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  To courageous women everywhere who struck out on their own paths through life.


  









  
Prologue DENVER REALLY IS MURDER





  1878




  IT WAS HARD TO ACCUSE DENVER OF BEING A HOSPITABLE PLACE.




  The original landscape consisted of cottonwood trees and high grasses forcing a dry, brownish-green slash against the wide, relentless sky. The mountains menaced in the purple distance, good for cold misery and gold or silver on occasion. But when a few miscreants found some flakes of gold in the meandering banks of Cherry Creek, Denver lurched like an inebriate into being. Those flakes of gold lured the shiftless and unsettled into her territory followed by an eruption of makeshift structures interrupting the prairie grasses. Those structures trampled down anything green and replaced it with the mud of progress. Any vegetation that survived the rush was hard, like the inhabitants of the town—undecided whether their condition was temporary or something more serious.




  The entire town still had a makeshift feel to it, and Market Street was no different. Perhaps it was worse with its bawdy houses and gin mills. It was a good-time town where vice sprang up like the weeds—and with the same tenacity. Denver was like those damn cottonwood seeds. They stuck and grew where they stuck and grew. The air smelled of cattle and dust, dung and desperation, smelters and sawed lumber . . . and the strange fragrance of opportunity for the reckless of heart.




  Saner men might argue that was just the taint of opium in the air.




  And, like the cottonwood trees, Denver grew and sprawled. Structures spawned. Rickety wooden buildings, permanent red-brick residences, dirt roads, and hovels rubbed along, irritating each other in the process. Rivalries and snobbery grew in the race to cultivate. But the underside was wide-open and obvious. No one could claim there were near enough laundries, schools, or greengrocers. But with plenty of beer, whores, and good times to be had, it was something to write home about. If the reader wasn’t squeamish.




  * * *




  Claire slapped the bare rump of the man sleeping next to her a bit harder than intended. Her palm striking flesh sounded like the crack of a bullwhip.




  “Ow! What the hell?”




  But sometimes that’s just how things went.




  “Time to go,” she said, head throbbing. A wave of nausea hit her. Hard. “Get up, or I’m going to charge you another five dollars.”




  The fellow grunted, turned over toward her, and rubbed the heels of his palms in his eyes. He had a beard peppered with crumbs, and maybe something worse.




  None of which made Claire feel any better, struggling not to throw up in the half-filled piss-pot.




  The jake sat up, the dirty sheet covering his privates. “Damned if I’m going to pay you another dollar.” He threw aside the sheet, foregoing modesty, and grabbed for his pants. He thrust a foot down one leg and then the other. His shirt fell discarded on the dusty floor, and he pulled that on, decisive. Rough and ready, his wild, dirty hair stuck out in all directions. “You passed out on me. I can do that at home and alone. For free.”




  She didn’t know a damn thing about what he had or hadn’t done, but at that moment she couldn’t have cared less. “Get out,” she said, louder and close to yelling.




  He gave her a hard look, but one tinged with sadness. “Your baby ain’t going to be born alive if you keep on like that.”




  He threw a two-bit piece on the bed as he left. Her stomach churned, her head pounded, and her mouth felt dry, dry, dry like cotton. She tried to fall asleep, but couldn’t. Her body wouldn’t shut down to sleep, nor would it allow her to get up. She was stuck someplace in between. Miserable.




  * * *




  A few unpleasant hours later, Claire pulled on some clothes as best she could. A hot day in the middle of summer, the heat pressed down from the sun beating on the tin roof. Oppressive and uncomfortable, it didn’t slow anyone down all that much, but made beer sales soar. Everyone in Colorado was in a rush to strike it rich, and hangovers didn’t come for free. And the jake was right about her passing out. But that he could tell she was carrying bothered her some.




  Despite all the precautions she knew to use, Nature had prevailed, and Claire found herself knocked up. It sure didn’t figure into her plans, scant though they were. There were women who got rid of such things, but her family didn’t go in for that. They all adhered to a code based on the faint assumption that they had to draw the line somewhere. But because the inevitable conclusion wasn’t what she wanted, she ignored the signs—putting her missed monthlies down to drinking too much and servicing too many men. A combination known to knock a girl off her rhythm more than once.




  There was no denying she had started to get thicker about the middle, and her skirts wouldn’t fasten all the way up.




  It was about one in the afternoon, and she found her sister fussing behind the bar, tallying up something or other. “Hey, Annie, I need to borrow one of your skirts.”




