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Praise forTOMBOY








“Mix Jo March and Tom Ripley, shake, pour, and take a brisk, bitter swig of Jane Benjamin. You’ll be deliriously intoxicated by this bracing sequel to Copy Boy.”


—GRETCHEN CHERINGTON, author of Poetic License







“Riveting as Mare of Easttown, binge-worthy as The Queen’s Gambit, Tomboy kept me reading—obsessively—until the very last line.”


—DEBRA THOMAS, author of Luz







“Chock-full of audacity and adventure—a suspenseful and layered novel from the squalor of Hooverville to the opulence of the Queen Mary.”


—ASHLEY E. SWEENEY, author of Answer Creek







“Crisp prose, snappy pace, exquisite period details, and a resourceful, resilient, wonderfully flawed protagonist. Fasten your seatbelts. It’s going to be a bumpy boat ride.”


—MARY CAMARILLO, author of The Lockhart Women







“Tomboy ascends to a breaking point that will leave you breathless.”


—LAURIE BUCHANAN, author of the Sean McPherson novels







“The best kind of seat-of-your-pants protagonist to keep your heart racing as she gets herself into scrapes that threaten her safety but clarify her morality.”


—MAREN COOPER, author of A Better Next
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“Smart, lively, and suspenseful—Raymond Chandler for feminists.”


—SHARMA SHIELDS, author of The Cassandra







“A stellar debut, mesmerizing as the fog lifting over Nob Hill. Highly recommended.”


—SHELDON SIEGEL, New York Times best-selling author of the Mike Daley/Rosie Fernandez novels







“Copy Boy is a rewarding historical novel with a ferocious, fascinating lead.”


—FOREWORD REVIEWS







“An expressive and striking story that examines what one does for family and for oneself.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS
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To Andy, for the planting and the weeding











“For whatever we lose (like a you or a me),it’s always ourselves we find in the sea.”


—E. E. CUMMINGS
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CHAPTER ONE








MONDAY, JUNE 26, 1939Rivka’s Flat, 3528 Clay StreetSan Francisco, California


Elsie grabbed my short shaggy mane in her tiny fists and wrenched like I was a horse to rein in and break. Her head slammed into mine, cracking my nose and blinding me with pain. I instinctively bucked, throwing the back of my skull into the wall behind me. My head rebounded and banged into Elsie’s again.


The hit that did real damage was the one I caused myself, recoiling from Elsie, my toddler half-sister, my obligation.


Clanging filled my ears and everything turned yellow. I couldn’t faint, couldn’t let myself drop her, so I slid down the wall to my haunches. She stopped screaming briefly, as if surprised to have communicated something. She’s studying my reaction. Her forehead shone pink from the collision. Then she reverted to screaming, out of pain or anger or frustration. Or something else I didn’t yet understand.


“No more!” yelled our housekeeper Lola, like this was happening to her.


I squatted on the floor, blood flowing out my nose onto my lips and chin. I wiped it with my hand. The back of my head burned.


Lola gripped both my elbows, pulling me up to standing, Elsie still in my arms.


My roommate Rivka rushed in. Her eyes cut over to my nose and she gasped. “Lola, please, don’t leave. We need you. We’ll raise your pay.”


“Money is not the problem,” said Lola.


“You cain’t do this …” My accent slipped out when things fell apart, like whenever a housekeeper quit on us. “We have to go to work.”


Lola threw her apron on the floor. “This here is the work.” She made an angry turn, grabbed her coat off the rack, and charged down the hall and stairwell. The door to Clay Street banged shut behind her.


God, I wanted to follow her. Just to run out that door.


Elsie wasn’t done. She arched back, her hands pushing up against my shoulders, trying to bust free of me. “No, no, no!” What was she saying no to? I didn’t know what she needed. I never did.


I strained to sing our song, which sometimes worked. “I never let you go, Elsie, never, never, never, Jujee never lets you go.” I wrapped my arms tighter around her, rubbing her back. “Never let you go, never, never, never.” My head and face changed shape as I lied.


Her screams downshifted to snotty sobs into my collar and her hands moved back into my hair, twining rather than yanking, her little torso heaving with unhappiness and loss.


I looked over Elsie’s shoulder at Rivka, who picked up Lola’s apron and handed it to me. I used it to wipe my face and pinch my numb nostrils. Everything pounded with noise and emotion.


“Your mother keeps calling,” Rivka said, crossing her arms over her narrow chest. “She wants her back. She has all that space now. It’s time to take Elsie home.”


“Hang up.”


“What?”


“When Momma calls, hang up.”


