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For my mother, my first reader



There are pitfalls on every side. There is, for example, the constant danger that the girls will go wild.

— Robert Wernick, ‘Last of the Divorce Ranches’ 
Saturday Evening Post, July 17, 1965
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When she can’t fall asleep, Lois decides what she will wear to the casino. In the drowsy glow of her bedside lamp, she stares at the slack shapes of her shirts and dresses spaced out wide as the teeth of a comb.

In the narrow closet that mirrors every other girl’s at the ranch, she tugs at hems and cuffs. Rubs a belt buckle. The casino is different from how it appeared to her a month before, when she was first led through its polished glass doors—its glamour rubbed off like lipstick. She pictures the low ceilings where cigarette smoke clouds, the long tables furred with green felt. The gamblers crushed against roulette wheels are sweaty and swollen, their cheeks stippled with burst capillaries. Makeup gums the women’s eyelids. She imagines the waitresses cutting cleanly across the carpet patterned in fleur-de-lis circled with ivy, each print the size of her hand. She really looked at the carpet for the first time several days before. A mashed cocktail olive nudged her heel and she began to see how the frenetic, repeating pattern could camouflage all manner of refuse. This is how the casino comes to her now, coated with cigarette ash and slivers of orange peel, stained with spit and spilled gin.

She unfolds a pair of stiff blue jeans, thinking of how the denim would brush against the leather seat she’ll sit in at the bar tomorrow evening. The angle at which she’ll watch for the supervisors, ensuring they click into their standard circuit as she orders no more than one drink, ready to sound the alarm if they deviate. She traces her route to the ladies’ room, to the third stall from the door. To where Greer will empty the chips into her purse.

Wind rattles the open window of her bedroom, and she needs to use both palms to jam it shut. She looks out to the desert dark, unsure if she’s able to actually see the line of mountains in the distance or if she just knows they’re there. The other girls are still at the Highlands, where someone is probably playing a Perry Como record just to annoy the cowboys, who want Hank Williams or no music at all. Though the bar is no more than five miles away, it’s as if the girls are in another country, another time. If she told them what she and Greer were planning, they would never understand, even if they’ve hungered for the same freedom. Her own appetite is greater. Lois knows this now.

She turns back to the room. The few items she traveled with, her books, her makeup, have worn into the same groove as the blue vase and daisy curtains, so that it all feels of herself. Her eyes scan the stretch of empty wall by the door, waiting for the lizard that skitters across the plaster. Its body is light as paper, something she could crumple in her hand.

Rolling her shoulders back, she unhooks hangers, bringing items of clothing into the light. This is what she must focus on. Choosing from the clothing that she packed six weeks ago in Lake Forest, ignoring the yellow plaid and lavender polka-dot dresses that make her look like some plain, innocent housewife who just arrived on the train. The absurd shirt she’d been talked into at Parker’s with the sweep of fringe, the one that everyone told her would make her look like a real westerner, but that actually makes her look like a caricature, someone too easily remembered. The stiff, glossy boots that pinch her toes but make her taller. The navy heels with accordion bows at their ankle buckles. The linen shirts, their flax a soft braille.

She removes a green cocktail dress and lays it on her unmade bed. She’d bought it for a Christmas party last December, but it had seemed too severe when the evening came, its color like the mold that kept blooming on the bathroom ceiling no matter how often their maid bleached it. It’s a dress a mistress would wear. A thief of one thing or another. For the casino, it feels right.

It calms her, to brush her hands across its silk. To think not of this girl standing in a frail nightgown, but of who she will be tomorrow, and the day after.



One

6 Weeks Earlier

The train smells like sweat, warm and sour. Once they entered Nevada, passengers could no longer keep the windows open, the desert wind whipping in red sand that coated their eyes and throats. “The summer’s first dust storm,” the conductor said. Now no one can stay clean. The air is fetid as a marsh and makes everything swell: the wooden banisters, the liver-colored seats, the pale face of the ticket taker. Everything ripens and splits, while outside the passengers’ windows the desert is hard as glass.

When Lois first boarded the train in Chicago two days ago, everyone looked ready for church, starched and ironed. A man in a navy suit and fedora gallantly swung her luggage into her compartment. She passed women who looked just like the Onwentsia Club matrons who snubbed her mother every time she asked about joining. Only after marrying Lawrence had Lois been allowed inside. In the dining car, the conversations around her were loud and joyous and she felt giddy from the shared feeling of escape, ordering two desserts with dinner—a temporary extravagance, undoubtedly not the way her father imagined her spending his money. At night, she lay awake listening to the hoarse laughter of men smoking cigarettes in the corridor, awed by the fact that she could join them and no one would know. She’d never been this far from home.

But in the heat, she is sullen and claustrophobic like everyone else, the sugared rush flattening to a familiar restlessness. When they first closed the windows, Lois rubbed the smooth nose of her Ivory soap beneath her armpits every few hours, splashing them with sink water. Eventually she found it was no use. Everyone has given up on certain proprieties. In the dining cars, people barely speak. Children scratch at their stomachs and whine like overheated dogs. Even the women who serve meals stop making conversation, wordlessly filling water glasses and handing out limp sandwiches. Lois sees one slip an ice cube into the cup of her bra.