  Annie didn’t skip a beat with what she was doing. “Like hell you do. What’s wrong with yours?”




  Claire half draped herself along the bar with something approximating a lurid suggestion, then glanced over her shoulder. The pickings were slim at that hour, and it was just as well. “Too small, if you have to know.”




  Of course, Annie took the older sister stance. “I haven’t seen you eating much, but I’ve sure as hell heard you puking. Beer doesn’t count as bread, no matter what anyone says.”




  “It’s not that kind of problem.” The last thing she wanted was to get Annie started on the booze.




  “Is that a fact?” Annie stopped, pencil in hand, and looked at Claire full-on.




  “I’m pretty sure.”




  Annie’s eyes narrowed. “So. That might explain a few things. What part did you forget about, the rinses?”




  Claire rolled her eyes. Damn. “It’s not like it hasn’t happened to you.”




  “What of it? At least I know May’s father was that railroad muff. Whores make bad mothers; it’s a known fact. Look at ours; hell, look at me! The day May and Julia got put into the Good Shepherd was a good one, although I didn’t know it at the time.”




  Claire tried to take the high road. “That railroad muff wasn’t exactly a fine example of a man. Back in the day, I remember you sneaking around giving the goods for free. Just a bar girl my ass. I could have dropped a word, but I didn’t. Why? Because you’re my sister in this piss-poor excuse of a family. Anyhow, I was thinking I could pin the baby on Sam Golding. Maybe one of the boys could have a word with him.”




  Annie snorted. “This ‘piss-poor’ family knows how to take care of its own, within reason. Sam’s an asshole who’d need a lot of convincing. Probably within an inch of his life. You sure you want him around that much? Chances are you’d be handing your money over to him, instead of the other way around.”




  Claire stretched and patted her belly. She considered her reflection in the mirror behind the bar—still good-looking, no mistaking it. Even with a hangover, even a few months pregnant. “It was just a notion.”




  “Well. Think again.”




  Claire eyeballed her sister, big boned and jealous. “Maybe not. Our parents were married.”




  “Are you sure about that? Because I’m not. And who the hell knows where Pa got off to, so what good does it do? You had better tell the Old Terror about your plight.”




  Claire sighed. “She’s not going to like it.”




  Annie resumed wiping down the bar. “No, she’s not. But I’ll loan you a skirt. One of my old ones. Now look sharp. A couple of likely jakes just walked in through the door.”




  Claire headed over to them, all purring and pretty and with intent. Annie trailed behind her. Like she always did, picking up the scraps. The fact that Annie had to take the leftovers made Claire feel better, for the moment at least.




  She pressed her breast against one man’s arm. “Buy a girl a drink, preferably whiskey?”




  Of course, he said yes. Of course, she drank it.




  * * *




  Good-looking or not, after another month passed, it was obvious Claire couldn’t go on hooking. Probably about five months pregnant, her condition gave most men the willies. Even the drunk ones. It finally sank into her brain that she needed to start planning.




  “I had a watch when I went upstairs,” was the accusation shot across the bar on more than one occasion. Annie or the Old Terror was usually on the receiving end. Such complaints were taken seriously and treated with the respect they deserved.




  “Well, I remember when you came in, handsome. You already had a few drinks under your belt. How do you know you lost it here? Have a drink on the house, just to show that there’s no hard feelings.”




  Usually the fellow would settle for that, unless Claire got caught red-handed. Her execution left a lot to be desired, since she was usually too drunk to be subtle.




  And The Exchange started getting called crooked by jakes who had lost a thing or two along the line.




  Of course her brothers Jim and John, known collectively as “The Boyos,” were always sniffing about on the fringes, eager to pounce. Left to fend for themselves from their early teens, they kept an acquisitive eye on The Exchange. They sauntered into the establishment with complete disregard for the fact that their presence was unwelcome. They acted like the women didn’t have it handled, an assumption that rubbed Annie the wrong way. Especially today, when Jim came barging in through the saloon door and approached her with a gleam in his eye. Typically, like all men, Jim wanted to have a word.




  “Word is you’ve got some type of panel house running here. You might want to rein Claire in a bit. Things seem to go missing when she’s the one doing the deed,” Jim said.




  At least he kept his voice down, but Annie didn’t exactly like his tone. “Like nothing ever goes missing at your place. I assume you’ll have a drink. On the house, of course.”




  He nodded.




