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			San Francisco, March 1907

			Nora May French was two weeks late. She was twenty-five years old and had never been late—not without a reason. She knew she was pregnant again. This time, she would need to act quickly; she could not afford a “therapeutic” abortion in a hospital even if she could convince a doctor to give her one. She would have to do this on her own.

			She bought the pills on Friday night, easy to secure even though it had been not quite a year since the earthquake of 1906 leveled most of San Francisco. Her local drugstore boasted an array of cheerfully colored boxes on its shelves, advertised cannily as bringing on “suppressed menstruation,” “regulation,” or “the cure”: Dr. Conte’s Female Pills, Chichester’s English Pennyroyal Pills, and Dr. Trousseau’s Celebrated Female Cure. Chichester’s, sold in small metallic boxes of red and gold, were advertised in the newspapers as safe, devoid of dangerous substances, and “always reliable.”1

			She knew—everyone knew—these compounds were not only unreliable, they were far from safe, containing undeclared noxious chemicals like turpentine. Even their advertised ingredients, tansy and pennyroyal, could kill a woman. Pennyroyal, a form of mint, could bring on the desired abdominal pains but could also deliver cardiovascular collapse, liver failure, and death. Tansy, with its deceptively benign yellow bloom, could induce convulsions and shortly dispatch her along with her fetus.

			Nora paid for the pills, buried them deep in her bag, and walked back to her house. Her address, at 415 Lombard Street, was as good a one as any to have if your life was in shambles. Telegraph Hill shook regularly from blasts from the quarry on its eastern slope. She and her neighbors experienced unusual weather: a rain of rocks one day, a haze of smoke the next. Residents had complained, charging the quarry waving bats and brooms, and had even brought lawsuits against the owners, but to no avail. The city, needing boulders to rebuild the seawall, looked the other way, even as entire houses toppled.2 Nora had now grown accustomed to being covered in dust by the time she reached her door. Mingled in with that dust were the ashes of those who had died in the great fire that followed the earthquake. Though she tried not to think about it, Nora could sometimes feel herself breathing in death with every step.

			She got to her home and kicked off her shoes once she was inside the door. She loved this house. Her boyfriend, Harry, had constructed it from the quake’s wreckage to lure her from Los Angeles to San Francisco. They were both poets who needed very little in the way of creature comforts to live. Together they decided there would be nothing artificial about this house. No wood would be painted or finished. It would be as close to nature as one could get in a city. They had been passionately in love with each other and with life then. She wasn’t sure where she stood with him now.

			She saw that a letter from Harry had arrived that morning. Nora looked around to make sure her sister, Helen, was not at home before she opened it. Helen had grown to hate Harry. Months before, Nora had implored her sister to leave a well-paid clerical job in Los Angeles and move north with her. Although Nora and Helen had weathered every step of their childhood of sorrows together, at first Helen flatly refused. How would moving to an earthquake-ravaged city to join its merry band of Bohemians and poets improve their lives? Because, Nora had responded, San Francisco was the seat of the cultural West, not a backwater farm town like Los Angeles. Harry was an editor of a literary journal and knew everybody. And all she had ever wanted to do was write. She needed to write.

			So in September of 1906, Nora gathered up her few possessions, put on one of her rare suits without holes, and caught her train. She secured a room in a boardinghouse at 886 Chestnut Street on Russian Hill, not far from where the poet Ina Coolbrith lived and hosted her famous salons of Bay Area writers. But Nora had barely had time to unpack and explore her surroundings when she developed a cold that went straight to her chest. She wound up in Mount Zion Hospital for two days before being released by a condescending doctor who gave her a lecture about going out too much in the evenings.

			Helen had immediately blamed San Francisco’s clammy climate for Nora’s ill health and used it as an excuse to delay joining her. More months passed. In the meantime, Nora had won The San Francisco Call’s contest for a poem celebrating the new year and had been featured on a full broadsheet of the city’s paper. She had a new publication almost every month in literary journals. She was accomplishing what she had come to San Francisco to do. And yet she realized she could not live without her sister another day. When by mid-January her sister had still not arrived, Nora boarded a train for Los Angeles, determined to drag Helen back north with her—by the hair and shrieking if necessary.3

			It hadn’t come to that. Helen, no longer able to keep living without Nora, admitted defeat and joined her. But as much as creative, wild Nora loved chaotic San Francisco, calm, practical Helen hated it. And she had seen far too much of Harry’s harsh words toward Nora and was beginning to worry about her sister. If Helen discovered Nora had gotten pregnant by him, she would pack her bags. The French sisters were the grandnieces of the great Henry Wells, who founded Wells Fargo and American Express, and on the other side of their family, they were granddaughters of the ninth governor of Illinois. They had their families’ reputations to uphold. Nora’s disgrace would be a stain on them all.

			Her parcel of pills still unopened, Nora sat in the kitchen and read the letter from Harry. It was everything she had hoped it would be, sweet and passionate. She felt her will, so resolute earlier that evening, begin to falter. She tried to imagine a life with Harry and a child: Harry, walking their unfinished floor at 3:00 a.m., rocking their baby to sleep in his arms as she dozed. A beautiful baby perhaps with Harry’s dark wavy hair but her own spooky eyes. She and Harry could be like Dante and Elizabeth Rossetti, living for beauty and art, while their child rambled happily around the house.

			It didn’t take long for this fantasy to collapse. Harry Lafler was still a married man, and despite his promises, Nora did not believe his separation from his wife would ever progress to divorce. In truth, she wasn’t even sure if she wanted it to. She and Harry were bound by passion and recklessness, not responsibility and reality. She was his carefree muse, something ethereal and magical, not an ordinary woman who could get in ordinary trouble. He would recoil from the sight of a swollen belly and bolt from the rigors of fatherhood. She would be left raising a baby on her own—a complete disaster. Even if in 1907 women worked outside the home, rode bicycles, and published poetry, nobody looked favorably on an unwed mother and her bastard. Her child would be seen not as the product of love but rather as the punishment for sin.

