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The Southern Pacific pulled into Phoenix on an April afternoon in 1930, and Winnie Ruth Judd stepped down from the coach car into heat like nothing she had ever known. Indiana heat was thick and wet, a blanket you could feel on your skin. This was different. This was a furnace door swinging open. The platform shimmered. Her lungs, which had been failing her for the better part of two years, seized at the dry assault of it.

She was twenty-five years old, ninety-eight pounds, and alone.

Her husband William had put her on the train in Los Angeles three days prior. He was bound for Mexico—another sanitarium, another treatment facility, another promise that this time he would kick the morphine. He had pressed twenty dollars into her hand and told her that Phoenix would save her life. The desert air. The sunshine. She would be well in six months, he said, and then they would be together again.

Ruth watched him walk away down the platform, listing slightly to the left the way he did when he needed a dose. She did not believe him about the six months. She had stopped believing most of what William told her.

A porter took her single trunk. She followed him through the station and out onto the street, where she got her first proper look at Phoenix, Arizona.

It was not much to look at.

The town sprawled flat and tan against the desert floor, interrupted here and there by the strange shapes of saguaro cacti lifting their arms toward a sky so blue it seemed painted. The buildings were low, mostly adobe and brick. Automobiles kicked up clouds of dust on unpaved streets. She counted three horses tied outside a feed store and a mule standing patient and incurious in the shade of a mesquite tree.

The air tasted like nothing she had ever breathed. Dry as bone. Clean in a way that felt almost violent to her corrupted lungs. She coughed into her handkerchief—she always carried a handkerchief now—and the porter pretended not to notice. He had seen plenty of lungers step off the train. He knew the cough.

Central Avenue ran straight as a rifle shot toward the mountains. The sidewalks were concrete but the streets themselves were packed earth, baked hard by the sun. A billboard near the station advertised PHOENIX: VALLEY OF THE SUN – WHERE HEALTH MEETS PROSPERITY. Another offered lots in a development called Palmcroft at prices Ruth could not have afforded in three lifetimes.

The smell of the place was creosote and dust and something green and faintly bitter that she would later learn was the scent of citrus groves blooming in the irrigated fields south of town.

Population: forty-eight thousand souls, give or take. Ruth had come from bigger. She had come from Indianapolis, from Detroit, from Los Angeles. She had followed William from one place to another as his medical practice rose and fell, rose and fell, always one step ahead of the whispers about a doctor who liked his own prescriptions too much.

Now she was here. End of the line.

She found a rooming house on Adams Street, two dollars a week for a room the size of a closet with a shared bath down the hall. The landlady was a German woman named Mrs. Brinkerhoff who took one look at Ruth’s thin frame and hollow cheeks and asked no questions. Half her boarders were lungers—that was the local term for tuberculosis patients—and she had long since stopped being curious about their circumstances.

Ruth paid for two weeks in advance and went upstairs to lie down. She slept for fourteen hours.

●  ●  ● 

The parsonage in Oxford, Indiana, had been a white clapboard house on a street lined with elms. Ruth was born there on January 29, 1905, the youngest child of the Reverend H.J. McKinnell and his wife Carrie. The Reverend was a Methodist of the old school, a man who believed that cleanliness was next to godliness and that both were considerably downstream from obedience.

The household ran on schedule. Breakfast at six-thirty. Dinner at noon. Supper at six. Prayers before each meal and again at bedtime. The children—Ruth had two older brothers—were expected to maintain silence during meals unless spoken to. They were expected to attend church services twice on Sunday and prayer meetings on Wednesday evenings. They were expected to reflect credit upon their father’s ministry at all times.

The Reverend McKinnell was not a cruel man in any obvious way. He did not strike his children or raise his voice. His discipline was subtler than that. A look of disappointment could last for days. A silence could stretch across weeks. When Ruth misbehaved, her father would simply stop seeing her—his gaze would pass through her at the dinner table as though she had become transparent.

This was worse than any beating.

Her mother was a ghost in her own house, moving quietly through rooms, maintaining order, never quite making herself heard. Carrie McKinnell had opinions, Ruth knew, but she had learned long ago not to voice them. The parsonage belonged to the church, which meant it belonged to God, which meant it belonged to the Reverend. Carrie was merely a guest there, like everyone else.

