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            Questions
 
            Into the forge's fiery glow I thrust the steel
 
            And bend it into the arc of a wheel.
 
            My hammer strikes; my muscles ache.
 
            This is how I make what I make.
 
             
 
            My dearest works with the stuff of dreams
 
            Where nothing seen is what it seems.
 
            Her image flickers, and people sigh.
 
            How can she love my kind of guy?
 
             
 
            Still she trembles when we kiss.
 
            Is there hope for a match like this?
  
            
 
            —F.S.I.

         

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Prologue
 
            Chicago, Illinois
 November 1924
            

         
 
         ANNA FINNEGAN KNEW she was being greedy. Even as the biting November wind cut through her ragged clothes and gnawed deep into the bare skin of her hands and face, she knew that the two apples she’d already stolen, secreted into the folds of her threadbare coat, should be enough. Taking another was risky. The longer she lingered, the greater the chance that she’d be caught. But she was so hungry that she couldn’t bring herself to walk away.
         
 
         The corner grocer was busy, even with the weather taking another determined step toward winter. Mothers trudged past Anna with small children in tow, making their way inside through the open door, greeting the shopkeeper, an old woman with a shawl wrapped tightly around her stooped shoulders, her wrinkled cheeks flushed red from the cold. Men tramped up and down the sidewalk behind Anna, some with their noses buried in newspapers, others calling greetings to friends, their voices mixing with the honking horns of automobiles. No one paid much attention to the grubby, twelve-year-old girl standing in front of the bin of apples.
 
         You can do it…  Just take one more…
         
 
         It had been three days since Anna had last eaten. Even now, her stomach grumbled and groaned, making her feel weak and dizzy. She’d done all she possibly could to feed herself, from rooting through every nook and cranny of her mother’s apartment for any misplaced scraps, to begging outside of the Chicago & North Western train station; for all of that, the only thing she’d accomplished for her efforts was to be elbowed out of the way and knocked to the ground. She’d ended up hungrier than ever. Anna knew that stealing was wrong, but she no longer had a choice. If she didn’t eat something soon, especially with an unforgiving winter approaching, she was as good as dead.
 
         Nervously, Anna licked her lips, took one last glance at the shopkeeper, and, satisfied that the old woman was busy helping customers, shot out her hand, snatched up a particularly tasty-looking apple, and stuffed it down into her coat alongside the others. It was all done in the blink of an eye and no one was the wiser. Now all she had to do was get out of sight and—
 
         “What’n the hell do you think yer doin’, girlie?” a man’s voice boomed behind her.
 
         Before Anna could even think, a hand grabbed her arm and violently whipped her around. Strands of her dirty blond hair flew into her eyes, but she could still see clearly enough to know who had hold of her; it was the shopkeeper’s son. He was a short, squat man, as thick around the chest as a barrel. Glaring at her, his face was twisted into an angry scowl, his eyes narrow and full of fury.
 
         Anna silently cursed herself. She’d spent half the morning waiting across the street until she’d seen the man walk away with a friend. She’d assumed that he would be gone for a while, but her gamble hadn’t been a lucky one. She had not watched closely enough; he’d managed to get behind her. He’d seen her snatch the apple. Now she was caught!
 
         “You lousy little thief!” he shouted angrily, pulling Anna closer, dragging her toward him against her will. His breath smelled of tobacco and alcohol. “Ain’t nobody steals from my family and gets away with it! Nobody!”
 
         By now, every face in the cramped grocery had turned toward them. Anna saw disgust and disappointment flutter across one woman’s features, and a grandfatherly man shook his head.
 
         “Someone get a cop!” the man yelled, looking up and down both sides of the sidewalk, searching for an officer. Glaring down at Anna, he added, “Maybe spendin’ some time locked up with the rest a the trash litterin’ these streets’ll teach you a lesson.”
 
         Panic flared in Anna’s chest. The thought of going to jail for what she’d done was terrifying. She’d taken the apples only because she was starving. Couldn’t anyone understand how hungry she was? Once she was arrested, she knew, no one would come for her, not her brother and definitely not her mother; she’d rot behind bars long before anyone in her family even knew she was missing. After receiving countless beatings at the hands of stronger girls, she’d probably get shipped off to an orphanage. Anna couldn’t think of a worse fate. No matter what it took, she had to get away.
 
         Desperately, she tried to pull herself free of the man, but his grip was as tight as a vise; when he felt her struggle, he clamped down even harder.
 
         “Let me go!” Anna screamed.
 
         “Fight all you want,” the man sneered. “It ain’t gonna do you no good!”
 
         “I’ll give them back! I promise I won’t do it again!”
 
         “It’s too late for all that!”
 
         Anna felt the noose closing quickly around her; if she was going to remain free, she had to do something.
 
         Desperate, Anna raised her foot and drove her heel down onto the man’s toes as hard as she could. A sharp yelp burst from his mouth. She couldn’t know if it was because she’d actually managed to hurt him, or if he’d just been surprised that she was still defying him, but it was enough to make him momentarily loosen his grip on her arm. Quickly, she threw a sharp elbow into the soft paunch of his stomach and tore herself free. Without a second’s hesitation, Anna was off, like a rabbit suddenly freed from a snare, running away from the grocer’s as fast as she could.
 
         Behind her, the man bellowed. “Stop! Stop, you good-for-nothin’ bitch! Somebody stop her!”
 
         Anna dodged an old man with a cane, slid on the slippery sidewalk, and nearly collided with a fire hydrant before managing to right herself and race on. At any moment, she expected a policeman to suddenly appear before her, ready to snatch her up as she raced headlong into his open arms, or for some Good Samaritan to grab her and drag her kicking and screaming back to the grocer for her punishment.
 
