bent to remove the cloth that was covering her. The gash on her neck grinned like a devil’s mouth. The boy stood up sharply, flapped his arms and ran from the room. Kate could hear him retching out by the oleander.

	“Gotta learn sometime. She used to harm herself when she was in her mood, didn’t she?” the sheriff said.

	Kate nodded again. Doc Simmons knelt by the body.

	“Same cut as before, and again the cut doesn’t look deep enough to kill her. It looks to me like she passed out, hit her head, and died.” Doc Simmons pulled the sheet back up. “She fell last time, too. Looks like she relapsed. Often times that happens, a second knock on the head will kill you, sort of a cumulative thing even if it wouldn’t have killed you on its own. Looks like Rose was following her old pattern, and it took a bad turn. Accidentally.”

	Kate was thankful for his stress on the last word. A death was bad enough, but a suicide was a disaster for a business.

	Then Doc Simmons bent down and looked more closely at the dead girl’s face. He wiped some white grains from the side of her mouth. With a sidelong glance at Kate, he put his hand in his pocket.

	“I’ll send Jeff for the coroner’s wagon,” the sheriff said. “He ain’t good for much else. I’m so sorry Kitty.” He turned to the rest of the group. The men in suits were inside the door, looking quietly around the room. “Nothing more to see, gentlemen.”

	“On the contrary,” one of the agents said. “Federal Agent Gerald Macondo here. The smell of opium is very obvious here, over the smell of death. Surely you’ll conduct a thorough search of the room and the rest of the house.”

	The sheriff walked up close to the agent, looking down on him. “I don’t smell anything. These girls were heavy on the perfume, and maybe you don’t get to be around whores much, but their scented water would choke a horse.”

	Doc Simmons laughed, but the agents did not. “You can conduct the search or we can, Sheriff.”

	The sheriff looked at Kate. “I don’t have a warrant, ma’am. Would you like me to come back with one?” 

	Kate and the sheriff held a long conference in the silence of a second’s glance. 

	“No need, Sheriff. You won’t find any drugs in my house, or on my girls.” Sharon turned away from the door. “Sharon!” Kate added, her voice sharp. “Show the sheriff around.” 

	Sharon, her color gone from her cheeks, nodded. 

	“And we’ll be happy to accompany the sheriff. According to this young lady, you are also harboring communists, and we don’t look too kindly on them, or on the drugs they sell and abuse, either. Shall we start with this room?” 

	Communists? Before Kate could reply, the lead agent, Macondo, dapper with his slicked-back hair and sharp suit, stepped across Rose’s supine body and pulled the top drawer from her armoire. He dumped the contents on the floor. “Madam, you will stay here with me. Carson, Spires, go with the girl. And young missy, there’s a fine reward for your patriotism waiting for you if we catch those commies. Go!”

	Sharon turned away, and the two agents followed her. The sheriff sent Kate one last glance, a small nod, and followed them out.

	Sharon sold us out. But communists? Oh, my God, Violet and Gold? “Wait!” she called out and started after them. The lead agent grabbed her arm. They stood eye to eye, glaring. “Oh, no you don’t, you harlot. Laws may be pretty lax out here in the country, but we’ve got a murdered girl, obviously killed over some drug sale, and a couple of traitors in your house. I think you’ve seen the last of your little enterprise.”

	Kate spoke very slowly. “I don’t know who you really are, or what you’re insinuating, but you’d better let go of my arm this instant.” 

	Macondo snickered, and produced a pair of cuffs from his pocket, still keeping a close hold on Kate’s arm. 

	“Well, to hell with you, buddy,” Kate said, and swung her free elbow into the agent’s nose. The resounding crack was mighty satisfying as he crumpled to a heap beside Rose.

	Kate followed him down, and put her knee into his spine.

	“Probably not the smartest thing you ever did, Miss Kitty,” Doc Simmons said, “but maybe one of the bravest.” He bent down and used the agent’s own handcuffs to cuff the agent’s hands behind his back as he sputtered the blood out of his mouth and nose. “You’ll be fine, sir, but for now, you’ll be still.”

	Kate bent over Agent Macondo. “You’re a disgrace to the United States of America, to our great country, our laws…” she ran out of breath, and focused on unbuckling his belt.

	“Keep your hands off me, you whore,” Macondo said thickly.

	Kate worked his pants down, and his drawers too, until they were around his ankles. “What are you doing?” he screeched. “Leave me alone!” She buckled the belt as tightly as she could, effectively hobbling him. 

	“Don’t worry, I’m not going to touch your pathetic privates.” 

	Doc Simmons took Kate by the arm and led her out of Rose’s room, leaving Lead Federal Agent Gerald Macondo hobbled and cuffed on the ground next to poor, dead Rose. Kate turned and locked the door. 

	“You’re in trouble, Kitty,” the doc said. “There was powder on Rose’s lips, and it wasn’t opium.”

	“It was headache powder.”

	“There’s cocaine in the headache powder. You take enough of it mixed with opium, it will make you crazy, if it doesn’t kill you. But Rose never bought any from me.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Gold had pulled on his pants, and Violet still had her stockings and garters on when they heard the sounds of men on the steps. “Lots of commotion out there,” Violet said. “Maybe a dance let out in town, and we’ve got an overload of business.”

	“I don’t think so, dolly. Get your clothes on fast. I don’t like the noise of so many shoes.” 

	Violet pulled her dress over her head. It was one of her fashionable dresses, shorter than the ones Kitty’s girls wore, straight and narrow, with a scooped neckline. It was a city dress, and she hadn’t worn it since her confrontation with Sharon, thinking to avoid any comments about her supposed wealth. It was far more modest than the tight skirts and deep-cut blouses the girls usually wore.

	The hem had just dropped when her door flew open. “Freeze!” Violet and Gold went rigid. Then her jaw dropped.

	“Well, if it isn’t our old friend Mrs. Toppings, or Miss Stone, shall I say?” Two of the federal agents from San Francisco stood at her door. The fat one with the mustache had a gun. 

	“Is this your newest conquest?” The heavy, sweating agent gestured at Gold. “Up to your old tricks, and some new ones too, Miss Stone?”

