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          BRIGHTON, 1888

        

      

    

    
      Mary O’Sullivan didn’t consider herself a thief…per se.

      She was an actress. A gifted actress who—upon occasion—portrayed a thief with such unparalleled commitment that nearby individuals unwittingly forfeited their personal belongings to her exemplary performance.

      Such was the case one breezy afternoon in May as she and the other Paddington Players disembarked onto the platform of the Brighton Railway station. The troupe, ten in all, had just arrived for a week-long engagement at the Jubilee Music Hall and their manager, Mickey Doyle, was nearly optimistic that a good showing at the plum venue might lead to an extended stay. Naturally, his optimism was accompanied by a litany of superstitious warnings. Theatre life was rife with potential calamities so while one might dare to hope for good things to come—one should never tempt fate by uttering those hopes aloud. And as a more practical matter, one must never do anything to draw the wrong kind of attention. Traveling theatre troupes were viewed with the same suspicion as exotic circus folk and aimless vagabonds, therefore making a good first impression upon the citizenry of Brighton was essential.

      Mary did know this.

      She also knew Mickey was adamant that none of his performers pilfer items on their way in to a new town. Only on the way out. She agreed this was a sensible policy. However, a golden opportunity such as the one unfolding before her amidst the chaos of the busy railway depot was not one to be squandered. Of this she was certain.

      As stationmasters called out instructions and steam hissed from locomotive stacks, a rotund gentleman in a silk top hat had taken root dead center of the platform, forcing other travelers to surge around him. Average in height, well above average in girth, and impeccably dressed, his booming voice rose above the general din as he belligerently browbeat an apple-cheeked porter for allegedly mishandling his luggage. No matter that the beleaguered lad was obviously doing his level best, or that the traveler and his sour-faced wife had at least a dozen valises of various dimension as well as a portmanteau roughly the size of a barouche.

      “Make haste, you imbecile,” the man groused. “And take care! Those are my belongings, not dung being mucked from a stall!” He yanked a shiny gold watch from his pocket and shook it at the porter nearly striking the boy in the nose. “Make haste!” the man harrumphed once more.

      “Beg your pardon, sir,” the porter mumbled breathlessly, hefting another bag onto the already straining trolley. His peaked blue cap, stitched with the yellow insignia of the London, Brighton and South Coast Railway, had slipped so far askew it was all but dangling over his left ear. He shoved it back into place with one hand while reaching for an overstuffed valise with his other.

      “Your apology is useless, boy. Just do your job,” the man barked, stuffing the timepiece back into his waistcoat pocket. As he did so, Mary took note of another pocket—one located inside his overcoat—which appeared to contain a wallet. A big, thick, tempting wallet.

      Only steal from those who can most afford it.

      That was another one of Mickey’s rules, and a good one, too. Fortunately, a quick inventory of this bombastic bully’s appearance confirmed everything Mary needed to know. Matching Louis Vuitton luggage, Oxford shoes without a single scuff, a silk necktie with a diamond pin, and a signet ring so large she could almost feel the weight of it in her palm. Mary’s hands clenched reflexively as she began to strategize.

      Yes, Mickey might object to her sticky fingers, but a good score would soften his ire, and a true windfall would likely eliminate his annoyance altogether. The Paddington Players were habitually short of funds, and a few extra pounds at the start of their time in Brighton would benefit them all. They could eat a little better, perhaps purchase a few new costumes, and if Mary were truly fortunate, there’d be a bit extra for her to tuck away into her private, personal fund—because she had some plans of her own. It was worth the risk.

      Slowing her pace, she cast a sideways glance at young Wally, her frequent partner in shenanigans, and with a subtle nod, communicated her intentions. He grinned with comprehension and approval, adjusting his long-legged stride to move in front of their entourage. It was a subtle, unremarkable shift, like starlings changing formation, but then—with all the fluid grace of a knock-kneed pelican trying to escape a burning china shoppe—Wally tripped over some non-existent hazard and in the most spectacular fashion tumbled arse over tip into the man’s mountainous pile of luggage.

      “Damn it all to hell,” Mickey muttered as predictable chaos rippled through the crowded station. Men guffawed with laughter, women gasped in surprise, and wide-eyed children giggled and gawked as Wally flailed about, his long limbs entangled in the avalanche of fine leather. He was a master of the pratfall, captivating everyone’s attention as he oh-so-clumsily attempted to extricate himself only to fall again—and again—back into the pile. He wasn’t poetry in motion so much as he was a naughty limerick trapped in a dervish. Mary might have taken the time to enjoy his glorious antics if her own attention wasn’t focused elsewhere, for in the convenient hullabaloo, she bumped into the despicable man and as easily as plucking an apple from a tree, relieved him of his billfold.

