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      During research for another book, I ran across an interesting tidbit about actresses during the Regency era that not only challenged my beliefs about an actress’ place in 19th century Society, it planted a story idea. I didn’t know when I would have time to water this seed, but an opportunity presented itself when I was asked to write a short novel for a Regency fairytale and fable collection.

      Secrets to a Gentleman’s Heart had just been released, and one of the secondary characters was a former actress named Claudine Bellerose. The hero in Secrets had befriended her two years earlier and tried to help her escape an abusive relationship with her benefactor. Claudine is finally free from the duke at the end of the book, and I was interested in learning what she would do with her newfound freedom. Without a doubt, I believed she deserved a happy ending, and I also knew it was possible after what I learned about an actress’ prospects during the Regency era.

      Successful women playwrights during the Regency era were not unusual, and some actresses were very well-paid for their performances. It seems the theatre was a place where women were on more equal footing with men, which made the setting especially interesting to me. Mrs. Dora Jordan, comedic actress and long-time mistress to King George III's third son, William IV, Duke of Clarence, had ten children by His Grace and earned enough money acting to support their family. Apparently, the duke was not a wealthy man and rarely had extra to spare. Mrs. Jordan continued to support their family for a long time after the duke ended their relationship and married. This fact reassured me that my fictional actress Claudine could, in fact, support herself by returning to the stage.

      I uncovered another interesting nugget related to how actresses were regarded in the Regency era. Despite popular belief, marriage between a member of the ton and an actress would not have resulted in a family's ruin nor would the actress necessarily be shunned by Society due to her former profession. Perhaps if she didn’t mind her manners, the ton would not be very welcoming, but an actress is skilled at becoming another person. I imagine that might give her an advantage.

      I found instances in history where nobility married actresses, and they were accepted by Society. Lavinia Fenton is one example. Miss Fenton was an illegitimate daughter of a naval officer and a long-time mistress to the Duke of Bolton. After his first wife died, His Grace married his actress mistress in 1751. I’m sure their actions provided juicy gossip for a while, but it didn’t seem to take long for the new duchess to win over the other ladies of the ton. Lady Wortley Montague was attributed as saying this about the Duke of Bolton’s second wife, "Though she was regarded in an alehouse, she finds the way to esteem, whereas the late duchess, although crammed with virtue and good qualities, was despised by her husband and laughed at by the public." 

      Harriet Mellon was another British actress who was  welcomed into the upper echelons. In 1815, she married a wealthy banker and inherited the entirety of his estate upon his death in 1821. Later, she married the Duke of St. Albans and became a duchess. It seems Regency Society was more accepting than we have been led to believe, and that opens more doors for great romances, don't you agree?  
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      Once upon a time, Claudine Bellerose enjoyed creating a grand entrance. Her mentor had been one of the best actresses to grace the London stage, and under Nan’s instruction, Claudine had become quite good at commanding a crowd.

      A stunned silence would descend over the Grand Saloon. Theatre patrons would turn to gawk, and Nan’s mouth would arch into a coy smile that was a testament to her pride in her student.

      Yes, Claudine had learned to standout wherever she went, but three years of living under the Duke of Stanhurst’s iron fist had taught her it was better to go unnoticed. Unfortunately, the giant of a man walking beside her along Bond Street tended to cause a stir wherever they went.

      She eyed the towering stack of hatboxes and packages in Benny’s arms. “Are you certain I cannot lend assistance? Can you see where you are going?”

      “No, ma’am, I mean, yes, ma’am.”

      “I'm not helpless. At least permit me to carry one of the hatboxes.”

      When she reached for the stack, her companion turned his shoulder to block her and kept walking. “I can do it.”

      She stopped on the walkway and sighed. “Benny.”

      His long-legged strides quickly created a gap between them, and she hurried after him before he left her behind. When she caught up, Benny glowered as if she’d attempted to steal sandwiches from the picnic hamper Cook had packed to feed Claudine’s fellow actresses after their lessons.