			She swallowed the pills on Saturday morning. Waiting for the cramps, she distracted herself by sweeping the floors and washing the dishes. After a flurry of activity, she still felt nothing. She tried to will a contraction, but her body showed no interest in complying. Her mind searched for a metaphor for her situation: She was like a rider astride a horse, fiercely spurring it to gallop while it refused to move to any impulse but its own.

			Finally, early Sunday morning, a contraction deep in her lower abdomen woke her from sleep. Spasms soon came in waves. Nausea followed. As the pain intensified, she felt like screaming but clenched her teeth—she didn’t want to alarm the neighbors—and let out a low moan.

			So this is what it feels like, she thought. It was time to tell him.

			Between contractions she went to her desk and took out a piece of Bohemian Club stationery she had filched from Harry (he belonged to one of the more exclusive businessmen’s clubs in San Francisco). Returning to the commode, she placed it on a book balanced on her knee and began to write.

			“Very dear,” Nora wrote, “I have been through deep waters, and proved myself cowardly after all.” She was never late, she explained, so she had gone to the druggist. His sweet letter had made her pause, she admitted, but in the end, she did not see another way. “I have gone through every shade of emotion. . . . It was as if we were walking together and my feet were struggling with some pulling quicksand under the grass. I would come near screaming very often.”

			A contraction interrupted her writing. She tried to moan only softly in case Helen, who was waking up, heard her. Too late. Helen was knocking at the door. She yelled back to Helen that she was just having one of her moods and desired only peace. It was a ready and believable excuse: Helen knew her sister’s emotional turmoil all too well.

			Nora continued writing. “Motherhood! What an unspeakably huge thing for all my fluttering butterflies to drown in! A still pool, holding the sky.” The cramps increased. Her hands shook, but she continued the letter, her script uneven as she worked to steady the pencil. “I looked into it day after day, and sometimes I could see the sky, and sometimes only my drowned butterflies. Oh—”4

			

			•   •   •

			Oh. Oh, what?

			I’m sitting at one of the broad tables in the manuscripts room of the Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley, turning over Nora May French’s letter, looking for a continuation, but there is none. Nora’s letter ends mid-sentence. I have no idea what Nora wrote next, nor do I know what Harry had to say for himself, if anything.

			There must be another page that fell astray, I think, rifling through the file, but nothing related is there. I search through more files of correspondence. Nothing to be found anywhere in the collection—which, I am annoyed to note, is named not after Nora May French but after her feckless boyfriend, Henry Anderson Lafler. Despite having been nationally known in her day for her poetry, her beauty, and her shocking death at the age of twenty-six, Nora May French doesn’t have archives devoted to her papers under her own name. Lafler does—even though his main publications consist of an edited collection of Nora’s poems (published after her death and against her family’s wishes) and a real estate brochure showcasing residential lots in Alameda County.

			Allow me to correct the record. It was Nora, not Harry, who was the sensation in her time. Less than a year after she wrote her letter about her abortion, French died from cyanide poisoning at the home of George and Carrie Sterling, whose bungalow was the center of the writing colony at Carmel-by-the-Sea on the Monterey Peninsula. Founded in the first decade of the twentieth century, the Carmel colony would become famous for hosting Jack London, Upton Sinclair, and Sinclair Lewis. The death of Nora May French—a beautiful, talented young poet of then national reputation—at the colony’s height would make the news from Los Angeles, Chicago, St. Louis, and Boston to the Twice-a-Week Plain Dealer of Cresco, Iowa. Tabloid-style headlines such as “Midnight Lure of Death Leads Poetess to the Grave” and “Girl Writer Tires of Life” capped articles puzzling over the reasons why Nora, who left no note, might have killed herself.

			After her death, it was said her friends in her Bohemian literary circle formed a suicide pact, some even carrying vials of cyanide on their person so as to dispatch themselves the moment the thrill of life had faded. Think of it as similar to 1960s California, a more recent period of youthful sexual experimentation, which devolved into violence (the lurid Sharon Tate murder). At the center of the Carmel group was a love triangle in which all three members—Nora and her Carmel hosts, George and Carrie—died of cyanide poisoning. If that weren’t morbid enough, a number of their friends also came to grisly ends, including one through decapitation and another via self-defenestration. Random strangers in New York died with Nora’s poems in their pocket or under their pillow. Historically, Nora has been blamed as the pebble that started these ripples of death. With movie star eyes even before there were movie stars, Nora became history’s most literary femme fatale, her most heralded legacy not poems but corpses.

			When I first learned about these bizarre events, I felt drawn to Nora almost immediately. It takes some kind of woman to write a letter about an abortion to her boyfriend while she’s administering it. But I soon became equally fascinated with the woman in whose arms she died, the hostess of the Carmel writing colony, Carrie Sterling. Carrie was born a go-getter. She left her mother’s boardinghouse for a secretarial job in a Bay Area realty firm, becoming one of the first women in the West to work in an office instead of in a factory or a home. There she met George Sterling, a handsome young man whose connections within San Francisco’s cultural, business, and political elite were surpassed only by his pedigree: A Yankee blueblood whose ancestors had founded several of the East Coast’s early settlements. Riding his uncle’s coattails, George was becoming rich selling East Bay realty, but he lived a double life as the “King of Bohemia,” the head of a group of writers and artists who met regularly at an Italian restaurant on the fringe of the red-light district, reading poetry aloud and sketching the clientele till the wee hours. This group would soon move to Carmel, where Carrie would find herself tasked with feeding them nightly in her own house—hardly the life she had imagined for herself when she married George.