      The whole encounter lasted mere seconds, ending just as quickly as it had begun. The Paddington Players continued moving casually toward the exit as if they had nothing to do with that awkward young man creating such a disturbance. They didn’t know him, and they certainly didn’t have any inkling that the beastly man’s wallet was now, mysteriously, tucked into Mary’s satchel.

      “What are the rules?” Mickey demanded as soon as they were a safe distance from the station and Wally had rejoined them.

      “I know,” Mary responded, sounding less contrite than she ought yet more contrite than she felt. “But that arrogant toff was abusing the porter in a most dreadful manner, and his billfold was all but leaping from his pocket. It was so easy to nab I just couldn’t resist.”

      “Easy or otherwise,” Mickey continued, his brogue thickening with frustration. “Our job is not to rectify the ill-treatment of the working class. Our job is to entertain them, and we can’t do that if the two of you land us in jail. This is our first trip to Brighton, and I was hoping to be here for at least an hour before some constable comes knocking with allegations, so no more misbehaving. Is that understood? That goes for each of you.” He spoke to the group in general, but his eyes lingered on Mary. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to, miss.” The sudden hint of melancholy in his tone caused her a ripple of remorse. Apparently, her secret stash was not so secret after all, nor was its purpose.

      “I’m sorry, Mick,” she murmured, and this time she meant it. “I shouldn’t have been so reckless.”

      “Hm,” he said, accepting her apology with a squint because they all knew she’d inevitably be reckless again. It was just in her nature. “We’ll discuss this later. In the meantime, no more lollygagging. We’ve a walk ahead of us to reach Terwilliger’s Boarding House.”

      Mickey turned and started down the cobblestone slope that led into the heart of Brighton. The others fell into step behind him, merging into familiar clusters as if following some predetermined but unspoken choreography. Most of them had been with the Paddington Players for years and although they got on well as a group, everyone had their favorites. For Mary, that included nineteen-year-old Wally who could always make her smile no matter how dire the situation, and wise, sophisticated Rose who, at forty-eight, was twice Mary’s age but her confidante in all things. Rose was as much a mentor and surrogate mother to Mary as she was a trusted friend.

      “If my fingers were as nimble as yours, I’d have done the same,” Rose whispered, adjusting her parasol to deflect the afternoon sun. “That pompous windbag had it coming, but I suppose Mickey is right. We should be cautious.”

      Mary recognized the gentle rebuke. “I suppose,” she whispered in response, reaching inside her bag as if to confirm the wallet was inside. It was, of course, but unfortunately her burning curiosity about its contents would have to wait until she had some privacy.
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        * * *

      

      Terwilliger’s Boarding House rose three stories tall on a quiet boulevard just a few blocks from the shore. Its whitewashed exterior and modest front step suggested humble accommodation—but given the array of questionable lodgings the players had endured over the years, Mary felt a modicum of relief. The place had a certain dingy charm to it.

      “Lace curtains in the windows,” whispered the troupe’s seamstress. “That’s a good sign.”

      “And flower boxes,” added their dresser. “Pray the mattresses aren’t too lumpy. I’ve still a crick in my neck from the last place.”

      “I’m telling you,” Mickey said as he delivered three short raps to the weatherbeaten door, “Brighton is a fine place to be. The Jubilee is taking good care of us, which is precisely why I hope they extend our engagement.”

      “Anyplace would be better than that rickety hovel in Croyden,” Rose replied with a rueful chuckle.

      “The one we were certain would topple over in the wind?” the seamstress asked. “Or the leaky barn?”

      “Both.”

      “How about the foul-smelling place in Hammersmith with the stained bed linens?” Mary shuddered involuntarily.

      “I’ll take stained linens over bed bugs. I left Liverpool covered in bites,” remarked Pretty Tom, called such because his dark tousled curls and seductively fringed eyes made him quite the handsomest man most of them had ever encountered. He was also the dimmest. Mickey had once remarked that Tom could forget his lines while playing a corpse, yet women found him delightful on stage. They often found him equally delightful in their beds. That was how he helped supplement the troupe’s meager income—with baubles and shillings from appreciative…fans. It seemed a beneficial arrangement for all parties involved.  