Rivka groaned. She didn’t get it. Everything was black and white with her.


Momma did want Elsie back. But the idea made me sick. She had the charisma that could pull you in, tie you there. It took me seventeen years to run, and I failed even then. I brought her with me to San Francisco, rescuing her from the dirt and the fields and her murdering common law husband. I couldn’t cut the rope because of Elsie. I couldn’t leave Elsie behind.


“This is not about you,” Rivka said. In her Czech accent, every word rang brutal. She made it her mission always to critique my flaws and I let her do it because she held the lease, paid the rent, and bought most of the food. Her home, not mine. I tossed in what I could every paycheck. Elsie and I’d been sponging off her for over a year and a half now. That didn’t feel great. But I chose it from a slate of worse options.


My pay at the San Francisco Prospect hadn’t changed since I got there. I’d made fifty cents an hour as a copy boy, fetching coffee and running grafs from cog to cog of the great news machine. Though the pay should have risen to seventy cents when I moved up to cub reporter, my managing editor Mac dropped me back down to fifty because I’d pretended to be a boy to get the job.


Elsie drummed the back of my neck with wet fingers now, her fit run out.


“They’ll let me have that column,” I said.


“Oh, there’s the solution,” said Rivka, the cynic.


But I knew it would work. I heard Hedda Hopper earned as much for gossip writing in Los Angeles as Walter Winchell did in New York. Hedda was big time, proof a newspaper would reward a lady columnist for writing about the bad behavior of famous people, and what they wore while doing it. Mac had been hinting such a column might be possible for a while now. Or at least not shooting it down when I hinted.


“I’ll bring it up today,” I said. “And when he gives it to me, that’ll be more money. Elsie and I can rent our own place, and hire somebody good to babysit. Help us for a little longer. Take Elsie today. I’ll fix it by tonight.” Maybe, I thought.


Rivka stomped down the hall to the kitchen. I could hear her rummaging in the ice box as I swayed Elsie back and forth, trying to relax the tension in her body with one hand, pinching my nose with the other.


Rivka came back and handed me an ice pack. I wadded the apron into my pocket and pressed the ice on Elsie’s forehead. She cried and pushed it away so I put it on my nose. The cold made me dizzy.


“This is not right for Elsie,” Rivka said. “She needs someone, fulltime, devoted to her. She needs her mother.”


“I won’t do that.”


“It’s time. Your mother’s situation has changed. She has what she needs.”


Rivka meant money. Momma had her new husband Jonesie’s money now, and his big house. And cash did make everything easier, flattening layers of crisis and challenge that provoked the best in some people, the worst in others, like Momma. Nobody knew that better than me. But I wouldn’t give in on this.


“You can practice at home on Mondays,” I said. “Just take her today.”


Rivka’s face bleached, but the way her shoulders drooped, I could tell she wouldn’t fight me. She didn’t have to be at the symphony today. She wouldn’t do any real practicing while taking care of Elsie, not the kind of practice that met her standard, and I did feel contrite about that. But I needed her help.


I peeled my sister off and passed her to Rivka.


“I’ll bring home good news. I promise.” Again, I thought, maybe.


Rivka held the ice pack against Elsie’s forehead, making her sputter.


I put on my Oxfords and took my jacket and fedora off their hook.


“You’re always negotiating,” Rivka said. “No matter what. Everything’s a deal you want to make, a promise you’ll renege on. We’ll settle this tonight.”


“Tonight. I promise.”


I gripped the rail, escaping downstairs, woozy from the head butting, and opened the door to Clay Street as my bus screeched up. Even the light of a gloomy June sky was too bright, the bus brakes too shrill. I climbed up, paid, took the last empty seat, back in the open-air section, and exhaled from down deep.


The old man sitting next to me stared at my nose with alarm, like he thought there might be a cruel young husband behind the door I’d emerged from. I closed my eyes, raising my face to the mist, and ignored his judgment.


Injury was temporary. I healed fast.















CHAPTER TWO








SEPTEMBER 1930Rotten Egg HoovervilleSacramento, California


A swoosh of bug-hunting bats swarmed my head. I squeezed my eyes shut, hugging a cottonwood trunk, rubbing my cheek sore against ridged bark. My breath came in quick sips and hiccups. This ain’t on me. I heard rustling in the nutgrass below.


“Jump down, Janie.”


Momma said it in a plain, reasonable voice, causing me to shiver from scalp to toes. I stared down through cloudy blossoms sloughing off the tree at Momma’s upturned face below, drawing me to it, moonlike. Her light-blue eyes twinkled on the outside edges and grew dark approaching the pupil. The closer you examined the dark, the more you saw her angry intelligence and forgot her beauty. I believed Momma could control that effect, growing the light blue to woo you and expanding the central black when she didn’t care if you knew the truth.


