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Late November, 1884 – Dalymore, Montana

Nettie Dupont sat in her dressing room preparing for tonight’s performance.

There was no roar of the crowd, no applause hoping to entice her out, just the low mutterings of customers talking at their tables as they sipped their drinks. Together, Nettie and Ralph assessed this place almost the moment they stepped inside. They sensed it would not be conducive to their mental well-being, and Ralph decided he would play the piano until she made an appearance. Unfortunately, despite his excellent playing, no accolades were forthcoming. 

No matter. They received the same fee, whether or not the audience listened. 

It’s what her head told her, but her heart said otherwise. 

When she left home, Nettie had no idea she would end up here, a dive if ever there was one. But she was doing what she loved, and that was what mattered, right? Only she wasn’t sure it was right. The daughter of an industrialist, her father discouraged her from taking up performing as a career. He told her it was not a career that would support her. Sadly, it seemed he could be right. 

Not every place they’d played at was this bad. At most establishments they’d performed, they had an audience who listened, who cared, and even applauded them at the end of the show. 

Right now, Nettie wanted to be anywhere but in this dump. 

She sighed and continued to ready herself for the show. She pinned back her chestnut colored hair and added the clump of black feathers she’d fashioned into a headpiece. It helped her look the part. She was far from a burlesque dancer, but that’s what her father had called her. He demanded she stop performing or leave home. 

She chose to leave. 

Her father wasn’t a bad man. He loved her dearly, and Nettie loved him equally as much. He said if she left, her allowance would be cut off that very day.

Any sane person would say she was crazy, but Nettie was convinced she was being watched. Why anyone would spy on her, she didn’t know, but it made her feel most uneasy. 

The knock on the dressing room door distracted her. “Nettie, it’s time.” There was no stage manager in this place, and the barman doubled up for that job. 

She pushed her chair back with a screech and headed to the backstage area. She peeked around the curtain, waited for Ralph to nod, then play a few bars to present her coming appearance, then Nettie stepped out onto the stage. 

As she expected, there was no applause, no acknowledgement she was even there. She turned sad eyes to the audience and glanced across the darkened room. And there he was. He was slunk down in the corner, his hat pulled down over his face. It was glaringly obvious he was trying to hide his identity, and over the past weeks, he’d done exactly that. 

She’d asked around, and no one could tell her who he was. No one knew. She watched as he lit a cigarette and took a sip of beer. With each movement, the man kept his face covered, and it made her wonder what he had to hide. 

Nettie positioned herself ready to dance, holding the large feather fan across her face. She opened her mouth and sang, slowly dragging down the fan. When she glanced his way again, the stranger was gone. 

~*~
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Ralph and Nettie sat at the café table sipping coffee. After a long night performing, they liked to unwind. There was a special buzz you got in front of an audience, and Nettie never tired of it. 

“He was there again tonight,” Nettie said between sips of coffee. 

Ralph took a mouthful of carrot cake. “I saw him. He wasn’t there long enough to see his face, though.” 

“Are you surprised? He never stays long.” She flicked a stray clump of hair off her face. “I wish I knew what he wanted.” 

“Perhaps your father wants you to go back home.” 

Nettie couldn’t help herself – she laughed out loud at his words. “He doesn’t appreciate what we’re doing.” She glanced up and their mystery man strolled past, glancing at her for only a moment. She shoved her chair back and ran after him, but the stranger was gone before she was outside the café door.

Sighing as she sat, Nettie resigned herself to not knowing who the man was. “He might be following you, Ralph,” she said with a chuckle. 

Ralph’s scowl did nothing to reassure her. As though it had never happened, he forced a smile onto his face. “Why would anyone want to follow me?” He took another mouthful of coffee, then pulled a cigarette out of his pocket, preparing to light it. 

“Please, Ralph,” Nettie pleaded. “The smoke affects my voice.” 

He nodded then and returned it to the fancy cigarette case he carried everywhere he went. “I owe you that much.” They both knew if it wasn’t for Nettie deciding to pursue her singing career, he wouldn’t be here. 

Claude Dupont, Nettie’s father, set up a trust for young people down on their luck. They were set up to learn whatever it was they decided to do in life. Ralph had a talent for playing piano, and his future career was begun. 

Coming from a difficult family situation, Ralph’s music lessons were held at the Dupont home. That’s where he and Nettie had met. It was a childhood friendship, that grew over the years. 