In her compartment, Lois dreams of the shower in her house and its cool, mint-green tile. We’ll have to rip this out, Lawrence said. It won’t ever look clean. Lois told him that didn’t make sense. Color didn’t make something dirty. In her fevered state she finds herself saying this again and again, even though he’s nowhere near.

An hour or so from the station, everyone becomes nearly manic with relief. Passengers stop by other compartments to chat, making promises to have dinner together in Reno. A man outside Lois’s compartment explains to two others how best to count cards.

“And prepare yourself for the women,” he says, his voice dropping to a loud whisper. “At the casinos, it’s all chorus girls and divorcées.”

Lois draws closed the curtains for the windows that open to the corridor, muffling the men. She blackens Betty Grable’s lips with a ballpoint pen on the cover of a Silver Screen magazine. Plucks her eyebrows until the skin puffs in irritation. Outside the window, the desert looks bleached and barren, more like a backdrop for a film set than anything else, and she imagines reaching her hand out and, with one push, tipping it to the ground. It’s nothing like the lush lawns of Lake Forest, sparrows perched in the boxwoods.

There is a rapping on the glass of the compartment, and Lois sits up, re-buttoning her blouse so her bra doesn’t show.

“Excuse me,” a girl says, opening the door.

“Yes?” Lois says.

The girl steps inside the compartment, sliding the door shut behind her. She is around Lois’s age, in her early twenties, with the sort of freshly scrubbed prettiness that will grow faint as she gets older, and has clearly just put on a clean swing dress and done her makeup. The line of her upper lip is a perfect half heart. The innocent pink of a carnation. Lois becomes conscious of her oily face and open suitcase, dirty underwear foaming at its corners.

“Are you Lois Saunders?” the girl asks. Her voice is Southern, careful and considered.

“Yes,” Lois says, narrowing her eyes. “How do you—”

“I’m so sorry to bother you,” the girl says, taking a seat at the edge of the leather bench. “I’m Mary Elizabeth Shores, I mean, Brown—Mary Elizabeth Brown from Lexington, and I’m going to the Golden Yarrow too. They told me we’d be traveling on the same train, and I finally got one of the ticket takers to tell me where your compartment was. I hope this isn’t impolite.”

Lois remembers the girl from that first day in the dining car, when she was trying to pick out who else was traveling for the same reason. A fact most would be trying to hide, knowing how it would mark them. She looked for girls who were alone. They had to look deeply sad or deeply happy, though neither described Lois’s own emptiness, the crackle of a blank frame of film. Mary Elizabeth had been seated at the other end of the car, her sadness its own aura, quietly drinking a cup of tea. Her wealth was obvious in the weight of her silk blouse and tightly stitched cotton skirt, the studied choreography with which she moved her hands. Familiar to Lois as language. She knew her, and so had no interest in knowing her.

“You’re getting divorced?” Lois asks.

“Well, yes.” The girl glances at the door, confirming it’s shut and no one can hear them. “I think everyone will be, at the ranch. I’ve honestly been looking forward to that aspect of it. Not being the one everyone’s whispering about.”

“I suppose that’s true. Why are you getting divorced?”

“Oh.” Mary Elizabeth’s brow furrows. “There were difficulties, with my husband.”

“Ah.” It was forward of Lois to ask so quickly, and embarrassment flares in her stomach, the familiar feeling of saying the wrong thing.

“I thought we might find the driver together,” Mary Elizabeth says, delicately skipping over the beat of silence. “Charlie, if I’m remembering right. I honestly didn’t expect anyone else to be taking the train. I’m terrified of planes. I just don’t understand how they stay up there.” She laughs at her own foolishness, as if her fear could only be a joke.

“My father doesn’t trust them either, so, here I am.”

Lois would have preferred to fly. She thinks of the film Five Came Back, which her mother took her to see when she was nine years old. A chrome plane falling from the sky, the passengers awakening in the wet, seething dark of a jungle, their location untraceable. How even at that age Lois desired such an escape, no matter how violent the means. To open her eyes and find a different world.

“Well,” Mary Elizabeth says, standing and pressing her palms flat against her dress. “I’m so glad to have met someone before arriving. I’ll see you in an hour?”

Lois smiles and looks back down to her magazine, desperate to unbutton her blouse again in the still air of the compartment. But after Mary Elizabeth opens the door, she turns back to Lois, her skirt swishing.

“It’s good to start with a friend. A bit like camp, isn’t it?”

Lois nods, and Mary Elizabeth gives her a smile—as if they’re in on a secret together—before she closes the door. Lois feels a small thrill at this. She’s never been very close to any girl or woman aside from their housekeeper, Ela, and her mother, though her love burned in short, bright flares. As a child Lois was on her own too often, left to make up stories and imagine friends, like a large bulldog named Lacey, with whom she had tea every morning. Her mother always needed time to herself, their outings confined to when she would let Lois miss school so she’d have someone to go to the movies with in the afternoons, pulling Lois further away from her classmates, who were quick to sniff out any oddity. It will undoubtedly only be a matter of time until Mary Elizabeth senses this same strangeness; she’ll find other friends, and Lois will once again be alone.

Perhaps this will be for the best, she tells herself. It’s what she’s accustomed to. When she told her father she was going to Reno for the six weeks needed to establish residency and be granted a divorce, she imagined renting a room in a hotel, eating a rare steak alone at a table draped in thick white cloth, men watching her as she lit a cigarette. A new romance to her solitude. But her father refused to pay unless she went to one of the state’s famed ranches. He’d chosen a reputable institution that promised discretion and supervision for wealthy girls in her same position. You need to be watched, he said. Look what kind of a mess you get into when you’re left alone.