      Her good friend Sophia Darlington was meeting her at the theatre to teach the other actresses how to protect themselves. A woman had been attacked close to the Drayton Theatre last week, and everyone was understandably nervous. Learning a few basic Wing Chun maneuvers, however, would likely ease their worry. Knowing how to defend herself against an attack using the ancient warrior art had certainly helped Claudine regain her confidence. She was grateful to the Darlington sisters for sharing what they had learned from their uncle.

      “The question is not whether you are capable of carrying the load alone,” she said to Benny, “but if I should allow it. Don’t you grow tired of fulfilling my every whim?”

      “No.” He pursed his lips, which were stained red from his usual breakfast of pickled beets. “Mr. Vistoire said I should take care of you. Friends take care of friend’s friends. You will tell him I did good when he returns, won’t you?”

      She smiled and patted his massive forearm reassuringly. “Of course I will. You are doing a fine job, and Xavier will be pleased when he and Regina return from their honeymoon trip.”

      Benny beamed, his round face aglow with pleasure. The man was uncommonly attached to the American gentleman, Xavier Vistoire, and she suspected Xavier was fond of Benny as well. Claudine found it rather sweet, albeit odd since Benny had been Xavier’s guard while he was held hostage on Benny’s family’s farm. Not long ago, Benny had proven his loyalty and earned Xavier’s forgiveness by saving his life. And Benny had been very good to Claudine since he’d come to stay at her town house.

      Because Xavier and his new bride had provided her with safe haven when her former benefactor wanted to kill her, she had been happy to take on Benny when the couple craved a little privacy. It was meant to be a temporary arrangement, but Claudine and Benny had become fast friends, and she was in no hurry to be rid of her house guest.

      Benny’s size had intimidated her at first. The Duke of Stanhurst hadn’t been much taller than she, but his fists had been large enough to nearly break her. She couldn’t imagine the damage a man of Benny’s stature could do. Her worries had been for naught, however. He was a kind, gentle, and protective soul. God help any many who wished her harm now.

      Claudine directed her gaze ahead and squeaked. “Stop!” She shot out her arm in front of Benny.

      As usual, he followed her order without question and stopped abruptly. The top packages flew from the stack and rained down on an unsuspecting lady as she disembarked from her carriage.

      “Oh!” The young woman’s hand fluttered to her chest. A package knocked her bonnet askew. “Lord, Almighty!”

      She shoved the brim higher on her head, her eyes sparking with irritation. Her gaze traveled up all six foot four inches of muscular man at Claudine’s side, and her jaw went slack.

      “Ah, erm. G-gads— Eh... Oh, m-my!”

      Benny’s reddish brown eyebrows dropped low on his broad forehead. “Is that French?” he asked Claudine.

      She smothered a chuckle with her hand and shook her head.

      Crimson flashed in the lady’s porcelain cheeks, and she tried to cover her discomposure with an indignant sniff and a jab of her gloved finger at Benny. “You, sir, should watch where you are walking.”

      Benny bobbed his head. “Yes, ma’am, I will. I promise I will.”

      The lady’s footman eased up behind her, appearing slightly green as if he might be called upon to defend his mistress. She swung her accusing finger in Claudine’s direction. “See that he does or I--I...” Her gaze flickered toward Benny again, and she gulped. “Just see that he watches where he is going.”

      “Yes, milady.” Claudine curtsied as the woman bolted for the milliner shop. Her footman took a wide berth of Benny and dashed after her.

      “Do you know that lady?” Benny asked.

      Claudine bent to pick up her packages. “No, but from the coat of arms on the carriage door, I would wager she is the new Viscountess Wishbourne. I read about the marriage in the Morning Times.”

      The viscountess was too young to recognize Claudine. The Duke of Stanhurst had kept her out of the public eye these last two years, most likely so she could not appeal to anyone for help with leaving him. She had nearly been successful the first time, and the duke had never been one to take risks.