  She made sure to pour his measure out of the second-best whiskey stocked and felt she was being kind enough, considering the implications.




  Shrugging as she handed him the drink, she decided to fake ignorance. “Anything in particular brought you in, apart from hearsay?”




  “I don’t need to spell it out for you.” He leaned against the bar, scanned the clientele before turning his attention back to Annie. “Something’s got to be done. Everyone knows we’re related. What goes bad here is blamed on all of us.”




  Annie cocked her head. “You might want to take that into account with some of the girls you’re running.”




  That was the honest truth, too. While The Exchange wasn’t much to brag about—a low, one-story clapboard with partitioned spaces in the back that served as something approximating bedrooms—they knew women. Their girls were as close as things in Denver got to clean. Jim and John didn’t know a damn thing on that score and were too squeamish to find out, although they’d already set themselves up in one of the fancier concerns going, located on Larimer Street. Two brick stories where anything could happen. And it usually did.




  But Claire remained something special, a top earner by Market Street standards. That counted for something, too.




  Finished flashing her temper, Annie drummed her fingers on the wooden surface of the bar.




  He fiddled with his glass. “What do you figure the chances of her having a live baby are?”




  Annie shrugged. “I’ve got to say low, at the rate she’s carrying on.”




  “I’m not happy about this,” Jim told her, finishing off his drink. “But tell you what. I’ll take Claire, and send you one of the girls we’ve got. After the baby is delivered, she’ll be working for us for six months to pay off the considerable inconvenience. And I want a five-dollar finder’s fee for the girl I’m supplying. Deal?”




  The terms were hard, but sometimes it was worth paying five bucks to shut him up. “We’ll take that French woman you have. She’s older, but knows what she’s about, or so I’ve heard.” She was also Jim’s top earner.




  “Nothing doing. I’m sending you the slip of a thing that John came across. He’s grown tired of her, and she keeps insisting she loves him. Hellfire. She’s somewhere around seventeen going on thirty, but you’ll need to smooth off the rough edges. Deal?”




  Annie shrugged. “If she’s pretty or at least passable enough. But if she’s not, I get to choose another. She isn’t diseased is she?”




  Annie could tell by the way Jim flinched that he didn’t know. “ ’Course not. You owe me one, Annie.”




  She shook her head. “Not when I’ve paid you five dollars, I don’t.”




  Jim gave her a look. “Things aren’t looking very good here, if you catch my drift.”




  And so she did. That was exactly why Annie thought she should be more on the business end of things. Pretty women came and went. Brains were more important.




  Sometimes.




  * * *




  Claire’s stint with the boys hit a pretty sizeable bump about one week in.




  “Claire’s gone on a bender and is scaring the horses!” Looking panicked, John announced the dilemma to any and all as he ran through the front door of the saloon. He headed straight for Annie, who was seated on some jake’s lap. The jake looked a mite uneasy, not to mention uncomfortable.




  “Shit, I’m coming. You,” she said to the jake, “wait right here.”




  Annie ran toward The Circus, where she found her sister in her nightgown, raving in the street. Howling and staggering around. Doubled over and clutching at her stomach, she was an unholy picture with hair hanging down in tangled locks. She glared up at Annie.




  None too pleased, Annie grabbed her by the arm. “What the hell has gotten into you?”




  Claire blathered something to the effect that, “He called me fat, goddammit. I’m still pretty. Someone should love me . . .”




  “Oh, for pity’s sake. I get called fat and you don’t see me flying off the handle.”




  A passing police officer gave them both the eye. “Move it along. You’re not supposed to be on this street.”




  Annie considered swearing at him, but decided she had enough on her hands dealing with Claire. “She just needs to lie down. I’m trying to get her moving.”




  “If you can’t, I’ll toss her in jail or the police box on the corner there. She can scream all she likes then.”




  Annie managed to get Claire to their mother’s house, where she was locked in a room for the remainder of her confinement. And a baby girl was born, a tiny little thing that hadn’t enough common sense to die at birth. They called the child Pearl.




  * * *




  Claire regained her figure quick enough, all things considered. Men in Denver outnumbered the women about twenty to one. Fine odds for hookers. And for a while, she stayed away from the drink. But then she found opium. A lot of women did, but it wasn’t considered good news. The other hookers at The Circus helped look after Pearl, fawning and cooing over her. Which was a fine thing, considering how Claire was having trouble keeping track of herself, much less the child.




  Jim and John sent Claire back to Annie after a mere two months. For free.