      “Are you sure those bites were from bugs?” Mary teased, causing Tom to grin and the seamstress to giggle.

      “Gaw, but yer a soft lot,” Wally added good-naturedly. “As a lad, I counted m’self lucky if I ’ad a sack o’ turnips for me ’ead and a dry spot under a bridge.”

      “That sounds rather bleak,” Rose responded, tilting her head back and gazing upward to account for the difference in their heights. “But it obviously didn’t stunt your growth.”

      “Naw,” Wally agreed. “An’ leastways on the ground me hoofers don’t dangle over the edge o’ the bed.” Their responding laughter lingered as Mickey rapped once more upon the door.

      “Hold yer water! I’m a coming!” a gravelly voice called out. Moments later, the door creaked open to reveal a plump, unsmiling woman with rolled-up sleeves and flour adorning her flushed cheeks. “You the theatre folk?” she asked, looking them over as if searching for boils.

      “We are indeed,” Mickey answered doffing his cap and bowing slightly. “Michael Doyle of the Paddington Players at your service, ma’am.”

      “Not at my service,” she said dryly, then turned around and walked away. “Well? Ye coming?” she added at their hesitation. “I ’aven’t got all day. Pies don’t bake themselves.”

      With tentative smiles to one another, they entered the boarding house, and Mary was pleased to find the quality inside comparable to the exterior. It was…sufficient with faded floral-patterned paper on the walls, a well-worn floor free of mud, and a slightly dented umbrella stand in the corner. But best of all, the aroma of gooseberry pie hung in air, promising there’d be food. Mary’s stomach rumbled with optimism.

      “Blimey,” murmured Wally as he closed his eyes and breathed in the delightful scent. “I reckon ’eaven smells like pies in the oven.”

      “Supper is served at seven o’clock,” Mrs. Terwilliger said as she pulled a tattered green ledger from a nearby shelf. “But you folks is me only guests presently, and I know theatre type keep strange hours. I’ll leave a cold tray in the dining room after hours but mind you, keep out of my kitchen.”

      Mary stole a glance at the still-enraptured Wally who winked in response. Midnight foraging in the pantry was inevitable. Filching those gooseberry pies might be as rewarding as nicking a fat wallet.

      “I run a respectable house, I do,” the gruff woman continued. “Men sleep on the third floor, ladies on the second.” She paused to waggle a finger at them, adding, “And I’ll have no larking about or making free with each other while yer under my roof, ye ’ear? And no extra visitors, neither. Understood?”

      They nodded in unison—except for Pretty Tom who sighed with disappointment. He did so enjoy female companionship.

      “Yer trunks arrived from the station and I ’ad me man put them in yer rooms,” Mrs. Terwilliger added as she handed out keys. “I’ve got to get back to me kitchen now. That’s where you’ll find me—if you need anything.” The implication in her tone was clear. Try not to need anything.

      “Don’t forget,” Mickey called out as everyone began to disperse, “we’re meeting in the front parlor in one hour. Rehearsals at the Jubilee begin tomorrow morning, and our first curtain is in just three days so there’s much to discuss.”

      While the others murmured tired responses and ambled toward the stairs, Mary tugged on Rose’s sleeve, urging her to hurry. Down the hall they went, up the steps, down another hall, and finally through the doorway of the spartan but tidy room they would share. Inside was an iron-framed bed neatly made with a clumsily stitched quilt, a small wardrobe with crooked drawers, and a rickety washstand along with their own trunks. The air smelled faintly of lavender and lemon cleaning polish along with the briny tang of the English Channel wafting through an open window.

      “I suppose this will do,” Rose said, pulling pins from her flowerpot hat and sitting down upon the bed. Fair-haired with delicate features, she’d been born into wealth but an impetuous love affair with a footman led to an elopement and estrangement from her family. When he died a few years later, she found her way to the theatre rather than returning home. Nonetheless, her regal bearing remained deeply ingrained.

      “Yes, it’s grand,” Mary replied absently. Her mind was on the wallet and its contents. She reached inside her bag and made contact with the cool metal clasp and velvety-soft leather, pulse thrumming with optimism as she murmured a quick if somewhat irreverent prayer.

      “Dear Saint Genesius, may this purse I’ve pinched be blessed with pound notes not stuffed with IOUs and calling cards. Amen.”

      “Amen,” Rose added wryly, making a half-hearted sign of the cross. She was a Presbyterian, after all, but better safe than sorry.