“You owe me.”


Momma always said that.


I jumped out of the tree, landing on the hardpan between the canal and the field, first on my feet and then on my bony bottom. I pushed up, snuffling. My ankle hurt.


“You’re a bad girl.” Momma said.


“Not, not, NOT my fault.” My bottom lip quivered.


“Don’t pretend you weren’t part of it.”


“Mrs. Anderson don’t mean nothing to him!”


“You think I care about her?” Momma asked. “Don’t act feeble.”


Momma headed away from the canal, me following, through the field, toward camp, her faded nightdress glowing in the dark like a lantern. We passed sideways between cotton plants.


“I ain’t jealous of that clown,” Momma said.


Mrs. Anderson was fake, tin can curls and pancake makeup, while Momma was real, no fuss, shiny black hair waving around high cheeks. Dimpled chin. Petite, womanly shape. What seemed like a soft, lazy behind was really a ball of muscle. I’d seen Momma do a string of cartwheels and handsprings down a potato row for applauding pickers on her twenty-sixth birthday. Mrs. Anderson’s attractions were obvious. Momma’s were surprising.


I dragged my feet, stirring up dust as I followed her past the cardboard tilt-up kitchen and rusty Model A at our campsite, a slice of gray dirt between the highway and Mr. Russell’s’ back forty.


I walked through the sheet flap door behind Momma. Daddy lay on the dirt, vomit on his face, feet bare. He’d wet and soiled himself. He looked like a horse I’d seen, killed by a farmer’s bullet, long muscles useless because he’d broken his leg. I couldn’t imagine how Daddy would have made it home if Mrs. Anderson’s husband hadn’t driven him, pushing him out of the truck in front of our tent.


She said, “You done this.”


“I didn’t.”


“You were an accomplice.”


“But all I—”


“You aided and abetted his playing around, his drinking, his missing work because of it. Ran his love notes to her, ran hers back to him. Don’t lie and say you didn’t. You were the messenger.”


I didn’t know what to say, because I was the messenger.


“You showed me where your loyalty lies—with your philandering Daddy and that dyed-head hussy.”


“That’s not true.”


“You’re either with me or with him.”


I didn’t want to choose. They were both my parents and I wanted to please them both. But Daddy put me in this situation. And I’d made and remade this choice so often, I figured I could always change my mind later as facts shifted.


“I choose you, Momma.”


She snorted, doubtful.


“Let’s see about that. You’ve got a new message to deliver.”


She told me what it would be, and I set out to follow her directions, walking through the fields, over the train tracks, down the levy, coming out on the skid row side, where Mrs. Anderson’s diner sat, neon lit and smelling like chicken.


When I entered, nobody glanced, though I must have been a filthy sight. I shuffled to the counter and the teenage waitress asked me what I wanted.


“I need to talk to Mrs. Anderson,” I said.


The waitress lit up. Must’ve been a boring shift so far. “Olinda?” she called.


A couple of farmers sitting at the counter, one eating French fries, the other apple pie, perked up, like the movie was starting. They knew Daddy and must have recognized me, too, from all the messages I’d delivered.


Mrs. Anderson came out, red curls bouncing like her bosom.


“Why yes, Miss Hopper. What can I do you for?”


“My momma has a message for you.”


Mrs. Anderson had little beads of sweat on her forehead that made her look surprisingly human.


“She says you’re a two-bit whore and you better keep your paws off Daddy or she’s gonna pull those curls out at the root.”


Mrs. Anderson puffed up. Her customers dropped their eyes to their coffee or their biscuits or their fried okra.


“And she says, don’t try to figure out how to carry on with this nonsense because you’re not up to it. She says your cornbread ain’t done in the middle.”


The supper audience wheezed and chuckled. Mrs. Anderson deflated to a third of her diner-glamorous self. I made my exit before she could answer and skulked back to our campsite, humiliated to be a low-class Hopper.


When I got back to the tent, Daddy was clean and tucked into his pallet.


“Go on,” Momma said.


“I did it.”


“Okay then. Not every kid can do what you can. You ain’t faint of heart.”


That meant something to me. Still does.


She stripped off my filthy overalls and washed me down from a bucket, in and around my ears and my knuckles, all the way round and under my fingernails, the way she did when I was a bitty thing. She brushed my knotted hair and braided it. Then she slipped over my shoulders a thin white nightgown cut from the same bolt as her own.