      Claudine still recognized many of the ladies of the ton by sight from her time on stage. At the height of her fame, some had even invited her to perform for their guests. Now they barely glanced in her direction.

      Benny took the packages from her. “Was I supposed to kiss her finger?”

      Claudine smiled. “Only hands when they are offered. We could practice more this evening if you like.”

      “All right.”

      She had been teaching Benny basic manners with the goal of helping him to blend in with the crowds a little better. For the most part, he was an apt student. They hadn’t covered what to do when a lady angrily shakes a finger in one’s direction because she hadn’t considered that it might be necessary.

      “Please try not to run down anyone else today,” she teased. “I need hearty and hale patrons to attend my play.”

      With the packages secured in Benny’s arms, they continued toward her carriage where it was waiting near the intersection.

      A year ago, Claudine had tried her hand at playwriting and found she enjoyed it as much as she did being on stage. When the duke had demanded she abandon acting and threw tantrums when she visited her fellow thespians, she’d decided giving up her career was in her best interests. Wandering the town house and dreading her benefactor’s visits had almost driven her to madness, but creating a happy life for herself on paper had become her sweet escape.

      Now she had three complete plays to her name, and her latest was being performed at the Drayton Theatre in fourteen days.

      Two ladies in pastel gowns approached with their chaperone in tow. Benny stepped aside to allow the women to pass. The elderly one glowered at them. He simply smiled and wished her a good day.

      Benny never seemed to allow others’ judgments to bother him. His only concerns were for his friends. Claudine liked that quality in him very much.

      “You bought a lot of hats,” he said to her.

      “I suppose three seems extravagant to a man who didn’t own a single one until recently.” She was proud of his attempts at conversation these days. In the beginning, he had barely spoken, and his reticence had made for long evenings at home. “The hats are part of the costuming. Very necessary, I assure you.”

      Every item she’d purchased that morning would be used for the production. Funding her play would require her to live miserly for a while, but the sacrifice was worth seeing her dream come to fruition. Someday she hoped to be as successful as Hannah Cowley or Elizabeth Griffin and have one of her plays performed at Drury Lane.

      Reaching the carriage, she passed the packages to her footman and climbed into the aging Berlin. Benny surrendered his bundle as well and climbed inside to sit across from her.

      “Does your play have pirates or sword fights?” Benny asked as the carriage lurched onto the congested thoroughfare.

      “I'm afraid not.”

      “Oh.” Benny’s shoulders slumped. “I was hoping for pirates.”

      “Perhaps next time.”

      He grinned, revealing a few gaps where he was missing teeth. “If you need ideas, I can help you.”

      “Thank you. I would love to hear your ideas, but first we must survive this production.” She couldn’t invest in another show unless this one was successful.

      As the carriage headed toward Drayton Theatre in Marylebone, Claudine retrieved a sheath of papers from the large bag lying beside her on the seat and silently read through her work for the hundredth time. Every time she looked at her work, she found places where small improvements could be made. If she kept changing the dialogue, however, her fellow thespians would soon descend on her like the Senate on Caesar, but she wanted the script to be perfect.

      Benny leaned toward the window to watch the world speeding past. He called out landmarks along the way, which had become his habit on their first trip to the theatre. When he pointed out the church, and the carriage turned onto their street, she tucked her papers away. The Berlin slowed to a stop outside the theatre. The footman hopped from his perch to open the door and set the stairs.

      Claudine smiled at Benny. “Sophia should be here any moment if she hasn’t already arrived.”

      “Go on inside, Miss Claudine. I’ll bring your costumes.”

      “Thank you.” She descended the steps with the footman’s assistance and swept toward the arched doorway of the theatre. Stone columns flanked the entry, lending it a regal air. As she reached for the copper door handle, now green with age, the door flew open, and a strapping lad nearly barreled into her.

      She took in his livery and recognized it as belonging to the Clarendon. The hotel provided footmen for their guests, but she couldn’t imagine what business any guest might have with the theatre. “Pardon me, ma’am.” He held the door open to allow her to enter.