			The popular legend of Carmel has it that George Sterling and his friends stumbled upon a landscape of unparalleled beauty, poked around for a few days, and decided that only there could they make great art. In truth, George was a seasoned land developer being cut in on an unusual deal: He had been hired by the Carmel Development Company as their resident Bohemian to lure his artistic friends down to Carmel, creating buzz about what was then only a square mile of nearly barren dirt next to a bay. Carmel thus became the first town to consciously use artists as the leading edge of gentrification of California’s new frontier. The Sterlings were forerunners of what we call “influencers” today.Their jobs were to be seen and be written about.

			And they certainly made Carmel seem like a lot of fun at first. The town captured the nation’s attention as a place where women and men spent their evenings in literary salons discussing poetry and philosophy before heading down to the beach for bonfires and swilling beer from tomato cans. Despite the appearance of gender equity, behind the scenes, Carmel was a roiling pot of exploitation. Women’s horizons were limited by the identities the men assigned them, namely scorned wife and elusive muse. Carrie was obliged to host her husband’s endless guests while he ran around sleeping with the most attractive of them. “He bays in iambic pentameter,” Jack London once remarked admiringly of his best friend Sterling’s womanizing.5

			Let’s be clear: Carmel is just as much Carrie’s legacy as it is George’s—it would not have happened without her labor—but with the exception of a “thanks to my wife for typing” form of acknowledgment, she got none of the credit. Meanwhile, Nora May French, whose reputation was used to bolster the colony’s image, was passed along a line of Bohemian men who treated her as a perpetual ingenue, co-opting her talent in an attempt to claim her as their personal discovery; they plied her with unwanted editorial advice while maneuvering her toward the bedroom.

			Neither Carrie nor Nora went to Carmel anticipating such poor treatment. Quite to the contrary: Both women had every right to expect that life for them would be better than it had been for their mothers. They were both New Women, a name for women on the trailing edge of the Gilded Age who sought to enjoy the spoils of economic expansion. Factories needed their cheap labor. Magazines, then proliferating, needed their image. Novels of their day captured their experience through new heroines: the gambling Lily Bart of The House of Mirth, the lovestruck Edna Pontellier of The Awakening, the fallen Tess of Tess of the D’Urbervilles. These novels dangled the possibility of fulfilling lives outside the bounds of marriage and children before doling out hefty punishments for women who dared to dream.6 Carrie’s and Nora’s real lives followed these plots, illuminating all the dilemmas of turn-of-the-century womanhood. Treated as mere accessories to male ambition, Carrie and Nora were set on a crash course against each other, one that resulted in their mutual destruction.

			Considering this history, I began to wonder about the term “New Woman,” so in vogue at the time, so evocative of freedom and limitless possibility. When in history, really, are women not “new”? When are they not enjoined to remold themselves to a world that has never bothered to change much for them? The truth is that when New Women emerged at the edge of the Gilded Age, there were no “New Men” to greet them. The phrase “New Men” didn’t even exist—that’s how entirely not “new” men were. As a result, despite all the progress on the labor or political front, the relationships between the genders remained largely unchanged. Women could strive to be suffragettes, Bohemians, or Gibson Girls (named after the glamorous but independent women sketched by popular illustrator Charles Gibson), but to men they were still only potential conquests or crones, a Madonna–whore complex on a national scale. Even when men claimed to want women who were more sexually liberated or allowed to work outside the home, all the negative consequences of the flowering of liberation were women’s alone to bear.

			I look back at Nora’s letter with this in mind. As I hold it in my hands, I’m aware that it is one of very few early-twentieth-century first-person accounts of abortion, and it won’t be around forever. It is already over one hundred years old. Wouldn’t it be nice, I think, to see it amid a collection of other letters testifying to the length of women’s struggle for reproductive freedom, rather than among the papers of an abusive ex-boyfriend?

			But that’s not the way archives generally work. Unlike libraries, archives are organized by the life of a person or organization, not by subject. Someone decided that Harry Lafler’s life was significant, so his papers were preserved. I realize how lucky I am to be holding Nora’s letter at all, considering its unlikely journey. It had traveled from her hands to Lafler’s, subsequently landing in the closet of a friend or family member before being traded through collectors, to arrive in the 1950s at the marbled wing of the Bancroft Library at the center of Berkeley’s campus, just ten miles as the crow flies from the Telegraph Hill flat where Nora, in agony, wrote it.

			That particular flight path made Harry Lafler the de facto protagonist of his and Nora’s joint history. But I want to push back on the archival logic that has elevated Lafler and many of his literary male compatriots beyond their rightful place in history. I was often asked in the latter stages of this project, Why are you writing about unknown women? This question rattled around in my head as I looked at Carrie’s and Nora’s faces splayed out on the front pages of century-old newspapers, as I read article after article that breathlessly followed their lives, their deeds, and their deaths. Neither of them was unknown at the time they lived.

			Yet in the archives, I encountered a trail to their lives that had been deliberately wrecked. Letters written by them or about them had the top or bottom ripped off. Names or other incriminating information had been scratched out with pen and rendered illegible. Or—in the case of Nora’s letter to Harry—pages had been deliberately held back. Carrie and Nora were not buried in the archives because they were dull women whose lives were of no consequence. They were buried because their personal histories exposed events and insights far too revealing of the flaws of the men who surrounded them.