I lay down on my pallet and she rubbed my back, singing an old tune of Granny’s, “I love you, because you’re mine, because you’re mine.” And, in spite of my resentment, it did reassure me to know I belonged to someone, even Momma.















CHAPTER THREE








MONDAY, JUNE 26, 1939The Prospect — Fifth and MissionSan Francisco, California


“Jesus, fistfight in the soup line, Benny?”


Mac slapped the side of my head, sending a wave of pain all the way to my toes.


He treated me like I was a male cub reporter, which I mostly appreciated, if not today. He blew by in a smoky gale, toward the spine, the spiral staircase at the center of the Prospect newsroom.


“Mac, wait …”


I watched him take the stairs two at a time, no touching the handrail, no looking back. Mac was a showoff who didn’t respect even powerful, big money men who weren’t also boyishly athletic. He thought everything hung on that.


He’d been good enough to me, hiring me with no experience, keeping me on in spite of the godawful messes I’d made, promoting me to cub. Still, he wouldn’t let me forget I’d pretended to be a boy, Benny, to snag the job in the beginning, even now that I went by Jane. He didn’t like to be a sucker.


Some people nurse their grudges. Some people get away with paying copy boy wages for a reporter’s work. But Mac could make me a columnist, so I tolerated this.


Besides, he made a reasonable point. I hadn’t looked good in months. I wore the same men’s suit, Oxford shoes, and fedora I’d worn since I got here. The switchboard girls said I could make it work, that I could look stylish compared to all the men in suits and girls in dresses. But tending Elsie every night and morning got in the way of the other tactics they advised—slathering on Pond’s cold cream, applying lipstick, dangling painted glass earrings—everything that would prove I was Jane, not Benny anymore. For months, I’d dropped the girly Jane stuff because of the toddler Elsie stuff.


I pressed my hair down behind my ears, pinched my cheeks, blinked my blurry eyes, trying to look less like somebody stuck in the drunk tank. I sat on a hard bench with nine other cubs, all guys, around a large metal table in the middle of the newsroom. Even the copy boys had a cushion on their bench. I had to pick splinters out of my pants after a long day riding the pine, waiting for the assignment that would lift me above this pack.


I asked Wally, the cub to my right, “Why’s everybody running already? What makes it such a rushed dang day?”


“What happened to you?”


“Nothing, just a stupid … walked into a door. I was tired.”


“You get klutzier and klutzier.” Wally stared up at the ceiling with a worried face, the pointed black tips of his bangs poking into his eyelashes. “Publisher’s in house, before he goes out to catch the train for the boat.”


There’d been a lot of talk about that, on the front page of every San Francisco paper, under the fold, below reports of Japan spreading its blockade down the China coast and rumors of Lou Gehrig retiring.


A local girl tennis player, Tommie O’Rourke, was playing at Wimbledon, in England. San Francisco wasn’t such a cosmopolitan place that the bigwigs would ignore something like that. And the bigger the wig, the more likely they’d be taking a train to New York and sailing to England to be there when Tommie won. That included Edward Zimmer, the Prospect’s publisher, who was supposedly planning to make it there in time for the women’s championship match.


Muckety-mucks weren’t the only ones hanging on Tommie’s story. She’d grown up in a poor family in the Sunset District, learning her sport on the free courts in Golden Gate Park. One sports reporter claimed that background made her better. He said she’d played on rough surfaces, developed a rough game. Tommie wasn’t some thoroughbred who’d injure easy or stop playing if she was hurt. So they portrayed her as The City’s scrappy hometown heroine, fighting her way to the top. Locals loved it. The fact she was a bombshell didn’t hurt.


I wasn’t a city kid like Tommie, but the tomato fields required rough play of pickers like me, and I had scrapped my way out of there, so I mentally put my own face over Tommie’s in those articles, though I wasn’t exactly a bombshell.


“I don’t know what Zimmer can do in just one morning to get everybody so riled up,” Wally said. He didn’t have my aspirational imagination. Our absentee publisher’s visit offered a rare chance to please the alpha male. The whole newsroom would be circling for scraps and I wasn’t going to miss my chance.


Head and nose pounding, I raced up the spine to the third floor, where Zimmer stood facing a collection of reporters admiring a new Zenith radio, a beauty, four feet tall, gleaming wood, huge dials. He stroked its shiny side like a spaniel.


Zimmer was good looking himself, about forty, powerfully built, with dark wavy hair, swarthy skin, a jutting jaw, and a thick mustache. Very attractive, except for the fact he likely spent too much time in front of a mirror.


“This lady’s full of it, fellas,” he said.