  There was a more serious reason for her quick return, as Annie soon learned. Her sister had only been back at The Exchange for about a week when she came out into the main room, partially dressed in her undergarments. Hair undone, she looked ragged as she eyed the saloon like she had never seen it before. A jake walked over to her and wrapped her in a sweaty bear-hug before swinging her around like a rag doll. Her feet didn’t touch the floor.




  That was it, as far as Annie was concerned. “Claire’s done for the night, so set her back on down.”




  “She likes this, don’t you, honey?” The jake looked mean, and Claire’s eyes weren’t focusing right.




  Annie gave the man her best last-ditch saucy look. “Better someone who can function, if you want a good time.”




  “Mind your own business. This one is nice and little.” He gave Annie a pointed look.




  “She’s not going upstairs with you, or anyone else.” Annie wasn’t joking around, and she was getting tired of references to her size.




  The jake started dragging Claire toward the stairs.




  “I said she’s done for the night!” Annie’s voice was clear, loud, and drew attention from the men at the bar.




  Claire gave her a helpless, limp look, so Annie hauled off and punched the jake in the jaw.




  The man let go of Claire and staggered back a couple of steps. Annie grabbed her and set her to the side, which cost Annie a couple of seconds. When she turned around, the jake smacked her across the face—hard. At that point some of the bystanders got involved and tossed the man out into the street accompanied by jeers.




  Annie’s nose was streaming blood. “That’s it! Back you go to Mother’s.”




  Her hands were streaked with blood, and her nose was swelling. The barman handed her a towel, none too clean. Annie hauled Claire and the blood-soaked towel back to her mother’s house. Her mother was fairly drunk, so Annie left them thrown in together, not caring if either or both were dead by morning. Smarting, she had to return to work, seeing as how there were a lot of men and The Exchange had suddenly become short-staffed.




  It was a hell of a way to run a business.




  Annie resumed hooking when she returned to the saloon, but had to decrease her price by a dollar a screw, on account of the bruising.




  And things only got worse from there.









  PART I




  PAST HISTORY AND A QUESTIONABLE FUTURE




  EARLY FALL 1889


  









  Chapter 1




  THE FAMILIAR ALLURE OF MONEY




  ANNIE WOULD HAVE LIKED TO SAY THAT SHE AND HER DAUGHTERS flounced into Denver, but it was more like they tumbled into town. Like that damn tumbleweed, all dusty and bruised from the stagecoach crammed too full. The driver insinuated it had something to do with the size of Annie Ryan and her daughters. Annie decided to interpret that as a compliment—something to do with the quality and quantity of their luggage and possessions.




  But the man’s attitude still bothered her, no matter what interpretation she slapped upon it. It’s not like she didn’t have feelings, and no woman wanted to be called fat.




  The driver let two more scrawny fellows board, and they were promptly shoved and folded into the corners. The girls apparently scared them some. If the girls didn’t, Annie sure as hell did. At any rate, they didn’t have much to say on the journey from Central City to Denver, but all travelers were relieved when they reached town—elbows sticking out of windows, bodies contorted, birds squawking, and all of them covered with dust. It was not the defining impression Annie had hoped for.




  Denver had changed in the time Annie had been away, some of its rough and ready replaced by a thin veneer of polish. She eyed Market Street, and felt the familiar allure of money rushing through her veins. The underside would be the same. It just looked a bit better. That was all.




  Advertising their return might be a bit premature, but it was important to get established quickly and decisively. Denver was her town, and Market Street had always been her family’s territory. These new people—well, they were just upstarts. Still, she needed to claim her position and assert that she meant business straight from the beginning. The drunken shouting and the general push of masculinity made her feel lively and itching to get started. The density of saloons and brothels drove that point home into a properly functioning mercenary heart.




  And Annie would have had it no other way.




  But ambition and desire could not mask the inconvenient fact that she had no place to set up shop. That actuality held her back a bit. Just for the moment.




  Market Street had never been for the timid unless they planned on getting rolled.




  Annie marched into the nearest saloon and took its measure with a practiced eye. Rough floors, almost finished walls, and a liberal distribution of sawdust and spit were punctuated by listing tables and a battered chair here and there. There were no decorations to speak of other than booze bottles and men.




  Plenty of pricks, and no girls to use them on—at least as far as she could see.




  It could use a woman’s touch. Hell, it was practically crying out for one. Of the physical variety.




  “Running any girls out of the back?” she asked the barman, by way of starting a conversation.