	Gold looked at Violet, frowning. “Do not insult the lady,” he said, standing and putting himself between the agent and Violet.

	“Don’t, Gold. It’s all right. This agent and I have met before.” Her voice was shaking. She caught sight of Sheriff Cabrera behind the two federal men. “Sheriff, what is going on?”

	“So you know all the girls, eh, Sheriff? Maybe you need to recuse yourself from the search, conflict of interest and all.” The agent’s smarmy smile across his fat face sent a shiver down Violet’s back.

	“I’m not excusing anyone,” he answered. “Miss Violet, these men are looking for drugs. Poor Rose. She’s done it again and fallen to her death this time.”

	Violet sat back down hard on the bed. “Not Rose. Oh, poor, poor girl.” She felt the tears in her eyes. She tried to blink them away, but they fell on her cheeks. She hated to cry in front of the agents. She took a shuddered breath.

	Gold put his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, dolly, for poor Rose.”

	“Shut up, you stinking kike,” the other agent said. “Carson, looks like we got both birds in the pair.”

	“How dare you! You represent our country and use foul language like that!” Violet said.

	“If it isn’t the offended virgin?” Spires licked his lips, his moustache retaining droplets moisture. “Did you know, kike, that this big whore used to parade herself as married to a respectable man, all while sneaking around his back to run with her communist friends? Did you know she was doing the nasty with other unsexed females who call themselves women but are deranged, filthy perverts? Is that where you’ve been putting your bald rod?”

	“You are pigs, a bad excuse for men!” Gold said, rushing at the agents. The sheriff pushed himself into the fray, but the agents grabbed him, and Carson twisted Gold’s arm behind his back. Gold bent forward, and Carson lifted it until he screamed.

	“That’s better, you goddamn commie.” He took out his gun and in one movement bashed Gold in the temple. He crumpled at the agent’s feet. Violet threw herself on the agent, kicking him with her heeled shoes. Spires pulled her off, tearing her dress down the front neckline. Then he slapped her hard, sending her flying across to the bed. 

	“Hold off, here!” shouted the sheriff, but the agent turned his gun towards the lawman. “Next?” he said to the sheriff. His mouth turned to a line, but he stopped mid-stride.

	Spires started to pull out clothes from Violet’s armoire. “Silk stockings, dresses from the Emporium. Oh, yes. Do they know about your last pigeon?” 

	Violet sat silent, trying to think above her throbbing cheek. She wanted to reach down, stroke Gold’s cheek, mop the blood from his temple, but she didn’t dare. She looked at the sheriff, but he looked away from her. 

	Lily appeared at the door with her gentleman, and then scurried quickly past, but Sharon stood there, waiting. Violet willed them not to find her journals. She prayed. She tried to send the sheriff a mental message, like the mediums of old, begging him to stop this. But he stood as petrified as she was. And the prayers of whores are not often answered.

	“Lookie here,” said Spires. He pulled out her notebooks. She started towards him, and he held them up. But Violet was taller and reached above him. Holding tight, they pulled a childish tug-of-war over the papers. 

	Carson found his voice and his hands. He took the journals from his partner, and Violet realized she couldn’t fight on two fronts. “Let’s see,” he said, flipping open the pages. ‘I went to Mrs. Whitney’s trial again today…’ Spires, we’ve hit pay dirt.”

	Gold seemed to be coming to, blinking his eyes and straining at the cuffs. Then he lay still. His eyes stayed slitted shut, and Violet thought she saw the glimmer in them. In that narrow glance she felt her father’s spirit, his unrelenting belief in the laws of this country. She stood up.

	“This is America, not Russia. You need a warrant to search my room. Show me the warrant, or get out.”

	“Oh, do we, now? Not when the security of the country is at stake! Or have you forgotten what happened to your Mrs. Whitney? Or your little gift to us at the old jail? Now she sells it,” he said, turning to the sheriff, “but for us, all three of us, and one of San Francisco’s finest, as well, she gave it away for free. Didn’t you, Violetta?”

	“You’re lying, for one thing. You never got anything from me—though not for lack of trying. And what’s more, you’re wrong. Your big boss, Mr. Palmer, just got hauled before Congress to answer for his warrantless arrests. The United States Congress wasn’t impressed by his arguments about national security, and neither am I. So I say, obey the laws of America, or get out!”

	A smile crept across Sheriff Cabrera’s face. “You heard the lady. She argues as well as a lawyer, and she’s got the law on her side, too. So, in my jurisdiction, you’re out of line. Out you go.”

	“You’ll be sorry, Sheriff. You’ve got a murdered girl, a drug den, and a house full of subversives. You’ve got the permission of the lady of the house, or whatever you call her, to search for drugs. So I don’t think that the governor is going to like hearing that you’ve been pussy-whipped by a fast-talking floozy. If you don’t search this room and every other room in this house, I’ll see to it that you’re run out on a rail.”

	“Do what you want, buddy. I’m going to search this house for drugs, because I don’t like what I saw any more than you do, but you ain’t touching another thing, or another person, in my jurisdiction. Got it?”

	He didn’t wait for an answer, but went methodically through Violet’s clothes. He opened the drawer that had held her journals and was about to close it when he saw something in the back and pulled the drawer open wide. Violet held her breath, and released it as he pulled out a brown paper bag.

	“What’s this?” he asked, opening it.

	Violet frowned. “I don’t know.” She stepped toward him, reaching for the bag. 

	“No, ma’am.” He pulled it out of her reach and dipped a finger in. He licked the white grains off his finger. “Tastes like Doc Simmons’ headache powder. My wife swears by it for her, eh, her monthly times.” He rolled the bag back up and put it back. 

	Violet started to say, “But I don’t use that stuff. I don’t get headaches or cramps,” but caught the look on Sharon’s face. She remembered the powder she brought Rose.

	“How did Rose die? One of her spells?”

	The sheriff nodded. “I don’t see anything in here,” he said to the agents. “Shall we proceed?”

	The agents exchanged glances. “Go ahead, Sheriff,” the fat one said, “we’ll just take this subversive Russkie and these incriminating papers down to Macondo, and you can do what you want with the broad. She’s a lot of fun, especially after you smack her around a bit.”

	He pulled Gold to his feet. “That’s my dolly,” he whispered to her. “Well done.”