Other than me, odd one out, it was all fellas standing round. The only other Prospect girls were the ones at the switchboard and reception desk and Mac’s secretary, Sandy.


“Everybody’s ‘blah blah blah’ about training,” Zimmer continued. “But that isn’t it. You’ve gotta have talent. You can’t teach talent. It’s in you or it isn’t. You can build skills on top of talent, but skills are useless without talent.”


I pushed my way into the front of the group to listen to our publisher prophet. But now the nasal voice of a British interviewer blared over the radio instead.


“Miss Carlson, fans the world over admire Tommie’s many successes—tennis, singing, clothing design. Is there anything she can’t do? Is she just a born natural at everything?”


Miss Carlson cleared her throat. “All that extra dilutes Tommie’s success. I tell her, just practice tennis and play tennis. That’s all. If you want to be great, devote yourself. Stop derailing your progress with attention seeking—”


“Well, eager listeners,” the radio interviewer interrupted, “you’ve heard from Edith ‘Coach’ Carlson, with a message for her player, Tommie O’Rourke—quit playing dress-up and get serious. Ha! Looks like there may be a cat fight in the ladies’ locker room!”


All the guys around me laughed in a great exhalation, as if relieved to hear Coach take down Tommie, and the radio interviewer take down Coach, setting everything back in its natural order. I wanted to topple the natural order.


Though the world lined up against her, as it did against poor girls everywhere, Tommie had made it to Wimbledon. And now her coach was telling her to stop thinking of all the things she could achieve? They stay on top by keeping you down.


Even so, the way that radio interviewer interrupted her, chuckling about a cat fight, that rubbed me wrong too. Against my will, I felt a little something on behalf of Tommie’s coach.


“Girls just can’t,” said Harry, reporter to my left. “They’re not wired that way.”


“What are you talkin’ about, dope?” said Monty, a known devil’s advocate. “Tommie can do anything. She caught for Lefty O’Doul, coulda played baseball herself! She’d outmatch you!” Monty pantomimed a right jab.


“Whoop-de-do. That was for O’Doul’s fans. Sure, yeah, she’s talented. But I’m saying she hasn’t got it in her to go all the way. She’ll fall in love, have babies. She’ll be a flash in the pan. I’m right! Coach is right!” Others chimed in, agreeing, disagreeing.


They may as well have been talking about me. It was almost impossible to try to do something great while changing diapers. And not to let anybody know about it either? If Mac found out I was raising Elsie, he’d fire me and give my job to some guy, even if that guy had a baby himself. It looked to me like a whole lot of guys rose up without talent or practice. They just rode the current.


“Coach does pose an interesting question,” Zimmer said. “Is it best to try a lot of things, be so-so at everything? Or is it better to focus, to apply greater discipline? Take Mac …” Everybody gawked at our editor, who was about to be made an example. “You’ve led quite a varied, adventurous life, haven’t you, friend? Do you like the way that’s adding up? Proud of your accomplishments?”


His insult hushed the crew, who longed to curry favor with the publisher, but liked drinking beer with the managing editor.


Mac had worked at a lot of things—farmer, coal miner, logger, golf pro, banker—before becoming a newsman. I thought maybe he saw something in me because we both had a little dirt under our nails. I liked that about him, too. But the publisher calling him out in front of reporters? Not good. Mac’s face went red, and I felt the sting too.


Zimmer started toward the elevator, leaving his comment there. Mac followed, hands jammed in his pockets, shape of his fists visible through fabric. I elbowed myself fourth or fifth in the parade.


Mac said, “So, about the gossip thing …”


Here we go. This is it.


As I stepped up to the elevator, Smitty, the geezer elevator operator, closed the doors with a jolt and a smirk.


I rushed to the spine and took the stairs two and three at a time, barely catching the edge of the steps, arriving as the brass elevator doors opened again.


Holding a lever curved into a capital P, Smitty delivered his line, “Second floor, Prospect newsrooooom—where facts become story!”


Zimmer boomed, “Smitty, the paper’s very voice!”


A pack of cubs gathered, clearly hoping Zimmer would see their faces in the crowd and choose them—You! Be the baseball guy! You! You’re on business. You! The government desk!


Their faces glowed with unwarranted faith.


Mac called out, “Jane!” Not Benny. “Over here!”


The crowd cracked, making room for my approach.


Some rare moments were like this, opening to just what I wanted, just when I wanted it.


“Mr. Zimmer needs help,” Mac said. “I told him you’re the one.”


“Sir,” I said, smiling the way I thought a gossip columnist might, one-sided, smug, smirky, swollen nose and all.