      Mary hesitated, allowing the possibility of good fortune to linger, then carefully removed the billfold, holding it out for inspection as if it were a rare artifact. For the duration of a heartbeat, they simply gazed. It was indeed a fine wallet crafted of supple, honey-colored calfskin, handstitched, and embossed with the initials B.W.T. But best of all, the shiny silver clasp strained at its thickness, causing Mary’s breath to catch in her throat.

      “Open it,” Rose demanded impatiently.

      Mary nodded, pressing the clasp and letting out satisfied gasp of surprise as it popped open to reveal a stack of crisp pound notes. “Blimey,” she murmured, “that’s a lot of scratch.”

      “It is, indeed,” Rose replied. “Shall we count it?”

      “You count it,” Mary answered, handing over the loose notes. “I’ll see what else is here.”

      From the silk-lined interior, Mary extracted a few beveled-edge calling cards for one Bertrum Wallis-Thorne, Esq., obviously the owner of this item—until recently. Now it was hers. There was a membership card to the Athenaeum Club, two railway passes, a slip of paper confirming a reservation at the Royal Albion Hotel, and an invitation of some sort that Mary didn’t bother to read. She tossed those items onto the bed next to Rose and examined the last pocket to find more banknotes.

      “There’s twenty pounds here,” Rose said, her voice reedy with amazement as she held up the notes.

      “And another five here,” Mary added, equally incredulous. “That’s twenty-five pounds in all. Who travels with that kind of blunt?”

      “Not many could, but a man who’s lost this much will undoubtedly be on the lookout for whomever stole his wallet.” Rose’s original look of elation morphed into one of concern. “Do you think he’d recognize you, Mary?”

      “He never even looked at me. His eyes were on Wally.”

      “Then let’s hope he doesn’t recognize Wally.”

      “Even if he did, Wally wasn’t near enough to take his wallet so there’d be no reason to suspect him.”

      “Except perhaps as a decoy.”

      Mary felt a twinge of unease and was reminded of just why Mickey didn’t want them stealing upon arrival, only on departure. But Wally knew the game. He knew the risks. Still…she didn’t want her rash decision to put anyone in harm’s way, and Wally wouldn’t have acted without her prompting. Perhaps she’d made a mistake.

      “Do you think I should I return the wallet?” Mary asked hesitantly. “I could deliver it to the hotel anonymously with a note saying I’d found it at the station.”

      “What? Goodness, no.” Rose looked up, her brief consideration for anyone’s safety squashed by practicality—and perhaps a touch of greed. “That prig from the station isn’t likely to attend any of our performances, and we certainly won’t be dining at the Royal Albion. I doubt we’ll cross paths again, and heaven knows we can use this money. Gus is in desperate need of new boots and our backdrop for Twelfth Night is in tatters.”

      Mary’s joy dipped ever so slightly. Stolen spoils were always shared with the entire group, but boots and backdrops were not exactly what she had in mind. A windfall such as this was a rarity. Surely it should be spent on something meaningful and magnificent. She plucked the previously ignored invitation from the bed and began to read it aloud instead of responding to Rose.

      “Guests of the Baxter Hotel are cordially invited to a Tournament of Poker May 20th, 21st and 22nd, 1888, at 8pm sharp. A grand prize of—” She stopped speaking, blinking rapidly as she re-read the information.

      “A grand prize of what?” Rose prompted.

      “This cannot be accurate,” Mary said. “According to this invitation, the grand prize awarded on Saturday evening is…five hundred pounds.” She looked at Rose as if needing confirmation. It was a life-altering sum of money.

      “Five hundred pounds?” Rose’s eyes grew large. “Let me see that.” She pulled the invitation from Mary’s fingers and read it silently, nodding her head.

      “Yes, it says five hundred pounds. How remarkable!” Then she sighed. “Unfortunately, it’s for guests of the Baxter Hotel, and it says there’s a twenty pound entrance fee. Certainly, that’s too much for the likes of us.”

      “Twenty pounds is a mere pittance compared to the prize,” Mary replied as the cogs and gears in her mind began to turn in synchronicity.

      “Compared to the prize, perhaps, but not compared to our income.” Rose handed the invitation back to Mary, as if that put an end to the conversation, but it didn’t.

      “Are you forgetting about the twenty-five pounds we just gleaned from this wallet?” Mary insisted.

