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PART I: ESCAPE FROM PORTLAND 

Chapter 1
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Summer, 1880, Portland, Oregon

On the small stage, Rosa tunes out the yells and hoots of the drunken men. She knows they are out there, in the dark room, at the tables and the bar, with hungry eyes, but she’s only aware of Varla Vixen on the stage next to her, and the plink of the upright piano beyond the cigar smoke as Tony caresses a playful vamp from the keys.

Why do I put up with this charade, she thinks, copying Varla’s movements, swaying hips and torso while she unbuttons her blouse. I’m stripping for you, Varla, not these uncouth hicks and rubes, the dregs of Portland’s North End. Let them look with eyes popping out of their heads and gaped drooling lips; they mean nothing to me, I am all yours, Varla Vixen. Even her stage name makes Rosa hot.

The North End, also known as White Chapel, is a sinkhole of crime and corruption, where every vice can be purchased for a price. It draws in farmer’s sons, loggers, trappers, sailors, miners, thieves, and social misfits with the lure of lust and adventure on their minds. Every night some of them slink to the Final Frontier Saloon, to catch the nightly show, the Amazon Trio, the Big Bouncy Women.

At the far side of the stage, Blondie, the other member of the trio, giggles with enthusiasm as she jiggles her body ecstatically, egged on by the yells and whistles. Does her degradation arouse Varla? Blondie, born Loretta Blossom, a farmer’s daughter in her mid-twenties, is a decade younger than Rosa or Varla.

The stage creaks and moans as the three women move to the music. Tony at the piano segues into a swanky grind, hitting the ivories with enough gusto to make the piano strings bleed. Varla shimmies and jiggles and the crowd goes wild. Rosa has her top off, and she swings it around in her hand, looking past the stage with contempt. She pretends she has a pair of rocks in the breast girdle prepared to launch them into the audience.

A man climbs to the stage, smug grin on his young face, encouraged by his drunk friends. An entitled asshole, spawn of the local elite. He reaches for Varla’s breast. Her hand is quick as a bear’s paw. A loud smack sends the young man flying off the stage. Rosa smiles at the commotion of his friends pulling him off the floor, and a bouncer hustles them out the door.

Varla acts like it’s nothing and continues to dance. Tony plinks a swaggering shuffle from the upright. The sands in the large timer on top of the piano move down into the lower glass chamber. Thirty-five-minute topless show is all the audience gets. The sands move too slowly for Rosa, and perhaps too rapidly for Blondie, enjoying herself at the far end of the stage.

“Is this worth it?” Rosa asks, in the changing room behind the stage. “To pocket with these grab-paws?”

“Wish I smacked him harder,” Varla replies. “Didn’t even break his jaw.”

“Putting up with these deadbeats and gilipollas,” Rosa scowls. “We should vamoose from here.”

“Come on,” Blondie pipes up. “They’re just out for a hoot. Why not enjoy it? Not like I have the assets of you and Varla. But they still throw money at me.”

A knock on the door, and a moment later it creaks open and the tavern owner, Helios Turk, steps into the room. A big man with a sweaty face, he aims his eyes at the partially dressed Blondie before she turns her back on him.

Varla looks up from counting the bills. “You got the rest of our spondulix, Turk?”

Turk smiles, averting his eyes from Varla. “You ladies want to do a late show? Had a pair of dancers blow out. Make some extra cash?”

“Forget it, Turk.” Varla shakes her head. “Not worth the time, and your bouncer needs to do a better job.”

“That was regrettable but you handled it fine.”

“Not our job to handle hand-grabby pulpos,” Rosa snaps.

“I’m sorry. Some stupid kid. Won’t happen again.” A hurt look crosses his face. “Sure you won’t do another show? I’ll throw in an extra half-eagle from the till.”

“Just pay what you owe,” Varla replies.

“A half eagle for each of you? One more floor show?”

“Five dollars each?” Blondie whistles. “Whoo, you’re desperate, Mr. He-loser Turkey.”

“Worth more to see you squirm with desperation,” Varla says. “The answer is no.”

Rosa breathes a sigh of relief. Helios Turk shrugs and attempts another smile as he pulls some bills from his pocket. Varla grabs them from his hand. He turns, swaggers back into the noisy saloon, and shuts the door behind him.

“I can’t believe you didn’t take up his offer,” Blondie says.

“Fuck him.” Varla pulls on her black leather vest. “Had enough of his bullshit. He’s got a full tavern out there because of us, and we scrape for the bills and coins thrown at us? Not like he needs money. His uncle Jim owns half the boarding houses in the North End. Makes a lot of money crimping and shanghai-ing.”