Some years later, when Nettie decided to leave home, Ralph went with her. 

Nettie yawned, and Ralph stared at her. “It’s been a big day,” she said. “I hate when we move to a new venue. I’d much prefer to stay in one place for a much longer time.” 

“Get that manager of yours to book longer gigs.” 

Nettie laughed. Ralph did too. If she had an manager, they wouldn’t be playing in dives like this one. 

Their next booking, now that could be lifechanging. Performing at the Royal Imperial Music Hall was a lifelong dream. How they’d even known about their show, Ivory and Melodies, Nettie would never know. The fact they were booked there was a dream come true. It gave the pair something to look forward to. It also made her wonder why they had bothered with their current booking.

Deep down she knew – first of all, they needed the money. Secondly their music hall booking wasn’t for some weeks. What were they supposed to do in between?  

Ralph ate the last of his cake and stood. “Let’s go,” he said, offering her his arm. Nettie pulled her shawl up around her shoulders, then they headed toward the two-bit hotel they were staying in. 

She pulled two sets of keys out of her reticule as they arrived at the run-down hotel. When she’d left home, Nettie did not know she would end up in such a ramshackle establishment. The bed was barely tolerable, and the sheets threadbare. The towels were almost falling to pieces, and she could hear mice scrambling across the room as she tried to sleep. The comings and goings throughout the night told her rooms were available by the hour. 

Thank goodness they only had one more night in this sleazy place. Next time she would choose their accommodations more carefully. 

She handed Ralph his key. Neither of them earned quite enough to make a living, but they got by. One of these days they’d make the big time, and things would be different. It was the one thing she longed for. Not for the money. That wasn’t important to her. She wanted to rub her father’s face in it. To show him her talents were just that, and the fact her dreams didn’t match his didn’t mean they weren’t worthwhile. 

Ralph always waited with her while she entered her room. He liked to think he was her protector. “Ralph,” she whispered as she pushed the door open, her key still in her hand. “The door was open. I know I locked it.” 

Suddenly, Nettie was shoved aside as a blur ran past her. She toppled over and let out a squeal. 

Ralph leaned down and helped her up. “Are you hurt?” The concern on his face was heartfelt. 

She brushed his worry aside. “I believe I’m still in one piece.” She might have sounded fine, but she was trembling. Not surprising, given the circumstances.

“Let’s check if anything is missing.” Ralph was about to step into the room when she caught him by the arm. 

“I’m afraid,” she said, her voice quivering. “There could still be someone in there.” 

He stared at her then. “Of course, you’re right. We’ll go to the front desk and find out how to get the police here.” 

“And tell them what? Someone broke in, but there was little to steal? I mostly have clothes in there, as you know. There’s little of value. My costume is probably the only item of value.” She stared at him then, daring Ralph to disagree.

He studied her for what seemed forever, then nodded. “Well, you can’t sleep there tonight,” he said, dragging her away from her room. 

Nettie agreed. It was the last thing she wanted – what if they had a second attempt? They near ran to the front desk, but no other rooms were available. 

“You’ll have to bunk in with me,” Ralph said. 

It wasn’t an option. Nettie had a reputation to protect. Besides, Ralph’s room only had one bed. 

As they walked down the corridor toward his room, she was grabbed from behind. Nettie tried to scream, but a hand was forced over her mouth. Ralph flew into action to defend her. 

Until a gun was shoved in his face. 

~*~
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“Move slowly to your room,” he told Ralph, still waving the gun in his face. Nettie was petrified, and rightly so. 

She had done nothing to hurt anyone, and saw no reason for this to happen. “Sit down on the bed, both of you,” he demanded, then grabbed a nearby chair and sat facing them. “My name is Hank Carmichael.” 

Was this the man who had been stalking them? It was hard to tell, since she’d never seen his face except for two seconds tonight as they sat in the café. “What do you want?” Her words were firm, demanding. 

He glanced down at the gun still in his hand, then stared at the pair sitting on the bed in front of him. “Your father sent me.” 

“My father? He wiped his hands of me.” Nettie was certain her shock at his words would be clear.

“He was worried about you.” The man looked down at the gun again. “If I put this away, do you both promised to stay where you are and listen?” 

His eyes were trained on Ralph who was far more of a threat to him than Nettie. “I promise,” Ralph said firmly, and Hank put the gun away. Nettie breathed a sigh of relief. 