The ticket takers begin to walk through the corridors, telling everyone to pack up their belongings. Lois tucks a fresh shirt into her waistband. No amount of powder can salvage her sweat-streaked face, but still, she brushes on some peach blush and flattens a flyaway with a glob of spit, attempting to become presentable. Her lips are colored a self-possessed burgundy. She’s always thought she has a plain face, her skin made even paler by her black hair. Without lipstick and mascara, her features disappear, and so even when she’s home alone she puts on makeup just to assure herself that they exist. She loves the process of it, the slow recovery of her face. At school, she did makeup for all of the plays, and when her classmates would look in the mirror afterward, it was one of the rare times she experienced warmth from any of them, flushes of gratitude that would hang in the air briefly, like a breath of perfume.

When they pull into the station, the corridor is teeming with people, more than Lois ever imagined could fit on the train. After checking her reflection in the window glass one last time, she lugs her bags down the corridor, each suitcase banging against her knees. No man offers his assistance.

Outside, Reno stretches before her, low-lying brick buildings and store signs rimmed with light bulbs, dead in the daylight. Men in cowboy hats lean out of car windows and others shepherd women into backseats as if they’re lost lambs. Striped awnings billow in the desert breeze, and in the distance mountains rise. It’s nothing like Chicago or New York, the only cities she’s visited, with their austere gray skyscrapers, and its vast newness makes her heart trill.

Near the strip of idling motors, she sees Mary Elizabeth talking to a young man wrestling with her luggage. She takes a deep breath in. The red sand smells of the chalk in her old schoolroom and something else, something metallic and elemental, a note that catches in the back of her throat like blood.



Two

The driver, Charlie, is not handsome. He’s young, with a wide face and too-full lips that are chapped and peeling. Lois feels a flicker of disappointment at this, the irritation of a cracked nail. She imagined someone rougher, older, like Robert Mitchum—the type of man who could kiss you so intensely you’d faint. Charlie does wear a cowboy hat, and after Mary Elizabeth comments on it he spends most of the car ride explaining the types of hats men wear in the West: Colorado cowboys wear ten-gallon hats, the high crown giving them insulation from the cold, whereas Nevada cowboys’ hats aren’t so exaggerated, needing a wide, flat brim to protect them from the sun. Mary Elizabeth listens politely, and Lois can’t tell if she’s actually interested or if Southern girls are simply better at feigning it.

Lois looks out the window as the buildings disappear behind them, giving way to ribbons of meadow and desert dirt, and she feels a sadness at leaving the city so quickly. The ranch is farther out in the country, twenty miles from the center of Reno—a selling point for her father, who told her she should learn to milk a cow. He’d purchased a meatpacking plant in Chicago just before she was born, always bringing home tripe and liver tightly wrapped in wax paper, pieces of meat that Ela would sigh over. He can bring you a porterhouse, and he brings you entrails, she would say to Lois’s mother as they drank bitter coffee by the stove. They’d let Lois sit with them, and she would entertain with exaggerated tales of her school days. The more she made them laugh or gasp, the longer she was allowed to stay. Stories as currency.

They pass a pasture, two blond horses dipping their heads into a trough. Charlie waves at a man leaning against a fence post, his hat tipped back from his forehead.

“Either of you ridden before?” Charlie asks.

“We grew up with horses, and I’ve actually competed. Though in English style,” Mary Elizabeth says.

“No kidding!” Charlie says.

“I never really placed or anything,” Mary Elizabeth says demurely, looking down at her knees. She turns to Lois. “Do they have stables in Chicago?”

“Outside of the city they do. I live in a town farther north, along the lake.”

Lois’s parents never thought to take her riding. In the Polish neighborhood where her mother and father grew up, horses pulled carts of firewood and dirt-caked potatoes. They were bred for bulk. The words Lois’s classmates used—Appaloosa, Friesian, Saddlebred—were incomprehensible, and when she asked to go to the stables, her father laughed as if it were a joke.

“Well, we have to go out on the trail together, then.”

Lois smiles. It is so simple, not to correct Mary Elizabeth’s assumption that she would have visited these stables. Lies have always come naturally to her, flowering from her hours alone, from watching too many films and reading too many of her mother’s books. Only Ela and the occasional teacher would catch her in one, though she suspects her mother sensed every falsehood and was simply too amused to consider punishment.

“We’ve got very gentle horses,” Charlie says. “Samson especially is one of the kindest horses I’ve ever come across in my life, stops when you so much as twitch at the reins. Though on the trails the heat can start to get brutal the closer we get to July.”

“Will we be able to make calls when we get to the ranch? I’ll need to tell my mother I’ve arrived safe and sound. I’m sure Lois will need to do the same,” Mary Elizabeth says.

“Of course.”

Grief shudders through Lois, and she rolls down the window, letting her fingertips fall over the blunted glass edge. It’s been nearly seven years since her mother passed, during the last gasp of the war. When her father told Lois what was going to happen—the months remaining, the waves of radiation that would burn through her mother’s body—Lois didn’t fully absorb it, the words hitting some barrier an inch beneath her skin. She had understood that her mother would die, but she hadn’t been able to imagine the complete absence that immediately followed, like a dark, dense shard of obsidian, absorbing all other light. This grief returns when she least expects it, sudden and surprising.