	Sheriff Cabrera turned to Sharon. “Your room next. I don’t know what you’ve got against Miss Kitty, but if she gets shut down you’ll be turning your tricks on the waterfront like the old days, and you won’t like it one bit.”

	“Sharon,” Violet said, holding out the bag of powder. “This is yours.”

	Sharon shook her head. “Not mine,” she said. “Never seen it before in my life.” She turned to Spires. “Tell the sheriff what you told me—about how they’re a threat to all Americans. She’s lying, you know, and a real patriot doesn’t lie. Right?”

	“That’s the God’s honest truth, young lady,” Spires answered, more moisture collecting on his moustache. “This commie’s a threat, and you shouldn’t believe a word she says,” he gestured at Violet.

	Doc Simmons appeared at the door. “Violet, Miss Kitty wants you… “ He caught sight of the bag. “Headache powder? From my apothecary?” Violet shook her head. 

	He reached for the bag in the sheriff’s hand. “It’s Violet’s,” Sharon said.

	“I’ve never seen you in my shop, Violet. Sharon, you bought this bag yesterday, because I’ve got the date stamped on the bottom.” He opened it. “You must have had quite a headache—you’ve used enough to kill a horse.”

	Sheriff Cabrera stood very still for a moment, then turned to Sharon. Sharon, her face white with fear, ran screaming down the stairs. He caught up to her at the foot of the staircase, and all stood silently, listening to the scuffle on the porch. A car door slammed.

	Doc Simmons looked at Violet. “Cruel, but not very bright.” And he turned to follow the sheriff downstairs.

	Violet looked at Spire and Carson, one holding Gold and the other her journals. “No. You can’t take the journals. I demand them back.”

	“Demand all you want. Now that your little protector of a sheriff is gone, I think your fancy talk is going to be just that: talk.” 

	“Wait a minute,” Spires said. He reached into the drawer. “When that dumb cop found the little drug bag, I thought I saw something else.” 

	Violet felt the room go gray. It was over. 

	With a shout of triumph, Carson pulled the keys from the recesses of the drawer. His eyes gleamed, and he licked his fat lips. “You saved them,” he said softly, and she shuddered. “Oh, sister. You are going to pay for these.”

	He waved his gun at her. “Step lively, Miss Stone. We’re going to be sticking together while we go through your journals and see who your real accomplices are.” 

	He gestured with the gun. Violet wondered if he would shoot her. Carson ran his tongue along his teeth. Yes, perhaps he would. She glanced at Gold, and he nodded, almost imperceptibly. Shakily, she headed down the stairs.

	“I’ll get us out,” she whispered back to him, but they were already pulling him from the room. She heard him bumping down the stairs behind her as they dragged him, still cuffed, down to the front of the house.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kate came round the side of the house and watched Sheriff Cabrera bundle Sharon into his car. He looked up at her. “I’m sorry, Kitty. I have a feeling Sharon overplayed her hand here. But Rose is dead, and I’ve got to take her in.”

	“Overplayed her hand? How?”

	“She gave Rose the headache powder. According to Doc Simmons, there was enough to kill a horse.”

	Kate thought of the lemonade glass, with the sugar clumped in the bottom. “Oh, my God,” she said. “Sharon? Sharon, how could you?”

	“She had a headache. She asked me for some,” Sharon said sullenly. “It’s not my fault she was so high on opium that she took too much.”

	“Then she hid the bag in Violet’s drawer,” the sheriff went on.

	Sharon looked at the ground. 

	“She didn’t mean to hurt Rose,” Kate said. “I’m sure she didn’t.” But she wasn’t as sure as she said, and her voice was flat. She passed her hand over her brow.

	“You don’t believe me, do you?” Sharon said. “I never meant to hurt Rose. I love her. She’s like a sister, like Lily. You’re the only family I ever had. I wouldn’t ever hurt you.”

	“Say goodbye to the Resort,” Kate said dryly.

	“It’s that God damned bitch Violet’s fault. Just look there, she’s getting hauled away like the communist she is.”

	Kate turned and saw Gold, handcuffed and bleeding, being pulled to the large, black car parked behind the sheriff’s. And following them at gunpoint, was an ashen Violet, and the stocky federal agent behind her, gun in one hand, a stack of notepads in the other.

	“You don’t even know what a communist is,” Kate said to Sharon.

	“Oh, yes I do! I saw the ad in the paper, the one where if you know something is up, you can telegraph the federal agents that protect our country. I may not read much, but I could read some of what Violet had written in her nasty papers, and I let them know, that’s for sure. I’m getting a reward, too.”

	“You won’t be able to spend that reward if you hang for Rose’s murder,” the sheriff said.

	“I’m not going to hang!” Sharon’s voice went up an octave. “I didn’t kill Rose! Miss Kitty, you can’t let them take me away! Please, please don’t!” She started to sob, trying to climb out of the sheriff’s car. He pushed her back in, just as the coroner’s wagon came around the corner. 

	“And say good bye to Rose,” Kate said, her voice catching. “They’ve come for her.” Then she turned back to the sheriff. “I’ve got another surprise in poor Rose’s room.”

	Before she could move, a man came shuffling around from the other side of the house. It was the lead agent, Macondo, his face bloody, his hands still handcuffed behind his back, and his pants and drawers around his ankles.

	“What the hell?”

	“He tried to rape Rose’s poor body. We stopped him in time.”

	“That’s not true!” he screamed. “Arrest this woman! She attacked a federal agent! Spires! Carson! Get over here!”

	The two agents emerged from their car. “Hey, boss, caught you with your pants down!” Carson said.

	“Shut up, you idiot, and get these cuffs off me.”

	“Sorry, bub,” the sheriff said. “No can do. If I’ve got a pervert rapist here, I’m definitely taking him in. And don’t go for your gun,” he added, his already drawn. Carson and Spires stepped back. “In the car with you,” he added, pushing the agent into the back of the car next to Sharon. “I’m sure that this lady will know just what to do with that equipment while we drive back to Sonoma.”

	“If she wants her reward, she’ll pull my pants back up.”

	“I’ll bet a whore never got that order before!” said the sheriff, and he got into his car.