“Hullo beauty,” Zimmer said, eyebrows raised. “How’s the other girl look?”


“Other girl’s a door, sir. Bad morning.” I cast my eyes down, then quickly back up, remembering to feign confidence.


“Right, right,” he said, like he doubted the door. “I’ve heard about you.”


Thank you, Mac, thank you, thank you.


“Met your mother—Kate, isn’t it?—last night at Jones-at-the-Beach. Told me about her daughter, tearing things up at my paper.” Zimmer laughed, wiggling his thick brows at Mac.


Coffee milk curdled in my belly.


“Did Jonesie tell you about his horse?” I asked, moving this conversation back on socially safe ground.


“Didn’t talk to Jonesie. Just your mother.”


He scrutinized my lips, my throat, and my feet. This is what people did when they learned I’d passed for a boy. Momma must have told him.


At seventeen, I fought my father, defending my mother. At least I thought that’s what I was doing. I believed I’d killed him and ran away, stole a car and drove to The City. Rivka took me in. To find a job I cut off my hair. I made a few other stops along that route but that’s basically how I got on at the Prospect. I was born Jane Hopper but became Benjamin Hopper, taking the name of my dead twin brother. When the time was right, I spoke up about who I was and renamed myself Jane Benjamin.


It gave Momma a good story. I was some of her best material. Jonesie had his barroom set pieces. Momma had me, a story she played for laughs. I didn’t have to inspect it too closely to see the disrespect.


I breathed through my nose, trying to calm myself.


Mac was telling Zimmer about Jonesie’s horse, Bullet, who Jonesie invited into the roadhouse on special occasions. It was a schtick everybody liked. An eccentric bar owner sold more cocktails. I faked nonchalance while they talked.


Zimmer laughed at Mac’s punchline but I didn’t hear it.


“So, Jane,” Zimmer turned back to me. “I need you to buy a train ticket, leaving today, to New York, and then the Queen Mary from New York to Cherbourg, on to Southampton, England. Make sure the days and times line up. Ship’s got to arrive in time for the Wimbledon ladies’ championship match, July 7. Then a return trip—that date’s flexible. Got it? Right now?”


“San Francisco to New York to Cherbourg to Southampton. How about Wimbledon?”


“Sandy bought that.”


I waited.


“Right now?” he repeated.


I waited a second or two more, long enough for, “Then we’ll talk about this gossip column,” but that didn’t come.


“Yes sir, on it.”


I headed back to the metal table and pulled one of three telephones to my spot. All the cubs had seen him hand me this assignment so nobody fussed about my grabbing one of our shared telephones. In fact, envious sighs were heaved around the table because I was doing this bit for Zimmer, whereas I was aiming not to completely deflate. This was not what I’d aimed for. And I didn’t like the way Zimmer had surveyed me and my nose, like damaged goods.


But I was a bounce back person. He hadn’t offered the gossip column. Yet. He’d given me a task and I’d do it right. The problem was timing. He planned to leave today? I was more overwhelmed than usual, what with the head butting. I sneaked a look around to make sure Mac and Zimmer were no longer nearby.


“Hey,” I said to the cubs, Wally, Barry, Quentin and Shawn. “Who’s got time?”


“What, Tom Sawyer wants us to whitewash a fence again?”


“Help me do this thing fast and I’ll buy first round at Breen’s.”


Wally nodded eagerly, thirsty already. Barry said, “Two rounds.”


I couldn’t afford to buy any drinks at all but I’d figure that out tonight.


“You two, find a train from here to New York. Round trip. Today! I’ll call about the boat from New York to England.”


“Well for starters, no train leaves from San Francisco,” Quentin criticized. “You gotta take a ferry to Oakland.”


“Or Alameda,” said Shawn.


“So, you want a part of this?” I asked.


“Nah, go on,” Shawn said.


“I’m in,” said Quentin.


I picked up the telephone and said to the switchboard girl, “Meredith, plug in. About to start ringing.”


“Yippee. I hate snooze time.”


I called Quentin over.


“Connect Quentin with whoever tickets the Queen Mary.”


“Aren’t you coming up in the world?”


“Any day now.”


Fifteen minutes later, Wally waved a moleskin over his head.


“Hey, turns out the Challenger’s the best deal, with the sleeper cars and all. Changeover in Chicago, and on to New York.”


“Bingo!” I grabbed his notebook.


“Only just,” Wally said, “it’s all sold out.”


“Why’d you waste your breath?” I pointed at Barry.


