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				- 1 -

				Decorum. Of all the lessons my mother imparted upon me, of all the ways she attempted to educate me, from the spiritual to the practical, to classical history and a Shakespearean sonnet or two, this is the word that flashes into my mind when I think of her. This word in a vivid slice of memory. Still I am able to hear her low, melodic voice with its hint of Charleston society, of which nearly two decades in rural Tennessee was never quite able to rob her. 

				“Synonyms, Lorissa,” she reminded and I chewed my thumbnail in concentration before Mama’s right eyebrow lifted just a fraction. Immediately I resettled my hands onto my lap, my shoulders squaring. How I hated the summer lessons Mama prepared so diligently. I longed to be out under the sun, with my brothers. 

				“Decorum,” I recited clearly and dutifully. “Synonyms include: modesty, restraint, respectability, correctness, etiquette, demureness.”

				“Good behavior,” Mama declared to conclude, beaming at me. Her eyes were green as the stalks of Kentucky bluegrass in full splendor outside our home. “Well done.”

				When my heart aches enough that I am unable to bear it, when the memories of my old life come crackling up beneath the ash pile under which I deeply buried them years ago, a flame that refuses total annihilation despite my most agonized effort, this is the vignette that I allow myself to recall: 

				Afternoon drifting in a lazy fashion towards evening, the long-slanting sunbeams of late spring bisecting the yard outside the wide, gleaming front windows. My two older brothers were hanging on the fence, watching as my father rode his newest acquisition, a lovely blood-bay mare, in a controlled walk around the inner rim of the corral. 

				In our parlor, Mama closed the copy of Roget’s Thesaurus she had been using for my lesson and her eyes followed the direction of mine; I was gazing with ill-disguised envy at the activity outside. She allowed, “Enough for today. Why don’t you join them?”

				I bounded to my feet at once. Mama called after me, “Don’t scamper, Lorissa!” but the screen door clacked behind me as I dashed to the corral and climbed up three beams, enough to allow my forearms to line the top-most board, just like the men. Not for the first time I wished I was a boy.

				“She’s a beauty,” murmured my brother Dalton, his elbows hooked over the fence, wide-brimmed hat settled low over his eyes, reminiscent of our father. Dalton was the eldest at sixteen. 

				“Daddy said she’ll be mine,” Jesse, a year younger, added. His tone was tinged with awe. I worshiped my brothers, who were lean and lanky and had a bond between them over which I was unfailingly jealous. Both of them had Daddy’s curly auburn hair and his eyes, tinted the blue of the gentian salvia that grew in profusion amongst the flower beds on the south side of our house.

				“What will you name her?” I asked him, watching as our father halted the mare with a controlled tug. With practiced motions, he shifted his hips and knees, using both hands on the reins, and she lifted her hooves with grace, quick-stepping in a tight circle before resuming her brisk walk in the opposite direction. Our father knew more about horses than anyone in Cumberland County. Likely the entire state of Tennessee. 

				“I want to ride her before I decide,” Jesse said, not removing his reverent eyes from the mare. Her mane and long, proud tail were ebony, as were the bottom joints of her high-stepping legs. The rest of her hide gleamed rust-red in the dying day’s sunlight. She tossed her head with a snort as our father came near, halting just before the three of us on the fence.

				“What’s your opinion, darlin’?” my father asked, peering at me from beneath his gray hat, low-crowned and wide-brimmed, as he favored. 

				“She’s lovely, Daddy,” I said. “I wish she was to be mine.”

				My father laughed, releasing the leather straps in his gloved hands to lift his hat and run the back of one wrist over his forehead.

				“When you’re fourteen, Lorie,” he promised again. “Just like your brothers.”

				“I know, Daddy,” I responded at once. 

				How could he have known that by my fourteenth birthday he would be dead, killed in far-off Virginia during the battle of Cold Harbor? Both Dalton and Jesse would be long dead by then too, slain at Sharpsburg, like so many of our fellow Tennesseans.

				Decorum. 

				What would my mother have to say if I could hear her voice today? If from some heavenly plane she had the ability to peer downward upon the earth she’d left behind, into the little room that was mine in my seventeenth year? She had wanted so much for me to be a lady. It pained me almost more to imagine my father possessing the same power, able to see what his daughter, his Lorie, had become. Some nights over two dozen men jerked their hips over mine and spilled their seed within my body. Men from all walks of life, but men just the same, with one desire in mind. 

				I imagined the thesaurus open over my mother’s lap, her extended index finger skimming over the page until she found a suitable word. 

				“Survival, Lorissa,” she’d direct.

				And dutifully I’d respond, “Survival. Synonyms include: endurance, continued existence, outlasting, subsisting.”

				“Carrying on,” she would say to conclude, her clear green eyes with the expression of tenderness that becomes almost tangible in my memory. As though tenderness is an entity around which I can curl my fingers and cling, never to let go, rather than a heart-wrenching abstraction that tortures me if I’m not on guard. 

				Occasionally a man caresses my cheek, kisses me as though I mean something more than an average of seven minutes’ worth of gold dust from the pouch anchored to his trousers. I am often told I am beautiful; I hear the words ‘I love you’ more than once a night, to be truthful. I long ago learned that it is common for men to utter this phrase during the act, eyes tightly closed, though it’s anyone’s guess to whom they are actually referring. Certainly not a prostitute who calls herself Lila. 

				Ginny forced me to change my name upon entering into her employ. I had been three months into my fifteenth year, no longer cloaked in the numbness of disbelief, though still entrenched in horror and stupefied shock at the death of my mother and subsequently the last living member of my family. Mama had succumbed to fever and chills two days past my birthday, in July of 1865, leaving me utterly alone. Our ranch hands had long since vanished, most to make a stand for the Confederacy, our proud corrals and stables empty but for the aging mare that drew our buggy into town. There was, quite literally, no one left. 

				Was that an excuse? God knew I often tortured myself in the early morning hours with that very question, after my final customer of the night had donned his clothes and exited my room. Just one day after Mama’s death, a neighboring family, the Judsons, had assisted me with her burial. And so began the time during which I was cast about like a bad penny. Mrs. Judson, a sharp-eyed woman with seven of her own children, assured me that I was welcome in their home until arrangements could be made; I had no idea to what arrangements she was referring, near ill with loss and terror and the depths of my aloneness. I remained in their home for a fortnight. Near to August, Mrs. Judson informed me that I would be joining her brother and his wife, along with their three children, as they ventured northwest on a journey to join his wife’s family in St. Louis, Missouri. Her brother’s wife was sickly, she said, and needed the help. 

				For weeks, I accompanied Mrs. Judson’s brother and his family, the Fosters, in their canvas-topped wagon as it rolled northwest. Mrs. Foster, Annelle had been her name, was kind to me, and I assisted her daily and nightly caring for the children, who ranged in age from five years to four months. Mr. Foster preferred to disregard my presence when his wife was near, though I felt a twisting in my gut at the way his eyes followed me intently when she was not. Mrs. Foster, who spit blood into her countless linen handkerchiefs, died before we’d reached our destination, only miles from St. Louis. Mr. Foster managed to bury her and subsequently get us into town before determining my fate. I’d been sick with unease at what Mr. Foster would choose to do with me; it turned out he struck a deal without my knowledge, after a night of drinking and gambling while I waited in the wagon with his children. 

				And that was how, in October of 1865, a fifteen year old girl once named Lorissa became an employee at Ginny Hossiter’s whore house. 
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				“Goddammit, I told you I didn’t have time to show her around,” grumbled the woman who had been roused from her bed, though it was well past the noon hour. She wore a rose-pink robe with gold embroidery, though it was frayed at the hem and belted loosely over her naked body. Her breasts wobbled beneath, unrestrained by any corset, and her legs were bare from the knee down. I was so shocked I hardly knew where to let my eyes rest. She looked at me with undiluted annoyance, lips cinched up like the drawstrings of a purse, and demanded, “Girl, what’s your name?”

				I opened my mouth to speak but found that I could not force a sound past the lump of fear. As her eyes narrowed, I cleared my throat in a hurry and responded, “Lorissa, ma’am.”

				“Oh, ‘ma’am’ is it?” And then she laughed deep in her throat, leaning back. 

				The man who had escorted me up the staircase spoke with sharp impatience, saying, “Ginny wants her acquainted with the place, Jola. That’s what she told me, and you been here longest.”

				The woman named Jola shuddered lightly and said, “Don’t remind me. Jesus, how did I get so lucky? Well, come on, girl, let’s show you around the place.”