	“What about Violet and Gold?”

	“I can’t do much for them, Kitty. I’ve got to take care of the crimes I know about, not the ones I don’t.”

	Kate shook her head. “Violet!” she called.

	“Tell Mr. Young,” she called back. “He’ll know what to do.”

	Clancy Young. Yes, of course he would. “Don’t be afraid. I’ll go into Sonoma and call him tonight.”

	“I have a telephone connection,” the sheriff said. “Want to ride along?”

	Kate glanced back at the house. Lily, Moses, Samantha, and Jake were standing on the porch, watching the scene unfold. She walked quickly back to Lily. “You’re in charge, honey. It’s all going to be all right. Moses, take care of everyone. I’ll be back soon.”

	“I’ll stay until you do,” Jake said.

	Kate looked into Jake’s kind, tired, blue eyes. Then she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re a fine man, Jake. Thank you.”

	“You’re a damn fine woman, yourself.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“The steam dredge Nevada was used to form and maintain the levees along Sonoma Creek…it did the work of 1000 men.” Sonoma Historical Society

	 

	“So, where do we take them?” Spires asked Carson. “We can’t go to the local jail. That country bumpkin of a sheriff won’t let us in, I’ll bet.”

	“Back to San Francisco, then.”

	“It’s a long drive, buddy.”

	“Well that’s too damn bad. But there’s a new bridge over the creek. We can go that way. It’s a shortcut. And even better, there’s a whole lotta dark swampland around that bridge. Maybe our guests might have a little adventure.”

	“Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out, Carson. You hoping for a promotion?”

	“Shut your trap, jackass.”

	“Well, with Mister Big there with his jewels hanging out in the back seat of the sheriff’s car, I’m thinking that you’re thinking the coast is clear for a kick upstairs. In fact, isn’t it a coincidence that we’ve got the girl and the Russkie, and Macondo is in the paddy wagon?”

	“You’re not set up for thinking,” Carson answered. “So shut your yap.”

	Spires laughed. “Suit yourself. I like your idea of a little adventure along the way, so don’t get all irritable. Even if you did set up Macondo.”

	“Shut up, for the third time. And Macondo set himself up. His weakness for unconscious broads isn’t news to anyone. Hey, broad!” he said, turning around in the seat. “Remember when you were unconscious?” He laughed. “Oh, that’s right, you can’t. You were unconscious. But Macondo liked you just fine. And the rest of us would of too if that damn cop hadn’t interfered.”

	Spires giggled, a sound that made Violet sick. “Maybe we’ll get our chance tonight, huh? I like them alive. You know, before we dump them in the swamp.”

	“My God, Spires, you’re an idiot. We’ve captured a couple of commies. We’re not going to dump them! We’re gonna bring ‘em in and get a reward. Jeez,” he sighed, “you almost make me miss Macondo.”

	Violet moved close to Gold to comfort herself and give him hope. He smiled a little wan smile at her. “We’ll get through this,” she whispered to him.

	“Shut up back there. Hey, Spires, how come you let them sit together back there, letting them plot something? We ought to split them up.”

	“Fine, you go back and sit next to the kike, and put the broad up here with me.”

	“No, thanks, jackass. I get the broad.”

	“Well, I’m not going to sit with some stinking Jew.”

	Violet put her hand on Gold’s leg and squeezed lightly. She’d never really thought of how offensive the epithets were. She felt a moment of shame for her prior ignorance, but there were more pressing problems to face. She worked her hand behind Gold and tried to find the clasp to the handcuffs.

	“We’ll just have to let them sit together then,” Spires concluded. “Tell you what, Carson. Seeing as I have to drive, why don’t you read me a story? Let’s hear what Miss Stone’s diaries have to say.”

	“Leave my papers alone!” Violet cried from the back seat. 

	“Be quiet, whore. Now, let’s see, should I begin at the front of the diary?”

	“That’s where most books start,” Spires said.

	“Now who’s looking for a promotion? All right,” Carson cleared his throat, “‘November 7, 1919…’”

	Violet hid her face in Gold’s shoulder. She felt his lips on her hair, but she could not be comforted. Carson read with mockery in his voice, but had he read it deadpan she would have felt equally mortified. The innocence of her words, the ignorant, foolish thoughts she had penned, made her cringe with shame. When he got to the date of Mrs. Whitney’s speech, Carson crowed with joy. “We’ve got her! We’ve got her! And her friends, too!” In their jubilation they slapped one another on their backs, almost sending the car off the road. 

	“Keep your hands on the wheel, idiot!” Carson sneered.

	“You’re a brave, wonderful woman,” Gold whispered to her. “I knew you were someone else.”

	She nodded her thanks, but she knew what kind of bombshell this was. It would sink her, her future, her friends. She had been such a fool, and to think of the trouble she was bringing on Leticia, on kind Jacqueline and Francis.

	She fingered the cuffs still, unable to find a lever or hinge to open. They hadn’t used a key, so there had to be a technique.

	“It’s getting too dark to read,” Carson said. “But you get the gist. Oh, baby, you’re going to fry for this one,” he said to Violet. “And now we know all the co-conspirators’ names, too. Spires, we’re going to both get rewards and promotions.”

	“Here’s the turnoff to the new bridge,” Spires said. “Look at that nice, wet swampland. I got an idea. How would you two like to take a little walk in the swamp? It’s even wet in the middle of the summer, a miracle. Now that the creek is freshly dredged, this muck is wet even in June.”

	“If it isn’t nature boy,” Carson said. 

	“I grew up in Mendocino,” Spires said. “I know all about weather around here.”

	“Well, I don’t give a rat’s ass about what you know. Why should we let them out? So they can get away?”

	“Where would they go? No, you idiot. I was thinking we might have a little fun with them before we keep driving. Once we get to the City, we’ve got to take them downtown, and you know that’s the last we’ll see of them. And I want my chance with the bitch. I didn’t get her last time.”

	“What do we do with the Jew while we’re having our fun with Violetta?”

	“Let him get mosquito bites in the swamp. Beat the crap out of him. Make him dance for us. Do Jews dance? Hey, kike!” he said, turning around. “Do Jews dance?”

	“Go to hell,” Gold said, the first words he’d spoken, except for a whisper to Violet, since he’d been cuffed.