She knows this isn’t how she’ll miss Lawrence, though it’s been just under two weeks since she last saw him. She’s slept better without him lying next to her, even during the nights when she wakes in a tremor, restless with dreams she can’t recall.

Well, there she is,” Charlie says, pointing over the steering wheel.

In the distance, a large white house rests beneath two maples, their branches shading the roof and long balcony that runs the length of the second story. Two cars gleam in the parking lot. It’s plainer than Lois imagined, given what her father said about its well-established reputation— all simple lines, each window edged in forest-green. Perhaps that’s part of the appeal for well-off girls used to much finer accommodations; the ranch offers them a novel existence—a reprieve or a punishment.

As they get closer, Lois sees the rope of a tire swing falling from a tree branch and the figures of two small girls. One is hugging the body of the tire, her legs dangling above the ground, and the other is slowly pulling the tire up and back. Soon the second girl drops her arms, and the tire swings like a pendulum. Lois didn’t expect to see children at the ranch. It doesn’t feel like a place where children should be, and for a moment she wonders if she’s imagining them. When she was little, sometimes she felt she really could see the girls and dogs she’d conjure to play with her, the desire for companionship so potent that a silhouette would singe the air.

When they finally pull into the lot, the girls have retreated into the house. Charlie tells them he will bring their suitcases up to their rooms and that they should meet the owner, Rita, in the living room to sign the register. Lois is desperate for a shower, but before she can ask Charlie if she can go directly to her room, the front door opens. Out steps a tall, handsome woman, her hair brushed back into short curls threaded with gray. She wears jeans and a button-up whose sleeves are rolled to reveal tanned, freckled arms. A kerchief is knotted at her neck, and three small dachshunds trot at her heels.

“Welcome, welcome, welcome,” the woman says, walking down the front steps, the dogs hopping alongside her, “to the Golden Yarrow.”



Three

Rita does not stand still. Lois expects to sit for coffee, but instead Rita walks them from room to room, out to the pool and the pasture, pulling a carrot nub from the back pocket of her jeans and offering it up to one of the horses. The guests are napping in their rooms to escape the heat, but in the dining room Rita introduces them to the cook, a ruddy-faced woman named Anna whose hands are flaked with dough. Another woman emerges from the kitchen tearing at a cold chicken leg. With her height and muscled forearms, she seems more like a ranch hand than Charlie, and Lois tries to think if she’s ever seen a grown woman eat not seated at a table.

“Bailey’s my right-hand woman,” Rita says, introducing her. “Organizes the trips to Pyramid Lake, the trips to town. Keeps an eye on things. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

“Oh please, you’d do just fine,” Bailey says, smiling. She has a broad, weather-beaten face. Lois guesses she’s in her early thirties—wrinkles faint as leaf veins at the corners of her eyes.

Rita continues their tour at a brisk pace. Lois likes her swiftness, her sense of purpose.

The ranch is full of contradictions. In the living room, there are large cotton curtains printed with palm leaves and red plaid pillows, glossy rattan side tables and dark walnut colonial chairs. It is East and West, a New England cabin and a desert bungalow, but somehow—remarkably—it all sits in harmony, like Rita herself, with her seed-pearl earrings and navy bandanna. When they linger at the living room’s threshold, Lois picks up a painted porcelain pheasant to test its weight, but when she sees Rita watching her, she gingerly sets it back down. Rita’s owned the ranch for ten years. She tells them that she originally purchased it with her husband, a man she found much later in life than Mary Elizabeth or Lois had, but they separated after fourteen years of marriage and he’s gone on to marry some woman who gets sick every time it rains. They live in Palm Springs now and he comes out every Christmas to see the children, bringing them oranges and sundresses that are always a size too small.

“You have children?” Mary Elizabeth asks.

“Yes, two daughters. Carol and Patty. God only knows where they are right now, but they know to stay out of everyone’s way. They use the pool on Friday afternoons, so if you don’t want to pretend to be a mermaid just don’t leave the deck chairs.”

Lois remembers her surprise at seeing the children and tells herself she was being prudish. There is nothing wrong with children living among soon-to-be divorcées in a ranch with horses and a pool ten yards long. Perhaps they’ll learn something none of the ranch’s guests had until after they were wed, and be better for it.

As Rita walks them back to the house she tells them the schedule, how most girls spend their days. With them included, there are five girls currently boarding at the ranch. All meals have set times, though no formal dress is expected, and Anna has a menu that she rotates through every six weeks, so they don’t have to worry about lacking for variety. Cocktails are at five thirty. There are horseback rides and picnics, trips to the desert and trips to town. Lois is overwhelmed by the thought of being around others for seemingly every hour of the day.

“Now, when you go into town beware any reporters that start asking you too many questions about the place,” Rita says, grabbing keys from the drawer of a rolltop desk. “Stringers, we call them. It happens every once in a while when you mention our name, because of our clientele. They’re always trying to see if someone famous is staying here, or some name they know from the Social Register.”

“Has anyone famous stayed here?” Lois asks Rita.

“Well, I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I told you that, would I?”

“Of course,” Lois says. “I’m sorry.”

Rita bends over to pull up one of her dachshunds and cradles it under her arm. Her soft reprimand makes Lois hold her tongue between her teeth.