				The man sighed with palpable relief and I watched his back bounce as he descended the stairs to the ground level, before I let my eyes move cautiously back to the woman. Jola studied at me a bit more closely then, her eyes censuring. I held in a frightened breath and forced myself to remain still as her gaze swept over me from hat to hemline. She said, “Ginny’ll get her money’s worth with you, girl. You’re a lovely little thing. How’d you end up here? Where’s your family?”

				Too many questions for my muddled mind; I managed, “Passed, ma’am,” and then she nodded in a knowing fashion.

				“So many have,” she said, and I sensed that was as near to empathy as she would manage. “How old are you?”

				“Fifteen,” I whispered. Terror rose swiftly in my chest, and the sharp edges of sobs, but I sensed deeply I could not allow myself to lose composure. 

				“Same age as I was when I started here,” she said. And then, “You been with a man? You haven’t the look of it about you.”

				I shook my head. My heart was thrusting so violently that I was certain that I may very well die at her feet, here in the upper hallway of this place. Her mouth drew in again, as though she was attempting to pick up an apple seed with her lips. She tightened the belt on her robe and said, “Well, never mind that now. Come along, I’ll show you to your room.”

				She led me past three closed doors to a miniscule room on the left side of the hall, where the door gaped open. I followed, clutching my valise. The space was dominated by a stripped bed, brass-framed, with ornate designs of roses on the posts. There was a small chest of drawers topped by an oval mirror in a wooden frame, a straight-backed chair, a dressing screen painted with peacocks, a coat rack, nothing more. No carpet to warm the bare plank floor. A single window faced west and allowed a splash of sunlight to spill across the bed; gauzy white curtains were drawn to the bustle of the day outside. 

				“Betsy will get this made for you directly,” Jola said, indicating the bed. “And I’m supposing you haven’t a thing suitable to wear. Well, the girls will have to outfit you.” She stepped closer, reached and touched my hair with familiarity, again prompting my desire to cringe away. But I stood still and allowed her touch. She smoothed a strand back into my braid, trailing her fingertips over my chin, turning me to face the light. “You’re angel-faced, girl. The men’ll be fighting over you. Where you’d get eyes so blue-green?”

				Footsteps were clicking down the hall, authoritatively. Moments later Ginny Hossiter was framed in the doorway, dressed in a full-skirted gown of emerald satin, with paste-brilliants decorating the bodice and emphasizing her considerable cleavage. Her dark hair was arranged into a coronet atop her head, further adorned with brilliants and a single peacock feather. I would not have been able to accurately guess her age; she could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty, so heavily made-up that it was impossible to discern. As they had when I was first introduced to her scarce a half hour past, her dark eyes caused my stomach to ache with fear. 

				She said, “This will be your room from now on.” And then, again shocking me, though I should have been well beyond feeling so by now, “When did you last bleed, girl?”

				I gulped, palms sweaty on the handle of my valise. I thought back desperately and then said, “Two weeks past, ma’am.”

				Jola laughed, dropping her hands from my face. She muttered, “‘Ma’am’ it is then. I could get used to that.”

				“Shut your mouth,” Ginny snapped and Jola did so, but sullenly. Jola was perhaps ten years older than me and had likely once been quite pretty; though now her face was pinched somehow, her eyes hard as flint. Ginny went on, “Good, that’s perfect timing. What is your name? I don’t recall.”

				My vision slicked to a pinpoint, making me want to reel forward. With effort I remained upright and said, “Lorissa Blake, ma’am.”

				Ginny raked her eyes over me and then said decisively, “Your name will be Lila, as of today. That’s a proper name for a whore, and it suits you. You’ve a face that will make me money.” She smoothed her hands over the satin belly of her gown and then swished into the room, taking me by the elbow and turning me in a slow circle. “I was assured of your virginity, is that right?” Her eyes dared me to contradict this question.

				“That’s right,” I whispered, my throat tight. I felt as though a giant fist was closing slowly over my windpipe and, not for the first time since Mama’s death, longed for my own. How would I possibly do what would be demanded here of me? I would likely die anyway, from the shame and horror.

				“That’ll fetch a proper pot of gold,” she said, and her lips slid back over her teeth in what I knew was meant to be a smile. Growing quite businesslike, she added, “You are entitled to a percentage of everything you earn for me. I don’t expect service for nothing, you know. You’ll be allowed three meals a day, laundry, bathing. My house is clean, my girls are clean. I won’t stand for otherwise. I don’t stand for the Frenchy sex here, either. Men can go elsewhere for that sort of thing. Otherwise you do exactly what they want, you understand? Most of them men don’t last long, isn’t that right, Jola?”

				Jola nodded in affirmation, picking at something in her front teeth. She contributed, “And most are so happy to be getting their peckers soaked they won’t mistreat you, Lila. And Horace is here if anyone turns ugly on you. Don’t happen often, though.”

				I nodded. My chest was aching, as though I’d been dealt a severe blow there.

				“When you bleed, you get them days free,” Jola continued. “We all take our turns. When you bleed, you’re in charge of hanging out laundry. Betsy will leave the butter douche for you to use every morning otherwise.”

				“The what?” I faltered, stomach lurching, and I was certain that if Jim Foster were before me in this moment, and I was fortunate enough to possess a sharp knife, I would sink its entire length into his right eye, with no regrets. Never before had such a violent notion crossed my mind. 

				“It’s how we avoid getting caught,” Jola said impatiently. “Ain’t none of us wants a child, believe me. After each trick, you squat over the bowl and use your fingers to clean yourself out. Got a mixture of potash salts and vinegar in the butter, cleans out their seeds right quick.”

				Please, God, take me from here. Mama, oh God, Mama, help me.

				Somehow, even then, I sensed no prayers were answered here. Again I could only nod, weakly.

				Ginny flicked her skirts and addressed Jola. “You see that she gets outfitted today. I want her looking like a doll tonight. Damnation, it’s Saturday and we’ll draw a crowd with our new peach.” Her eyes came back to me and she added, “We’ll make them bid for you, doll.”

				And she disappeared. 

				Jola joined me on the mattress and affected an air of concern as she said, “Don’t worry, honey, you’ll be all right. It takes some time. But you’ll get the hang of it.” She looked up then, as a new figure appeared in the doorway. “Afternoon, Deirdre, this here is Lila, Ginny’s new girl.”

				The new woman stepped into the room and considered me. She too was clad in a dressing gown, though hers was a creamy yellow, with blue forget-me-nots trailing over its length. She was winsome, pale as milk and certainly younger than Jola, with long black hair and eyes as big as a doe’s in a narrow white face. She said, “Pleased to meet you, Lila.”

				I sensed kindness in her voice, a softness. She joined us, sitting on my other side and reaching to feel my hair, as Jola had done. Though her hands were gentle rather than speculative. 

				“Jola, a moment?” she asked. 

				Deirdre rose gracefully, as Jola disappeared down the hall, and eased my door nearly closed. I watched her silently. When she took her place again on the bed, she said, “You’re just a girl. I heard what Ginny was saying about making them bid for you. Damn her. She’s got the devil in her, Lila, believe me.”

				When I didn’t speak, she continued, taking my cold hands into hers, “It’s not an easy thing to get used to, but it won’t hurt after the first few times, I promise. Do you know anything about a man’s body?” She studied my eyes and concluded, “No, you don’t. Where did you come from?”

				“Lafayette, Tennessee,” I whispered. “My daddy owned a ranch there. He was killed in the War.”

				“My husband, too,” she whispered, and her eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them, she said, “Men are all the same when it comes to rutting, Lila. It’s what drives them. I learned about men from my Joshua, but I did love him. We were married but a year before he was killed. I’ve had too many men to count by now, but I still remember the sweetness of what we had then. It can be a blessed thing, but here you won’t find that.” She tipped her head to the side and asked, “Have you seen horses mate, perhaps? You said a ranch…”

				I nodded at that, cringing at the thought of the arm-sized phallus of a horse. 

				“Well, a man’s pecker gets rigid like a horse’s, though not near the size,” and she giggled before going on, “And all they want to do when it gets rigid is stick it up inside the nearest woman they can find. Right here,” she said, indicating her lap. “Within you, where a baby would be birthed. It does ache the first time, and you’ll bleed, there’s no helping that. But butter helps ease their passage, if you’re too sore.”

				My stomach rolled, in pure horror.

				“And they’ll move it in and out, faster and faster, usually, until their pecker bursts. That’s what you must clean out in the mornings, that’s what will lead to a child. Some may want to kiss you, or suckle your breasts, but most just want their time inside of you. Most don’t take the time to pretend affection.” Deirdre looked at me in sympathy. “You’ll learn.” And then, “Have you any gowns to wear?”