			Archives can resemble graveyards, with marked tombs for men that also contain the scattered bones of various women. You have to do a lot of searching to reconstruct women’s lives. I traveled from New York to California to small towns in the interior of the country to find the documents that would connect the dots of Nora’s and Carrie’s stories. I found through these artifacts a very different story than the idyllic tales of Bohemian California featuring altruistic patrons and open-minded, progressive men. In this book, I take you with me as I read against the grain of archives, resisting the protagonists that the file headings offer, and instead look for the silences that have been carefully constructed around women. What I learned ultimately about Carrie and Nora is true of all women, potentially: One doesn’t die but becomes an unknown woman, one mutilated sheet of paper at a time. I offer here a story within a story—on the one hand, the tale of the remarkable women in a Bohemian experiment that ended in disaster; on the other, the concerted efforts to make sure you would never hear about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			Working Girl

			I will never have children, Caroline Rand decided. Children destroyed a woman, physically and mentally. She had seen it happen to her mother. Her father, an Oakland police captain, had died before Carrie turned six, leaving five children for his widow to raise on an insufficient pension. Carrie had barely turned eight when her beloved eldest sister, Mary, died, leaving her with the responsibility of watching her little brother, David, a kicking terror. It was Carrie’s job to keep David from running out of their house onto busy San Pablo Avenue and under a passing cable car. In her teens, her mother had moved the family closer to the docks and taken in boarders—a necessity to keep the money coming in. Carrie learned how to prepare bean soup; it was a cheap meal that could stretch to feed many mouths. She mopped the floors each evening and scrubbed the dirty shirts of the boarders. No matter how long she scrubbed, the house always smelled of the previous night’s food and of that afternoon’s dirty laundry. No matter how many hours she lost to chores, her mother would yell at her. Her mother found fault with everything she did, whether folding sheets, ironing tablecloths, or even making a blessed cup of tea. Carrie wanted to yell back but couldn’t. Only her mother was allowed to raise her voice. So when her mother’s back was turned, she performed impressions of the boarders—their ball-scratching, nose-picking, and farting. Her two older sisters acted shocked and nicknamed her “Cad,” but they still laughed.

			Reading was Carrie’s escape. On weekends, she put on one of her sisters’ hand-me-down blouses and headed to Oakland’s public library. She spent an hour or so perusing books before choosing one or two to take to Lake Merritt, where she could sit and read. If she had a dime, she could buy the Ladies’ Home Journal on the way home. The articles were on fashion and crafts, as well as advice from famous wives on the qualities that make for a good husband. Mostly she enjoyed the illustrations of sophisticated women. Sometimes they were depicted walking arm in arm on the street with their flowered hats, gloves, and sweeping skirts—in the midst of sharing confidences, she supposed. Other times they danced or boated with gentlemen. Despite their impossibly narrow waists, they weren’t dainty but rather seemed equally comfortable in society or at sport. They looked down at people from atop their bicycles, which they rode without apology. And yet, with all their independence, they still captivated men.

			Carrie knew she wasn’t beautiful. Hers was a fit but not voluptuous figure. Her face lacked any particular charm beyond a youthful glow, but she noticed that the boarders flirted with her anyway. She could not have been less interested in those men. If they were poor enough to eat her mother’s bean soup, they weren’t for her. The man who would win her hand would have to show her his bankbook first.

			She made a plan to get out of her mother’s house forever. She would find a job to make her own income until she could marry and marry well. In the mid-1890s, more women than ever were finding work outside the home. But she wouldn’t apply for a factory shift or to be a maid (those jobs were for immigrants or the truly indigent), and she didn’t want to be a schoolteacher (looking after all those children). She wouldn’t meet eligible men in those jobs anyway.

			Carrie’s older sister Lila had hit the jackpot, securing an office position as one of the Bay Area’s first woman secretaries in a firm called the Realty Syndicate. She worked for a former stockbroker named Frank Havens, who was making a big play for East Bay land. Each weekday morning, Carrie watched Lila don a candy-striped blouse with puffy sleeves and a long black skirt and head out the door to San Francisco. Each evening, Lila came home and told Carrie of the growing financial district above Market Street—a maze of banks and law firms punctuated by the oddball psychic’s office.

			Mostly Lila talked about what a genius her boss was. An attractive glad-hander, Havens could sell anything, working a room with colorful stories drawn from his seafaring early life; he had captained a riverboat in Shanghai and sailed around Cape Horn, coming to San Francisco the long way. His vision was to transform the Piedmont, an area of depressed farmland in the hills above Oakland, into a residential community for San Francisco’s elite. He and his capital partner, Francis Marion “Borax” Smith (of the popular 20 Mule Team Borax cleaning brand), were buying thousands of acres and mapping out residential lots. People would buy, Havens was sure, to get away from the opium dens, saloons, brothels, and gambling halls that made family life in San Francisco undesirable. The city’s wealthy wanted bigger houses and open spaces where their children could play. They wanted the filth, the laborers, and their prostitutes out of view.

			But knowing no one would buy unless they could commute quickly across the bay, the Realty Syndicate was also getting into the transportation game. They planned a three-mile pier—longer even than Oakland’s “long wharf”—stretching from West Oakland toward Goat Island into the center of the bay. Their ferries would take off from the tip of the pier, shaving precious minutes off the existing commutes. Then they bought up and consolidated streetcar routes from the pier to all their developments. Via this unified system of transport, the Piedmont dweller could be deposited on busy Market Street inside of twenty-five minutes, a speed previously unheard of.

			One day, Lila came home from work with great news. Business was going so well at the Syndicate that Carrie could join as an assistant to the bookkeeper. Carrie could hardly believe it. On her first day of getting ready with Lila for work, she gathered her brown hair into a smooth crown around her head and squeezed into a corset firm enough to approximate the proportions of the women in the magazines. With Lila nagging her to hurry, she laced her shoes and quickly grabbed her hat and ran out the door. At the waterfront, she followed her sister onto the ferry. As she looked across the bay, Carrie secured her hat to her head and gazed out at San Francisco’s developing skyline in the distance.