      Dismissing the matter as unimportant, she thanked him and went in search of Oliver Jonas to deliver her scripts. The manager was in the front of the auditorium with the small cast and crew gathered around him as he read aloud from a sheet of paper.

      Tilde, Claudine’s understudy and close friend, gasped and covered her mouth. Her lover wrapped his arm around her waist, and she buried her face into his shoulder.

      Claudine’s heart bolted. “What happened? What is wrong?”

      One of the stagehands spotted her moving along the aisle and shook his head. His forehead was wrinkled as if he couldn’t comprehend the situation well enough to explain it.

      She hurried her step when no one responded. “Oliver?”

      The manager turned and thrust the piece of paper toward her as if appealing for help. “The Drayton Theatre is being closed,” he said. “The company is being evicted.”

      “Under whose orders?”

      “The new owner’s.” His usual robust complexion had a sickly gray cast to it.

      Her friendship with Oliver went back many years from the days when his mother had shared a stage with Claudine’s mentor, Nan. Claudine and Oliver used to keep each other company when they were supposed to stay out from under foot. He’d taught her to juggle, and she had tried to teach him to sing. In all the time she had known Oliver, Claudine had never seen him shaken.

      She took the paper and skimmed the bold handwriting. The new owner wanted the theatre vacated in seven days. Hoping she had misread it the first time, she read it again, but it was succinct and left no room for misinterpretation. “But we have a performance—in two weeks.”

      “Not any longer.” Oliver cursed under his breath and raked his fingers through his dark brown hair. “Everyone is to begin packing their belongings. We have a week to vacate the building.”

      Yes, she had read the letter, but it still made no sense. How could the man do this with no warning?

      Jane’s light blue eyes filled with tears. “Where are we to go?”

      At sixteen, she was the youngest member of the company, and she had only been at the Drayton for a month. Her natural talent and willingness to run herself ragged for the other players had saved her from the workhouse after her release from the children’s foundling hospital. Jane truly had no other options. Neither did a few of the others who’d found their way to Oliver’s door after a few unlucky turns.

      Oliver grimaced. “I don’t imagine the gentleman cares where we go, Jane. He intends to sell the property.”

      Lars hugged Tilde when tears slipped from the corners of her eyes. “We will find work elsewhere, schatz. Do not worry.”

      He was correct, of course. Lars and Tilde were seasoned players who had performed in theatres all over the Continent, but they had come to the Drayton at her urging to perform her play. Claudine couldn’t help feeling responsible that they were in this situation.

      “This is not right.” She squared her jaw, crumpled the letter, and stuffed it into her bag. “I will go speak with Mr. Hawke at the hotel. I am sure once he realizes he is displacing everyone, he will reconsider. At a minimum, he should postpone until after the play.”

      Oliver scoffed. “The nob doesn’t care what happens to any of us.”

      Perhaps that was true, but she wasn’t ready to surrender, and Oliver’s fatalistic acceptance of the situation disappointed her. He was the manager, for heaven’s sake. He should be a champion for the company--not lying down so Mr. Hawke could wipe his boots on him.

      If Oliver would not rise to the occasion, she would. “I will handle Mr. Hawke.” She plopped her bag on the front row. “When Miss Darlington arrives, please convey my regrets. If she does not want to proceed with the lesson without me, I will call at Wedmore House this week to reschedule.”

      Benny and her footman entered the auditorium with the purchases she had made earlier.

      “Please leave the costumes backstage,” she said. “I need to pay a call to the Clarendon. Will you be joining me, Benny?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She smiled. “I was hoping you would be agreeable.”

      Gentlemen tended to be better listeners when Benny stood behind her.
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      At three o’clock, Russell Hawke entered the Clarendon Hotel and spotted his old school chum Marcus Fletcher in a corner of the hotel’s entrance hall. Tall and slender with a head full of hair that always looked like he’d been caught in a windstorm, Russell’s friend tended to command attention. And at the moment, he was basking in the attention of two ladies.