				At the last moment I turned, blindly. Deirdre understood and scrambled for the basin under the bed, getting it to my chin as I heaved. There was blessed little in my stomach, hardly enough to cause alarm, but I could not stop retching, gasping for breaths in between each. Deirdre held the basin until I calmed a measure, curling around my stomach on the bare mattress. I wanted to be dead, and yet I was too afraid to take my own life, for fear of retribution. My only hope was that I would be reunited with my family in heaven, someday. If I took my own life, I would not be allowed that privilege. 

				“You must get ahold of yourself,” Deirdre scolded, but kindly. “You must, Lila. There is no other choice, not here. And you mark my words about Ginny. It doesn’t do to anger her.”

				I remembered well how Mama would laugh as she’d say, “Speak of the devil and he shall appear!” usually in reference to one of my brothers. Those words burned in my mind just then, as clicking footsteps sounded. 

				“Sit up, quick!” Deirdre demanded, whisking the basin out of sight. 

				I did as she bade just as Ginny sailed through the door, her arms burdened with garments. These she flung onto the chair alongside the bed and ordered, “Deirdre, outfit her. I’ve been spreading the word about our little virgin here, and I want her ready for show in three hours. You hear?” Her dark eyes included me in the question.

				“Of course,” said Deirdre, in a different tone than she’d been using with me, and I forced myself to nod. 

				Ginny disappeared yet again. 

				Jola returned with a tray containing a tea pot, three porcelain cups, scones laced with cream, butter, sliced ham and boiled potatoes. She plunked this upon the bed and nodded to it, suggesting, “You best eat while you can. After the place gets busy you’ll be holed up in here ’til morning light.”

				Deirdre took my hands once again and eased me to my feet, saying, “Let’s get you undressed and bathed, first thing. We’ve a bath off the kitchen. I’ll have Betsy start heating water for you.”

				An hour later I’d been scrubbed and doused unceremoniously by the servant woman named Betsy, with Deirdre overseeing. She kept a running commentary as Betsy worked over me, perhaps to dispel my quaking nerves, but mostly because I needed to know the information she was imparting. Though my blessings were few, I thanked God for Deirdre, who seemed truly kind.

				“Betsy, here, won’t be available to bathe you every day,” she said.

				Betsy, who was sturdy and solid-fisted, gave a snort as she worked a scrub brush over my shoulders. I was naked before two strangers, but they were so matter-of-fact that my stomach relaxed a fraction, though I was still shamed. 

				“You take care of yourself between the legs,” Betsy added, in a gruff voice. “You keep yourself clean there.”

				“You’ve a good pair of breasts,” Deirdre observed, tilting her head. “And lovely long legs. And Betsy’s right about your flesh. Treat it gently, yourself. A milk bath, every so often, in your room. Fill the tin washtub, there,” she pointed, “with milk and set in it, at least twice a week. That will help. I wish I could tell you that it won’t hurt you this evening, but it will. It’s so tight there, the first few times. And you’ll be fearful.” Her eyebrows were crooked up with sincere concern. “But we’ve all lived through it, and so will you. I hope it’s a gentle man who outbids the others. I do hope. Damn that Ginny.”

				Betsy snorted again, then laughed. She advised, “Don’t you be repeating that, girl.”

				Deirdre giggled, moving behind Betsy to fetch a box from the hutch. She extracted a skinny black cigar, lit it with a match, and braced her elbow on the opposite hand to smoke as she continued to watch my bath. She said, “Lila isn’t simple, Bets, she wouldn’t repeat such a thing. You see,” and she lowered her voice a touch, “Ginny is addicted to the pipe.” Upon seeing my confusion, she exhaled a cloud of smoke and explained, “Opium. She’ll do near anything to get it. Makes her crazy.”

				“And mean as a boar,” Betsy added. “There, girl, you’re clean.”

				I rose, gingerly, and Betsy wrapped me in a thick towel, saying, “Now, go with Deirdre and get dressed.”

				“Blue, I think,” Deirdre said, back in my room. She was still clad in her yellow dressing gown, which gaped open a few inches, though she seemed unaware as she stood before me, untangling my hair with an ivory comb. I looked at her skin, bared before my eyes; her own breasts were small and firm, her belly white as a dusting of snow, and as smooth. She drew the long hair over my shoulders and twined its length into curls, saying, “Let’s put up the sides and keep some trailing over your neck. Lord, you’re a lovely sight. Has a boy ever tried to kiss you, hold your hand?”

				Most of the boys I’d ever known had been killed in the past years of war. I shook my head, feeling detached from myself, as though I hovered above our bodies, watching silent as a ghost near the ceiling. Downstairs, on the main floor, someone was tinkling a piano’s keys; there was a sense of an evening just about to get rolling below. I prayed that I would live through what was expected of me. She caught my face between her hands and surprised me by placing a kiss on my forehead. 

				“I am grieved that your first time will be this way,” she said, drawing back to look into my eyes. “It’s not right. You should be married to a good man and he should have this gift.” The expression upon her face was so sorrowful for an instant that my heart seized, but she eased back, resuming her ministrations. 

				Within another hour, she had applied rice powder to my face and lined my upper eyelids with a slender stick of black kohl similar to the one Mama had used upon herself when I was a girl. She tinted my lips and cheeks with a small porcelain pot of rose-colored stain and then licked her index finger and combed over my lashes. My hair was twisted high upon my head, but for the long curls that Deirdre had left hanging over my shoulders. I’d been tucked into a borrowed gown unlike any I’d ever known; the word ‘gown’ was rather misleading, as it covered little of my flesh. It was laced snugly about my waist and scooped my breasts high, a slippery indigo satin with black over-lace; the skirt was gauzy and just reached my knees. I wore no bloomers, no undergarments, and felt absurdly exposed, too vulnerable to contemplate. My legs were clad in black stockings that buttoned to a slim belt beneath my skirt, my feet in soft velvet slippers.

				“These are much easier to get on and off than boots with lacings,” Deirdre explained. As she’d worked, more than one curious face had popped into my room; other women who worked for Ginny, and whose names were lost in the frightened swirl of my thoughts. Ginny herself appeared as Deirdre was adjusting my hair one last time; at the sight of Ginny, Deirdre straightened and said, “I’ll return for you, Lila.”

				Left alone with my employer, I willed myself to continue breathing. Ginny entered the room, lit now by two lanterns in addition to the fading sun, and perused me yet again, one finger tapping her painted lips. She said, “You’ll do. You’ll do just fine, Lila. I’ve quite a crowd assembled below, and I trust you’ll play your part. Am I right?”

				I nodded instantly, my hands pressed flat to the unfamiliar material over my stomach. I hadn’t been able to eat a bite, nor so much as sip water, fearful of vomiting. 

				“Good, stay up here until I announce you. Half an hour or so,” she ordered, and then disappeared, her heels clicking over the floorboards. 

				Deirdre poked her head in a quarter hour later, her face painted and dressed so gaudily I scarce recognized her. She said, “Show time, Lila.” 

				Trembling and terrified, I followed her down the hall.

				Later, I would recall the moment as something from a nightmare, carnival sounds and garish sights nauseatingly amplified. The open staircase wound down into a bustle of activity that brought to my mind ants at spilled sugar. Men caroused everywhere, laughing, talking, drinking; some were seated at green, felt-topped tables, cards fanned before them. From above, the women circulating the rowdy crowd appeared as bright flowers among the dun-colored garb of most of the men. Here and there was a flash of Federal blue, startling me, though I well knew that those who had lived through the War and been discharged from service were allowed to keep their uniforms. St. Louis had been Federal-controlled for most of the fighting, though it mattered little now. Deirdre descended with practiced, seductive motions, the fingers of her right hand trailing lightly on the banister; she peeked over her shoulder at me and tipped her chin, indicating that I mimic her. 

				Ginny, from below, saw us descending and gestured to a man behind the bar, a huge, slope-shouldered man with a flat nose and a barrel-shaped chest. He lifted his hands and announced in a husking baritone, “Quiet!” and, as anticipated, a hush fell over the crowd.

				Again I was stunned that the swirling eddies of guilt, shame and fear did not instantly smite me dead. Ginny spoke loudly into the stillness, as eyes lifted to watch us. And then murmurings followed, and a couple of low-pitched laughs. 

				“Gentlemen, let me introduce to you my newest gal, lovely Lila. Fresh as a peach, gentlemen, sweet as rainwater on a parched throat. Pure as Easter Sunday, fellas, if you take my meaning, and she goes to the highest bidder!”