“Two final things before I let you go and freshen up,” Rita says, pausing before the staircase, the dachshund wriggling in her arms. “First, these are your keys, but don’t worry about locking your rooms. Obviously, it’s perfectly safe here. And second, either I or Bailey will be your witness in court. In order to do that we need to see you once a day, because otherwise we can’t testify that you’ve been here for the full six weeks. Now, I know that sounds simple enough, but you’d be surprised at how girls seem to disappear every once in a while. So, if you’re going to disappear, make sure it’s not for any longer than half a day. All right?”

“Yes,” Lois says.

“Of course,” Mary Elizabeth says.

“Wonderful,” Rita says, her eyes lingering on Lois for a second too long. Lois shifts on her feet, conscious of how loud it sounds when she swallows. “Well, up to your rooms!”

Upstairs, Lois turns on the shower and strips clean, throwing her clothes into a corner of the room. She never wants to put them on again, wishing she could take them deep into the desert and let the sun burn them up. The water is hot and steaming, and she stands beneath the showerhead until it becomes painful.

The room itself is small and lived-in, with heavy oak furniture and worn, daisy-speckled curtains that she never would have chosen. Sitting naked on the floor, she feels a shiver of unease at just how far she is from everything she’s known, and turns to click open her suitcase. She packed it after Lawrence left to spend the night at his mother’s—two tense days after she asked for a divorce. Two days after she’d gotten her period, the relief nearly erotic. Though she often had the house to herself, there was something new and deep in her aloneness that afternoon, and she felt almost unsteady with it, as if she’d swallowed an entire glass of gin. She didn’t have to attune herself to Lawrence’s imminent return. The sharp click of his key in the door that felt like a nick at her skin.

After watching his Bentley pull out of the driveway, she locked all the doors and put on the Columbia Playtime records she used to listen to as a child, singing along to tinny songs about ducks and posies. She fingered herself while slouched in Lawrence’s leather desk chair, staring at a water stain on the ceiling and imagining Cary Grant kissing Ingrid Bergman in Notorious. Afterward, she ate sour cream with a spoon and smoked one of the cigars he kept in the cabinet above the refrigerator, always slightly too high for her natural reach. The smoke scorched the back of her throat and her mouth made the cigar too damp, so that threads of leaves clung to her tongue and lips. Still, she began to feel stronger. As if a spirit, not of someone dead but of someone yet to be, were passing through her.

She didn’t finish packing for the ranch until the next morning, after she woke up on their living room sofa. Lipstick smeared against the yellow chintz. And it’s not until now, in this small room in the middle of the desert, that she begins to think of what she left behind. She’d brought so little to Lawrence’s after they married, desperate to begin anew, really just her clothes and her mother’s books, which felt as elemental to her as the birth-mark on her thigh or her two front teeth. Outside of a few that she packed for this trip, the books are all with Lawrence and will be until she can have them brought back to her father’s house, just under a mile away. Returned to the same narrow shelves her mother always complained about, the spines packed so tightly it hurt your fingers to pinch one free. Lois’s body shivers again, and she pulls a slip over her head.

She decides she’ll feel better if she unpacks her things, and so she pulls out dresses and blouses, folding each into the room’s cedar drawers, and lines up her lipsticks and compact on the vanity. At the bottom of the suitcase she finds the black opal necklace her mother wore whenever she threw a party, desperately courting neighbors who wanted little to do with their new money or their odd Polish name—Gorski, which Lois realizes she’ll have to use again—and the envelope, wrapped in a silk scarf. Inside, she counts each of the twenty-dollar bills, making sure it’s everything she left with, everything her father had given her in order to make it through the next six weeks and back home, now that she’s dependent on him again.

Folding the paper seal, she tucks it beneath her mattress like a sin.



Four

Downstairs, the other girls circle the dining room table. Lois hid from them during cocktail hour, but at the scraping of chairs across wood, the peal of set dishes below her, she knew she had to leave her room. Like the girls from school, they all have the fresh, clear skin that signifies not just money, but wealth—Lois’s lesser lineage apparent in the bumps prickling her forehead, the thick hair on her forearms. The oldest at the table looks to be in her forties. They all look up at the click of Lois’s heels on the polished floor.

“She emerges,” Rita says.

“Yes, I’m alive,” Lois says, so many people’s attention making her jaw clench.

“Alive and a vision in floral.” Rita presses her thumb and forefinger to her ear to twist at her pearl stud. “For those of you who haven’t met her, this is Lois Saunders, from Chicago. Lois, this is, well, everyone.”

Everyone smiles and murmurs hello, and Mary Elizabeth waves Lois to a chair by her side. On Lois’s left is a thirty-something-year-old with vermilion lipstick whose dark brown hair is pulled into a ponytail. At the display of food before her, including a pork roast large enough to feed an army of men, Lois feels her stomach seize and rumble. She hopes no one hears.

“Did everyone see what George sent today? He even had it engraved.”

Lois turns to a red-haired girl, likely just a few years older than her, holding up her wrist. A thin gold watch winds around the bone. The girl has a bow mouth and thick, fringed lashes, pretty in the way Lois thinks is too obvious.

“It’s Cartier, if you’re not familiar,” she says. The other girls’ strained smiles suggest this is not unusual. Only Mary Elizabeth coos.