	“Hell’s where you’re going, you commie heathen. Sounds like maybe we beat him up, and then let him watch while we fuck the girl.”

	Gold struggled against the cuffs. Violet still had hold of them, and she felt one move. “Wait,” she whispered. He looked at her and winked. He knew. She eased the clasp open, and his hand was free. He bit hard on his lip as the blood rushed back into his hand. Slowly he moved his arms, and Violet kept an eye on the two up front. It had darkened enough that their movements went unnoticed.

	“Here, there’s a workman’s shack on the side of the road.” Spires pulled the car off, bumping and bouncing on the rock trail. 

	Gold made a small sound as the jarring moved his cramped arms. Carson turned around. “Gonna cry, now?” Neither of them answered. “You’re gonna cry, soon enough, bitch,” he said to Violet. “I don’t like them dead, but I do like them to cry a little. Kind of spices things up. Remember when you cried at the station, Violetta? While you were unbuttoning your blouse?” Violet fought to control her breathing. “You know what you stealing those keys cost me? You’re gonna pay, bitch, just the way I like it.”

	Even with Gold’s hands uncuffed, he couldn’t stop them. They had a gun. They were all alone in the swamp, and they were going to make Gold watch. Violet felt the crushing despair of defeat. She could take whatever happened to her, but she was taking down so many with her. 

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered to Gold.

	He shook his head. “Nothing. Do not be.” He leaned over and kissed her hair. “My beautiful, brave, wonderful dolly.”

	She smiled sadly and watched as Spires came around and opened the door.

	She was glad to get out of the confines of the car, but the relief was short lived. She had only a moment to look around. The workmen’s shed was isolated from the road and surrounded by newly dredged land. The piles of reeds and dirt, dry on top, were interwoven with rivulets of water from the creek. In the distance she could see the new railroad bridge. Caleb’s bridge, she thought wryly. The Wingo. If only Caleb were here to fight for her. She thought of his sparkling, blue eyes. I’d rather have you than a hundred hours of Sharon. Sharon. She’d heard him say that. The remark that had launched a thousand troubles. 

	“Get a move on,” Spires said. “No time to admire the scenery.” He was herding her into the shed. In the shadows off to the side of the shed, an enormous piece of machinery stood guard. What was it called? She tried to remember. Oh, yes. The Nevada dredger. Could do the work of a thousand men, Caleb had said.

	“Bring the journals,” Spires said to Carson, who was struggling to get Gold out of the car. Gold was limp, and he kept his hands behind him. “I want to make the kike read them aloud while we fuck her.”

	“I got enough problems with this goddamn Russian,” Carson grunted, but he grabbed the three notepads nonetheless, tossing them on the mucky ground. “Come on, move!”

	Spires turned to Violet. “Now, my girl. Let’s get going.” And he pushed her hard into the shed. Before she could steady herself, he was opening his pants. She looked down at his small erection, and despite her terror, she struggled to stifle her laughter.

	He swore, and flung himself at her, tearing at the silk dress. “Oh, my God,” he said, as he beheld her breasts. In the pause, Violet screamed in his face, the sound so sharp and shrill that he drew back. She grabbed a hold of his neck and started to squeeze. Spires pulled her hands away and backhanded her across the mouth. Blood ran down the corner of her jaw.

	“Hellcat. I like it like that. Fight me, hellcat!” 

	Violet could hear Gold and Carson as they too started to scuffle. “Die! Die!” Gold shouted, followed by the sound of a car door slamming, a high, long scream and a grunt. She clutched at Spires’ penis and twisted it. He hollered and grabbed her arms. 

	Suddenly Gold was behind him, pulling him away from her. She spat at Spires as Gold’s knee connected between Spires’ legs, sending him screaming across the room. They ran, and Spires, still bent double, hobbled after them. Gold and Violet tore out onto the drive. Carson stood by the car, heaving, with vomit on the front of his suit. He held his gun drawn in one shaking hand, his other arm hanging bleeding and twisted at his side. 

	“Run,” Gold gasped. She looked down at her heeled shoes. Better with them than barefoot, she decided, as Carson staggered towards them. 

	“That way,” Gold said, but then stopped. “Your journals!”

	Violet saw the three notebooks, pages open and soaking into the muck. “Leave them,” she said hoarsely. “Come!”

	“No!” Gold said. He ran and grabbed one, then the other. Violet couldn’t leave him to risk himself for her notebooks alone. She dove for the third as a shot rang out. She heard the bullet hit the shed. 

	“Run!” she screamed, clutching the third notebook. She ran, her dress twisting around her legs, her high heels sticking in the mud. A second shot, and Gold screamed. She looked back and saw him lying in the mud, the notebooks clutched to his chest. She had to get to the giant machine, she thought. She could hide behind it. She heard the third shot ping off the metal. She dove behind the monster.

	Breathing hard, she stopped and listened. She could hear steps sucking the mud. She crept around the other side of the dredger. What had Caleb said? He had talked endlessly about it. Then she knew.

	She scrambled up into the seat. It was a new invention. It could be started without a crank. You pulled on a starter cord. You pulled out a choke. A starter cord. She found something and pulled. Nothing happened. She pulled on another loop, and there was a strange rumbling. That was it, she thought. She pulled again sharply and heard another shot. She thought she could actually feel it go by. Once more, she pulled, and then hauled on the other, the first knob. That must be the choke. She prayed, Let it be right. The engine sputtered and then, as she pulled the choke harder, the beast roared to life. 

	The enormous Nevada dredger howled its power into the growing night. She crowed with it and pulled out the brake lever, as she had seen Mr. Dohrmann’s driver do. The great machine lumbered forward. She grabbed the steering wheel and saw, in the last of the light, Gold motionless on the ground and the astonished horror of Carson as the giant machine bore down on him and his car. 

	She thought she heard him scream to stop. She would have, if she had known how. But the Nevada did the work of a thousand men, and dredged one man, one car, and a world of horror into its hungry maw.

	 


 

	 

	From the journal of Violetta Stone

	 

	 

	July 1, 1920

	 

	So ended my stay at Spanish Kitty’s El Verano Resort. It took only moments for realization to dawn in Agent Spires’ slow mind that cooperation with us was the better of two evils. His attempted rape would be forgotten and all deviation from standard federal procedure would be blamed on the rogue behavior of his former colleague.