It’s true. Helios’s uncle Jim runs several boarding houses. When drifters come to town, he lets them stay on credit and to pay off their debt, he sells them to whatever captain needs a crew. And ships always need a new crew in Portland. Soon as they dock, a runner from Jim Turk’s boarding house arrives and convinces the crew of another ship with better pay. And the crew doesn’t find out they’ve been had until they’re back up the river.

The three women step out the back door and through an alleyway to the street. Varla is in black leather pants and black leather vest, unzipped halfway down in a V to reveal much of her chest, and she wears a boss-of-the-plains hat. Blondie is in a yellow skirt up to her knees, a blue blouse, and a flatter-topped gambler hat. Rosa wears brown breaches and a yellow blouse, unlike the others, buttoned to her neck, not revealing cleavage. Her hat is a cattleman style. All three wear black leather boots almost to their knees.

The sky is clear, the stars helping the feeble flicker of the street lamps to push away some of the darkness. A man kneels at the corner, puking into the gutter. Another urinates on a tree stump cut at chest height half a block farther. Laughter and yelling, drunk male voices waft from the nearby saloons and taverns.

“We should vamos,” Rosa says.

“And what? find a different club?” Blondie asks. “Closer to downtown?”

“No. Out this mierda city.” Rosa points to a small ditch that runs the length of the street, part of the intricate open-sewer system of Portland. “Where you don’t smell shit and piss when you step outside.”

“At least downtown they have boardwalks so you don’t see it,” Blondie remarks. “And the clubs have a better clientele, I bet.”

“Still, it’s us shaking our culos while some bastardo like Turk makes the real dinero, selling overpriced chinguirito,” Rosa replies. “We should open our own saloon.”

“No,” Blondie says. “Too much responsibility.”

“You’d want that?” Varla asks Rosa. “Be stuck like that?”

“With you. Yes. Open it together. You and me, Varla. We are not getting younger.”

“We’d need Blondie too.”

“Why? If she doesn’t want the responsibility?”

Blondie pipes in, “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help out,” 

“You and I, Rosa, we can’t own property in this damn state,” Varla says. “White men only. It’s enshrined in the Constitution. That’s why we need her.”

“Fine! She can be the front,” Rosa grumbles.

Blondie smiles. “So you got to learn to like me, Rosa.”

“It’s something to think about,” Varla says. “I’d rather try our luck on the road.”

Rosa shakes her head. “Nothing out there. Bunch of hateful people.” Especially if you’re a dark Mexican or half Asian, Rosa thinks. She pulls out her favorite harmonica and begins to play as they walk. The harmonica takes her mind off things, and she even likes it when Blondie hums softly along.

They reach the edge of the North End, where the taverns and flop houses and opium dens give way to a swamp at one side and a desolate field of tree stumps at the other. The upper sails of a ship can be seen in the distance past the brush as it glides down the Willamette River to the docks in Portland or Albina, the city north on the east bank of the river.

“What about you, Blondie?” Varla asks. “You want to travel?”

“I don’t know, Varla. I’ll give it a thought.”

“Think? That something you know how to do?” Rosa quips.

“At least I know what I want,” Blondie says. “You don’t know if you want to stay or go, Rosa. I think you like complaining for the sake of complaining.”

To her chagrin, Rosa can’t come up with a response, so she starts to play the harmonica again.
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Chapter 2
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The next morning, Varla and Rosa drink coffee at a table in front of a weathered shed. The tin coffee cups are attached to the wooden table by thin rusted chains, three feet in length. The old man comes out of the shed to refill their cups from the kettle. When Varla and Rosa are done, the cups will be washed in a bucket and set back on the table for the next customer.

“I have a lead,” Varla says. “Might be good money.”

“What kind of lead?” Rosa asks.

“Easy pickings. Waiting for the right person.” Varla sips her coffee, her gaze intense on Rosa.

“That’s what you said about the bank job.”

“No banks. It’s not even robbery, just money misplaced, waiting to be found.”

“Really?” Rosa sips her coffee. “No one leaves plata lying around.”

“Ramona and Lizzie told me about it.”

“Ramona and Lizzie?” Rosa takes a deep breath to suppress a tear. Ramona and Lizzie died almost two years ago when the four of them attempted to rob a bank in Sante Fe; she and Varla barely escaped with their lives and no money. “I miss Ramona and Lizzie. They were real, not like that blond churro.”

“Would’ve been our next job, Rosa. Ranch east of here. Old man lost his legs in a train accident. Won a big settlement from the railroad, but never spent any of the money. Ranch is still run down.”

“An old cojo?”

“That’s right.” Varla smiles. “Old cripple. He’s got two sons. One’ll be gone, in college, and the younger son is a mental case. Couldn’t be easier.”