				A burst of noise then, as we reached the main floor. Men were shouting and caterwauling and calling, leaning over one another to gander at me. Deirdre led me through the crowd of leering faces, to the raised, wedge-shaped platform that jutted from a corner of the room and already contained the piano and the slim, red-haired man who was pounding music from its black and white keys. She led me up the single step, her long white arm extended gracefully, before turning me neatly to face the crowd; to my terror-dazed eyes, they appeared ready to consume me in one gulp. 

				“Look at that face!” Ginny was heralding from across the wide room. “Look at that sweetness, gentlemen. Who will give me twenty for her, twenty?”

				The floor seemed to erupt with bidding. Ginny called out, “Twenty-five!”

				“Thirty!”

				“Thirty-five!”

				Deirdre took my fingertips into her own, delicately, and lifted my right arm, turning me in a slow circle as though we were dancing. The candles in the swinging overhead chandeliers dazzled my eyes; I wished, fervently, that they would explode into flame and burn this entire place to the ground in one spectacular blaze of sin and shame. I spent a moment wondering where Jim Foster and his three children were, and if he regretted doing such a heinous thing to me. I hoped he did. I hoped he’d burn in hell. 

				“Do I hear forty, gentlemen, forty dollars? Nothing for such an angel, such a beauty!”

				There were shouts and complaints, as the bidding rose too high for most. The saloon was surely bursting to capacity, the batwing swinging doors sprawled wide on their hinges to accommodate the growing crowd. 

				“I hear forty!” Ginny crowed. “Is there forty-five?”

				My frantic eyes roved the crowd, attempting to discern which men were attached to which bids. There was a forty-five. I could hardly fathom anyone willing to spend such an amount. 

				And then a voice rose above the din, shouting in triumph, “Fifty dollars!”

				There was a pocket of disbelieving silence before a roar rose above our heads. The man who’d bid this staggering amount was pushing his way through the crush of bodies, waving a leather pouch in the air. Ginny shouted, “Sold, for fifty dollars! To Buckley Hill!”

				“He ain’t got that money!” 

				“He’s fulla horse shit, that one!”

				“Hill! I’ll trade you right now, for the mare I got outside!”

				More laughter and cursing and shouting. My eyes were locked upon the man I would be forced to take back upstairs to my room and…what I would have to do after that was too dreadful to contemplate. He was rangy and wiry, perhaps two score and then some, with skin as brown as saddle leather, dirty-brown hair scraped back from a slim face with scruffy eyebrows. Had I a knife, I would have sunk it into my own right eye, and all chances of heaven would be lost to me forever. Though at that moment, I was certain they were anyway. I had never been more repulsed or frightened in my entire life. 

				In the chaos, Deirdre leaned in close to my ear and whispered, “He’s a regular, not a bad sort. He won’t last long, honey, it’ll be over before you know it.”

				“Come here, girl!” he said, using one leg to hoist himself upon the platform and then sweeping me up into his arms. I caught the sharp scents of him immediately, leather and sweat and whiskey. He turned to face the crowd, holding me in a grotesque parody of a bride on her wedding night. At the last moment Deirdre caught my hand and squeezed hard. I had a glimpse of her eyes before he stepped down and carried me through the crowd. And her eyes gave me resolve. 

				We all lived through it, she’d said. 

				Trouble was, I didn’t want to live that long.

				Upstairs, he kicked shut the door to my room and the sounds from the floor below were instantly muffled. I was breathing hard, with short, panicked breaths, though he didn’t seem to notice. He was grinning at me, breathing fast too, as though it had winded him to carry me up the ornate staircase. 

				“A virgin,” he muttered, and he swiped at his upper lip with the back of one hand, his eyes roving up and down my body. “Fancy that.”

				I did not know if I was supposed to speak to him, address him in some way. I felt as though I would die, and had no words, if words were even expected. My heart was surely about to rip to pieces, my mind floundering for something solid around which to wrap its drowning fingers. He reached then and slid the black lace straps from my shoulders. I heard a whimpering sound coming from my throat, but again, he paid my state of mind little regard. 

				My father had not been a drinking man, though I’d lived long enough to know the sight of someone touched by liquor. And this man surely was, his eyes appearing watery and streaked with red, shadowed beneath. He licked his lips, tugging at the straps when they stuck near my elbows. I felt tears in my eyes and tried to blink them back as he succeeded in baring my body from the waist up. I could not quell basic instinct and my forearms rose and crossed instantly to cover my breasts. 

				He laughed then, as though amused by a child’s antics, catching my wrists and forcing them back down. 

				“Don’t be shy,” he insisted, keeping his fingers locked around me and guiding me to the bed. He pushed me down upon it; Betsy had indeed made it up at some point this afternoon, with linens and a rose-patterned spread. Two plump pillows with tasseled edges sat side by side near the brass headboard. He added, “I won’t hurt you none.”

				Sobs were forcing themselves up my throat; I felt as though I may suffocate at any moment. He continued to tug at my dress, making strange sounds, grunting. He cursed when it refused to budge further, tipping his head as though confused, and then simply lifted my skirt, bunching it up past my waist. I was shaking now, unable to help it, my kneecaps jittering. And then his hand cupped the flesh between my legs and tears flooded my face, rolling over my temples as I bit my bottom lip to keep from sobbing. He plunged what felt like a finger within my body and said, “Damn if it ain’t the truth. You’re tight as a drum, girl.”

				He eased back to his knees, and I covered my eyes with both fists, pressing hard. I sensed that he was lowering his breeches, and with my whole heart I did not want to see what this would expose. I was so cold; the shaking would never stop, I was certain, some part of my body would always tremble from this moment forth. I felt his fingers push at my knees then, spreading my legs, and his hand was cupping me again. He was still breathing hard, as though in concentration. 

				“Open up,” he muttered, and the breath left my lungs in a horrified rush as there was an imposition of flesh between my legs, pushing at me. 

				I reared to my elbows, my only thought to get away from him, from what he wanted, and was scrabbling backward on the bed. He said, “Dammit, get back here!” and caught me behind the knees, pulling my legs out from under me and shoving me onto the mattress. 

				“Please don’t,” I heard myself pleading, crying openly now, but he didn’t stop, bearing down upon me again, closer this time, his whiskey-tinted breath right at my nose. The pressing again, much more insistent, and he jerked his hips against me, hard. I would have screamed, if not for his leathery hand closing over my mouth to muffle any such sound. He drove into my body, both his hips and his hand pinning me to the mattress. I felt torn in two, certain that blood was spurting from between my legs and soaking the bedding.

				It was over quickly. He plunged into me one last time and shuddered, groaning. And then he was standing beside the bed, looking down upon me. I dared to open my eyes and saw him squinting as though confused. He held his pants, his shirttails covering him to the thighs.

				“You might thrust back next time,” he said, and I realized, too absurd to comprehend, that he was offering me advice. “I’ve had me a better ride on a mule, girl. Goddamn virgin.”

				Perhaps a quarter hour had passed from the time he’d carried me here to this moment. I curled around myself, not caring what happened to me in the next quarter hour, as he hauled his pants back into place and then left me alone, still grumbling. But minutes later I heard clicking footfalls and the door to my room burst wide. I used the blanket on my bed as a shield to cover my half-naked body, though Ginny ripped it away, venom in her eyes as she glared at me.

				“He wanted his money back, goddamn fool that he is,” she hissed. “Good thing I’d already collected and he knows better than to cross me!”

				I huddled away from her, choking back sobs. 

				“You don’t know better, yet,” she said, leaning close. “And you will learn to satisfy my customers, do you hear me?” To emphasize her words, she caught a handful of my hair and clenched it tightly, bringing her face to within inches of mine. “If you ever act this way again, I will have you whipped. Ask any of the girls if I mean that, and they’ll tell you, Lila.”

				She drew back on my hair until I cried out, though I didn’t intend to, afraid it would only unleash more anger. She released me, stood straight, and then perused the bed. 

				“Well, I know you weren’t lying about being a virgin,” she said, nodding at the linens. “You’ve earned me a fair amount for the evening. Tomorrow you best make these men believe that you want nothing more in the world than their cock in you. I don’t care how you do it, but you do it, Lila, or I’ll put you out on the street and you’ll starve. Do you understand?”

				I nodded.

				“Good,” she said, and then left me alone.

				Hours passed. I wrapped my arms around myself as hard as I could, and still the shaking would not cease. I sobbed until there wasn’t a tear left within my body, shame coating me like a wet shawl. An array of sounds met my ears as I lay huddled; there was the piano and laughter and shouting from below, and then, at intervals, the sounds of men being led to the other rooms around mine. I heard sighs and grunts, giggles and moans, bedsprings creaking and headboards thumping, until at last, as dawn began to press its fingers against my windowpane, these too quieted. 