  The brute eyed her up and down, then spat out a glob of tobacco and phlegm. “Mebbe,” he replied.




  “If that’s as good as you can come up with, I have my answer,” Annie shot back.




  The man continued to stare at her, considering the implication. “Well, it’s not like women ain’t allowed in here. Talk to the boss. He’s sittin’ over there.”




  She followed his gaze over to a man seated at a battered table with a bottle of whiskey as company.




  Annie plastered a smile on her broad face, and half sashayed over. Her teeth were still good. “Well, this place looks like it’s a good earner, but you could be doing more. And lucky for you, I have experience in the trade.”




  The man rose halfway. “And which trade are you referring to? My name’s Caldwell Hollingsworth,” he said, and gestured for Annie to sit. “And you are?”




  Annie sat her bulk down. “Annie Ryan, just returned to town. Right now I’m running two girls in addition to myself. But I know where I can get more.”




  His blue eyes went a mite wide and his eyebrows shot up. “You don’t exactly look the part.” He had the good grace to flush, but it was too late to take anything back.




  Annie’s smile didn’t falter, but her jaw set firm. “Now, didn’t your mother teach you any manners? My girls are eighteen and twenty, and there’s one that’s sixteen who might be coming along any day now. How does that strike you?”




  “That part strikes me fine, but I’m not sure about the rest of it. Who said I wanted women using this as a hunting ground? What the hell, let me at least buy you a drink. What will you have?”




  “Whiskey,” Annie replied, nodding at the bottle.




  “A woman after my own heart,” Hollingsworth said, and signaled for another glass.




  * * *




  Two very full glasses of whiskey later, Annie and Hollingsworth were nearing a general understanding, Annie having persuaded him that she knew what she was talking about. In no uncertain terms.




  It was just the details that needed shoring up.




  “So what is it, exactly, that brings you back to Denver?” Hollingsworth still needed some convincing.




  Annie sighed, implying he could never understand the fickleness of the human heart, and how she was a victim of its vagaries.




  She actually thought it fairly obvious. Any change of location had to do with a problem, and the problem was usually men.




  “I was keeping company with a no-account asshole that started cutting the whiskey.” She shook her head at the memory like it was hard to believe.




  That asshole was known more commonly as Leonard Healy—a little guy that only reached Annie’s cheek. She had fallen into the habit of tacking a few adjectives onto his name in her mind and on her tongue. Just so everyone knew exactly where she stood on the matter.




  Hollingsworth poured her another drink. “You had a falling out over that? Hell, most of the whiskey in Denver is probably cut. But not here, of course.”




  Annie cast back to Leonard’s lovely brown eyes, dirty collar, and how he wore the world lightly upon his shoulders. A little too lightly. “We would have gotten married, except as how I was banned from the Church. But we set up business together. I ponied up the girls, he plunked down the whiskey. And for the next couple of years, things more or less paid out.”




  She recalled her plump fingers reaching for his scrawny neck. Pressing against his windpipe as he spluttered. She had only choked him because she loved him. Damn it.




  “I’m boring you with this,” she purred, jutting her ample bosom forward.




  “No. I wouldn’t say that, exactly.” Hollingsworth watched her changing expressions, apparently wondering just how much trouble she was likely to cause.




  Annie smiled, and felt flattered. It was nice to know that someone assumed she could still cause plenty of trouble if the spirit moved her. Not to mention she kind of liked the size of him.




  “You see, even though we were doing fine, we weren’t doing fine enough for that muff. At first I noticed the whiskey supply lasted a bit longer, but we always ordered the exact same amount. Then the jakes started complaining of headaches, and turned drunk on next to nothing. That really didn’t add up, not to mention it was bad for business. Something was off.”




  She sighed with drama, and cast a quick glance toward Hollingsworth. He continued to listen to her—another good sign.




  “And what do you think happened next? One afternoon, early like, I went into the tent and caught him red-handed. He was mixing turpentine and water into the whiskey to make it go further.




  “ ‘Damn, Leonard,’ I said, ‘that’s going to kill somebody.’ He told me no one had died yet. And that I wasn’t giving him enough money, which was all just so much bullshit.”




  “And that was that,” Hollingsworth mused.




  From the way he said it, Annie believed he didn’t baptize his drinks. Which was a step in the right direction. Theoretically speaking. It was the age-old question of money versus pride and reputation, which could be played either way. As long as one kept everything in proportion.