“Easy dinero like that, Varla, how you know someone hasn’t nabbed it?”

“We don’t until we try. Very few people know about it.”

“How did Lizzie and Ramona find out?” Rosa finishes her coffee.

“That, I don’t know.”

“How you know it’s not a whole lot of horse shit? Espurio Mierda?” Rosa asks.

Varla shrugs. “What we got to lose?”

“Where is this ranch?”

“Not quite sure. Ramona had said it’s east of here.”

“East of here?” Rosa laughs. “Whole maldito country east of here.”

“Not that far. Oregon. Washington territory.”

“Still a lot of places. A sliver in a haystack.”

“The ranch is near an outpost, so that narrows it,” Varla says.

“I don’t like it, Varla.”

“It might be quick money. You want to open a saloon? Or else we keep scrimping for money, showing our bodies to men for another year.”

“Si. Bad as people are in this place, they are no better there in the wilderness. If I could go back to Guadalajara...” Rosa sighs. The only thing stopping her is an arrest warrant for the murder of a Generalissimo high up in the Mexican army. She fled the country ten years earlier, dyed her hair red, and renamed herself Rosa Rouge.

“With the three of us, it’d be a cinch,” Varla says.

“Three of us? You mean Blondie?” Rosa spits out the name. “She part of the gang?”

“Why not? She’s smarter and tougher than you think.”

“Pah! We don’t need her.”

“She has her assets, Rosa.”

“Assets.” Rosa snorts derisively. “Eye candy, what she is. A buena torta.”

“Since when did you not cotton to attractive women, Rosa?”

“Eye-balling is one thing, but...” Rosa pauses. 

Varla leans closer, her hand on Rosa’s on the table, her face inches away. “What is it, Rosa? You liked her at first.”

Rosa realizes her eyes are about to shed tears. Varla’s hand comforts her. Looking into Varla’s eyes, she feels something in her head; she doesn’t want to lose Varla to the blonde whore. She senses herself slipping into Varla’s eyes, the image of herself reflected in the retina, and for a moment she thinks she’s Varla looking back out at herself.

Varla puts her lips to Rosa’s ear. “Don’t be jealous, Rosa. She may be pretty but she’ll never equal you. You’ll always be my favorite.”

Rosa nods and lets herself be pulled to her feet and into a kiss. Varla’s strong arms around her, pushing her into Varla’s curvy body. She clings to Varla, not wanting to let go, even as she realizes the danger of the two of them showing their passion in public, even for a moment.

“Let’s go,” Varla says, pushing Rosa away. Varla walks to the shed. The man looks down at his percolator, nervously avoiding eye contact or even staring at her breasts like he did earlier when filling their cups. She drops a coin on the shelf of the shed. He nods a thanks.

As they step out in the street, a trio of men slowly walk past, staring at the two women, giving them the up-and-down.

“Mongrel trash,” one mutters as they continue up the street.

“What was that?” Varla snaps and spins to face them.

“Varla, just let it be,” Rosa hisses. “Not worth it, for these fresa.”

“Fuck that.” Varla starts toward the three men. They are young, barely past their teen years, with clean clothes and expensive boots and Stetsons and smug shaven faces. These aren’t sailors or farm boys.

“Hey, you!” Varla calls out. “Big man in the middle. You wanna tell me that to my face?”

A couple of the men turn. 

Varla stands at the center of the street with her hands on her hips and her legs spread apart.

“Go back where you came from.” The one in the middle is the alpha, with a slightly larger hat and a larger brass belt buckle. Etched in the buckle is an image of an eagle with a rifle in one talon and a laurel in the other. He’s slightly shorter and stockier than the other two, with short blond hair and blue eyes. “We don’t talk to prostitutes.”

“Because they laugh at your lame little dick?”

“I don’t have to take that from your shit mouth, mongrel whore.” The man steps forward, fists clenched.

“Bobby, maybe we shouldn’t...” says another, with frizzy brown hair and a hint of facial fuzz.

“Shut up, Derry,” the third man says, pulling on his dark goatee.

“No one says that about me,” grumbles the front man. “‘Specially not that...” He spits out a racial epithet and points at Varla.

“That’s right,” the man with the goatee says. “Can’t let her get away with that, Bobby.”

“Varla, what the hell?” Rosa says quietly so the men can’t hear.

“I said it about you, you little piece of shit,” Varla says to the one named Bobby, a smile on her face. “What you going to do about it, big boy?”

“She’s crazy,” the man with brown curly hair says. “Maybe escaped from the lunatic asylum across the river.”

“She’s asking for it, Bobby,” the third man says. “She can’t talk to us that way.”