	I tied Spires’ shirt around Gold’s wounded leg, and Spires and I almost carried him back to the main road. In my other hand were my journals, sodden but safe, thanks to Gold. Eventually a cart came by, and after gawking at my disheveled state, the driver took us to the hospital in Petaluma, the closest town to where we had turned up. 

	I gave my statement to the Petaluma chief of police, and Spires corroborated it. The arrest for communism became an interview of potential witnesses. Carson, seeking fame and glory had turned on us, and had started shooting. I had hid in the Nevada dredger, and in my terror I had pulled something. The great machine had rolled over Carson. No one said anything about Spires’ assaulting me. I understood the deal and so did he.

	Gold was in the hospital for seven days and was finally sent home to be nursed back to health. I sat with him in the hospital, having nowhere to go myself until Samantha came with my clothes and my money. I counted it up. In less than a month, I had made over two hundred dollars. No minimum wage could compete with that.

	Once I had my money, I put up at a hotel in Petaluma until Gold was released, and I spent every day at his side. As soon as he was able to talk, he couldn’t stop. “I knew you weren’t really a prostitute. I knew you were something special.” He carried on about how brave I was and wouldn’t listen to a word of thanks for rescuing me from Spires and for saving my journals. He insisted that I read them all to him. The beginning still sounded hopelessly ingénue, but he was full of admiration. 

	“I wonder if Mr. Older will take the serial for the paper. Of course, I’ll have to change the names, but I don’t even know if he’ll like it.”

	“You won’t have to change my name, just leave out the part where I tell you what my real name is. You’re the only one who knows up there in Sonoma.”

	I smiled. “I’m the only one who can pronounce it. The rest don’t try.”

	“It would be a better book than a newspaper serial. It’s too wild, too spicy, and too serious for the newspaper.”

	“Oh, no one would ever publish a book of mine. I will just have to tame it down.”

	On my last day in Petaluma, Samantha came with another letter for me and some more money. “What’s the money for?” I asked.

	“It’s the end of the month. Miss Kitty says you get all your Caleb tips back.” I shook my head. I never did figure out why she was holding them. “To keep you from falling in love with him.”

	“Well, please tell Miss Kitty that money doesn’t make me fall in love.”

	“No wonder you didn’t work out at the resort,” Samantha said.

	The letter she brought, though, had bad news. Maud Younger couldn’t take me on her ride. “I know that Frances Joliffe will bug out on me, but I’m committed to take her, as she knows about car motors, and so I must decline. I hope that I will see you at one of our stops. Very Truly Yours…”

	I almost didn’t care anymore. So much had happened since I first wrote to her. I told Gold the next day as I was saying goodbye. “You are brave," he said. "You dare to write your convictions and suffer for them. I want to continue our acquaintance.”

	So formal, yet so sweet. I told him I would let him know where I landed.

	 

	As I was packing up to go to the train back to San Francisco, Caleb came to call. He took my bag, as natural as can be, and walked with me to the railroad station. While we waited for my train, he didn’t say much. Finally, only ten minutes before the train was due, he cleared his throat. “Violet,” he started.

	“My real name is Violetta,” I said.

	“Violetta, then. Will I see you again?”

	I touched his arm. He was so beautiful, so manly. And his Nevada dredger had saved my life. “I hope so. But of course, it won’t be the same.” 

	He blushed, and his eyes crinkled. “Of course not. But could I, I don’t know, I can’t afford to set you up, you know…”

	“No, I don’t want to be kept. Come and call, and take me to dinner.”

	“That would be a first!” He laughed, but I could see he was sad. “You know, I just may. I found it hard these past ten days without you. But I can’t see us as sweethearts. Maybe we’re too old for that.”

	“Maybe that’s it,” I said. There are no marriage prospects for a former whore.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	July 10, 1920

	San Francisco

	 

	I have just had a business meeting with Fremont Older. For the past ten days, I have been at Jacqueline’s, revising, shaping, and typing my serial, calling it A Working Girl Learns A Lesson. I didn’t think the title The Harlot’s Pen would work in a family paper. I gave it to him this morning, and he read a good bit before calling me into his office. I was so nervous, I could taste my heart.

	At last he put it down. “You want to get us picketed, killed, or sued for libel?”

	I could feel the blanket of defeat upon me. Such much suffering had gone into the living of the story and the writing of it as well. “None of those,” I whispered.

	He patted my hand. “No, no, don’t be so easily disheartened. It’s not bad. A little risqué, too much, of course for a family newspaper, but well written.”

	“It was far racier before I sanitized it.” And before I took out all mention of the local politicians, to say nothing of deleting the appearances of the paper’s owner.

	“Given the topic and your residence in a brothel, I would hope so. Well, you clearly devised quite a tale, true, and it certainly proves your point: women must be paid more to keep them from the horrors of prostitution.”

	“It certainly does,” I replied, aware that the serial did nothing of the sort.

	“So, we can use it. I’ll have Tim Smith ghost write it for you, and of course it will appear under his by-line, but I will pay you for the tale.”

	“What? How does… why would it be ghost-written? I don’t need a ghost writer!” I was outraged, insulted, and flummoxed.

	“My dear. You must face reality. No one could possibly believe that a woman wrote that. It would mean that I had hired a harlot. No, it must be tempered with a masculine pen, and you mustn’t have your name associated with it.”

	I sat for a bit, then realized he was probably right. I thought about the reaction to The Rape of the Working Woman and the trouble it brought me. It was one thing to stumble into trouble unknowingly, but to court it was a whole other brand of foolishness.

	“But I do have something else for you,” Fremont Older said. “I’ve been looking for a junior editor for the Sacramento desk. I’ve hired women as junior editors before and found them to be devoted workers. Are you interested? The pay isn’t bad. Not what a high class whore would make, but then again, you can keep your clothes on for this job.”

	So, I got a job as a newspaper woman! I told Jacqueline and Francis at dinner while thanking them profusely for everything. “Oh, don’t thank us,” Francis said. “You have always brought such a measure of excitement to our lives that I hesitate to think how dull we’d be without you!” 