			Even before they docked, Carrie was pushed along by the swell of commuters. Down the gangway, through the ferry building’s arcade, and under the clock tower exit she went, Lila already in front. Ahead, the pandemonium of Market Street. Horse-drawn carriages maneuvered around streetcars while pedestrians and cyclists and deliverymen and boys hawking newspapers jockeyed for space. The noise alone was disorienting. Carrie was nearly knocked off her feet by a produce cart emerging from a side street. Six blocks of this gauntlet until they arrived at 14 Sansome Street, shook the dirt off their shoes and skirts, fixed their hair, and entered the Realty Syndicate office.

			Carrie’s daily task involved organizing sales receipts and bills for the bookkeeper, George Sterling, who happened to be the boss’s nephew. She loved the name “Sterling”—it had a nice ring to it. He was twenty-five, just two years older than she was. Tall and thin with dark eyes, dark hair, and a Roman nose, George had a noble air about him. Over time, she learned his ancestors were as close to noblemen as Americans could be: a combination of state congressmen and legendary Sag Harbor buccaneers on his mother’s side and lawyers and doctors on his father’s. Aside from his family’s inexplicable turn toward Catholicism in the last generation, George was as eligible a bachelor as one could imagine. Carrie had never been all that religious, anyway, turned off by her pious mother, who would no doubt find something to complain about no matter what fellow she brought home.

			George struck Carrie as lonesome. She found it took remarkably little to draw his attention—a brief smile or a brush with her skirt. He began asking her to accompany him to dinner in the evenings after work. He took her to expensive restaurants with French names to dine on oysters à la poulette. She tried to be poised and confidant in these new surroundings, but she had rarely eaten out much, never mind in such luxury. She remembered how the girls in the magazines looked, and she conducted herself accordingly. At her urging, George took her to the opera, which Carrie loved, but she could tell he only tolerated. On weekends, they went walking in the hills above Oakland that the Syndicate owned but had not yet sold off. George, sitting with her beneath a tree, read her a sonnet he had composed to her beauty. He had studied poetry in college and was trying to get better at it. She often caught him writing lists of rhyming words when he should have been entering figures into the Syndicate’s ledgers.

			The poetry was nice, but the real clincher for Carrie was George’s sheepish confession that as the eldest of eight, he felt no strong pull to have children. She accepted his proposal immediately, and Frank Havens blessed their union: The Sterling and the Havens families both only married Anglo-Saxons, and Carrie was, despite her poverty, purely that.1 Her mother had certified all the girls as Daughters of the American Revolution.2

			Carrie and George honeymooned in Hawaii.3 It turned out to be an awful trip—George threw up the whole voyage over and then stayed in the hotel room writing poetry once they arrived, never wanting to go out dancing. After a few weeks of this “bliss,” they returned to a Syndicate-owned house on the Vernon Heights tract of Oakland Avenue, where the smell from their neighbor’s pink bougainvillea wafted over their fence. She could now invite her sisters to her own house. Nell, the middle sister, had married a businessman, Harry Maxwell. Lila, who had been circling around Frank Havens, waiting for his wife to die (which she finally did), pounced and became Mrs. Havens, married to a filthy-rich man two decades her senior.

			The Rand girls had all escaped the dockyards of Oakland. They had made it out of poverty. But most importantly, they had evaded their mother’s fate of a life of servitude to grubby strangers.

			By 1901, five years into their marriage, George had risen to become auditor of the Syndicate, overseeing a capitalization of millions of dollars and bringing in more than $100 in salary a month. Carrie had a house large enough for a servant, but the Sterlings didn’t have one: unlike Lila, who had a Chinese cook. Carrie knew she could cook better than anyone she could hire, and George appreciated her for it. Now she cooked and cleaned only for her husband. Every morning, she prepared George’s breakfast as he donned his suit for his commute across the bay. Every afternoon, from the top of her front steps, she gazed down the hill toward the roof of her mother’s house, and smiled.

			

			•   •   •

			In the Oakland Public Library where I had gone to reconstruct Carrie’s early life, there’s a 1905 photo on the wall of the Realty Syndicate’s three-mile pier. It’s quite impressive. To get to the main library from my San Francisco hotel, I essentially had to perform Carrie’s commute in reverse. I started down Market Street—every bit as bustling as it was in 1895, with sidewalks still packed with pedestrians, even as automobiles have replaced carriages. Then I took the BART to Oakland and emerged at the Lake Merritt station, walking the several blocks toward the library, which has moved since Carrie’s time. Now, of course, we take such routes for granted, but in 1902, when the Realty Syndicate constructed their pier toward Goat Island (now Yerba Buena Island) so ferries could take off from its tip, they were indeed creating the path that the Bay Area Rapid Transit system would follow in 1974 with a transbay tunnel. The East Bay as you encounter it today is largely a product of the Realty Syndicate’s imagination. And Carrie’s work helped make it happen.

			The archivist of the local history room, a woman who knows her stuff, showed me what they had on early Oakland history: old city directories, photographs and tract maps, newspaper clippings, and even original correspondence from Jack London and other contemporaries of the Sterlings. An 1896 brochure printed by the Realty Syndicate demonstrates the atmosphere of heady entrepreneurialism that surrounded the young Carrie Rand. The Syndicate knew that to compete in the development game against the mighty Pacific Improvement Company—the development arm of the Southern Pacific Railroad—they were going to have to sell Oakland and its surroundings as more than just a railway terminus. The rhetorical job of the brochure was to convince the reader that Oakland, a city known for handling freight, was the next hot residential buy. The Syndicate pointed out that San Francisco had nowhere to expand that wasn’t already drenched in fog. They bragged that the “death rate” of Oakland was only 11.85 per 1,000 inhabitants, the lowest of any similarly sized city in the United States. Tracts were advertised by the minutes it took to travel from there to the foot of Market Street. The brochure included land surveys showing a lot “Sold for $10,000”—certainly a fictional number given the actual sale prices of the lots as recorded on Syndicate company in-house maps. The capitalization of the corporation in 1896 was given as $5 million.4

			I have no idea if that number is accurate. Because the Syndicate was as much a stock scheme as a realty company, peddling securities where investors could buy shares in the company’s land investments, they inflated all their numbers. Who would know? Moody’s Manual of Industrial and Miscellaneous Securities wouldn’t be around for a few more years.