“You want to apologize, mongrel whore?” Bobby pulls out a knife.

Varla holds her ground. “I don’t apologize to pathetic little turds like you.”

“Let’s just leave, Bobby.”

“No. Don’t listen to Derry. Teach her a lesson. Wipe that smart mouth off her face.”

“Yeah? You snot-nosed spoiled little assholes think you can teach me anything?” Varla stands in the center of the road. 

Two of the men advance.

The one named Derry shakes in panic. “I best get help.” He begins to run up the road. Run away in fear. 

Smart kid, smarter than his friends. Rosa smirks.

“Get the street cleaners to swab up her remains,” Bobby says.

“Damn it, Varla! Let it go!” Rosa knows it’s too late. The two men are ten feet away from Varla. The one named Bobby advances on her with the knife and the other moves around to the side of her. Beneath the tight black leather, the muscles in Varla’s arms and thighs ripple with tension. Rosa turns and takes several steps away, glancing around. No one is watching. The sounds of a scuffle, booted feet clatter on dirt, Varla’s grunt and a male groan, a whack as a rigid hand hits flesh, the sound of the knife sinking into wetness, and an agonized scream cut off to a gurgle by another slash to the neck. A second later a body thumps to the ground.

Silence, broken by: “Oh my god! You killed him!”

“You’re the one holding the knife,” Varla taunts.

A name comes into Rosa’s head. Bobby Lappeus. She remembers his picture from the newspapers. The son of the police chief. Rosa turns to look. Varla faces one of the men, two abstract shapes in the shadows; the morning sun obscured by some tall firs at the side of the road. In between them, the other man is on the ground with blood spurting up from his neck. For twenty seconds they stand and stare at each other. The man has a knife, but he’s frozen.

“You just stabbed your buddy,” Varla says. “You see that?”

The man drops the knife, mumbles unintelligibly, and stumbles backward a dozen steps. He turns and flees.

“Varla!” Rosa steps closer. “Let’s vamos.”

“Just need to roll him,” Varla replies.

Rosa glances around. A man in a ragged poncho on a donkey comes up the side street.

“Varla, hurry!”

Varla stands up with a wallet in her paw, which she drops into her cleavage as she rushes to Rosa. Together they walk rapidly away from the body on the ground. The old man on the donkey doesn’t seem to notice them. They are half a block farther when a shout arises behind them. Another half block and they reach B Street, where bar owners have begun to open their taverns and arrivals stagger up the street from the docks.

“You’ve done it now, Varla. You know who that was?”

“He’s nobody now. Just a corpse.” Varla laughs.

“That kid? The police chief’s son.”

“Which one?” Varla asks. “The one I killed?”

“I don’t know and we can’t go back to check.”

“What can I say, Rosa? Asshole had it coming.” They continue to walk quickly while behind they hear distant shouts and a police whistle. “Maybe I should have killed the other one too.”

“Yes. Kill them all. The one that ran away. You’re loco, do shit like that. Will the other one talk or did you...?”

“He shouldn’t talk. I got into his head,” Varla says.

“That fast?” Rosa asks.

“The shock of the stabbing made it easy.”

Rosa shakes her head. She has no idea how Varla does it, the ability to stare past the eyes and into the mind, where she can cloud it, twist memories into pretzels, simply by staring into someone’s eyes. It was a skill akin to hypnotism or mesmerism that Varla’s father had taught her when she was young, a skill her father brought from Japan, called kanpa-maindo. 

“Couldn’t help yourself, could you?” Rosa asks. “We can’t stay here.”

Varla grins. “Looks like that kid made the decision for us. We hotfoot out of town for a week or two until this blows over.”

“Two weeks? His dad was boss cop. Who knows who the other one’s dad is. This won’t blow over in two weeks.”

“Two weeks? Two years? We’ll tell Blondie we’re headed out.” Varla says this casually as they reach the back alley off of B Street to a rickety wooden staircase up to the rooms where they are staying.
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Chapter 3
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In the room, “What do you think, Blondie?” Varla asks.

“Where’re we going?” Blondie reclines in an armchair. She’s wearing a thin cotton shift. “San Francisco or back east? Not many choices unless’n we want to live in the boondocks, and I don’t cotton leaving town for the boondocks.”

“Come on, Blondie.” Varla crosses the room to face her. “You’ll like the guys in the wilderness. Rugged men, not the shit that gets dredged up here every night.”

“Who cares, you come or not?” Rosa says. “We split it two ways if you don’t.” Behind the haze of ganja smoke, Rosa leans over to pass the cigarette to Blondie. “We score big, instead of night after night, earning a pittance dancing for varos.”

Blondie takes a hit of the cannabis. “What is this big money scheme?”