Ruth learned early that she was a disappointment in this regard.

She was too quick to laugh. Too eager to talk. Too prone to what her mother called “emotional displays” and what her father, in his more charitable moments, termed “a nervous constitution.” When she was twelve, she had wept so uncontrollably at her grandmother’s funeral that her father had carried her bodily from the church. She remembered his hands on her shoulders, hard and unyielding, remembered the set of his jaw as he deposited her in the family buggy and said nothing. His silence was always worse than his sermons.

She grew up pretty, which was both asset and liability. Boys noticed her by the time she was fourteen. Her father noticed the boys noticing. There were conversations she was not present for but could reconstruct from their aftermath: the tightening of household rules, the prohibition against dances, the understanding that Ruth McKinnell would marry a good Christian man chosen with her father’s approval or she would not marry at all.

She married William Judd in 1924. He was a doctor, a veteran of the Great War, a man of substance and education. He was also forty-six years old to her nineteen, and he had a look in his eyes sometimes—hungry, absent—that she did not understand until much later.

Her father approved the match. Ruth did not argue. She had learned by then that argument was futile. You did what was expected. You smiled. You kept your disappointments to yourself.

This was the training she carried with her to Phoenix.

●  ●  ● 

The first month was hard. Ruth had no job, no friends, no money beyond what William sent sporadically from Mexico. The letters came with checks that were sometimes good and sometimes not, accompanied by explanations that grew more convoluted as the weeks passed. The sanitarium was expensive. He needed to stay longer. There were complications. She should economize.

She economized. She ate one meal a day, two when she could manage it. She took her cough medicine with regularity and walked the dusty streets of Phoenix in the early mornings, before the heat became unbearable, trying to force her lungs to accept this new air.

The desert was strange to her. Beautiful, she supposed, if you liked emptiness. The mountains rose purple in the distance. The sunsets painted the sky in colors she had never seen in Indiana—orange and red and a deep violet that seemed to throb against the darkening horizon. At night the stars were so thick overhead that she felt she might drown in them.

But she was lonely. Lonelier than she had ever been in her life.

She found work in May, first as a governess for a family called the Grahams on the north side of town. The children were two boys, seven and nine, wild as jackrabbits and twice as fast. Ruth chased them through rooms and yards, taught them their letters, bandaged scraped knees. The work exhausted her, which she supposed was good—exhausted people did not have energy left over for self-pity.

The Grahams paid three dollars a week plus room and board. It was enough. More importantly, it put Ruth into Phoenix society, such as it was.

Word got around that the new governess was charming. Polite. Well-spoken. The kind of young woman you could introduce to your friends without embarrassment. By summer, Ruth had accumulated a modest circle of acquaintances: the wives of businessmen, the daughters of ranchers, the various young women who orbited the social calendar of a small but growing desert town.

It was through these connections that she heard about the Grunow Medical Clinic.

●  ●  ● 

Dr. W.C. Grunow had established his clinic on North Central Avenue in 1926. It was a tuberculosis treatment facility primarily, one of dozens that had sprung up across the Arizona desert in response to the health-seeker migration of the 1920s. The theory was simple: clean air, dry climate, plenty of sunshine. The reality was more complicated. Some patients recovered. Many did not. The graveyards of Phoenix and Tucson filled steadily with the bodies of those who had arrived too late or too far gone.

The clinic itself was a two-story stucco building painted the color of sand, with wide windows designed to let in the healing desert light. Inside, the waiting room smelled of carbolic acid and floor wax. A photograph of Dr. Grunow hung behind the reception desk—a bald man with small eyes and the confident expression of someone who charged twenty dollars for a consultation.

The Grunow Clinic also handled general practice—stitching wounds, setting bones, delivering babies. It served as a social hub for a certain class of Phoenix resident, the kind who could afford private medical care and who appreciated a waiting room where they might encounter their friends. The wives of copper magnates sat next to the daughters of cattle ranchers. Information flowed through the clinic like water through an irrigation ditch—who was sick, who was pregnant, whose husband had been seen at the wrong hotel with the wrong woman.

Ruth heard that the clinic was looking for a secretary. The pay was better than governess work—eight dollars a week—and the hours were regular. She applied in August of 1930 and was hired on the spot. Dr. Grunow liked her handwriting and her quiet manner. He did not ask about the cough.