“City of San Francisco’s it. Takes the Overland Route to Chicago, starting with a ferry from here to Oakland. He’ll catch the boat at 3:45 p.m., it drops him straight at the Long Wharf, then he’ll catch the train at 4:11. This one’s fast. It covers 2200 miles to Chicago in thirty-nine hours, thirteen minutes, over two mountain ranges!” Barry had a train to sell me. “Makes it to Chicago in two nights total.”


“And from Chicago to New York?” I asked. “Can he do it in, what …” I scratched out the math in Wally’s notebook. “Sixty-two hours?”


“Yep.” Barry explained the details of the journey’s second leg on the Fifth Avenue Special. “From the ferry to New York, three nights, 60 hours, 35 minutes.” Wally slumped, having lost the contest to find the winning train. I tossed him his moleskin.


Zimmer could arrive in New York in time to board the boat to England.


“Just one problem,” Barry said.


“What!” I growled. The clock was ticking.


“He’s gotta go coach. Too late for a Pullman—all booked—this is the day of.”


“What’s the difference between coach and Pullman?”


“Everything.”


“Jeez,” I said. “Train’s as bad as the boat.”


“What about the boat?” Wally asked.


Quentin said, “Only third-class tickets left, no cabin class or even tourist class.”


“If they’re gonna divide everything up by how good it is, they may as well make it easy and call it first, second, and third class,” I said.


“That’s the point. If you don’t know the difference, you’re in third.”


“Better ask Zimmer what to do,” Wally advised.


Hard to picture Zimmer in third class.


I took Quentin’s and Barry’s notes and hustled over to Mac’s office in the corner, where he and Zimmer were talking behind a closed door, voices raised.


I got right up to it, ready to knock, when Mac’s girl, Sandy, said, “Halt!”


“What, you’re the bouncer?”


“Don’t interrupt them. How can I help?”


“It’s urgent. Zimmer’s ferry leaves soon and I gotta …”


“What do you need?”


Everybody wants their little bit of power and, though Sandy presented as just the cute type—bouncy brown hair, curvy shape, all the right accessories—you could sense a striver in the scent of her Je Reviens perfume. In Sandy, pretty was savvy.


“We can buy him a ticket on the City of San Francisco, catching the ferry to Oakland at 3:45 and the train boarding right after. But they don’t have a Pullman sleeper car open. Same on the boat, third class. So, you can see why I need in there.”


“That itinerary will work. Mr. Zimmer’s already booked a Pullman drawing room and cabin class on the Queen Mary. These aren’t for him. They’re fine.”


Her right hand shooed me off.


“He’s already got his tickets?”


“Made his plans a couple of weeks ago.” Sandy smiled, pleased.


“Well, will the person traveling coach by rail and third class on the boat—”


“Ship.”


“What?”


“It’s a ship, not a boat.”


“Right. Will the other person mind no sleeper car and third class on the ship?”


“It’s for Mr. Zimmer’s college roommate’s son, Pat Shea. He’s young. He can withstand the hardship.”


“Why’s Zimmer buying tickets for him?”


“Pat’s going to be the new gossip columnist.”


I SULKED AT the Mission Street entrance, smoking a Lucky, ignoring lunch hour accountants, dockworkers, and factory men rushing by, the usual smell of urine rising from the sidewalk. Today I thought I might lose my breakfast all over the pissy pavement. I’d been out there ten minutes, waiting for tobacco to settle my head and stomach, but it hadn’t done its magic. Zimmer was giving my job to somebody else. My job. And my nose hurt.


The Prospect doors creaked open and Wally sidled over.


“You’re wanted. Something’s going on. Better get back in there.”


I dropped my cigarette, leaving it to burn in the gutter, following Wally back in the building, past the chichi reception area, up the spine to the second floor, where Mac was yelling at Sandy and Zimmer was yelling for me.


Jacket thrown over one shoulder, Zimmer hefted two bags, one dark leather, the other flowery. “Where’d you go?”


“Smoke break, sir.” The most I could muster.


“Barry picked up your slack! Reserved the Southern Pacific tickets. Western Union’s delivering ’em now. So, you need to call Pat Shea, here.” He handed me his business card, with a telephone number scribbled on it. “Tell him to meet you at the Oakland station. You can use his ferry ticket, give him the train coupon book, Queen Mary, and Wimbledon passes in Oakland. He won’t need the ferry. He’s in Berkeley. Call Pat, collect his tickets, make sure he’s on that train. Got it?”


“Should I ask a copy boy to handle it from here, sir?”


Zimmer stared at me with bugging eyes. What kind of girl second guessed his orders? But why should I in particular help this so-called Pat steal my job?