“We’ll tell you when we’re out of town. Stay, we won’t tell you at all.”

“We ride in an hour,” Varla adds. “Gone a few days, maybe a week. Then we return, much richer.”

“Really?” Blondie likes performing, showing her stuff off to the men; at the same time she wants to be with her two friends. She looks up at Varla standing over her. Like the toxins in the cat’s claws that turn folks into its slaves, Varla has that same power with her eyes, the skill of kanpa-maindo, which she told them in Japanese means penetration-mind, where one’s mind slips out of the boundaries of one’s head and into another. She knows Varla is using it on her and she doesn’t resist.

Of course she’ll go with them, just for the thrill of the ride. Even if Varla’s money scheme is a rumor or a hoax, a boondoggle or a mystery long-since solved or a situation exaggerated beyond comprehension. It will be fun, and she likes the feel of her horse, Chillins, between her legs.

“Count me in, even if it’s just to piss off Rosa.” Blondie hurries to pack her saddle bags.

An hour later the three women head to the docks, Varla on her black steed Storm, Rosa on a roan named Rusty, and Blondie on Chillins, her light-dapple mare. Men’s heads twist as the trio trots past. The ferry at Stark Street to East Portland has begun to board as the hooves clatter and clop onto the dock.

The fare collector is a small greasy man in a bowler and yellowish shirt. He stares at them as they reach the gangplank.

“Three.” Varla holds up three fingers.

The fare collector glances over at the sign posted at the rail near the gangplank: 

Foot passengers: 12 cents.

Man on horseback or mule: 25 cents.

Wagon and one horse: 37 cents.

Wagon and two horses 50 cents.

Hogs and sheep: 3 cents a piece.

“That’ll be forty cents each,” he says.

“Forty cents!” Varla points to the sign. “It says two bits, you hornswoggler.”

“Rules are rules. Two bits is a man on horseback. Don’t say nothing about women on horseback.”

“Then you should let us ride for nothing.”

“Six bits all we’re paying you, hombrecito,” Rosa adds. “Unless you want trouble.”

“Bet you don’t treat high society dames this way,” Blondie remarks.

“Let ‘em on!” yells a laborer from the rail. “Let ‘em on!” a couple of other men join in.

“Out of the way and let us on.” Varla throws some coins at the fare collector’s feet. “You’re holding up everything.”

Flustered, the man scrabbles for the coins while the three women on their horses trot the gangway to board. Even the few women on the ferry, a wife with her husband and a couple of nurses in white uniforms, stare at them. Blondie surveys the passengers, smiling to a couple of the men with ripped muscles beneath ragged shirts.

“I’ll be glad when they finally build a bridge across this river,” Varla says, loud enough for the glowering ferryman to hear. “No longer get harassed, and it’ll put these clowns out of business.”

“You have to cause a scene,” Rosa whispers to Varla. “Everyone is staring at us.”

“They’d notice anyway, most of them,” Blondie says. Unlike Rosa, she doesn’t mind the leers of the laborers and farmers, the way their mouths gape open, drool falling off a lip, another rubbing his tongue along his teeth, while others look down at the deck, afraid to even look. Unlike Rosa, Blondie feels power over these men, their desire, a tool to be flirted with and used. Let them look. If she’d been alone, a few would have whistled, one or two would have sauntered up to spark a conversation, but the three of them on horseback intimidate the men.

“They wouldn’t stare if you learned how to dress,” Rosa says to Blondie.

“You should loosen up, Rosa. Undo the top few buttons. Show a little of that nice cleavage.”

“Never,” Rosa scoffs. “Nunca.”

“You don’t have to. They’ll stare anyway.”

“And you like it?” Rosa asks.

“Fine with me,” Blondie replies. “It’s a free country.”

“It’s demeaning.”

“Varla doesn’t mind. She’s showing more cleavage than me. She’s got more to show.”

Rosa frowns, unable to come up with a comeback.

“Blondie is right,” Varla says, looking out from the shadow of her black leather “Boss of the Plains” hat. “Let them stare. All they’ll remember is this.” She pats her ample bosom. “Not our faces. Not even the color of our hair.”

“You think so?” Glancing around, Rosa notices the men looking up, but not as high as their necks. “I still don’t like it.”

​The ferry arrives in East Portland, at the L Street dock. As soon as the three women disembark, they urge their horses into a canter, hooves pounding loudly in a trio of triple beats against the wooden planking of the street over the swampland into downtown East Portland. The horses kick up dust on the street. At the laughter of the three women, faces look up, men freeze mid-motion while loading sacks into wagons, others on the street stop in their tracks to stare as the women on horseback stride by. Soon the houses become scarce, and they slow to a trot, riding past croplands and forests. Rosa pulls out her harmonica and begins a tune, playing off the sounds of birds and the clip-clop of their horses’ hooves. Even though they’ve slowed their pace, the excitement pulses through Blondie, following the other two into an unknown adventure.
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Lindy Sue Hawthorne and Tommy Mitchell are on the swing on the porch of her father’s house in East Portland.