“Very lovely,” Rita says. “Lois and Mary Elizabeth, this is Dorothy.”

Dorothy smiles smugly, and the other two girls briefly introduce themselves. The brunette at Lois’s side is June and the older guest is Vera. As the table settles back into its normal rhythm, June passes Lois a bowl of puffed rolls.

“June is from Connecticut,” Mary Elizabeth says.

Even in the heat, Mary Elizabeth’s butter-colored gingham dress is still buttoned up to her wrists, and she nibbles at the bread like a rabbit. Her wineglass is filled with lemonade.

“Yes, though my cousin and I will be moving to Los Angeles after my stay,” June says.

“Your cousin? Why would—” Lois begins, but Mary Elizabeth gently presses her elbow into Lois’s armpit, to stop her from saying anything else. She doesn’t know whether to be grateful or annoyed that Mary Elizabeth already senses her potential improprieties.

Lois turns her attention to her plate. As she eats, conversation hums around her. There are discussions of whether someone actually saw a snake that morning or if it was just a slither of desert grass, of a bartender who pours stiff drinks for the girl he wants to go home with, and how it’s a good deal if you can fend him off. As Lois listens, she begins to see the faint threads tying the girls to one another, whether they are taut or tangled. Everyone ignores Vera, who is plump as a pincushion, and Bailey indulges Dorothy’s continued preening. Each of the girls is clearly bound to Rita. They ask for her advice and opinions, telling her the rich, creamy top of every story, what so-and-so had said, what so-and-so had done, one of her dachshunds asleep on her lap, its nose a dark, wet cherry. There is a calmness to Rita, the inscrutable strength of a sphinx—she has suffered the girls’ same trials and judgments and somehow emerged unscathed.

“So you’re from Chicago?” June asks, and everyone but Rita and Bailey stops to listen, both deep in another conversation. “What does your family do?”

“Oh, my father’s in business,” Lois says, putting down her fork.

“What sort of business?” Vera asks.

Lois has been here before. Though her father, especially with his stinginess, had as much money as any of the Lake Forest families, it was new money made from something no one wanted to think about. They would look at Lois as if her hands were rusted with blood.

“Real estate,” Lois says, and each of the girls nods approvingly. She realizes that out here in the desert, her lying is frictionless—all anyone knows is where her train has come from. “He owns properties across the city. Our family’s been in the business for years.”

“My family as well, though out East, obviously,” June asks. “And what are your plans for after Reno? Old home or new home?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Mary Elizabeth’s already told us she’s old home, poor thing, but at least she has a lovely estate in Kentucky to go back to,” Dorothy says, her tone as loud and unsubtle as her red hair. Lois imagines that, unlike the others, she married into her money. “Vera’s the same—moving back into her mother’s house in Boston. But I’m marrying George. New home.”

“And I’m not in Boston year-round. In the summers, you know, well, in the summers we always go to this charming little—” Vera begins.

“Yes, we know, Vera, but we’re talking about Lois,” June interrupts, and Vera tucks back into herself. Lois imagines June as the head of her class, frustrated by everyone else’s idiocy. “So, old home or new home?”

“Well, at first I’m going to have to live with my father,” Lois says. “But then I was thinking of living somewhere on my own, perhaps somewhere in the city.”

“On your own?” Mary Elizabeth asks, her brows knit together in a tight stitch.

“You can’t possibly mean that. Even sad little secretaries have roommates,” June says.

Lois is surprised; she hadn’t thought this to be something she should conceal, imagining that at least some of the girls at the ranch would share her desires. That they could act as a compass, charting a path forward through the fog swallowing the days ahead.

“I don’t know where I’d even find a roommate,” she says.

“I hate to say it, but you’d never marry again. Never. It’s poisonous enough to be a divorcée. Only widows and certain types of girls live alone,” Dorothy says.

“And Dorothy would know,” June says, and Dorothy glares at her. There’s a weighted pause, and Lois feels a surge of excitement—she’s so used to tensions coursing below the surface, like water rushing through a house’s hidden pipes.

“As if you could even—” Dorothy begins.

“Now, Anna, what a lovely dinner,” Rita says, loud enough to silence the table.

Anna has begun to clear the dishes and stops to smile at Rita. All of the other girls chime in with their praise, Vera and Mary Elizabeth going so far as to clap their hands.

“Now, are you all going to the Highlands this evening?” Rita asks.

The girls nod, erupting into conversation. Dorothy and June disappear into the downstairs bathroom to wash out their mouths and brush their hair. Lois is exhausted, but her curiosity is pricked by the possibility of going out. She wonders if the clubs would be like in Gilda—brass bands curved in a half-moon, men with whisper-thin mustaches pouring drinks. How much crueler June and Dorothy would be when drunk. And no one there to tell Lois what to do, just like on the train.

“Are you joining us, Lois?” Bailey asks.

“Well, I know Lois’s father wants her to stay close to the ranch,” Rita interjects.

“My father?”

“Yes. I told him we’d take special care of you.”

Lois’s jaw judders open. She knows she wouldn’t be here without her father’s money, but she didn’t imagine she’d feel his presence in this way, as if he were in the other room.

“We could play a few hands of gin rummy in the living room?” Rita offers.

Gin rummy was what Lawrence’s mother played, her hands rivered with throbbing blue veins. Lois could never say no to her, bound by everything she was told to be as a wife. Always tamping down her instinct to run, the desires she never failed to act on as a child—sprinting across the shoreline’s damp sand, scattering a flight of seagulls.