				When my door eased open I sprang upright from a fitful doze, terror sending blood firing through my body. But it was only Deirdre, washed clean and recognizable again, back in her dressing gown. She slipped soundlessly over the floorboards, her feet bare, and nudged me over, lying down to align her slim, pale front with my spine. I buried my face against my palms, weeping again, though it hurt my throat. She curled her arms around me and pressed her nose into my hair. 

				She held me tightly for a long time. At last she whispered, “You survived.”

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				- 3 -

				It was my week to hang laundry. My four days, truly, as I could not fairly claim to bleed for an entire week; Ginny checked our bindings to make certain no one lied to her about the length of their time off. It also happened to be July and the week of my sixteenth birthday, and the four days free from servicing customers was gift enough for me. With the basket of clothes pins on my hip, I stepped out into the side lot where Betsy was washing bedding in an enormous iron kettle which hung over a fire pit. She worked with vigor, seemingly tireless; she was one of the few employees at Hossiter’s with whom I felt comfortable enough to converse. Deirdre was another, of course, and I loved her like a sister. She was the one of the only reasons I hadn’t yet given in to the frequent, terrible and desperate urge to drag a knife along my wrist and end my life. 

				The other women in Ginny’s employ ranged from distantly polite to outright hostile. I had learned many lessons since last autumn. One of which being that women in our business often disliked one another quite overtly, especially if men tended to seek out one’s company over another’s. Buckley Hill notwithstanding, I had earned Ginny as much money as she’d envisioned upon my arrival. Buckley was indeed a regular at Hossiter’s, but he avoided me since our first dreadful encounter, preferring the company of more experienced women. Though by now I could claim a fair amount of experience. It was nothing of which I was proud; Deirdre had been correct in stating that after the first few times, the act would no longer be painful. At least, not physically. Within what was left of my soul, pain flashed and resounded nearly every second, reminding me of what I now was, what I would be, from here on after. 

				Whore. It was a word that may as well have been a brand, red and raw upon our foreheads, visible for all the judgmental world to see. Ginny was fond of using it when addressing us, as though we were ever able to forget. Though I would never have imagined becoming acclimated to such a lifestyle, the past months had dulled some of my shock, my fears, and the days and nights were quite routine; in many ways I felt as though I had actually become Lila. When I allowed myself to think of my old name, my old life, the shaking would start again, and I’d play with the paring knife I’d stolen from the kitchen around Christmastide and kept under my mattress, drawing its length lightly over the thin, pale skin on the underside of my forearm, imagining what might happen if I pressed just a hair harder. In my darkest moments I reasoned that heaven was no doubt lost to me as it was; if I took my own life, would hell be much worse than my existence at Ginny’s?

				And yet, there were fleeting moments, tiny pockets in time, when I felt a small flash of Lorie, buried deeply within me. It would occur unexpectedly, and last but a heartbeat or two, as though something within me dared yet to live, rather than just survive. When snowflakes fell in whispers from a pearl-colored sky and dusted my face one day in late January, as I’d ventured out to hang the laundry. When the sunset struck across the long, gleaming wooden bar on the main floor and cast a certain slant of light in the first week of April. When I used my mother’s ivory-backed, oval-headed brush, one of the only items I possessed which had belonged to her. I found I could not dwell long upon the memories of home, or I would drown in grief. Nor could I allow myself to conceive of what had happened to Daddy’s ranch, our house, the belongings within; had any of our old hands ventured back after the War and wondered what had become of me? Instead, I imagined my family in some celestial place far from here, together, waiting for me to join them, and that thought brought me a fraction of comfort.

				With the money I earned for Ginny, of which I kept only a meager amount, I had been able to purchase additional clothing for myself, able to return my borrowed garments to their original owners. I woke near noon most every day, despite having drifted to sleep at daybreak. I would rise and wander to the kitchen, where the deaf-mute cook, Greta, prepared our food. Greta was aging and communicated with hand motions. Though she never smiled, she had never been unkind to me, a heavyset woman with gray hair wound up beneath a white kerchief. She especially loved baking and seemed to produce something sweet and cream-laden nearly every day. Ginny kept a cow, tended by Johnny, the same man who played piano in the evenings. He was slim and nervous, with fingers that were always drumming along upon something. Once a week he treated himself to a turn with Lisette, whom he obviously favored. 

				There were seven of us whores working for Ginny; the cow provided ample supplies of both milk and butter, which was lovely for eating but absolutely necessary for cleansing. The butter douche was something I performed by rote now, much like I performed the act of sex with anywhere between fifteen to twenty men a night. Some of the men were regulars at Ginny’s, though most were faceless, nameless blurs in my mind, despite the forced, false intimacy of what I did with them; some of them were former Federal soldiers. I had nearly died with shame the first time I had turned a trick for a former soldier, but I didn’t dare refuse. At the dawn of that next day, I had almost shaken to pieces upon the narrow mattress of my bed, had begged my brothers’ forgiveness, my daddy’s. But there was no absolution. 

				Among the women I had two friends, Deirdre and Ramie. Deirdre’s friendship meant the most to me and Ramie was simply friendly by nature, with a wide mouth always smiling. Everyone liked her, and at seventeen, she was closer to my age than anyone else. Of all of us, Jola and Eva had been the longest in Ginny’s employ and tended to stick together; Jola was tolerable, as long as one didn’t cross her, and Eva, while lovely, was openly bad-tempered, possessive about getting first picks on customers, and had tormented me in every small way she could, since my first week. That left Lisette and Mary, both of whom, like Deirdre, had lost husbands in the War. Each of us had a room, a bed, food to eat and clothing to wear. A small part of me was able to reason that this counted for quite a bit. I was not plagued with wondering where my next meal would come from, where I would spend the night. Though the pound of flesh it exacted from me was the loss of every dream, every hope I had harbored in my old life. 

				Betsy nodded to me as I walked past her, letting the daylight bathe my face. I felt such a creature of the night, trapped within the walls of Hossiter’s, that sometimes the sun was almost a shock upon me, but it was still the same sun that had once shown through the slats in the wooden beams of our horse barn back home. As a little girl I had spent many of the happiest hours of my life in and around that barn, smelling the horses, leaning over the top rails of the corral fence and watching Daddy or one of our hands work with an animal. Daddy had been indulgent with me, his only daughter, the baby of his family. He’d taught me to ride along with Dalton and Jesse, had shown me the ways of handling a horse properly.

				“You’ll get nothing out of a horse with brute force, darlin’,” he’d tell me. “A good horseman knows better than that, knows how to speak to an animal in other ways. A good horseman learns his animals, responds to them. A horse should respect you, darlin’, not fear you.”

				I was thinking of my father, and birthdays from my past, before the War when I was still beloved, part of a family. When Deirdre slipped behind me and tugged my braid I startled, drawn unwillingly from my reverie. 

				“Lila, what’s got you so jumpy?” she teased. “I heard tell last night that there’s an acting troupe coming in on the afternoon stage.”

				“I was daydreaming,” I told her, unmoved by the news. It hardly mattered to us; as though a group of whores would be attending a theater production.

				“Dangerous thing, that,” she warned, tightening the belt of her dressing gown and lending me a hand. I’d never yet grown accustomed to wearing a silk robe out of doors, and was currently clad in my only garment suitable outside of a whorehouse, a dark blue muslin that reached the tops of my boots. Then she asked, a note of trepidation in her tone, “Did you hear that Sam Rainey was asking after you?”

				I paused in my work, closing my eyes for a moment, gathering strength to reply, “Ramie told me last night. Doesn’t Ginny heed the words about him?”

				Deirdre snorted, while the washing cauldron behind us hissed with its burden of steam and Betsy grunted, surely listening to our conversation. I cast an anxious eye over my shoulder, as though Ginny herself may be peering from one of the windows; though she was rarely about before the hour of three. I felt I knew less about her than the first night I’d come to Hossiter’s, though we all speculated. The only thing I knew for sure was that I wouldn’t dream of crossing her; she made the very blood in my veins crackle with shards of fear. Deirdre added, “She knows that he spends his money on whiskey at her bar. She doesn’t care that he may or may not have killed a girl.”

				“According to Eva, it’s true,” I said, unable to ignore the twisting in my gut. Sam Rainey was relatively new to St. Louis, though his reputation had preceded him, at least amongst our set. Eva informed us that he was rough with whores at best, and rumors abounded that he’d strangled a girl in a whorehouse somewhere in Arkansas. Though gossip was always abundant, and I was skeptical about most of the talk, there was something about him that made my stomach cringe, my neck prickle in such a way that I knew not to ignore. 