      “No, but why waste that on an entrance fee to a tournament we couldn’t possibly win? Our men are clever enough, in their own ways, but not a single one of them is sharp enough to face a roomful of gentlemen gamblers.”

      Mary paused, considering the possibilities. “I agree,” she said quietly. “None of our men would fare very well in that environment, but what about…me?”

      Rose’s sudden chortle of laughter faded as she realized Mary was in earnest.

      “Oh, my darling,” she said with all the maternal qualities she possessed. “Forgive me, but that’s a preposterous suggestion. Even if women were allowed to participate, you’d be playing against men who have money to lose. You do not, and if they caught you in any sleight of hand trickery, the consequences would be disastrous.”

      “I’d play an honest game. A mostly honest game,” she corrected. “And you know how skilled I am with cards. Gus has taught me every trick and says I’m better now than he ever was.”

      “Gus?” Rose’s brows rose along with the octave of her voice. “Gus who broke his hand in a pub when a card game devolved into a bout of fisticuffs?”

      Mary shrugged. “Yes, but that fight didn’t start because he was cheating. It started because he was drunk and called the other player a cabbage-headed chucklepate.”

      Rose shook her head, ignoring Mary’s defense. “Nonetheless, it’s too dangerous. Mickey would never allow it, and anyway, we’re not guests of the Baxter Hotel. Can’t you just be grateful for the twenty-five pounds? Think of all the good things we can do with that money.”

      “But think of what we could do with five hundred pounds,” Mary insisted.

      Rose’s expression slowly turned to empathy as she took ahold of Mary’s hands. “Is this about going to America?” she asked softly.

      “No, of course not.” Mary answered too quickly, and too emphatically because yes, of course it was about America. More specifically, it was about Mary’s dream of making a name for herself on the New York stage. She was grateful for all Mickey had done for her, and she loved the Paddington Players, yet…she ached for something…more. Something…bigger. She wanted to be Lillie Langtry and Ellen Terry and Constance Benson all rolled into one, and she would never achieve that kind of success in towns like Brighton or Hammersmith or Croyden. Even in London she’d be just another pretty Irish girl, but in New York City, she could be a sensation. She was sure of it.

      “You’ll get there, darling,” Rose assured her. “But that’s all the more reason to be cautious with this money. Divided among us, that’s two pounds, ten shillings each. Do you really want to risk that?”

      A sharp rap on the door prevented Mary from answering, but she would have said yes, she was willing to risk anything.

      “You girls decent in there?” Mickey asked.

      “Come in,” Rose replied as Mary hastily stuffed the banknotes back into the wallet and held it behind her back as if hoping their manager might have forgotten all about it. That was unlikely but apparently Mary was in the mood for dreaming big today.

      “Let’s have it,” he said immediately upon stepping inside their room, dashing those dreams.

      “Have what?” Mary blinked, the picture of innocence.

      He frowned with exasperation. “I’m instituting a new rule. Anything pinched, pilfered, filched, nicked, or absconded with while we are here in Brighton must be delivered directly to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s my summer holiday,” he retorted, sarcasm as sharp as Rose’s hatpin. “And I don’t want to be run out of town before I’ve even donned my new bathing costume.” Mary pressed her lips together. She wanted to be annoyed by his ham-handed demand, but the image of Mickey’s soft, round belly and spindly limbs clad in sodden, ill-fitting swimwear elicited a reluctant smile.

      “You are jesting, aren’t you?” Rose asked hesitantly.

      He glared over at her. “Of course I’m jesting, Rose. I’ll be at the Jubilee Music Hall from sun-up until the wee hours. When would I ever find idle time to loiter at the beach?”

      “I just wanted to be certain,” she replied, holding back her own smile.

      With an annoyed huff, he returned his gaze to Mary and extended his arm, fingers wiggling impatiently. “I haven’t time for this. Hand it over.”

      With a sigh of resignation, Mary held out the wallet but did not let go.

      “Twenty-five pounds, Mick,” she said dramatically. “There is twenty-five pounds in this wallet.” Pleasant surprise passed over his face before he schooled his expression back to paternal disapproval.

      “I don’t care if it’s one hundred pounds,” he finally said. “I need to know you will not take any more unnecessary risks while we are here in Brighton. Is that understood?” Mary silently acknowledged his suggestion was probably a good one…however, she also knew she must plead her case now or be forever silent.

      “I understand, Mickey, but…how would you feel about me taking a modest risk for a chance at, say…five hundred pounds?”
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