“I’m sure you have a lot to do, Jane, a lot. So much. But go ahead and figure that if your publisher asks you to do something, you probably ought to do it. Understand?”


“Somewhat, sir.” I may have been acting on a death wish at that point.


Zimmer grinned like a criminal. He set down the bags and gripped my shoulders, his nose very close to my swollen own.


“There are certain elements of these arrangements that are delicate. Something that maybe is better for an ambitious cub reporter than for a copy boy.”


Ambitious was the magic word.


I was used to everybody discounting me. My last English teacher before I dropped out of high school used to look at me like she’d be shocked if I ever arrived ready, like she expected me to come to class without homework.


I always intended to do my work and turn it in, but often enough picking went long because we needed every extra penny and by the time I walked back to camp, the sun had set and we had no electricity. I couldn’t see well enough to do the reading and writing by firelight. If there was enough light early to do homework in the tent, that didn’t help either because early light just increased my morning picking hours.


One way or another I usually showed up unready for class, musty from picking, dirt under my chewed-up nails, no journal entries or book reports in my satchel. Heck, no satchel either.


So, when somebody important acted like I was worth the time of day, if they saw and accepted my ambition, it was flame to my pilot light.


“Yes sir. I’ll call Pat and deliver the tickets to him in Oakland.”


Zimmer rubbed the top of my head. I fought the urge to smack his hand.


Sandy said, “Car’s here, Edward.”


Edward?


She dimpled at the publisher, no doubt thinking herself some Mademoiselle model in her navy-blue coat and hat and stylish calf purse that matched her shoes.


“You’ll love the shops.” He picked the bags up again and wound his way down the spine, Sandy right behind him. “It’ll give you something to do.”


Mac slammed his office door.


Our moods appeared to match.


I returned to the cub table with the card Zimmer had scribbled on, pulled up a telephone and asked Meredith to connect me. “I need Pat Shea, at Berkeley-2–2300.”


Right away somebody answered. “Hallo!”


“I’m calling for Pat Shea,” I said.


Something rustled, like the fella had his hand over the mouthpiece while he called out, “Pat! Some dame with a scratchy voice.”


Thanks. My voice was rough from a childhood spent coughing with Valley Fever, same as a lot of farmworker kids I knew. I never saw a doctor about it, no money for that. But I kept a ripped encyclopedia page that explained the fever “colonizes the body of the weak” in my hope chest. I would think about that whenever I wanted to make myself try harder. The grainy voice got me the job as a copy boy, anyway, so there was that.


“Oh, hey, Pat is … indisposed,” he said, insolent. I heard guffaws in the background, and swing music, too. Did he live in a fraternity house?


“What’s your name, please?”


“Yeah, I’m Peter.”


“Peter, I need you to deliver an urgent message to Mr. Shea.” I put on my most superior attitude. “The publisher of the San Francisco Prospect has purchased Mr. Shea’s railroad tickets leaving Oakland, heading for New York and passage on the Queen Mary for England, to attend Wimbledon. Mr. Shea needs to be at the Sixteenth Street Station in Oakland to board his train by 4:11 or risk missing his trip. Do you understand, Peter? Are you able to deliver this message?”


“Shit,” he said. “Yes, ma’am.” He slurred a little.


“I’ll meet him at the station. I’ll be the woman in a fedora.” I hung up, gratified to make somebody else anxious.


Now Rivka.


I picked up the telephone again and told Meredith, “Tuxedo-5–9267.”


When Rivka picked up, I could hear Elsie in the background, not full throated but crying, all right.


“How you doing?” I asked.


“So, your plan’s not going to work, is it?”


“Why do you have to—”


“Just admit it. You did not get the job.”


“You always jump to the worst thing—”


“Tell me!”


“No. Nothing. I was calling to see how you’re doing.”


I slammed down the telephone. I’d meant to tell her but she blocked me. It didn’t matter. We’d talk tonight. I’d tell her then.


“Jane, the tickets!” Wally hollered.


I put on my jacket and hat, grabbed the train and boat tickets from the Western Union delivery boy, calling “Somebody pay him!” Then I snatched the Wimbledon tickets from Wally, and headed out to make a delivery to the frat boy stealing my job.















CHAPTER FOUR








Southern Pacific FerrySan Francisco, California


I slumped on a bench, back against windows vibrating with the engine as the ferry chugged across the bay. Out on the deck was best, even with the wet and the gray and the wind, a typical late-summer afternoon in San Francisco. I couldn’t stand smelling the flowery cologne, sour fish sandwiches, and cocktails inside the cabin. Not today.
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