  But then she remembered the worst part of all.




  “Well, it should have been.” Getting riled up and indignant at the memory, Annie forgot to make sure her tale unfurled in a beneficial way. “When it came right down to it, I might have been able to tolerate the doctored booze. It was that two-bit Chink dope fiend he kept on the side—Ah Sin, or whatever the hell her name was. That really nettled me fierce.” Annie patted her heaving bosom to make sure it was still there, the comparison fresh in her mind. Then she remembered this conversation was a prelude to a business venture, not a fight. Her time in the mountains was affecting her, and she needed to sharpen up. Uncertain how to fix the impression she was casting, she tossed her head to shake it off.




  The gesture reminded her to flirt. She patted back her brown hair, laughed for no discernable reason, and raised her glass. “Here’s to the bloodsuckers of the world—may they all get what they deserve.”




  Hollingsworth looked a little bit wild-eyed, but raised his glass in return.




  Annie put it down to her fabulous display of wiles, and thought how nice it was to sit across a table from a man with manners. As a reward, she showed him a plump bit of leg.









  Chapter 2




  HISTORY LESSONS




  ANNIE KNEW ALL ABOUT BAD BLOOD, BUT IT DIDN’T SLOW HER down much.




  And her view of family was as peculiar as circumstances allowed. The Ryans, and various offshoots, had arrived when Denver was new and everything was up for grabs. They had started out as the proud proprietors of a tent saloon, and expanded from there. With her husband’s encouragement, Annie’s mother, Elizabeth, turned to the one business where she had experience—whoring. And she pressed her three daughters into service, hiring them out of the back tent flap. The sons of the family, Jim and John, were raised to become procurers and saloon keeps. If there was a shady dollar to be made, chances were the Ryans were in on it, or at least aware of its potential.




  Their world in Denver was shot through with booze, rough morning-afters, and hookers. Fittingly, that’s how they liked it.




  Annie was glad to be back home and sure as hell relieved to be out of the mountains before winter set in. She knew she should track down the various factions of her family members, but decided against it. For the time being. The Ryans were not strangers to rivalry among themselves, and she wasn’t set up in the way she wanted. Yet.




  She headed down Market Street trying to get a sense of the other businesses, now that she had cast her lot in with Hollingsworth. As she passed by one saloon with a cockeyed awning, a woman wearing a ragged dress and a brazen look stepped out onto the boardwalk and gazed up at the weather rolling in.




  She caught sight of Annie. “I’ll be damned!” Abandoning her lounging posture, the woman fixated on Annie’s face. “Is that you, Annie Ryan?”




  Annie took a closer look, trying to see beneath the layers of face paint and rouge. “Francie?”




  “That’s me,” the woman cackled, “but I don’t go by that name anymore, for the love of Christ. Oh, what the hell, you can still call me that, if you like.”




  Annie had worked with the woman in Denver more than a few years earlier. Before she went up to the mountains. “I see you’re keeping body and soul together and still working. That’s good. What name are you going by now?”




  “Rose. But I gotta admit the blush is off the bloom. What brings you back to the wilds of Denver?”




  Francie had always displayed a good turn of phrase. She was also a frightful gossip.




  “I got tired of being at high altitude. It does something to the brains of some.”




  Francie laughed, but looked shrewd. “You know, I’m kind of surprised to see you back here. You don’t look any the worse for wear. You still hooking? And whatever happened to that sister of yours—the pretty one?” The woman kept her eye on the foot traffic, glancing down the street and then back over at Annie.




  Annie tossed her head like she didn’t care, like the questions posed no problems. Claire was about her least favorite conversation.




  “Up in the mountains we had a saloon and ran girls off the side. I’m still hooking when the mood hits, or we get too busy. You know how it goes. I’ll admit it’s getting a mite hard on my bones. As for Claire, hell, I thought everyone knew about her. She’s dead a long time now.”




  Francie turned that information over, glancing back into the saloon she’d come out of. “It’s getting harder here than it used to be, you know. More fines and payouts—more ordinances on the books. The more settlers that come, the more they want it to be like home. It’s damn near ruining industry, as far as I’m concerned.”




  Annie shrugged as she took in the street around her. The buildings looked like they intended to stay, especially the two-story ones. “Well, someone is making money. Things may change, but they stay the same, if you know what I mean. It’s been nice seeing you again, Francie, and I mean that. I have a couple of cribs for rent if you ever decide to go that direction.”