“I wish I could go, Tommy,” Lindy Sue says.

“I want you to come with me,” Tommy responds. 

They hold hands as the afternoon sun flashes through the foliage. Tommy has plans to leave for a few days. His father wants him to check out a recently acquired ranch in eastern Clackamas County.

“Since I was three, I’ve never been farther than Salem.” Her heart races as she thinks about the wild country beyond the city. “Will it be safe?”

“With me protecting you, it sure will.” He flexes his fist to show off his firm muscle. “Good to get away from the swamps. East Portland is all swamp and your dad’s nut house.”

At the mention of her father, Lindy Sue’s enthusiasm flags. “I don’t know if my dad’ll let me go.”

“You’re nineteen. Old enough to make your own choices. I’ll talk to your dad. And your mom.”

“She’s not my mother. I don’t care what she thinks.” Lindy Sue’s mother died when she was born, her father remarried, and she now has two much-younger stepsisters. The idea of riding out of town, away from them on an adventure with Tommy, even for a couple days, seems a fantasy. Tommy, tall and muscular, with handsome round face and large blue eyes, was easy to imagine as a prince in a fairy tale, and every day she thinks she’s more in love with him. But she doesn’t know if she can go.

Two days later, her father leaves a note to her and wants her to come to his office to talk to him during his lunch. She looks at the note in the parlor as EC, her stepmother, stands in the doorway.

Trim and glamorous, but with a scowl etched on her face whenever she looks at Lindy Sue, EC mutters, “You’re in some kind of trouble, Lindy Sue.”

Her father, Doctor JC Hawthorne, works long hours at the asylum he owns, the Oregon Hospital for the Insane. One of the few insane asylums on the West Coast, it is also one of the best in the country. The hospital is on Twelfth Street, only a dozen blocks from where they live. An unfamiliar trepidation creeps into Lindy Sue as she enters the gates. 

The admittance attendant waves her in. “Howdy, Lindy Sue.”

Behind a large wooden desk, Dr. JC Hawthorne glances up at the sound of her footsteps on the tile floor. His inner office is the size of a small dining room, with several padded armchairs and walls of shelves filled with thick reference volumes. At one corner, a restraining chair with arm and leg straps. Lindy Sue and her best friend Maggie used to love to sit in it when they were seven or eight.

“Lindy Sue, sit down.” JC Hawthorne pushes papers into a binder and looks at her, one hand pulling on his beard. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Lindy Sue pulls the chair closer to his desk before she sits. “What is it, Daddy?”

The room is silent. They look at each other. The cords in his neck move, as if he’s trying to think of how to get out the words he wants to tell her.

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Is this about Tommy?”

“Tommy Mitchell. Yes.” He gives her a faint smile. “The lad came to see me yesterday late afternoon.”

“He wants me to travel with him.”

“Yes. That’s why he came to talk to me.”

“I suppose you don’t want me to go.”

“You’re no longer a child. I had a nice conversation with Tommy. A serious lad, which surprised me, given his father. And quite charming. You like this boy?”

“Very much.” She nods.

“You’re now a young woman...with urges and needs. There’s some evidence that suppression of natural urges leads to a deformed psychosis. Have you been having...” he looks down at the folder in front of him, “sexual urges?”

“Daddy.” She giggles nervously and feels her face get hot.

“This boy I think would make a good husband. His family has status, even if his dad was recently embroiled in scandal. Do you want to go with him on this trip?”

“If you don’t think it’s a good idea, I don’t—”

“That’s not what I asked. Do you want to go?”

She looks at him. “Yes.”

“You like this boy?”

“Very much.”

“I think you should go. It’d be good for you.”

“You’re letting me go?” She shakes with a tremor of joy and surprise.

“But I want precautions. No accidents unless he intends to wed. That may very well be his intention.”

“You think so?” She has thought so too.

“That’s why I want you to have these.” He opens the top desk drawer, slides away some cards and pencils, pulls out a small yellow tin, and slides it across the desk to her. “You won’t believe how hard it is to get these, even for a doctor like me, because of that Comstock fool.”

She picks up the tin, confused. Opens it and closes it again, not sure what she’s looking at, pieces of brown rubber shaped like deflated fingers, and notices the wording on the side of the tin: “Three fine fit prophylactics.”