      Russell cleared his throat as he approached the trio.

      “Russell, my friend,” Marcus said by way of greeting as he swiveled on his heel. “You are punctual as always. Ladies, this is the friend I mentioned a moment ago. Shall I make introductions?”

      The blond woman’s lips quirked as she slid her hand through the crook of Marcus’s arm, staking a claim. “Please do,” she said, her sultry voice thick with a Portuguese accent.

      “Your Royal Highness, may I present Mrs. Peabody and Miss Langston?”

      “Your Highness,” the younger woman murmured.

      Russell raised his eyebrows when the ladies curtsied to him. His friend winked then launched into an outlandish tale about Russell being a sheik from a country neither woman had ever heard of--mostly because it didn’t exist.

      Miss Langston’s brown eyes locked onto Russell and lit with interest. “A sheik and a British colonel rooming at the Clarendon,” she said with a breeziness to her voice that suggested she was taken in by Marcus’s lies. “How marvelous.”

      No, Russell’s roguish friend hadn’t changed a bit.

      Before Russell could inform them that Marcus was only having a little fun, Mrs. Peabody explained that she and her niece had traveled from Lisbon to Yorkshire to see to an ailing family member, and their trip was at an end.

      “We are celebrating our last night in your fine country.” She ran her gloved hand slowly up and down Marcus’s arm. “Perhaps you would care to join us?”

      Unlike his friend, Russell was not in the habit of bedding every pretty woman who crossed his path, so he politely wished them a pleasant trip and reminded Marcus they already had plans. His friend followed his cue and sent the ladies on their way.

      “A sheik and a British officer?” Russell asked once they were alone.

      “A bit of harmless conversation to pass the time. I will expect you to be more entertaining tonight.”

      Russell was only in London for a couple of days to meet with his solicitor, Mr. Gordon, and a night out on the town sounded splendid after the discussion he’d just had with the man. Perhaps he and Marcus should start the evening of revelry early.

      “I saw a tavern around the corner on my way back from my meeting,” Russell said. “It is not far.”

      “There is a restaurant here.” Marcus clapped him on the shoulder and practically shoved him toward the pristine dining room. “A renowned restaurant with authentic French cuisine. You may go to the tavern, but I'm famished.”

      Russell preferred a less stuffy setting, but he desired his friend’s counsel, and he would only get it if he stayed. As they were led to a table, two matronly women with high collars and graying hair pulled back into tight knots ceased their conversation to watch them cross the room.

      Russell sketched a bow, hoping their curiosity was satisfied. “After all that time in Paris,” he said to Marcus, “I would have thought you might have grown tired of French cuisine.”

      One side of his friend’s mouth hitched up. “Two delicacies oddly scarce in a French prison are a good meal and a delicious wench. I expected better from the bastards.”

      Russell smiled in return and slid onto one of the chairs at the round table. To Marcus’s credit, he seemed unaltered by his six-month incarceration. “I had forgotten about your troubles there toward the end of your travels.”

      “I would like to forget her, too.” Marcus was referring to his former lover and her role in his arrest. He dropped onto the cushioned chair across from Russell and looked toward the waiter as he approached. “We will have a bottle of your finest burgundy and the chef’s recommendation.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How was Mr. Gordon?” Marcus asked. “He must be getting on in age. He was your father’s solicitor, was he not?”

      “And my maternal grandfather’s. Gordon is as dire as I remembered.” Russell glanced around the dining room with its silver spoons, bone china cups, and crisp linens embroidered with rosebuds at the corners, repressing a sigh. “Are you certain you would not prefer to meet at the tavern? Or there is a coffeehouse down the way.”

      He had hoped his stay in London would allow him a short reprieve from the female dominated existence he’d been thrust into since his father’s death ten months earlier. While he adored his mother and sisters, he felt outnumbered being the lone male in residence at Rowan Manor.