				I’d cast eyes upon him only a week ago, a lean, spare man with a slight hitch in his walk, a supposed injury from the War. He, like many others who frequented Hossiter’s, continued to wear the Federal-blue trousers of his service uniform. We’d all steered clear of him and thus far he had only chosen to drink and play at the gaming tables. But the night before last, his eyes had followed me, and though I’d been across the room, I’d felt the weight of that gaze. And then he’d asked Ginny about me. I yet had three days before Ginny would notice that I was no longer bleeding. Perhaps he would have moved on before then. 

				“Lila, it’s early, let’s stay out and see if we can’t spy the stage coming in,” Deirdre begged, like a little girl. 

				The Grand Hotel, whose name was its grandest feature, was directly across the dusty street from Hossiter’s, and was subsequently where stagecoaches stopped bi-weekly to deposit human cargo. I’d spent many an afternoon spying upon those who stepped from the stagecoaches; I enjoyed one driver most, a rangy man whose voice grated like a saw blade over a nail. The variety of curse words he used would have given Mama’s copy of Roget’s Thesaurus a run for its money. From the upstairs hall window, I could peek as the double doors would creak open and disgorge people choosing to visit St. Louis for whatever reason; sometimes I spied children with their parents, holding their fathers’ hands or clinging to a mother’s skirt. Once a young woman had cupped the back of her small son’s head, smoothing his fair hair. 

				The laundry in my basket was hung; I rested my chin on one shoulder and regarded Deirdre, whose dark eyes shone like a child’s. 

				“Please, Li, beautiful Lila,” she begged, smoothing a strand of hair from my forehead, and at last I nodded.

				The afternoon stage was due at 2:25, and we spent the hour to wait lounging in the kitchen with Greta, who had baked a cream cake frosted with a dusting of the pure-white powdered sugar that Mama had favored for whipping cream. She sliced generous pieces for us and I pretended that it was for my birthday. My sixteenth birthday, which, had I still been in Tennessee, would have occasioned a true celebration; I would have spent glorious hours choosing material and being fitted for a new gown. In my mind it was the shade of an evening sky after a fair day over the hollers of home, a rich, smoky purple.

				“Did you ever see a stage show, in your life?” Deirdre asked me, licking frosting from her bottom lip.

				I shook my head as I delicately sliced a bite of the cake. “No, but in my lessons for school we did read a fair amount of Shakespeare. I remember Hamlet best.”

				“A whore who’s read Hamlet,” Deirdre mused and her eyes were fond. “I love how you talk, Miss Lila. I wonder if time will take away that southern softness in your words.”

				Before residing in Missouri, I’d never realized the cadence of my speech was different; I recalled thinking last autumn that everyone here spoke so brusquely, so quickly.

				“Girls, you best save some of that cake for me,” Mary said, coming into the kitchen with eyes yet softened by sleep. She stretched and yawned.

				Eva was on Mary’s heels, already made up in her rouging and her lips painted with carmine. Eva was cat-eyed, as Mama would have said, with calculating dark eyes quick to narrow. She was taller than any of us, with legs that she loved to showcase. At her entrance, my stomach soured; my first months had been made immeasurably more miserable because of her. Ramie told me that Eva was purely jealous, that Eva had been the most sought-after whore at Ginny’s until me. Even now Eva’s eyes skimmed over me with a sense of disdain. 

				“Come along,” Deirdre said, taking my empty plate and placing it in the deep sink with its hand pump. 

				Eva turned her shoulder away as I passed, as though to inadvertently touch me was too much for her. I felt my upper lip curling in anger and followed Deirdre back outdoors with my heart pounding harder than normal. 

				“Don’t let her upset you,” Deirdre reminded me, taking my arm into her own as we walked to the far edge of the side yard at Hossiter’s, leaning on our forearms over white-beamed fence that separated it from the boardwalk. A small crowd had indeed assembled at the Grand; surely the word about an acting troupe had generated interest. It wasn’t as though we were forbidden to leave Ginny’s property, though none of us ever did. It was an unspoken rule we all obeyed and never discussed. 

				“Here it comes!” Deirdre said with excitement in her tone, a gift I cherished. Excitement was something that was dead within me. The closest I came to experiencing it was through proximity to Deirdre. 

				As we watched, the stage came rattling to a halt in a billow of dust and the clatter of sixteen hooves. The driver I favored was perched high atop, and he bellowed, “Whoa there, you flap-jawed sonsabitchin’ scourges!” and I nearly smiled. 

				“Such a variety of language!” came an imperious voice from the interior of the coach, as a gloved hand gracefully negotiated the small door. Moments later a woman descended with no assistance, flicking open a parasol gaudy enough for a turn around Hossiter’s main floor at full evening swing. She wore a towering hat of shimmering silver and a dress to match, which fit her the way its skin fit an apple. Deirdre and I shamelessly gaped as she took stock of the town. Behind her, three others stepped down and the crowd at the Grand swirled around them in welcome and chattering speculation. 

				I couldn’t look away from the silver woman, who must have felt the intensity of my gaze, as her own spied Deirdre and me leaning on the fence like little girls, obviously staring. When she tipped her head at us and then swept our way with a determined stride, I tugged at Deirdre’s arm, suddenly wishing for nothing more than to disappear. Deirdre, however, was not to be led away and instead offered this glittering stranger her sweetest smile. 

				“Good afternoon, ladies,” the woman said. 

				She was much older than I would have suspected from across the street, though yet lovely and with blue eyes direct as arrows in flight. Silver hair was wound beneath her hat and she studied us with a frank curiosity; I sensed no overt judgment in her eyes, though she looked deeply into mine and then Deirdre’s. I could not look away. I realized belatedly that we’d not responded to her greeting and said, “And to you, as well.”

				Something came over her face then; I could not have articulated exactly what changed, as her features remained fixed, but I felt a shudder flash up the middle of my back. She reached out as though to shake my hand, shifting her parasol, and I placed mine within hers. Her palm was warm through the glove that covered her skin. Her fingers tightened over my own as she peered into my eyes and said in a voice hushed and yet intense, “The woodcutter.”

				I blinked in surprise, another chill skimming its fingers along my spine. And then she touched Deirdre’s cheek and said in the same tone, “A red moon. I’m so sorry, my dear.”

				Before either of us could react, she’d turned and walked away, the afternoon sun sending spangles of light all along her silver dress, as though to blind us.

				“What in the world?” Deirdre whispered. I looked away from the silver woman and to my friend’s face; her pale cheeks appeared peaked even in the glaring afternoon sunshine. I took her elbow against my side. She whispered, “I had such a chill when she spoke. What did she mean, ‘a red moon?’”

				The woodcutter.

				It was nonsensical, though I too had a lingering sense of strangeness about my gut. For Deirdre’s sake, I said firmly, “Don’t pay her mind. It’s a parlor trick, or some such.”

				“Perhaps she’s a fortune teller,” Deirdre speculated, her imagination being given free rein. “I’m going to ask her, Li, right now.”

				I clutched her arm more tightly and said, “No, you mustn’t. She’s gone, as it is, into the Grand. Do you truly want to chase her in there?”

				“One of her whores making a scene in the hotel. Ginny would whip me, for certain,” Deirdre said then, her shoulders sinking a little. 

				“I don’t know that people would exactly throw stones at you, but you never know,” I added darkly, eyeing the crowd that was jamming the double doors of the Grand, seeking entrance into its lobby. The silver woman had disappeared. “Come along, perhaps there’s a slice or two of cake left.”

				I could rarely sleep at night, even during nights I was not expected to service customers, too accustomed to spending the dark hours working. Yet it was just at dusk that same evening that I drifted into a doze, and dreamed. I had never been prone to nightmares before my mother died; directly after, I’d been too exhausted to allow for much more than sleep when I was fortunate enough. During my first month at Ginny’s I had dreamed of Mama often, hearing her calling for me in the early hours of a new day, and waking to find her gone hurt as terribly as if I’d just been robbed of her, every time. 

				Within this evening dream I was walking along a Tennessee road, red-dirt, mid-summer, heavy, humid air scented thickly with honeysuckle, cardinal flowers glinting scarlet in the ditch, the pawpaw trees in full maroon bloom above my head. 

				Home, I thought, shivers of joy rioting through me. 

				Surely if I hurried I would be at my daddy’s ranch within minutes. The sunlight filtering through the towering spruces indicated late-day, near to evening now, and I would need to hasten along.

				The woodcutter, I heard the woman in silver whisper.

				Where he was I did not know; I only understood to the depths of my soul I needed to find him. Intensity flared in my blood, quickened my heart. I lifted the edges of my skirts knee-high and ran over the path that suddenly twisted deeper into the forest. Brambles scratched at my bare feet and I had to drop my skirt to push low-hanging branches away from my eyes, but I moved forward with determination bordering on desperation, sensing that he was near. 