“I’m getting something out of my pocket,” he said, his eyes trained on Ralph. “It’s my business card.” He handed it to Nettie. The card read Hank Carmichael – Private Investigator.

“You’re a private investigator? Why would my father hire you? I’m not doing anything wrong.” She was confused. Maybe he only wanted her to be safe.

“Miss Dupont,” Hank said slowly. “Your father was concerned you were in danger.” 

Nettie considered his words carefully. “Was concerned? So I’m not in danger anymore?” 

A sadness came over his face. “Your father is dead, Miss Dupont.” 

Nettie gasped. This surely wasn’t true? She would have heard. Wouldn’t she? “I don’t believe you,” she said firmly. “I would know if that happened.” 

She watched as he studied her. “Are you certain?” he asked gently. He reached into his pocket again. “I have proof.” Hank Carmichael unfolded a newspaper clipping and showed it to her. 

“Industrialist Dead.” The words blurred in front of her eyes. She wiped at the tears that rolled down her face. Nettie’s head was spinning. 

“My father is really dead?” A sob escaped her lips then, and she turned her head away. She wanted to run, to get away from this man who dispensed bad news by the handful. 

He nodded. “I’m afraid he is. He was very concerned about your safety. It’s the reason he contacted me. As his sole heir, you are now a very rich woman. He asked me to protect you, and that’s exactly what I am going to do.” 

“None of this makes sense,” she whispered. “My father cut me off. I’m not even in his will.” 

Hank shook his head. “He might have told you that, but it’s not true. He paid me upfront to ensure I looked after you, even after...” He stopped then, and Nettie realized he was about to say, even after he was dead. 

Her eyes filled with tears again. 

“What can I do to help?” Ralph asked, his sadness clear. Ralph knew her father well. He’d been there when Ralph was in a precarious position. Claude Dupont was a good man and would do anything for anyone. He’d taken Ralph under his wing, and ensured he had a good life ahead of him.

“There’s nothing you can do.” Hank glanced from Ralph to Nettie. “First thing is to get you both out of this dump. The security here is non-existent.” He thought for a moment or two. “Gather up your belongings, both of you. We need to move quickly.” 

“My room was broken into tonight,” she explained.

“I know. They’ve escalated.” 

“You’ve been watching me? Was that you at each performance?” She studied Hank as he writhed under her scrutiny. 

“It was not,” he finally said, and her heart pounded. “I kept out of sight, but kept a keen eye on you. Each time I’ve just missed catching the man trying to kill you.” 

“They murdered my father,” she said, as though only now understanding the situation. Her voice broke as she spoke the words out loud. 

“Unfortunately, there is no proof of who killed your father. At least that’s what the police have said.” 

Ralph stood, then gathered up his few belongings. They traveled light. It wasn’t easy hauling a lot of belongings from town to town all the time. “I’m packed,” he said shortly. 

“I don’t know how much of a mess they’ve made of my room,” Nettie said, her heart still breaking over her father. “I was afraid to check once that man came running out.” 

“You saw him?” Worry etched his face. 

Nettie studied him. “Not really. He moved so fast it was all a blur.” 

Hank nodded then. “Let’s get your belongings, then we’ll leave.” They headed out to the corridor again, Hank checking it was safe first. “All clear,” he said, then stepped out of Ralph’s hotel room. 

They went next door to Nettie’s room, and she glanced about in despair. They had pulled the room to pieces, even shredding the mattress. What they’d hoped to find, she had no idea. If they thought she carried hordes of cash, they’d be wrong. She had little in her bank account since her father cut off her allowance. All she had was the money her father had previously added to her bank account, and that was surely closed to being drained by now. She and Ralph had regular bookings, but the smaller gigs did not pay so well. Nettie knew once they got the big break all performers hoped for, things would be different. She hoped the booking at the Royal Imperial Music Hall was all it was said to be. 

She shoved her strewn belongings, including her costume, which was thankfully unscathed, into a carpetbag, then quickly left the room. Just being there gave her the shivers. “Where are we going?” she asked as they left the hotel. 

Hank stared at her momentarily. “Somewhere far safer than this dive.” He shook his head as though he couldn’t believe an industrialist’s daughter would stay in such a place. 

“I had no choice,” she told him firmly. “Father cut off my allowance, and we were surviving on a pittance.” 

Hank turned to face her. “Your father did not stop your allowance. He only told you that to try to change your mind. If you’d taken the time to check your account, you would know the money is there.” 
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