	A compliment, I am sure.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	July 15, 1920

	San Francisco, CA

	 

	I got a shock today. I was at the Call working on some copy, as Fremont, as I now call him, is training me in reporting before sending me to Sacramento. In walked William Randolph Hearst. He almost had apoplexy when he saw me.

	“Will, this is Violetta Stone. She wrote the basics for the serial you enjoyed so much, The Working Girl’s Downfall. Violetta, this is Mr. William Hearst.”

	I stood up and offered my hand. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

	Minutes later Mr. Hearst called me into his office. It’s palatial, with fantastic cherry wood furnishings and windows where you can see down Market Street all the way to the Ferry Building. “Well, now, Violet. What a surprise.”

	“Yes, indeed, sir. For both of us.”

	We sat there looking at one another for a few minutes, and finally Mr. Hearst burst out laughing. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said, more than once.

	Then he stood up and shook my hand again. “Welcome to the Hearst Newspapers Enterprise.” 

	“Thank you, sir,” I said, smiling back. His secrets are safe with me and mine with him. Of that I am sure.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	August 25, 1920

	Sacramento, CA

	 

	Commission Agrees Higher Pay For Women Is Necessary

	By V. Stone

	Any compensation under $18 per week is not sufficient for a working woman, representatives of all industries told the Industrial Welfare Commission last night at a mass meeting held at the Hall of Records. A.B.C. Dohrmann, chairman of the commission, presided at the meeting and called on the different classes of workers for their opinion regarding the wage situation. During the discussion, Mr. Dohrmann declared that the commission was convinced that a higher minimum wage for women workers was required. He said the only question to be considered was the additional amount necessary. Given the costs of basic living, if a woman only makes the current minimum wage, she cannot make both ends meet, and large numbers of women continue in debt.

	Married women who work for the pleasure of the thing, according to a number of people present, are responsible for the low wages. One female speaker said, “There is not a surplus of women workers, but a surplus of married women working for the fun of it.”

	Other members of the Commission included Alexander Goldstein, a long-standing member of the Clothing Makers’ Industrial Association, who spoke passionately in favor of raising the minimum wage for women, and Samuel Smith of San Francisco, who remarked that it was unlikely that women were working for pin money in the canning and fruit packing industries either.

	Further hearings are to be held later this week.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	So, my Gold is actually Alexander Goldstein, and he spoke passionately indeed. As a reporter covering the event I could not speak to him privately at the meeting, but we made arrangements to meet afterwards for dinner. I have a lovely little townhouse near downtown Sacramento, with a view of the river. He visited me there the following evening. 

	At first we talked about El Verano and the events of the summer. He told me that the lieutenant governor had indeed seen to it that any record of charges against him had been expunged. “It is so funny,” he said. “My name is so hard for Americans because you have all the names of ages: Young, Younger, Older.”

	“Stone, Strone, Toppings.”

	“All your different names. Like Lombard, Miss Kitty’s last name.”

	“No,” I said. “That’s not her real name, either. Yours isn’t Gold, mine isn’t Violet Strone, and hers isn’t Kate Lombard. We all were living in disguise.” 

	Gold kissed me, as sweet and tender a kiss as I have had in my entire life. “I would marry you, dolly. Our religions are different, but we could marry, you know.”

	“Are you proposing, or saying you would if you could?”

	“I believe I am proposing, but with you I am not certain.”

	“Well, then it’s hardly a proposal, is it? I suppose you can’t marry a former prostitute.”

	“You were doing research.”

	“But as you said, a small part of your disguise becomes a part of you.”

	“I like the part of your disguise that became you.” 

	I smiled and pulled the sheets up over us. “We’ll see. Let’s see where this takes us for a bit.” 

	I am not sure I want to be married to anyone, but if I did, Gold could be someone I might consider. That’s about as ambiguous as it gets.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	September 20, 1920

	Sacramento, CA

	 

	I covered Maud Younger’s speech in Sacramento today as she embarked on the cross-country trip for women’s suffrage. She is traveling with two Swedish women who speak very little English. They are not the ideal companions for the journey, but one of them owns the car, so it can’t be helped. Just as Miss Younger predicted, Mrs. Joliffe excused herself from the trip immediately after the grand speech and the balloons and streamers and bands had left. 

	She immediately asked me, as I had identified myself to her, if I could possibly change my life around and go with them. I thought it over, but they left this morning before I could give her my response. 

	I am a journalist now, and I have an obligation to the paper. I have telegraphed Mr. Older asking for permission to follow the journey of the car by train, meeting their stops and reporting on the speeches. Poor Miss Younger will have to give all the speeches, since Mrs. Joliffe is not going along. I hope that he says I can.

	I did give Miss Younger a copy of The Harlot’s Pen, revised, tightened, but with some of the racier parts put back in. She promised to read it and let me know if it had publishable novel potential. 

	Caleb visited me several times last week, as his work is north of Sacramento this month. We had a rollicking good time, though we had little to talk about. I have become, I’m afraid, more than just a little part of my former disguise.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	October 13, 1920

	 

	Special to the Examiner

	By Violet Stone

	Betty Fisher was tried for the murder of Rose Fontainebleau this week. A fancy name for a prostitute, but then, Rose was from the Bayou, and French names were common there. Miss Fisher was known in her trade as Sharon, a common enough moniker for a common enough girl. The idea of a whore killing another whore brought out the prurient trial-mongers, and the courtroom up in Sonoma was packed.

	It was a warm week, as Indian summer dragged on, and the harvests were more or less done, leaving the populace with time on its hands and craving entertainment. Miss Fisher sat with her back to the crowd, but when she turned to look over the assemblage, the venom in her eyes was probably well-deserved. For a girl who had given comfort to well over half the town, the town’s lack of reciprocal support likely stung.

	She sat next to a young man who was acting as her lawyer. Her former employer, Mrs. Kate Lombard, paid for the attorney, and he did a good job. Mrs. Lombard was not in the crowd, and no one called her as a witness. 

	The prosecutor called the sheriff as his main witness and called the pharmacist, known locally as Doc Simmons, too. The sheriff kept his testimony crisp. “I was called to the scene by Moses, Mrs. Lombard’s man. He said there was some trouble out at El Verano, and when I came into the victim’s room, she was dead.”