				A clearing then, and I stopped abruptly as I realized I had come upon a small cemetery. Heart thundering within my ears, I looked about wildly.

				Too late, you’re too late, my mind screamed.

				Rough-hewn stones marked these graves, the names carved upon each indistinct. And then, not yards from me, I saw him, lying sprawled amongst the dead. In the shadowy background, a gorgeous paint mare pawed the ground and nickered, as though standing guard over her master. I scrambled forward, crying out as my knees, my elbows, scraped on the edges of grave markers, losing blood. I had to reach him, everything within me knew this. He was mine. My breathing was ragged and I was so close, so very close…

				Dear God, please let me see him…let me see his face…dear God…let me touch him…

				The need for him swelled within me until I thought I would die if I couldn’t reach him…

				I was nearly there…

				And then I woke and the dream was gone, snapped back into the lockbox within my mind, irretrievable. In the graying light of advancing nightfall, I curled around myself and wept, and wept. 

				“Lila, he’s here,” Ramie said the following Saturday, popping into my room and easing the door three-quarters closed. With my back to her, leaning into my oval mirror to apply a last dab of rouge, I felt my heart sink like a drop of blood in a bucket of water. My fingers trembled, poised over my right cheek, as I regarded my own panicked eyes in the mirror. Ramie appeared behind me then, and said, “Remember, sugar, it’s probably all lies. He doesn’t look too terrible, does he?”

				I tried to draw a full breath and nodded for her, in attempt to likewise calm myself. I had stalled an extra day, dragging as long as I dared, even though I was no longer bleeding; it had been five days, and I was expected below or Ginny would be suspicious.

				“He’s likely cast his eye upon Eva by now,” Ramie added, trying to tease, though I knew that Eva would simply refuse to turn a trick for him; she was the only one who dared to do so and risk Ginny’s subsequent fury. “Come on, sugar, let’s go down.”

				I had lit the bedside lamp and the basin containing the butter douche was beneath my bed. Near the wall under the window was a stack of flannel pads which would line the mattress with each subsequent customer, atop my rose-patterned blankets; by night’s end, the basket at the end of the hall would be stuffed with these, ready for Betsy to launder. I checked my egg timer; most men paid the cost-effective dollar-a-minute rate as very few lasted more than ten or twelve. Occasionally a man desired more time, and then Ginny would show her teeth in her smile and charge by the half-hour. 

				I had earned more than my share of half-hours since last October. Ginny praised me and Eva’s eyes followed me with a murderous glint. 

				On the main floor the crowd was swirling already, the mood made boisterous by the pleasant sunny weather, the long summer evening pouring its golden light into Hossiter’s. Horace, who manned the bar along with two other men on rotating shifts, was also Ginny’s top enforcer; he was menacing, slow of speech, utterly subservient to Ginny. He nodded at Ramie and me as we made our descent. Within minutes I had my first customer, a regular named Charles Grey. I led him upstairs with his fingertips caught lightly within my own, drawing him into my room, closing the door and undressing him first, then letting him take down the straps of my bodice. Some of the men preferred to perform this step themselves, while others liked me to disrobe myself; I had learned to gauge their preferences as accurately as their moods. 

				“You can leave your hair up, Li,” he told me almost companionably, bare naked and more than ready for me, as I moved to unclasp my barrettes. “That’s right as rain by me.”

				The absurdity of such a conversation still struck at me like the knuckles of curled fists. He was standing near my bed and beckoned to me; I went to him and knelt on the mattress, letting him kiss me before he took my hips in hand and turned me around, to hands and knees, lifting my skirt. Within five minutes he was done and dressed, kissing me once more before clicking closed my door and leaving me alone. I bent low over the basin beneath the bed to give myself a quick cleaning, carried the first of the flannel pads to the basket of soiled ones, straightened my costume, reapplied color to my lips, unable to meet my own eyes; I refused to look at myself until morning, when the last customer had left. 

				Back on the floor minutes later, after depositing his payment into the wooden lockbox with its narrow top slit, along with my signature, I eyed the crowd and determined where to best position myself; Jola and Eva were allowed the first picks, and to circulate. My usual place was near the faro tables and I moved that direction now, attempting to pretend that I didn’t notice Sam Rainey at the bar, leaning against his lower spine, facing away from the rows of glass bottles, his eyes on me. 

				Keep busy, I reminded myself. Keep busy and he’ll get bored with waiting.

				 Three hours passed and I tossed twelve more flannel pads into the laundry. The pace of the night had slowed considerably by my thirteenth descent of the staircase, and I allowed myself to breathe a hair lighter as I observed that Rainey was no longer at the bar. Johnny was tinkling out “Down the River Lived a Maiden,” which was a melancholy tune; if I wasn’t on guard, my eyes would prickle with tears at its melody. I stepped down to the main floor and felt my shoulders relax a fraction; it was at that moment that a hand wrapped around my upper arm, from behind. 

				“Lila, is it?” asked a voice near my ear, and I hunched my shoulders before I knew I’d moved; his voice, deceptively light and cajoling, could not fully conceal some indefinable darkness.

				I turned and forced upon my face a smile, despite the sudden trembling of my lips. I swallowed as I observed his dark eyes much nearer than I’d thought; he was bending down to put his face at a level with mine. I could smell whiskey on his breath and it took a great deal of willpower not to cringe away from him.

				“It is, yes,” I said, and my voice was pitched higher than normal. 

				“You free?” he asked me. My eyes moved at once to Horace, who was watching us from behind the bar, unblinking. 

				I nodded, unable to speak; Ginny was sitting at the bar, closer to George, the other bartender, smoking a paper tobacco roll from a slender wooden holder; she too was studying us. I gulped and then turned to take Rainey’s hand in mine. As we made our way up the steps, I found myself climbing a tread at a time to accommodate his limp. He wore his Federal trousers yet, faded though they were; once in my room I was slightly emboldened, imagining that if he tried anything, surely I could outrun him. 

				I clicked the door closed and found him regarding me silently. Upon closer inspection I realized he wasn’t more than perhaps five and twenty, though life had not tread lightly upon his face.

				“You’re a pretty thing,” he said. 

				“Thank you kindly,” I responded instantly, and I was about to invite him to the bed, determined to finish this as soon as humanly possible, when something changed in his eyes. I caught the flash of it, fleeting in their depths, and my bowels tightened with instinctive, undiluted fear, as prey before a certain predator. 

				Before I noticed his hand moving, he had my chin in his fingers, holding my head immobile, tipping his own to one side as his gaze remained unwavering. My heart crashed against my ribs in horror, sensing what had shifted in the dark pools of his eyes. 

				“Where are you from?” he whispered, his voice rough and halting. I stared into those eyes and knew at once that every story about him was true.

				A breath lodged in my throat and huffed out in a whimper, and his fingers squeezed my flesh brutally; I could feel his fingertips against my teeth. 

				“Where?” he repeated, leaning closer.

				“Te…” The word sliced in half around a gasp, but more afraid to refuse him than speak, I whispered, “Tennessee.”

				And then his lips curled and his teeth were bared. He breathed heavily and in his eyes was a hatred that flared like a stack of dry tinder struck by a bolt of lightning. “I knew it in your voice, you fucking whore, fucking southern-bred whore.” He leaned in close, his nose nearly coming into contact with mine, the fire of rage utterly unchecked within his eyes. He whispered, “I killed so many goddamn Tennessee Rebels in the War. What about you, girl? What about I fuck you first, fuck a worthless Tennessee Rebel whore?”

				Fury rises within a body, I had learned since last autumn. Hot, sudden and emboldening. In his eyes I saw the Federal soldiers who had killed my father, my brothers, so many of the people I had known in my old life. My family, ashes and bones and nothing more than the memories that would die with me, the last of them. In his eyes I saw the hatred that had ripped my life asunder, shredded to pieces everything I had ever known, leaving me ravaged as a beast on an empty field, surrounded by dead. And though Ginny might whip me, might flay my back for it, I knew what I must do just a fraction of a second before I did it, drawing back my elbows. I shoved him with the palms of both hands, calling upon every ounce of strength I possessed, aiming for the soft spot at the base of the chest and between the separate halves of the ribcage, as my brothers had once taught me, when they were still living. My teeth were clenched, my throat burning with the inarticulate sounds of loathing. 