			Frank Havens and George Sterling, aided by Carrie and her sister behind the scenes, must have been good at their jobs. The Piedmont, where Carrie and George began their married life, is now every bit as wealthy and exclusive as Frank Havens hoped it would become. Sprinkled with mansions, it became known in the 1920s as the “City of Millionaires.” The area has achieved its goal of remaining overwhelmingly wealthy and white, with the median house price now $1.7 million. These days, a child growing up in the Piedmont can expect to live twelve years longer than one born in East Oakland. And the inhabitants haven’t forgotten whom to thank for their excusive address; the elementary school is named after Frank Havens.

			Even back when the Piedmont was just getting started, however, Carrie’s move from her mother’s house to the hills, only just a mile or so in distance, placed her a world away. Against great odds, she had made a leap from one social class to another by the only route available to women: marriage. Once Carrie wedded George Sterling, her prospects entirely relied on his; the percentage of married white women working outside the home in 1900 remained in the low single digits.5 Her exhilarating career as a secretary was over. Her career as champion of her husband’s ambitions had just begun.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			[image: ornament]

			Prodigy

			Nora was so nervous she misbuttoned her blue silk shirt (newly acquired for a dollar—she kept meticulous account of her expenditures). She loved both the look and feel of silk, and it was now the best thing in her closet. Aged seventeen, she had been goaded by her father to pay a visit to the writer and editor Charles Lummis. Lummis had arrived in California on foot, through prairie and over mountain—a stunt so he could sell a story, but what a stunt. Since then, he had founded the literary journal The Land of Sunshine, which published Western authors writing on regional themes. By 1899, Lummis’s salons had become legendary, his guestbook a real who’s who of California’s cultural elite.

			A few months before, again after her father’s relentless prodding, she had sent Lummis a few poems to critique. He encouraged her to keep writing, so now her father decided they should meet in person. But why appear at Lummis’s doorstep, the eager prodigy, a marionette twitching on the strings of her overproud father? This seemed almost cruel. Her father knew she didn’t like to show her poetry even to her friends, yet here she was, asked to face the undisputed king of Los Angeles’s literary set. Worse yet, she wouldn’t have her sister, Helen, by her side. Helen was sick at home, waiting on the local minister their mother had called to come and lay hands on her.

			

			•   •   •

			Nora and her father arrived at Lummis’s home, the famous El Alisal, its stone walls rising from the sycamore grove bordering the Arroyo Seco.1 The door was intimidating enough: rough wood reinforced with iron studs and hinges, as though the writer were expecting an attacking army equipped with a battering ram. Her father knocked. They waited. Nothing. He knocked again. They looked in the window. There was the desk where Lummis sat and edited poems. There was the living room where writers met and talked. Arrayed around the walls were tribal baskets and pottery, artifacts of Lummis’s visits with Western Indian tribes. But Lummis never surfaced. Nora breathed a sigh of relief. Her father turned to her and said they would come back.2

			Nora could see the determination in her father’s face. He was desperate to get his daughters a leg up in the world. He could give them nothing—no dowry and no inheritance. Everything he had in life he lost on one bad gamble. Lured by brochures advertising cheap and fertile land in California, he had put their entire savings into a ranch in Glendale, just north of Los Angeles, joining thousands of other hopeful Americans swept up into the western land craze. It turned out to be their ruin.

			The Frenches had previously lived in Aurora, New York, a town as good as built by Nora’s great-uncle Henry Wells, that titan of the express industry, whose company Wells Fargo had long been trusted with transporting the nation’s gold from coast to coast. Although Henry Wells had died a few years before Nora was born, he had left Wells College as his legacy. Nora’s father, Edward, taught there and made a comfortable living. Nora grew up surrounded by young women pursuing higher education.

			Her sister, Helen, had few memories of life in Aurora. But Nora remembered it well. Sledding down the hill in front of Henry Wells’s mansion on crisp winter mornings. Boating on Cayuga Lake on warm summer afternoons. On weekends, their father took them for long hikes in the woods, during which he taught them the names and common uses of flowers or mushrooms. The girls and their brothers grew up as cherished children of the town’s most beloved family. If there was a garden party at one of the mansions, they arrived with the boys in sailor suits, Nora and Helen in dresses with matching hats, their mother wearing an exquisite silk dress that showed off her perfect figure. At Christmas, her mother opened the house and guests stayed and sang late into the evening. The children fell asleep to the sound of their parents’ joy.

			At first the move to California seemed like a delightful adventure. On the train, Nora had watched America unfold its wild scenes before her eyes. Settling in at the ranch, her father got to work building the house. No more skating on frozen lakes, but they could run in zigzags between rows of apple, orange, pear, and olive trees, or hide behind shrubs of black raspberries. Life was harder. Her mother now did all the housework and mended their clothing. Nora’s older brother Bert grew proficient with a rifle and hunted for food. In contrast, Henry, her other brother, failed to take after his great entrepreneurial namesake and was utterly shiftless.

			They had one benefactor—their uncle Cassius Wicker back east. Uncle Cash, as they appropriately called him, had married Edward’s sister and was nearly drowning in money he made from railroads and mines. When Nora was eleven, Cassius wrote that he would buy each of the French children their choice of magazine subscription as their Christmas present. Nora chose Wide Awake, a children’s periodical full of illustrated poetry and stories. Their mother asked Uncle Cash for one subscription to the city library so she could check out history books and keep up the children’s education.3 Subscriptions were $6 a year—nothing to Uncle Cash but far more than the Frenches could afford.4 A mile from their nearest neighbor, all the French children became voracious readers.