The head nurse was a woman named Anne LeRoi.

Anne was twenty-seven years old, dark-haired, sharp-featured, with a laugh that carried across rooms. She had come to Phoenix from somewhere back East—Ruth never did get the full story straight—and had worked her way up to a position of some authority at the clinic. She was an X-ray technician by training, but she also managed the office staff, handled difficult patients, and served as Dr. Grunow’s right hand in most matters administrative.

Ruth liked her immediately.

Anne had a way of looking at you that made you feel seen. Not judged, not evaluated, just seen. She asked questions and listened to the answers. She told jokes that were funnier than they should have been. She knew everyone in Phoenix worth knowing and quite a few who were not.

“You’re the minister’s daughter,” she said on Ruth’s third day of work. They were sitting in the small room behind the reception area, eating sandwiches from paper bags. “From Indiana.”

“How did you know?”

“Word gets around. Mrs. Graham thinks highly of you. She said you have a sad quality.”

Ruth did not know how to respond to this. She took a bite of her sandwich.

“I don’t mean it badly,” Anne said. “Sadness can be attractive to a certain kind of person. It makes them want to take care of you.”

“I don’t need taking care of.”

Anne smiled. “Everyone needs taking care of sometimes. The trick is finding the right people to do it.”

●  ●  ● 

Sammy came to Phoenix in September.

Her full name was Sarah Hedvig Samuelson, but nobody called her that. She was twenty-four, blonde, round-faced, and sick. She had contracted tuberculosis in Alaska, where she had been working as a stenographer for some mining concern, and had come south on the advice of doctors who gave her six months to live if she stayed in that climate.

Anne knew her from somewhere—Ruth gathered there was a connection through friends of friends—and took her under her wing immediately. Within a week, Sammy was living in the bungalow on North 2nd Street that Anne rented, sharing the bedroom, sharing the meals, sharing whatever else Anne was willing to share.

Ruth noticed the closeness between them. It was hard not to notice. They finished each other’s sentences. They touched casually, constantly—a hand on an arm, a brush of fingers against a cheek. They had private jokes that made them dissolve into laughter while Ruth stood by, smiling, uncertain whether she was invited to share the amusement.

She was not jealous. Not exactly. But she was aware of being on the outside of something, and the awareness carried an old familiar sting.

She had spent her whole life on the outside. The minister’s daughter who laughed too loud. The wife of a morphine addict who kept her husband’s secrets. The lunger from Indiana who had come to the desert to die or be cured, she was not sure which.

Anne and Sammy seemed to sense her loneliness. Or perhaps they simply recognized a kindred spirit. Either way, they drew her in.

By October, Ruth was spending most of her evenings at the bungalow on 2nd Street. She told herself it was because her rented room was dreary and the nights were long. This was true enough. But there was more to it. Anne and Sammy had built a small world for themselves, warm and bright and insulated from the harshness outside, and they were willing to let her be part of it.

The bungalow was small—a living room, a kitchen, one bedroom that Anne and Sammy shared—but Anne had made it comfortable. Curtains on the windows, a rug on the floor, flowers in a vase on the kitchen table when flowers could be found. The icebox was always stocked with food and the phonograph was always playing: Helen Kane, Rudy Vallee, the new crooners everyone was talking about.

The three of them ate dinner together most nights. They played cards—pinochle mostly, sometimes poker for matchsticks—and they talked. They talked about men and money and the various indignities of their situation. Three women alone in a hard world, making do as best they could.

Anne did most of the talking. She had opinions about everything: politics, fashion, the quality of beef at the butcher shop on Monroe Street. She said things that shocked Ruth, things about men and what they wanted and what they were willing to pay for it. She had seen more of the world than Ruth had, and she was not sentimental about what she had seen.

Sammy was the soft one. Quick to tears, quick to comfort, the kind of woman who remembered birthdays and worried about whether you were eating enough. She still had the accent of her Swedish parents, faint but present, and when she laughed it sounded like bells. Her cough was getting worse—Ruth noticed it even if Anne pretended not to—but they did not talk about that. Some things were better left unsaid.

Ruth was—Ruth was Ruth. The minister’s daughter. The sad one. The one who smiled and agreed and kept her secrets buried deep.

They made a strange little family.