      Marcus tsked. “I take it from your glum expression, the meeting didn't go well.”

      Russell nodded toward the ladies across the way. “I fear the dining room might have big ears.” He didn't need his solicitor’s advice becoming the latest on dit in tomorrow’s gossip sheets.

      “That is Lady Reinhardt and her sister,” his friend said. “Mother claims they both need ear trumpets, although they are too proud to admit it. Speak away. The ladies cannot hear you.”

      Russell lowered his voice anyway. “I need an heiress.”

      “I hardly keep one in my jacket pocket.”

      “Are you certain you haven’t a spare?” Russell grinned. “That is Mr. Gordon’s unsolicited advice, mind you, and not my aim in coming to Town.”

      “It is difficult to procure a solicitor who minds his own affairs these days.”

      “Hear, hear,” Russell agreed heartily. “I suppose Mr. Gordon considers it his duty to advise me on all matters, but it becomes irksome when his advice is extended to affairs of the heart. On the bright side, he has done well with what I’ve paid him to do. Do you recall I found a deed to a small playhouse in my father’s papers?”

      “You were considering selling it upon his recommendation.”

      “Mr. Gordon has been searching for a buyer these past four months, and he found one. I expect the sale to be concluded in a few days. There remains the matter of the company clearing the premises, but an eviction notice was delivered this afternoon. Mr. Gordon has attempted to contact the manager several times to discuss the sale, but the man has not responded. Unfortunately, the buyer wishes to turn the Drayton into a rooming house. He has no use for a theatre.”

      “Who does?”

      “I rather like the idea,” Russell admitted.

      The property had come as a surprise since his father had never been keen on the theatre. The only time Russell recalled his father behaving like a child was when Mother had requested he accompany her to a play she had read about in the newssheet. He’d puffed out his chest and became rather blustery, so Mother had surrendered the battle and invited Russell to join her instead.

      Unlike his father, Russell loved the theatre. He had even fancied himself a promising actor at one time, although he hadn’t performed since his sister Juliana accidentally stabbed him during their annual Christmas pageant. After he’d bled on Mother’s Aubusson, she’d forbidden any more performances involving weapons.

      Angels do not wield swords, Mother had said.

      Of course they do. How are angels supposed to wage war against the powers of darkness without weapons?

      No more weapons, Russell, I mean it.

      Since his argument hadn’t swayed her, his interest in acting had ended at the advanced age of ten.

      Russell thought he would enjoy keeping the theatre, but the profits had been declining for the last three years, and projections for this year weren’t promising. The wisest choice was to let it go.

      “Once the sale is finalized,” he said, “there will be enough to invest in Rowan Manor and sustain the lifestyle to which we’ve grown accustomed, but Mr. Gordon insists if I want to see my sisters well-settled someday, I need to marry into money.”

      Marcus smirked. “He always was a romantic. What do you make of his advice?”

      Russell shrugged. “Even with Lilith married, I have mother and the three youngest under my care--not to mention the servants. Marriage is one way to reinforce the family coffers, but I never imagined myself becoming a gold-digger.”

      “Oh, that is right. You are the romantic.”

      A group of older men entered the dining room and were treated to the same scrutiny Russell and his friend had received from the ladies. The waiter returned with a decanted bottle of red wine and two glasses. Once Marcus approved the wine, the waiter filled both goblets and moved on to the new arrivals’ table. Russell’s friend sipped his wine and narrowed his eyes over the rim of the cut crystal glass.

      “Is this a ploy to earn my sympathy, so I will take one of your sisters off your hands?”

      Russell scoffed. “And curse one of them to a match with a scoundrel like you? Never.” He was joking, mostly. His friend had always liked the ladies, and Russell didn’t want to see any of his sisters married to a libertine. “I happen to love my sisters.”

      “Even the one with the annoying laugh?”