“Instructions inside,” he says. “I want you to have a good time, Lindy Sue. But I don’t want any unintentional consequences.”

She suppresses a nervous giggle and pushes the tin deep into her purse. Walking out of the asylum, past patients and doctors, she thinks about her father’s words, that Tommy might propose marriage, and how she had hoped for that very thing. Her best friend Maggie, who is also Tommy’s younger sister, is getting married to Tommy’s best friend Handy Doyle. Ever since receiving an engagement ring from Handy, Maggie liked to parade it in front of Lindy Sue’s eyes, a gold band embedded with three small diamonds. If anything, Tommy proposing to her would take away the jealousy she harbored for Maggie. Maggie and Handy planned to wed in the early autumn, and she thinks, maybe she and Tommy can wed the same day, a joint wedding.
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Chapter 5
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Lindy Sue wakes up anxiously and early on the morning of the journey. Her stepsisters, Louise and Catharine, are still asleep, and her father is finishing his coffee and preparing to depart for work, like every morning, leaving at sunrise and coming home after the dinner hour.

She pours herself a cup of coffee from the silver decanter and stirs in some cream. Her father mumbles a “morning, Lindy Sue,” no mention of Tommy or the trip, but his mind, as usual, is preoccupied with hospital business, whether it’s patients or administration. He puts on his topcoat and hat and hurries out the door.

Lindy Sue has her saddlebags, packed for three days, out on the front porch. She puts on a red and blue silk bonnet, walks out with her coffee cup, and sits in a wicker chair.

Her stepmother, EC, steps out on the porch. “So you’re riding out with the Mitchell boy this morning?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I suppose that’s a good thing. At nineteen, you aren’t getting any younger, and prospects will be fewer and fewer. And he’s the son of a United States Senator, though a disgraced one at that. Reckon it’s the best chance you have, Lindy Sue, so don’t mess it up.”

EC Hawthorne walks back into the house. Lindy Sue thinks her stepmother will be all too glad to be rid of her as if she’s detritus from her father’s previous marriage.

Tommy rides in through the gate and up to the porch. “You ready?”

She points to his horse, much larger than the one he usually rode. “That’s not Oatsy.”

“No. Dad’s letting me take Dagger instead. He’s an Appaloosa. Isn’t he magnificent?”

“He’s a big horse.”

“Big and fast. I want to get used to him so I can run him at the rodeo games in two weeks.”

“But what about Oatsy? Oatsy will feel rejected.”

“Horses’re dumb brutes, Lindy Sue. Oatsy won’t care, and with Dagger, I’ve a chance to win the barrel run.”

“Horses have feelings too.” She grabs the saddle bags and walks over to where her mare, Annabelle, is hitched.

They ride out of town along a hilly trail south and east, along the edges of the mountain and down into a valley through a lush forest. When the sun is high, the foliage overhead keeps them and the horses cool.

“So why’d you break up with Jennifer Durham?” Lindy Sue asks.

“She broke up with me. She was being stupid.”

“What do you mean?”

“When the paper ran that stuff about my dad. I guess her parents don’t like him.”

“Is it true your dad deserted a wife and three young children in Pennsylvania?”

“Don’t want to talk about my dad,” he mutters.

They ride for a minute. She breathes in the bracing aroma of cedar. “My dad said it’s human nature, Tommy. He doesn’t hold it against your dad.”

“Your dad, I don’t know how he does it. All day with crazy people.”

“He doesn’t like calling them that.”

“Call ‘em what you want. That don’t change what they are.”

“He’s like any other doctor, Tommy. Trying to cure sickness.”

“I don’t know. I think hanging out with loonies would make one loony, too.”

“I don’t want to talk about that, Tommy.” Ahead the trail thins as it winds through the woods and they can no longer ride side by side, which ends the conversation, while various birds twitter and coo from the branches above them.

Tommy’s father, John Mitchell, was a US Senator before the Oregonian newspaper revealed he was a polygamist, with another wife in Pennsylvania. Tommy had told her it was all crazy things his dad did when he was too young to know better, and the paper made most of it up, but she wants to be careful, to make sure she and Tommy don’t do crazy things while they’re too young to know better.
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Chapter 6
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Tommy calls out, “You hungry?” 

“Yes,” Lindy Sue replies. They’ve ridden five hours along hilly trails through woods, and are now in a dry open range of scrubby bushes and smaller trees and fields of sagebrush and fescue, south and east of Mount Hood. She’s tired and hungry and parched.

“Gruber’s Outpost is up ahead.” He points. “We’ll eat, then another hour to go.”

“We’re not staying in Grubers?”

“No. The ranch.”