  “Do I get a discount?”




  Annie smiled, the regret only half faked. “You know how it is, darling. I have a business to run.”




  Francie’s face fell a bit, and all of a sudden she looked tired and old. “No harm in asking, I suppose.”




  “None at all,” Annie replied as she moved away. She figured, hell, she knew, that she had to be precise in her business dealings. If she wasn’t, it would be her that ended up working in a crib. And she wasn’t about to let that happen without one whale of a fight.




  * * *




  Denver was full of memories: some pleasant, some not. The wind picked up a bit—autumn was soon going to run out. Bumping into Francie like that had got her thinking about some things she would rather have left dead and buried. The memory of Claire needled her; she wouldn’t have been human if it hadn’t. That girl didn’t have a backbone worth a damn, no matter how pretty she was. Nervous as a high-strung horse, she sure liked men and attracted more than her share. That might have been a favorable trait, if the consequences hadn’t been so bad. Rumor had it she died in a Leadville gutter. All that flirting and crying and carrying on had led to nowhere good. It was the alcohol and the dope that took her in the end.




  Thank God Annie was made of more practical stuff.




  Nothing much remained of Claire, not even memories that anyone wanted. But she had managed to produce a living baby. And, while the arrival of that baby marked the point where things really went to hell, the girl still existed, although she nearly perished at the time. That she lived and breathed was no thanks to Claire, who had been out of her mind to the point that she was worse than no mother at all.




  That was the part that got to Annie. There was no call to run things into the ground.




  Autumn always made her see the worst side of human nature because winter was around the corner. Snow only looked pretty when it was fresh. It was only tolerable when viewed from indoors. Annie wasn’t sure she trusted all this newfound prosperity. Just because Denver seemed to be booming, it didn’t mean things were going to stay that way. Hard times could easily lurk beneath the surface. Annie had only been away for three years, but it was long enough for the early wooden structures to give way to brick buildings and façades built with swagger and optimism. For all their defiance, they would never stop the gusting wind that blew down from the mountains and careened through the streets. But it seemed pretty certain that the days were numbered for the untamed wildness: the scrub and the brush. Cultivating influences were coming. The wealth generated by the railroads and the silver mines might not stand it any other way.




  There was no such thing as too much money—but there just might be too much of civilization.




  Annie turned down Hop Alley, a dicey little district that never failed to do her spirits good. No matter what the busybodies and the reformers might say about Market Street and its morals, Hop Alley was bound and determined to make their hearts stop altogether. The Orientals sparked people’s imaginations, which caused fear among the narrow-minded. The alley catered to strange and disturbing customs and tastes, including women. But it was the opium dens that really caused the consternation, scenting the air with a foreign and licentious smell, sweet and intoxicating. Dangerous to fragile and impressionable sensibilities, thank heavens.




  Opium sure raised the hackles of the do-gooders, seeing as how its main consumers were bored and white and came from money. More precisely, there was an alarming trend of white females darkening their doorways—women who were expected to remain quietly at home playing house. Hop Alley and the Celestials sure ran against the civilizing veneer that Denver was slapping on. But they provided a buffer between Market Street and respectability. And vice would always be there for anyone who wanted a good time and didn’t give a rat’s ass for what society thought. Just the type of crowd Annie liked.




  Thank the saints in heaven for the baser qualities of human nature. Not that they would approve.




  * * *




  Annie emerged from Hop Alley and continued down Larimer Street, admiring the shops and gaming halls, approving of the raucous come-ons that punters drank for free. The greenhorns didn’t seem to cotton to the fact that nothing was for free. Not in Denver.




  She stopped opposite the Church of the Sacred Heart and experienced the predictable effect of feeling just a bit less certain. Churches got to her in that way: forcing her to think about choices that had been made, most notably the Home of the Good Shepherd. It hadn’t done her girls any harm to speak of; in fact, it had even polished them up a bit for a while until they became hardened. It could even be argued that the girl children were better off because of it. All things considered, Annie might have left them in there a bit longer. She had gotten them out for sentimental reasons, even before they were of a useful age. Funny, she thought, that she had been so soft at the time.




  Claire’s daughter Pearl was approaching sixteen.




  She considered the church’s delicate wooden tracery in the arched windows. Those windows belonged somewhere softer than under the unrelenting Denver sky that offered little consolation. The whitewashed wooden steeple thrust high its cross and aimed to make a point or, more importantly, to mark a territory. The expanse between the spire and the dark cobalt mountains looming in the distance put them in separate and opposing worlds.