      “I cannot imagine which one you mean.” Russell smiled, because he did in fact know his friend was referring to Maggie’s donkey laugh, and doing so affectionately. “And in answer to your question, yes, I love them all.”

      If he didn't, he would not be in London sorting out their futures so soon after losing their father. Discovering his sire had neglected to set aside dowries for his three youngest sisters had come as a shock. Every time Russell had asked about the estate, Father had told him all was well, and he needn’t worry. And because his father had never disappointed Russell in the past, he had believed him. He should be angry with his father for his neglect, but in reality, Russell loved and missed him a great deal.

      “Do you intend to follow Mr. Gordon’s advice to marry an heiress?” his friend asked.

      “I have barely had time to ponder it. I suppose now that I have come into my inheritance, Mother will be pressuring me to find a wife, too. If I do marry, the lady will need to be exceptionally tolerant. Rowan Manor is filled with many majors marching around and giving orders.”

      How his father had sired four daughters with the ability to make headmasters look like doting grandmothers, he didn’t know. Yet, his father had managed it quite well.

      Marcus grinned. “I recall receiving my orders on more than one occasion. I do miss the cheeky misses.”

      “We would be pleased to receive you at Rowan Manor any time.”

      “Perhaps this autumn. Have you seen the theatre?”

      Russell shook his head. “There is no point. The Drayton will not be my problem much longer.”

      “Aren’t you curious? You have always favored the theatre. I'm surprised you have refrained from taking a gander.”

      Russell suspected staying away was for the best. The playhouse was a financial liability, and he couldn’t afford to be seduced by the mystique of the theatre.

      A movement at the doorway caught his eye. He looked up to find a young woman with chestnut hair detaining one of the hotel footmen outside of the restaurant. The color was high in her cheeks, and she spoke in a breezy voice that was too soft for him to make out what she was saying. Eventually, she tossed up her hands, expressing her frustration.

      Russell shifted slightly to the edge of his seat. “What do you think is happening there?” He nodded toward the scene just beyond the dining room.

      Marcus craned his neck to look over his shoulder as an uncommonly tall man came to stand behind the woman. When he bent forward to whisper in her ear, she shook her head, sending her earbobs swinging.

      The footman gestured toward the dining room.

      She glanced in his and Marcus’s direction. She was pretty in an unusual way, with a narrow face and strong chin that might look severe if she didn’t also possess high, round cheeks and a lush mouth that gave her a slight sullen appearance. Her vivid turquoise-blue gaze locked onto them as she took a determined step toward their table. The intensity of her stare knocked the breath from Russell’s lungs.

      “Ma’am, please wait out here,” the footman called.

      She strode into the dining room.

      The footman started after her, but the large fellow accompanying her planted a hand against his shoulder. The diners fell silent.

      “Do you know her?” his friend asked before Russell could pose the same question. He didn’t have time to answer before she was upon them. Crossing her hands at her waist, she smiled at Marcus. A prick of jealousy caused Russell to sit up taller. The most beautiful women were always drawn to his friend.

      “Bonjour, gentlemen.” Her melodious voice was a perfect match to her French accent. “I realize interrupting your meal is impolite, but this is a matter that cannot wait.”

      “Bonjour.” A wolfish grin spread across Marcus’s face. “How might I be of service, beautiful?”

      Her smile thinned. “I would like a word alone with Mr. Hawke. Would you excuse us?”

      When Marcus’s jaw dropped, Russell barely held back a laugh. His friend wasn’t accustomed to women dismissing him so easily. Neither was he prepared to surrender. “Surely, I am the better man to come to your rescue.”

      “I do not require rescuing.” Her sculpted eyebrows arched above her chilly gaze. “May I speak with Mr. Hawke alone, please? I will be brief.”

      “No.” His friend’s jaw hardened.

      She squared her shoulders.

      Every one in the restaurant ceased their conversations to stare. Any moment, the silent battle between the woman and Marcus was going to erupt, and Russell didn’t relish the thought of seeing his name included in the gossip sheets tomorrow.