	“Were there any signs of foul play?”

	“Nothing I could see. She had an opium habit, the victim did, and it looked like she’d fallen under a spell and hit her head.”

	“Why did you arrest Miss Fisher if there was no sign of foul play?”

	“Because she admitted to me that she’d given Miss Fontainebleau a dose of headache powder, and that, combined with opium, probably made her pass out. Could have even killed her.”

	The defense lawyer objected, and the judge, a crusty, white-haired gentleman who peered over his spectacles in the most nearsighted way, but turned out to be completely adept at his judging, sustained the objection. The jurors wiped the sweat from their foreheads as the judge instructed them to ignore the part of the answer where the sheriff speculated about the headache powder having a part in killing Rose.

	Doc Simmons took care of that issue fairly quickly, undoing the benefits of the judge’s instruction. “The powder is completely safe when used as instructed. It’s lethal in excess. And combined with opium, well, it’s not survivable.”

	“Did you tell Miss Fisher that when you sold her the powder?”

	“No, sir, but any damn fool would know that.”

	Another objection, also sustained, and the jurors sweated in the heat.

	Miss Fisher’s lawyer took the big risk and called her as his witness. She was shaking visibly on the stand, and her eyes were wide with nerves as she told us her story. 

	“I was born out in the valley, but when I was three, my dad moved us to the city. He had worked building the railroad, and he was all broken down, but he had heard a man could get work in San Francisco, so he packed me and my brothers and my little sister, the one my ma died giving birth to, and took us to town.

	“He took to drinking after my ma died, and the drink broke him worse than the railroad and Ma’s death. When I was nine, my little sister, Opal, took a cold and died, too. The boys were older, but I was coming along, and I was my pa’s only comfort. It only hurt when he was drunk.

	“One day, I was about eleven, my brother came home real late and caught my dad in the act. He took the butt end of a rifle to him, and then, even though I was screaming and crying, he took his turn with me. I’d only known an old man, I didn’t know a young one could be so rough, go so many times. When he was finished, it was daylight. He took my clothes, stuffed them in a bag, and told me to get out.

	“There wasn’t much I could do, but there was one thing I was sure of, and I started working out on the wharf. I could do ten men in a night. Finally I had enough to pay for a crib, a little room with a bed, up in one of the big houses. They kept you naked from one in the afternoon ‘till dawn and just sent the men in one after another, but you were safe, and there was food to eat. I stayed for a few years.”

	The prosecutor broke the mesmerized spell with an objection. “I see no relevance to this recitation of prurience.”

	The judge, obviously entranced, overruled him. “Go on,” he rasped.

	“When they shut down the houses a couple of years ago, I had nowhere to turn. I worked the streets, I slept in a carriage house behind one of the grand homes, but I was cold at night, and hungry. Miss Kitty rescued me. She’s the only mother I ever knew. And Rose,” Miss Fisher broke down, “she was like a sister, like Opal. I loved her.”

	“Did you give her the headache powder?” her lawyer asked gently.

	“I did give Rose the powder,” she said in a shaky voice. “She suffered from headaches. But I didn’t dose her. I gave her the bag and then went about my duties.” A titter arose from the crowd at the mention of her duties, as the audience relieved the stress of listening to her bitter tale. The judge’s gavel came down sharply. 

	“So you had gentlemen to attend to and left the bag with Miss Fontainebleau?” More suppressed giggles, but Miss Fisher nodded. 

	“We had guests. I couldn’t linger.”

	The prosecutor was having none of it. “Were you jealous of Miss Fontainebleau? Did you resent her beauty or her position with the house?” 

	The defendant fielded that one easily. “I earned as much as Rose, and sometimes more. She was beautiful and sweet, but she was off, you understand. And plenty of men were more partial to me than any other girl.” She had pride in her work, the prosecutor had to give her that.

	“Well, then, did you hate the new girl? Was she competition for you?”

	Sharon laughed, and the prosecutor had the sense not to demand an answer.

	“How did the bag end up in the new prostitute’s bureau?” 

	“I don’t know. I really don’t.” The jurors collectively held their breath. “Violet had cramps that day, so maybe she took it from Rose. I don’t know.” The young prosecutor blushed from the mention of cramps. 

	The jury deliberated for more than a day, and finally returned a verdict of manslaughter. The judge was merciful. Ten years of hard labor, and she would not have to swing by her beautiful neck. The entire town heard her scream reverberating through the courtroom and ringing in their ears for hours after. 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	That was possibly the hardest news article I had ever written. I had hidden behind the tallest man in the press gallery I could find, but the venom in Sharon’s eyes had truly been for me.

	 

	December 1, 1920

	San Francisco, CA

	 

	Well, today is my wedding day. Gold and I have decided to make it official. We will be married at City Hall at three, and there will be dinner and dancing the Mark Hopkins into the night. Francis and Jacqueline are giving me the wedding.

	“So much better than Sam Toppings,” Leticia telegraphed when I announced my upcoming wedding. I can’t call it an engagement, as it was only two weeks ago that we decided. Leticia and her hubby will try to attend, but they’re set to leave on a tour of Paris and London the next day. Who would have thought old Mister Stodgy had it in him?

	“You never fail to do something radical, Violetta,” Jacqueline said. “Living in sin with Sam, getting arrested by the federal agents, writing a book, getting a job as a newspaper woman, and now, marrying a Jew. I’m afraid of what you’ll think up next!” 

	And Jacqueline only knows the half of it. The baby is due in seven months. If it’s a girl, we will name her Kate. If it’s a boy, though, it will be James, because it sounds like Chaim. That, Gold tells me, is life.

	 


 

	 

	Historical Postscript

	 

	 

	In 1926, as soon as C.C. Young was elected governor, his first act was to pardon Mrs. Anita Whitney. The Industrial Welfare Commission did raise the minimum wage, although not as high as the workers wanted. Throughout the rest of that tumultuous decade, strife between the men’s unions and the women workers kept either side from holding on to the bargaining benefits. Union-busting was rampant, and ultimately all the gains were lost as the nation spiraled into the great depression in 1929. 
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