				Not expecting such a reaction, he stumbled backward and then fell heavily to the wooden floorboards. I remained poised above him with my fingers curled into claws, wishing I was brave enough to leap upon his person and scrape and tear at his face. I would have killed him for my brothers, for my father, for young Rafe Howell, who’d lived the next farm over and upon whom Mama had once cast a speculative eye as a potential future mate for me. For all of them, slain before their lives had begun, ghosts to haunt perhaps nothing more concrete than my memory. But I didn’t move; that was the first mistake. 

				I underestimated him, feeling the momentary triumph as a sort of euphoria, a drug within my blood. And that was the second mistake. 

				He lunged before I could blink, clutching my ankles, growling deep in his throat like a maddened dog. Before I could suck enough air to scream, he’d pulled my feet from under me and I was hard on my back, my vision narrowing to a black tunnel. He crawled awkwardly over me and when I saw that he’d pulled a thin-bladed knife, albeit a small one, something my father would have used to clean trout, I twisted and bucked my hips against him, breathing hard. He couldn’t hold me completely still with only one hand and we scrabbled over the bare floor, my head bumping into the peacock dressing screen and knocking it backward with a crash that resounded like a gunshot. Later, I would realize that this was likely what saved me that night. 

				Groaning deep in his chest, he clenched the blade of the knife between his teeth to free both hands, and at once he was back atop me, shoving me brutally to the floor, before grabbing back the weapon and pressing its cold point to the soft hollow beneath the tip of my chin. Instinct stilled all of my external movement. His breath was coming hard, wheezing against my forehead, his eyes fearsome as he traced the tip of that blade along my throat as though slitting it open, lightly, just skimming my skin. I could hear a whimpering sound, something a tortured animal might make, and knew it was mine. He made the same motion in the opposite direction, seemingly absorbed in the task, drawing the knife across my throat again, pressing just harder on this pass. 

				I heard running footsteps coming down the hall, though I was angled away and could not see who banged through the door. Sam Rainey moaned then, looking over his shoulder. The second his hold loosened I twisted frantically away, and he turned back to me with the striking of a snake, slashing the blade viciously at me, catching a line along the skin just in front of my left ear; the blood that poured forth was shockingly hot against my neck. And then he was yanked away as I heard a piercing scream, and as though observing from a distance, knew the inhuman sound was mine. 

				There were several practicing doctors in St. Louis who would condescend to pay a call to a whorehouse during prime business hours. I was still hidden away in my room, as Ginny refused to allow more of a scene to be created. Betsy had cleaned the cut with a linen dipped in a bowl of vinegar and water, her sympathetic eyes telling me far more than she would dare to speak aloud. Betsy then sat beside me on the mattress and held another cloth to my face; by the time the doctor had climbed the back steps of Ginny’s upper hallway, keeping him from direct public viewing on the main floor, there was little for him to do but pronounce that the wound was shallow and would heal without stitches, though I would scar. He recommended a cleansing with carbolic acid, and then left again, though surely he would charge Ginny for more than five minutes’ time. 

				Ginny herself swept into my room after he’d left, dressed in saffron this evening, with cut-glass crystals dangling from her earlobes and along the bodice of her gown. She flicked her head dismissively at Betsy, who rose without a word, though she left behind the basin, the linen cloth draped over the edge. 

				“He’s been jailed, but it won’t stick,” Ginny said, and her voice was uncharacteristically quiet. Her eyebrows drew together over her beak of a nose as she added, “Goddammit, I thought he had learned the last time. He swore to me.” My eyes flashed to hers, though I didn’t dare press for an explanation. She tipped my chin and considered the mark along the edge of my face. She muttered, “Son of a bitch. Are you in pain, Lila? I have laudanum, if so. Do you want it?”

				The cut burned, though I would not admit such to her, and refused to accept her offer, having been privy to far too many stories of the horrors of opiate addiction. Ginny was living proof; we had all borne witness to her when she was in need of the drug. I curled my right hand over the damp cloth Betsy had left behind, smelling the strong scent of the vinegar in the water; my hair would reek of it until I was able to wash. 

				“No. Thank you, though,” I said quietly. I wanted Deirdre, but she was yet working.

				“Goddammit,” Ginny muttered again, and her fingers trailed over my neck and just lightly over the swell of my breasts, startling me; she had never touched me thusly. “You’ll scar, but you’re still the most beautiful of my girls. You know that though, don’t you, Lila?”

				My mind skipped with panic as I considered my choice of responses; should I agree or disagree with her pronouncement? Which was she expecting? 

				“Why did he cut you?” she asked me then, her fingers yet upon my skin. I felt beads of sweat, fear and nervous energy condensing upon me like droplets of water along the side of a glass left in the afternoon sun. “What did he say?”

				“He…” I gulped and gathered myself, before finishing, “He…he asked where I was from. When I told him he…lost control.” 

				“Men and their fucking war they can’t leave behind,” she muttered. “And then he cut you? Because you’re southern?”

				I saw again the expression in his eyes; no one had ever looked upon me with such unveiled loathing, though I realized it would have been the same for anyone he considered an enemy, even still. I knew, without a doubt, that the girl he’d killed in Arkansas had been of the south. And surely he’d killed others, girls no one would ever remember. I shuddered and Ginny removed her fingertips from the top curve of my breasts. 

				“He’s crazy,” I said softly. 

				“He’s not crazy,” she contradicted, her eyes out the window. “He’s damaged. He wasn’t such before the War.”

				Again I studied her sharply, but her eyes were distant as she studied the nighttime sky. She looked more human than I had ever observed, though still my bowels tightened at the mere thought of pressing her for information, of daring to upset her. 

				“Lila!” came Deirdre’s voice then, as she appeared in the partly-open door with her dark eyebrows arched high with dread, pale face still made up for the evening, long hair trailing over one shoulder. She disregarded Ginny’s presence and came to me at once, which she would never dare under other circumstances, curling her arms around my waist and hugging me close before drawing away. She caught my chin in her slender fingers to examine the gash upon the back of my cheek. She gasped, “Oh, Li, I was so scared. He cut you? The bastard cut you?”

				Aware of Ginny’s gaze, I said firmly, “I’m just fine. Truly. I’ll be just fine.”

				She looked into my eyes and understood. She whispered, “Just so.”

				After Deirdre left, Ginny said, “You rest for tonight, Lila.”

				Less than a minute later I was alone. My feet carried me to the oval mirror, where I regarded the raw red line that the knife point had opened upon my skin. I traced my fingers over its length, lightly. And wondered just how many other scars I would come to bear from this life. 

				Sam Rainey was not held through the night, as Betsy and Ramie informed me over breakfast the next day. The girls were sympathetic in the macabre fashion that is borne of the desire for gossip rather than compassion. All of us were gathered around the table, including Betsy and Greta, though they were standing rather than sitting; I was the unwitting center of everyone’s avid attention. Betsy and Eva were both smoking tobacco rolls, the perfume of these scenting the stuffy kitchen.

				“I told her, I told Ginny that bastard was bad news,” Eva pronounced, blowing smoke from the corner of her dark-pink lips.

				My eyes flickered to her for an instant, before Lisette added, “Nothing will happen to him, no one cares about a man cutting up a whore. Let alone killing one in her bed.”

				“What did he say, Li, why’d he do it?” Mary asked, reaching behind herself to braid her yellow hair as she awaited my response. 

				“He heard my voice and knew I was from the south,” I said. Deirdre, who had clasped my right hand in her left, gave it a gentle squeeze. Quietly I explained, “He’s crazy, I’ve no doubt. Every word about him is true.”

				“So many of them are,” Jola said knowingly. “The way the bastards talk you’d think that Appomattox never happened.”

				“For some of them, it didn’t,” Lisette said darkly. “The southerners don’t know they lost, if you want my opinion.” Her dark eyes darted to me, and she added hastily, “No offense intended, Lila. But it is the truth.”

				“You’re fortunate he didn’t kill you,” Deirdre said. “I couldn’t sleep for nightmares that he’d done it.”

				“I was on the floor when we heard the crash upstairs,” Ramie said. “George jumped the bar and ran up the steps two at a time.”

				George was one of the regular bartenders; undoubtedly I owed him my life.

				“Not only George, but half the crowd on his bootheels,” added Eva. “It was the most excitement any of them have seen in months.”

				Trust her to use a word such as ‘excitement’ to describe what had happened. 

				“He’ll not be allowed here again,” Betsy said with certainty, and Greta nodded emphatically. 

				“You’ll have to wear your hair down over it for a time,” Deirdre said, tracing her fingers just above the wound. “But it will heal in time. It won’t be noticeable forever.”

				I nodded, as though in agreement. Though it may be true that he’d not be allowed again in Hossiter’s, the same instinct that had warned me of his ill intent before he’d ever touched me lingered within my gut; I knew somehow that I was not yet free of Sam Rainey’s hatred.
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