As they round a hilltop, the outpost falls into view below them, a large two-floor L-shaped structure with the entrance at the crotch, and a few cabins visible on the wooded hill overlooking. Tommy hitches the horses and leads her into the main room, a large open area with a fifteen-foot-long wooden table at the center, several smaller wooden tables arranged at the edges, and a bar. Past the bar is an open kitchen. Behind the center of the bar, posted on a horizontal slab of wood are the red-painted words:

No Cussing

No Yelling

No Fighting

No Immorality

No Music

3 Drink Max Per Customer

A few men with thick beards drink ale or liquor at the bar. Tommy orders two bowls of chili from the old woman at the counter and, glancing around, takes Lindy Sue’s hand and guides her to the end of the long table across from where another young couple is seated.

“Mind we sit here?” Tommy asks.

“Not at all,” the man says with a friendly smile. He’s clean-shaven, in a starch-white button shirt and tie. The woman has a lacy white dress and a colorful bonnet on her head. The couple introduces themselves as Wilfred and Althea.

“You two headed to Portland?” Wilfred asks.

“No. We stay near here for a couple nights. Then back to East Portland where we live.”

“You’re eloping?” Althea asks with a mischievous smile. She looks at them with the bluest eyes Lindy Sue has ever seen.

“No.” Lindy Sue, blushing, glances at Tommy and back at the couple. “Nothing like that.”

Wilfred laughs. “We don’t make judgments. We live south of here, in New Era Valley.”

“New Era? Part of that church?” Tommy asks.

“Yes. You heard of us?”

“Uh huh,” Tommy murmurs, his lips tight.

“I heard of that church, but I know nothing about it,” Lindy Sue says.

“We welcome visitors and new members to our community,” Wilfred replies. “If you two are starting out in life, you might check us out.”

“We’re a spiritual community,” Althea adds. “We live a wholesome, fulfilled life, where everyone helps everyone. We follow the teachings of Jesus, not the dictates of the Pope or a Baptist minister. We’re not bound by the rules of the Christian church. We seek answers from all faiths.”

“But you believe in Jesus?” Lindy Sue asks, confused. “You read the Bible?”

Althea smiles warmly. “The teachings of Jesus, yes. But we don’t limit ourselves to one doctrine. We believe everyone has their own path to enlightenment. Our farming community is only an hour-half ride south of here.”

“Huh? Sounds interesting.” Lindy Sue doesn’t know what to make of it, these spiritualists, but the couple seem confident and happy, two things she feels she lacks. She looks over at Tommy. “Should we go there?”

“We already have a place to go,” Tommy says. Two bowls of chili and a plate of bread are set down in front of Tommy and Lindy Sue. 

“A place is not always a destination,” Wilfred replies. “But maybe later, next time you’re out this way?”

“I think not.” Tommy abruptly stands, grabbing his bowl of chili and the plate of bread. “Lindy Sue, let’s eat at the other end of the table.”

“I’m sorry, Wilfred, Althea.” Lindy Sue rises slowly from the table. “It was nice meeting you, and New Era Valley sounds like an Eden.”

“A bit like that,” Althea says. “A place where men and women are equal. Men don’t boss women around.”

“Lindy Sue!” Tommy barks from a dozen feet away.

Reluctantly, Lindy Sue picks up her bowl of chili and glass of water and follows him to the far end of the table. She’s seen what Tommy is like when he gets mad, seen him almost get in fights with people he deemed inferior, and she doesn’t want him to create a scene.

“Tommy? Why were you so rude to them?”

“My dad told me all about them. It’s a cult. Nudists, socialists, anti-capitalists.”

“But they seem like good people.”

“My dad says they’re dangerous. To be avoided. Not real Christians. They corrupt their faith with paganism.”

She shrugs. They finish their meal in silence and get back on their horses. 

On the trail to the ranch, a pair of men on horseback head toward them. One is middle-aged, in a black wide-brimmed fedora, a vest, and bow tie over his white shirt, and he has guns holstered at both hips and a rifle barrel poking upward behind his head. His companion is much younger, perhaps the same age as Lindy Sue, in a similar white button shirt and fedora. He has a peach fuzz beard and frizzy brown hair that flows out the sides of his fedora, and he also has a holstered gun. They both have metal badges on their chests.

“Tommy?” she whispers nervously.

“It’s okay...some kind of law, I reckon.” They stop and wait for the men to approach. As the men near, Lindy Sue makes out the badges: Pinkerton National Detective Agency.

“Whoa, there!” The older man holds up his hand from ten yards away. Beneath his blond beard, his face is ravaged by the elements, wrinkled and red. His eyes are sharp as he looks from Tommy to Lindy Sue and then focuses back on Tommy, his mouth in a tight, emotionless sneer.
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