●  ●  ● 

The letters from William grew less frequent as 1930 turned to 1931. The checks stopped altogether by February. Ruth was supporting herself entirely now—her clinic wages, supplemented by the occasional gift from Anne and Sammy when the rent came due and she was short.

She kept William’s letters in a cigar box under her bed. Sometimes she read them late at night, by the light of a single lamp, tracing the familiar handwriting that had grown increasingly unsteady over the months. The early letters were lucid, full of plans and promises. The later ones rambled. He wrote about conspiracies against him, about enemies who wanted to see him ruined, about cures that were just around the corner if only he could find the right doctor, the right treatment, the right combination of drugs.

She should have been angry. She had earned anger, years of it. This man had taken her youth and given her nothing in return but shame and poverty and a persistent cough that might yet kill her. He had promised to love her and then abandoned her to rot in a desert town while he chased morphine across the Mexican border.

But anger was not something Ruth McKinnell Judd had been taught to express.

Instead she wrote letters to Mexico. Careful letters, measured letters, letters that asked after his health and mentioned that money was tight without quite demanding anything. William’s responses, when they came, were full of promises and apologies and vague assurances that he would be home soon, he would make it up to her, everything would be different.

She stopped believing the letters too.

Phoenix was changing. The Depression had hit Arizona hard—copper mines closing, cotton prices falling, men walking the roads looking for work that did not exist. You could see them on the outskirts of town, camped in arroyos, cooking beans over open fires. The newspapers called them transients. Everybody else called them bums.

But certain people seemed untouched. The doctors, the lawyers, the businessmen who had made their fortunes before the crash and kept them after. They still threw parties. They still bought drinks. They still had money to spend on women who knew how to be pleasant company.

Prohibition was technically the law of the land, but it was observed in Phoenix about as faithfully as the speed limit. Bootleg liquor flowed through certain houses like tap water. Ruth learned to tell good whiskey from bad by the smell—the good stuff burned clean, the bad stuff reeked of kerosene. She learned which speakeasies on Van Buren Street could be trusted and which were likely to be raided by federal agents looking to make their quotas.

Anne and Sammy moved in these circles with an ease that Ruth admired and envied. They knew which men had money and which had only pretensions. They knew how to smile, how to laugh, how to make a man feel like he was the most interesting person in the room. They were not prostitutes—that line was important to maintain—but they were not naive either. A woman alone in the world needed friends. Some friends were richer than others. Some friends expected certain considerations in exchange for their friendship.

This was understood. It was not discussed.

Ruth learned by watching. She was a quick study. By spring of 1931, she had her own admirers, her own invitations to parties in the homes of Phoenix’s better families. She learned to accept a drink without drinking too much, to flatter without fawning, to leave a room while men still wanted her to stay.

The minister’s daughter was still there underneath—Ruth could feel her sometimes, shocked and disapproving—but she had learned to wear a different face.

The face was easier than she had expected. All those years in the parsonage, all those lessons in smiling when she did not feel like smiling, in saying the right thing whether she believed it or not—they had prepared her for this. She had been trained since birth to be pleasant, to be accommodating, to make men feel comfortable. The only difference now was that she was getting something in return.

●  ●  ● 

The party was at a house on Encanto Boulevard, one of the new developments north of downtown where the money was building Spanish-style mansions with red tile roofs and interior courtyards. Ruth did not know the hosts. Anne had procured the invitation through channels that Ruth did not ask about.

The three of them arrived together, dressed in their best, which was not especially fine but was adequate. Ruth wore a blue dress she had made herself from a pattern in McCall’s Magazine. Anne was in black, always black, with a string of pearls that Ruth suspected were borrowed. Sammy was in something yellow that made her look younger than her years and sicker than she was.

The house was bright with electric light. A band played in the courtyard—Ruth recognized the melody, something about smoke getting in your eyes. People stood in clusters, drinks in hand, laughing at nothing in particular.

Ruth drifted. This was her talent at parties, to move through rooms like a friendly ghost, exchanging pleasantries, gathering information, never settling too long in any one place. She learned who was doing business with whom, which marriages were troubled, which men were looking and which were merely looking to look. She filed it all away. Knowledge was currency, and she had very little of any other kind.

Halfway through the evening, she found Anne and Sammy on the patio.