“What do you think?” Rita asks, and Lois knows what her answer has to be. The other girls are out the front door, consumed by the night’s darkness, sudden as a curtain fall. Already out of Lois’s reach.

Somewhere deep in the house, a telephone rings.

When Lois first hears it, she thinks she’s back in Lake Forest. She reaches over to shove Lawrence awake so he can go downstairs to answer, and when she realizes the bed is empty her body seizes, as if she had grasped for a stair rail to keep from falling and found only air. But then she remembers where she is, and her head drops back to the pillow in relief.

The telephone rings again. Lois opens her eyes, trying to gauge what time it is by the deep, oceanic darkness outside her window. It’s late at night or very early in the morning, not a time for someone to call unless something is wrong. She’d been woken at one by the girls returning, piqued by the roar of the car engine, by their muffled laughter as they filed out of the backseat. The ringing stops, only to start again a minute later, and Lois wonders why no one is answering. After two more rings, it ceases.

She lies in bed, now fully awake, surprised by how cold the night has become. As her eyes adjust to the darkness, the shapes of her room sharpen— her tall, narrow bureau, the vase of tightly rippled marigolds on her desk. Her throat is dry, and she rises to get the empty glass from her window ledge. When she bends to pick it up, she sees something out of the corner of her eye, someone short and slight disappearing beneath the house’s front porch roof. She turns to scan the open lawn—imagining everything she feared as a child: hobgoblins with long, bony fingers; Gloria Holden’s powdered face in Dracula’s Daughter, which her mother let her see when she was seven, as if she were already grown—but there is no other sign of movement. When she crouches near her bedroom door, she hears nothing.

A coyote, perhaps. Or a jackrabbit. Something that has already slipped back beneath the dark. She places the empty glass on her bedside table, telling herself she’s not actually thirsty, even as she swallows just to wet her throat.



Five

Lois wakes to harsh desert sunlight, which bleaches every surface in her room. The air is sharp with coffee and bacon fat. In the distance, the Sierras sit like sentinels. There’s an unreality to the landscape, as if her window is simply a painting. She ties her black hair back and picks through her closet for something suitable to wear to her lawyer’s, pulling out her high-necked navy dress with the wide buckle, frowning at a crease slicing the skirt.

Downstairs, she passes the study, its door yawning open. Inside, Rita is crouched next to a hunched-over Mary Elizabeth, her voice a calming purr. An intimate moment Lois feels she shouldn’t have seen. Bailey is in the living room, as if waiting for her. Someone’s game of solitaire patterns a side table, but everything else looks untouched, almost staged. The pillows are fluffed and angled, the face of the grandfather clock gleaming as if someone just polished the glass. Lois has the sudden urge to flip up the end of a carpet or tip over a figurine. Last night, she and Rita played only a single hand of cards in the living room before one of Rita’s daughters called for her, crying about a swollen mosquito bite, and Lois once again found herself alone.

“You sleep all right?” Bailey asks. Her hair, which has the red under-gleam of a deer’s, is pulled into a short ponytail, and she only gestures at makeup, with a thin coat of mascara and lined brows.

“Oh yes. Well, the phone woke me up for a bit, but other than that—”

“I’m sorry about that.” Bailey hooks her thumbs into the back pocket of her jeans. “Mary Elizabeth’s husband got drunk and decided he needed to tell her everything she’s ever done wrong, and then eventually he got so drunk that he needed to apologize for telling her everything she’s ever done wrong.”

“That’s awful.”

“Yes, well, girls don’t usually come here because they have not-awful husbands.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Lois says, though she knows no one but her would use that word to describe Lawrence, whom the neighbors would fawn over as he spent hours pulling out dandelions and pigweed alongside their gardener. The only lawyer with a green thumb, they’d sigh. As if gardening weren’t just another exercise of control.

At breakfast, she watches Mary Elizabeth dribble milk into her coffee, her blond hair curling in the heat. She realizes that she looks a bit like she did when Lois first noticed her in the train car: a film over her eyes, some sense of distance, as if Lois were looking not at the flesh-and-blood Mary Elizabeth, but merely her reflection in a mirror.

“Are you going to see your lawyer today?” June asks.

“Later this morning,” Lois says.

“I figured. No one ever puts on a dress during the day unless they’re seeing their lawyer.”

Lois looks around the table and realizes she’s right. Only herself and Mary Elizabeth are in dresses. The rest of the girls are in thick blue jeans or trousers, western-style shirts with mother-of-pearl buttons or soft plaid button-ups, latticed with shades of yellow and rose. June and Vera have belts with filigreed silver buckles, Dorothy wears bangles dotted with turquoise. The clothing makes the girls sit differently, resting their elbows on the table and slumping ever so slightly into their chair backs, a foot dangling at their knees. It’s not that they act like men, but like girls when no men are present.

Lois feels foolish in her dress, as if she’d shown up to an intimate dinner party wearing white satin gloves. She doesn’t even own a pair of jeans.

“My advice is not to sleep with him,” June says, after taking a sip of coffee. Her liner is half a shade darker than her lipstick, and Lois has to clench her fist to keep from blending the colors with her thumb.

“Who?” Lois asks.

“Your lawyer. Just think about all the clients who’ve slept with him before you. Their beds are a revolving door.”