  All things considered, it was for the best that God was remote, while Annie stood planted on the earth. At least in Annie’s opinion. Defiant and unwilling to bend, she had been around long enough to know God drew lines.




  And she had been around long enough to know she crossed them.




  Reflecting upon family lines, she knew what the hell the struggle was for. All the procuring and boozing and whoring caused a rift between the siblings, each trying to guarantee their place in their world, such as it might be. Their relationships were marked with one-upmanship. The desire to not only survive, but to come out on top of the dung heap.




  The Ryans labeled it as healthy rivalry among family members, but that didn’t mean tricks weren’t tried and advantages pressed. They often found themselves in direct competition with each other, and sometimes people got hurt.




  In their minds, it stood to reason. In Annie’s mind it was a foregone conclusion.




  She eyed the church one more time, and resumed walking, while making a note not to pass that way again. At least not for a very long while.









  Chapter 3




  YOUNGER WOMEN NEED TO LEARN THEIR PLACES




  HOLLINGSWORTH TURNED OUT TO BE JUST ANOTHER HUCKLEBERRY who thought that women needed instruction. He saw nothing wrong with proffering thinly veiled suggestions about how Annie ran her business and her daughters, and that was getting under her skin more than a tad. But what was worse, what was downright intolerable, was that Hollingsworth had been casting his eye about. And it wasn’t in her direction.




  Annie stood, elbow on the bar and hand on her hip, nursing a glass of whiskey. Watching Hollingsworth with that cow of a daughter, May. They were exchanging pleasantries and probably a bit more, judging from the way they were carrying on. Simpering.




  Impatient and cross, Annie drained the glass. “The same again—although this tastes a bit off.”




  The barman shook his head and chuckled. But he poured her another drink. “I don’t know what you’re getting all sore about.”




  “Nothing that concerns you, darlin’. Just trying to keep the train on the tracks.”




  Hollingsworth was seated at the table he favored. May was half-lounging, draping herself—her ample self—across the other side. Her dress strap fell from her shoulder in a practiced way. Hell, Annie had taught her that trick. She couldn’t hear what they were saying over the din of the customers, but she watched as May touched her breast, twirled a lock of dyed red hair around her finger. Hollingsworth responded by signaling for a couple of drinks.




  That was it. There was no drinking on the job.




  Annie squared her shoulders and walked over to their table. “The girls aren’t allowed to drink while they’re working. Is that what you think you’re doing, May, working?”




  “I’m taking a break.” May’s gray eyes were flashing. “Besides, you drink when you work. I saw you just now.”




  The girl knew how she felt toward Hollingsworth and was rubbing it in.




  “You must be confused how this works, duckie. I’m the boss, so I make the rules and you jump when I tell you to. I’m telling you now.”




  May shrugged and rolled her eyes. “I would have said Caldwell was the boss. His name is on the door.” She flashed him a smile and jutted out her breasts.




  “And that is why I don’t pay you to think. I pay you to turn jakes. Now if you’re expecting any money, you had better get your ass moving.” Annie grabbed her daughter’s arm and wrenched her into a standing position, none too gentle. “There’s some jakes over there, if you’re having trouble recognizing them.” She pushed May toward them. Hard.




  “Take it easy, Annie.” Hollingsworth seemed like he expected her to mind him.




  Fat chance.




  “You run your business, and I’ll run mine. Unless you plan on paying for the time May spends pandering to you. Now, I need that girl on her back. Not lolling about like a side of beef.” Pretending to consider something of importance, Annie came up with a nugget of truth that just might start him thinking. “She never was all that much in demand, come to think of it.”




  Let him chew on that. Hollingsworth did look a bit bothered, which suited her just fine. Maybe he would begin to think about where he was casting his net, when there were better fish to be had. Ones with more experience.




  Maybe he was pondering his ability to run whores himself. Typical.




  Annie was starting to wonder what she had seen in Hollingsworth in the first place. Oh yeah, his manners and his physique. Nothing she couldn’t find elsewhere.




  She walked back to the bar, picked up her waiting glass, and took a tiny, discerning sip. Ladylike. She was calming down, now that May was doing what she was supposed to—laughing it up. At least this time it was with a valid purpose. But there was no mistaking the fact that the girl would never be a top earner. She just was too damn sturdy. With luck, May might be unaware of her limitations. That could play into Annie’s hands as well.
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