      Shooting out of the chair, he skirted the table to take her elbow. He had removed his gloves in preparation of taking refreshment, and her soft skin warmed beneath his palm as a pink flush rose in her cheeks. His heart thumped heavily in a manner he had only achieved after a good tumble with a woman, and never from a mere touch.

      “Thank you, miss, but now is not a good time.”

      She glowered at his fingers curled around her arm just above her elbow. “Unhand me, monsieur.”

      “Please, do not kick up a fuss and come with me,” he whispered, aware of all the onlookers.

      “I said unhand me. I know my way out.”

      “Leave your name and where I might reach you with the concierge.” He released her, and she stalked for the exit. He should have allowed her to go and returned to the table, but his curiosity was piqued by what such an extraordinary woman could want with him.

      She looked over her shoulder and drew to a halt when she saw he was following her. “I said I'm going,” she hissed.

      “Allow me to see you to the door.” He held out his arm.

      “I don’t require an escort.”

      “Perhaps we could speak briefly in the corridor.”

      She took his elbow and held her head high, moving with the grace of a highborn lady as they continued toward the exit. The man who’d arrived with her turned away from his post guarding the footman. She held up a hand to stay him when it looked like he might barge into the dining room. He heeded her command, much to Russell’s relief. They were already creating enough entertainment for the afternoon. One of the older gentlemen offered Russell a sympathetic smile as he and the woman passed their table.

      “That is the trouble with mistresses,” he overheard the man say.

      “I am no man’s mistress,” she shot back.

      “They aren’t worth your notice,” he said under his breath. “Please keep walking.”

      She snapped her mouth shut, although the crimson blush staining her cheeks led him to believe she had much more she would like to say to the gent.

      Once they reached the dining room entrance, she didn’t release him as he’d expected. He walked with her until they passed through the hotel doors and stood on the walkway outside.

      Russell experienced a slight pang of regret when she dropped his arm. He took a cleansing breath. “Please accept my apologies on behalf of Mr. Fletcher. He is not accustomed to...” He trailed off, unsure how to explain Marcus was not used to rejection without offending her.

      Her formidable companion had followed them outside without uttering a sound and stationed himself in front of the hotel door, blocking the entrance.

      “Your friend is not accustomed to chivalry?” she supplied. “Manners? Common decency?”

      “Now, see here.” Russell couldn’t allow the insult to Marcus to pass without feeling disloyal, and he suspected the two interlopers had just managed him. “You are the one who barged in and interrupted our meal. Even now, you are keeping me from my friend.”

      “Please, go.” She thrust her hip to one side and braced her hand on it. “I told you I did not require an escort.”

      His gaze slid over her sensuous curves with a will all its own.

      She cleared her throat.

      His head snapped up. “My apologies.”

      Her eyes narrowed as if she’d caught him peeping in her window.

      Irritation flared in his chest. He was sorry for his lapse in manners, but he would be damned if he apologized for appreciating what any man passing by on the street could see.

      “As long as you have pulled me away,” he said, “why don’t you tell me what this is about?”

      “You are closing the Drayton Theatre.”

      “I am, and I can assure you, Miss...?” He raised his eyebrows in expectation of her supplying a name.

      “Claudine Bellerose. I'm an actress and playwright at your theatre. There are several of us in the company.”

      My theatre. Damnation, he liked the sound of that. The Drayton had simply been a name and numbers written on a piece of paper when he had crawled from bed that morning. Now he couldn’t help picturing a cast and crew, stage settings, and costumes. His blood ran a bit hotter as he realized he owned an actual theatre and all that entailed. Unfortunately, reality extinguished his enthusiasm. He didn’t have time to invest in the business, and it certainly wasn’t profitable under the current manager.

      “I assure you, Miss Bellerose. Closing the theatre was a difficult decision.”

      “Was it? We had no advance notice. If you had been weighing your options, you might have alerted us ahead of time. You have given us a week to clear out of the theatre.”
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