“Well, I wasn’t planning on it.”

“I don’t think anyone really plans on that.” June places her cup back down, and Lois can’t tell if there’s some joke she’s missing.

The waiting room of her lawyer’s office reminds Lois of her pediatrician’s. The frosted ceiling fixture emanates a similar white light, which her mother always said made her nauseous, sometimes telling Lois she’d wait for her in the car, even when Lois begged her to come inside. I’ll run into the street if you don’t, Lois would threaten. No, you won’t, she’d retort, and she was right, though Lois came close: heel angled like a springboard on the curb, the warm roar of passing cars so near she could taste their exhaust. She hated her doctor. Hairs sprouted out of his nose and he rested his hand too close to her bottom whenever he listened to her lungs.

Lois’s father had been the one to find her lawyer. She told him she wanted a divorce one rainy morning in late May, the ground soft and muddied. The thought of telling him made her feel as if a balloon were slowly inflating beneath her skin. It reminded her of being in the house as a child, waiting for her mother to tell him about her poor grades or how she had stolen their neighbor’s cat, keeping it in her closet for nearly three days, feeding it drumsticks and shortbread. Her father told Lois that she’d been a fool to rush into this marriage and now she was a fool to leave it, that he was once again embarrassed to be her father, and then he sent her to her room. After an hour she was summoned, and without looking her in the eye he told her which train she would get on and who she should speak to in Reno. A colleague of a colleague had recommended a lawyer. When she returned, she would sleep in her old bedroom until she found some other naive man from Lake Forest to marry.

“I don’t want to remarry,” Lois said.

“You won’t have a choice. I want you out of this house by the end of the year, and what else could you possibly do?”

His words did not shock her. Lois thought of how it had been, living there after her mother passed. The prickly silences at dinner. How her father would abruptly stalk across the floor of the living room and throw an entire newspaper in the fire, or leave monthly tallies of how much her clothing cost on her dresser.

When she made the decision to leave Lawrence—the day she found out she wasn’t pregnant, seven weeks after he buried her diaphragm in the trash—her mind refused to think she would have to return to her childhood home. She hated being a wife, was terrified of becoming a mother, but she couldn’t stomach the idea of once again being only a daughter. Each role an ill-fitting dress. Still, she didn’t know what shape a life outside of Lake Forest could take. She could only see pulses from films: drunken evenings in grand ballrooms, strangers and strange cities, a lipstick mark left on a napkin, on someone’s throat. Scenes electric with desire. Scenes too dramatic to be real. And then one she could not place: Lois peeling a sheet from her newspaper for a person seated across from her at a diner, their silence as comfortable as a warm bath.

“Miss Gorski?” a voice says, and Lois looks up to find an older man with a belly round like a fishbowl, his tie a thick silk. Young enough to have served in the war, though it is impossible to imagine him crouched in a trench, a carbine resting against his shoulder. She thinks of what June said, and the image of his naked body makes her queasy.

“Yes, I’m sorry, that’s me,” she says, rising from her chair. She has to get used to her maiden name again.

“Wonderful. You can call me Mr. Tarleton.”

As he ushers her into his office, Mr. Tarleton speaks for too long about how the girls who stay at the Golden Yarrow are always a class above the rest, as if they’re a grade of cattle. He recommended the ranch to Lois’s father when he called, insisting the price was worth it.

“So, what exactly do I need to do for the divorce?” Lois asks when he pauses for breath.

“Ha, down to business, then?”

“Well, that’s why I’m here.”

Mr. Tarleton looks surly and opens a leather folder. Though Lois feels like she should apologize, she’s never understood how to charm men. Her energy is too intense, saturated as a drop of ink.

“Did your father share with you the possible grounds for your divorce?” he asks, putting on a pair of gold wire glasses.

“No. He just told me what time my train left.”

“Well, we’re far past the times when you’d have to have proof of any sort of adultery, at least in Nevada. So if that’s why you’re here, don’t worry. I had one woman last week who came with a folder full of photographs, all different women, all in the same hotel room. It was really extraordinary, like a casting call.”

“My husband wasn’t unfaithful.”

“Well, then,” he says, with the faint edge of disappointment. “There are eight remaining grounds for divorce in this state: impotency, desertion, conviction of a felony, drunkenness, neglect—economic neglect, which I gather isn’t the case for you—insanity, living apart for three years, and extreme cruelty.”

“All right,” Lois says, her mouth becoming dry.

“So, what are your grounds?”

“Can you repeat them again?”

Mr. Tarleton pulls out a sheet of paper that has each reason typed in smudged letters, and looks at his wristwatch. Lois leans over the list, touching her fingertips to its edge. Everyone knew you could get a divorce in Reno. It was a rootless, shared understanding. Women at the salon whispered about fallen neighbors who traveled there, shaking their heads at the audacity of it as their ringlets set beneath milk-white domes. Lois read magazine stories of movie stars separating just by visiting the city’s courthouse after six weeks. Maureen O’Hara, Myrna Loy. In Illinois she would need grounds she didn’t have, and Lois thought in Nevada she could simply ask for it. She didn’t realize she’d need to give a reason as to why she was asking.

“Had you been trying for a child?” Mr. Tarleton asks.

“Not really.”

“All right. Sometimes I think women choose impotency just to twist the knife.”

Lois turns back to the paper.
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