They were talking to a man Ruth had not seen before. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a suit that cost more than Ruth made in a month. He stood with his feet planted wide apart, claiming space, owning the ground beneath him. He was not handsome exactly—his features were too heavy, his neck too thick—but he carried himself like a man who knew his own worth. And his worth, by the look of his cufflinks and the cut of his jacket, was considerable.

Everybody in Phoenix knew the name Halloran. The family had money in lumber, money in cattle, money in half the copper mines between here and Bisbee. Jack Halloran himself had a house in Prescott and another one somewhere in Phoenix—Ruth had heard the addresses mentioned at the clinic—and a wife who stayed home while he did not.

Anne caught Ruth’s eye and waved her over.

“Ruth, darling, come meet Jack.”

The man turned. He was older than Ruth had thought from a distance—forty-four, forty-five, somewhere in there. Lines fanned out from the corners of his eyes, the kind of lines you got from squinting into the sun. A gold ring glinted on his left hand. His smile was wide and easy, the smile of a man who was used to being liked and had never thought to question whether he deserved it.

“Jack Halloran,” he said, and took her hand. “They call me Happy Jack. Everybody does.”

“Ruth Judd.”

“The new girl.” He still had her hand. His grip was warm, firm. “Anne’s told me about you.”

“Has she?”

“She says you’re interesting. That’s high praise from Anne.”

Behind Halloran, Anne rolled her eyes in a way that was meant to be seen. Sammy stifled a laugh.

Ruth felt something shift in the evening’s atmosphere. She was being appraised, she understood that. Evaluated. Happy Jack Halloran was deciding whether she was worth his attention.

She had been through this before with other men. She knew the steps. Smile, but not too eagerly. Make eye contact, but look away first. Be pleasant. Be available. Be a mirror for whatever they wanted to see.

She did all of this without thinking about it, the way you might tie a shoe or brush your hair. The minister’s daughter had learned other lessons since leaving Indiana.

Halloran released her hand. “We should have dinner sometime. The four of us.”

“That would be lovely,” Ruth said.

He grinned again—that big, easy grin—and turned back to Anne and Sammy. Ruth watched him talk, watched the way he stood with his weight on his heels, confident, expansive. He was telling some story about a business deal, something involving lumber and a man who had tried to cheat him and had come to regret it.

Anne leaned close to Ruth’s ear. “Careful,” she whispered. “That one’s trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“The expensive kind.”

Ruth looked at Happy Jack Halloran. At his gold cufflinks and his wedding ring and his smile that promised everything and nothing.

She should have walked away. Later, looking back, she would understand that this was the moment when everything that followed became possible. She should have said her goodbyes and gone home to her dreary rented room and lain awake in the dark thinking about William in Mexico and her father in Indiana and all the men who had disappointed her.

Instead she stayed.

She stayed and listened while Halloran talked about lumber prices and Phoenix politics and a hunting trip he was planning to the mountains north of Flagstaff. His voice was a rumble, low and confident, and when he laughed the sound seemed to roll through the room like distant thunder.

Anne touched Ruth’s arm. “Jack’s been very kind to us,” she said quietly. “He’s a good friend to have.”

“I can see that.”

“Just don’t fall in love with him.” Anne’s voice was light, but something flickered behind her eyes. “That never works out for anybody.”

Halloran caught Ruth’s eye across the circle of conversation. His smile changed, just slightly. It became more specific. More personal. The smile of a man who had identified something he wanted and was accustomed to getting what he wanted.

She felt her heart quicken in a way it had not quickened in a very long time. She felt, for the first time since stepping off that train a year ago, that she was not invisible. That someone was looking at her and seeing something worth looking at.

Ruth took a glass. She drank. The bubbles rose cold and sharp against her tongue.

Happy Jack Halloran raised his own glass in a silent toast. His wedding ring caught the light.

Ruth smiled.

She was not lonely anymore.

She would remember this moment for the rest of her life. The music and the laughter and the taste of champagne. The stars burning overhead. Anne’s warning, delivered and ignored. The way Halloran looked at her like she was something precious, something worth having.

In six months, two women would be dead. In seven months, Ruth would be the most infamous woman in America. In forty years, she would still be paying for the decisions she made on this night.

But that was later. That was the future, rushing
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