			As she grew older, Nora began to feel the family’s precarious position in her bones. Her already thin parents were growing thinner. To escape the tension of the house, she explored the canyons of the San Gabriel foothills just beyond the ranch. One spot—her nook, she called it—became her secret garden. Angered or sorrowed, she would run there, her long blond hair streaming behind her, to lie on ferns. She spent hours building tiny castles out of twigs and sagebrush, filling them with the fairies of her imagination. Back home, she sketched the leaves she had gathered, copying the illustrations her father used to make but adding verses to her drawings. Soon she began writing poems on their own, unaccompanied by illustration. Helen watched her sister compose aloud in the middle of doing household chores, Nora circling the table she was setting as if in a trance, holding the plates suspended until she perfected a phrase.5

			When she was eleven, Nora won a national contest for writing the best essay about school. The prize, a two-foot-high doll, came in the mail. It had on the kind of elegant dress Nora used to wear to garden parties at mansions she no longer visited.

			When, in 1892, twenty-five inches of rain fell over the valley, her parents cried with relief. The orchard would flourish. But the next year, it rained only six inches. The next year, sixteen. The following year, eight inches. The creek where Nora played dried to a trickle. The green grasses of her nook dried and turned brown. Her father’s exhaustive knowledge of seeds proved unequal to the task of designing effective irrigation systems. He wasn’t able to keep up with the mortgage, and already strapped banks (there was a financial recession) were refusing to extend further credit. All their neighbors were suffering. The newspapers listed dissolution, creditor, and foreclosure sales daily.

			Soon the Frenches could make more money renting the ranch house than they could growing fruit. They moved to a cramped apartment in Los Angeles at 791 Merchant Street. Nora’s mother wrote to Uncle Cash, begging him to buy the ranch, suggesting that it would be an investment bound to pay off once it started raining again. The drought couldn’t last forever, she argued. She sent brochures trumpeting the possibilities of Glendale—the same kind of brochures that had lured them out to California. He would double his money, she was sure.6 But business-savvy Uncle Cash would not buy it. Then Edward wrote to ask if he could at least leverage a loan against a $2,000 life-insurance pol-icy with Aetna, just so he could get through the summer. Or could Uncle Cash get him a job where he could earn just $50?7

			Nora’s mother, Mary, was hardly sleeping, wondering what would become of her daughters. Women could teach, but teaching was an invitation to lifelong poverty with no energy left for a creative outlet. Nora was not like other girls. Mary and Edward both believed she needed more specialized training than the diversions given to women to master in order to entertain their future husbands (Nora was awful at the piano anyway). Their eldest daughter’s mind was like quicksilver, darting from one idea to the next. Nora could be an artist or a writer; she could pursue these crafts with the intensity of any man if she wanted to. They encouraged her to take art courses. She continued writing stories and poems. She met Lummis at last, spending a memorable evening in his courtyard under the sycamore trees, listening to his advice while her father beamed.

			The April 1899 edition of Land of Sunshine arrived at the French house in the mail, containing on the very front page under the masthead a poem Nora had written while camping in the canyons of La Cañada:

			
				By Moonlight

				Here, where long grasses touch across the stream

				That threads with babbling laugh on its narrow way,

				My face turned upward to pale gleams, that stray

				Through whispering willow boughs . . . I dream and dream.

			

			Nora was in the midst of writing a verse on a scrap of paper when her father called to her, insisting she come read her publication. She ignored him. Once she had written something, she rarely read it again.8 Her poetry lived in the moment of its creation, not for the applause of the reader. The poem she was writing was already better than the one her parents were reading in the next room. While her family oohed and aahed over “By Moonlight,” she wrote the last lines of her newest verse and tossed the paper aside, where it landed on a pile of shopping lists.

			

			•   •   •

			
			That July, Nora’s mother giddily called the girls to the kitchen table. She had just received a letter from Uncle Cash. He had offered to put up eighteen-year-old Nora in his luxurious West End Avenue apartment and pay her tuition at the Art Students League in New York. Their aunt, Edward’s sister, had died the previous year, and Cassius would be happy to have some company while his own children were away at school.

			For a moment Nora was so shocked she could say nothing. Recovering herself, she wiped her hands on her faded dress (a hand-me-down from Cash’s daughter, Lucy, just as her mother’s had been a hand-me-down from Cash’s wife) and headed to the desk to write an ebullient note of thanks on one of their few sheets of stationery (her mother had been conserving paper by turning it ninety degrees to write her correspondence in a crisscross pattern): “New York—and Art!—a solid reality instead of a vague and tantalizing mirage! Good instruction, broadening of ideas in every direction, chance to find out if there is anything in me, and develop it if it’s there!”9

			But Nora could not bear the thought of going alone. Cassius agreed to her request that he also board Helen, just sixteen, and pay for her secretarial course. Helen wrote her own grateful letter, in her careful penmanship, thanking Uncle Cash. She understood that she would be benefitting from the genius of her older sister. “I look forward to the time when I have my own typewriter and can put Nora’s manuscripts in shape for the editor. What fun to be the private stenographer of the future authoress of the family!”10

			The girls set off in August on the cross-country train trip, arriving in New York tired and disheveled but elated. Uncle Cash and his driver picked them up at Grand Central Depot, and they never carried their own luggage again.

			To be an artist in America as the momentous nineteenth century came to an end one simply had to be in New York. Robber barons, insecure about the relative youth of their wealth, threw their money into establishing cultural institutions to rival Europe’s. Carnegie opened his hall. J. P. Morgan pooled his money with the Roosevelt and Vanderbilt families to build a house for the Metropolitan Opera—a coalition motivated by their shared desire to stick it to the Astors, who controlled all the opera boxes downtown. The most Bohemian way to be an artist in New York, however, was to take classes at the Art Students League on Fifty-Seventh Street. Emerging from a break with the old National Academy of Design, the League had no set curriculum; nearly a thousand students came in and out of its doors every year to take classes in painting, sketching, sculpture, decorative arts, and illustration. George Washington Vanderbilt, the flamboyant grandson of the Commodore himself, made the institution his pet project, dumping $100,000 of his family’s steamboat fortune into its construction.

			On her first day, Nora, running late, barely had time to admire the golden mosaic entrance to the League. She charged past the first-floor exhibition gallery and made for the stairs. Taking them two at a time, she arrived at the life-drawing studios on the top floor, where skylights perfectly illuminated the curvatures of the human form. She had taken a few life-drawing classes in Los Angeles, but they had felt silly and amateurish—the women in the class had all taken turns posing for one another in whatever old costumes were lying around. At the League, the models were nude, and often they were men. Nora looked around and saw the few easels had already been taken. She joined the other late students balancing their canvases on overturned chairs. Tying her hair in a loose topknot, she rolled up her sleeves above her elbows and stared at the young man on the platform. The only sound in the room was of charcoal softly rubbing against canvas. The room smelled of sweat.

			After a few weeks she got to know some of the other women from the class. They weren’t like Nora’s girlhood friends from Los Angeles. They didn’t spend all their time talking about boys. They cared little how they dressed or if their hair was in the style of the day. While sketching or painting, their faces wore the same look of concentration hers did. She had found her home.

			By November, Nora had completed a solid portfolio of drawings, which Uncle Cash gushed over when she brought it home. Impressed by her progress, Cash told the girls they were welcome to stay as many years as necessary to complete their studies. Nora was delighted. She and Helen were finally putting weight on their frail forms, dining nightly on squab, oysters, or beef Wellington.

			Christmas brought home Uncle Cash’s daughter, Lucy, the cousin who had sent so many of her old dresses to Nora, and his nineteen-year-old son, Cyrus. As Nora watched her handsome cousin walk in the door, she felt a catch in her breath. Cyrus’s eyes lingered on hers as he took her hand in greeting. Days later, the pair contrived to stay up after everyone else had gone to sleep. Their first kiss was furtive and nervous, wary as they were of passing servants. Cyrus sought her every night after. She didn’t turn him away.

			Cyrus went back to Yale, vowing to return to her in the spring. Nora threw herself back into her art and her writing. She wrote an essay about her experiences at the Art Students League and sent it to the Los Angeles Times. She had been writing stories for the newspaper for about a year by then, including a humorous account of being surprised by a snake on a camping trip with friends, and a fable of a king who searched for a shirt that was said to grant happiness, only to find it on a poor boy’s back. By the turn of the century, the Los Angeles Times boasted a circulation nearing twenty thousand a day, providing Nora a step up in visibility from publishing in Lummis’s literary journal. Her account of the Art Students League, entitled “Pencil and Brush,” appeared in the Times’s illustrated magazine.11

			She also wrote more poems and mailed one to her father to forward to Lummis for criticism. Entitled “Answered,” it drew upon a repetitive theme in her writing: that of a young girl whose death reinvigorates the land. The girl of “Answered” dies unappreciated, as if her life is of no consequence or importance, but when her friends visit her grave, the earth reveals her true depth.

			
				For there above the girlish heart

				With upturned faces, Pansies grew.12

			

			In the spring, she watched the trees sprout new leaves along Riverside Drive. Uncle Cash motored them across the Hudson to walk in the woods of New Jersey. The girls gathered lilacs, which Nora weaved into a chain for Helen’s hair. She shelled peanuts for Uncle Cash on the drive back.

			Cyrus returned. Nora greeted him too ardently, and Lucy caught them embracing. Seething that Nora had replaced her as the household’s favorite, Lucy told her father about the affair. Cassius felt betrayed. The French girls might be family, but they were the poor cousins, not to ruin his son’s trajectory through society.

			The end of the term found Nora packing her bags, pausing occasionally to stroke the head of her sobbing sister. Uncle Cash was sending them back to California. They would not be returning in the fall to finish their schooling. They said their goodbyes at Grand Central Depot, thanking their uncle again for all his kindness. Helen was so angry at Nora that she barely talked to her the whole way home. Nora comforted herself by gazing out at the astounding world. She wrote a story of their journey and sent it to the Los Angeles Times.

			Once back in California, Nora got a job in a leather factory sewing together scraps to make boots and mittens eight hours a day, bending over a table where a glint of sunlight fell. At the end of each week, she took home $5.

			

			•   •   •

			In 1960, Helen French Hunt made a trip back to Aurora, New York, with her husband to see the town where she was born but that she never really knew. By then in her seventies, she had questions about her family she needed to answer. An archivist from Wells College working on the history of the school had written to ask her why her father had moved them all to California. Helen had written back that she couldn’t remember. Her curiosity piqued, she made the trip from Los Angeles. Seeing the beauty of Cayuga Lake, the grandeur of the mansions lining it, and the now co-educational college, the question of why her father left it all behind to propel them toward ruin became an even greater mystery to her than it had been before. She wrote the archivist, “From my impressions of the college

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/1.jpg








OEBPS/images/9780593182949_cover.jpg
" CATHERINE
DRENDERCAST






OEBPS/images/penguin-logo-for-copyright_copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/DuttonDLogo_CR.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593182949_title_page.jpg
The
Gilded Edge

[Q\\\O)

TWO AUDACIOUS WOMEN
AND THE CYANIDE LOVE TRIANGLE

THAT SHOOK AMERICA

Catherine Prendergast

DUTTON