         But nothing happened. The sounds of the city, the shouts of the grocer’s son, all faded until the only thing Anna could hear was the pounding of her heart.
 
         
              

         
 
         “Gimme that!”
 
         Anna had only just bitten into the apple, her teeth piercing the skin, the juice deliciously sweet on her tongue, when it was suddenly yanked from her grasp. Before she could react, she was shoved hard in the chest and sent crashing to the floor, landing awkwardly on her side.
 
         Her brother stood above her in the small, darkened bedroom they shared, staring at his newly acquired prize with a sneer of triumph on his face. Four years older than she, at sixteen, Peter Finnegan was well on his way to manhood, but Anna didn’t much like the man he was becoming. While she struggled with the dilemma of stealing food in order to survive, Peter had no such compunction about breaking the law. She’d seen him running around with other boys she knew were up to no good, gambling with a pair of dice in alleyways, and heard rumors of his breaking into people’s homes and stealing, and even running errands for one or another neighborhood mobster, the sort of important, dangerous man she knew Peter hoped someday to become. Most nights, she went to sleep in their room alone and woke the next morning to find he hadn’t bothered to come home. Assuming that she would be alone to eat her stolen treasure had been a mistake, the second she’d made that day.
 
         “That’s mine,” she said evenly, doing her best to ignore the throbbing ache in her arm. “Give it back.”
 
         “How’d you get this?” Peter asked, nodding at the apple. “You ain’t got two pennies to rub together. Did someone give it to you, did you find it, or,” he continued, a sinister grin spreading across his face, “did you steal it?”
 
         “It’s mine,” Anna answered, unwilling to answer his question; she knew her brother would like nothing more than to know she was slowly falling toward the depths to which he’d already sunk.
 
         Peter held out the apple to her. “Come take it.”
 
         Anna didn’t move. She knew that if she was foolish enough to take Peter up on his offer, to challenge him, he’d use it as an excuse to beat her black and blue. There was a time, not so long ago, when she wouldn’t have believed him capable of doing such a thing, but that time had long since passed.
 
         “I didn’t think so.” He sneered, taking a bite and chewing noisily.
 
         There was nothing for Anna to do to stop him, no one she could call for help. As always, she was on her own.
 
         Anna had only been seven years old the winter her father had gotten so drunk that it had struck him as a good idea to lie down and take a quick rest in the middle of a blizzard. By morning, Patrick Finnegan was dead, as stiff as the bench he’d mistaken for a bed, two blocks from home. Anna didn’t remember much more of him than his booming laugh; even looking at the man in the photograph her mother kept didn’t rekindle any memories. His sudden absence had started his family on a downward spiral they still hadn’t been able to stop.
 
         As much as her brother’s life had been changed, Anna was still more horrified by what had happened to her mother. Rather than reacting to her husband’s unexpected death by doing whatever it took to provide for her children, Cordelia Finnegan had largely abandoned them, leaving them to care for themselves. Wantonly, she moved from one man to the next, many of them drunks and some of them worse. She was absent from the apartment more often than Peter was. Occasionally, she would come through the door with a black eye or a split lip. Even less frequently, Anna would return home to find her mother had bought groceries, meager though they’d be. Over time, Anna came to prefer the nights her mother was gone; worse were the evenings when she brought one of her men home with her, and Anna had to listen to their drunken goings-on before covering her head with her pillow so she wouldn’t have to hear them once they’d retired to the bedroom.
         
 
         In almost every way, Anna was all alone.
 
         “Thanks for the apple,” Peter said with a laugh. At the sound of the door slamming behind him, Anna’s lower lip began to tremble and her eyes to fill with tears, but she steadfastly refused to give in and cry. She was no longer a child, hadn’t been for years, and besides, what would giving in to her emotions get her?
 
         “Nothing,” she whispered.
 
         Not for the first time, Anna swore to herself that she would make something of her life. No matter what it took, no matter how much she had to struggle, to whatever lengths she had to go, she refused to walk down the same path her mother and brother had taken. She’d be better than that. She wouldn’t allow herself to be mistreated, live in squalor, or run with the wrong crowd. But that didn’t mean she’d allow herself to starve, either; if she absolutely had to, she would steal again if it meant the difference between life and death.
 
         In the dark and silence of her dingy bedroom, Anna pulled one of the other apples she’d stolen from her coat, one of the two she’d managed to keep hidden from her brother, and took a ravenous bite.
 
         I’m going to be somebody.
         
 
      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter One
 
            St. Louis, Missouri
 May 1932
            

         
 
         ANNA FINNEGAN GASPED in both horror and surprise, a hand rising to clutch helplessly at her chest, as the man who’d suddenly appeared before her out of the darkness pulled a knife from the inside of his coat. Even in the gloom all around them, there was still enough light to glint off the long blade. Slowly but purposefully, he moved closer, causing her to take a couple of staggering steps backward.
         
 
         “Who…who are you…?” she stammered fearfully. “What do you want?”
 
         “I want everythin’ you got,” the man answered, his voice a deep, threatening growl as he looked her up and down, “and I’m gonna be takin’ it.”
 
         Anna’s eyes grew wide, her breathing ragged, her actions hesitant and panicked. Quickly, she turned one way and then the other, as if indecisive as to what she should do next. She kept slowly moving away from the stranger, but then, suddenly, her heel caught on the ground and she tumbled down, turning sideways to break her fall. As fast as a gunshot, the man raced across the space between them and loomed over her. Cackling devilishly, he slashed the knife back and forth through the air, mere inches above Anna’s face.
 
         “Oh, come now!” he shouted, spittle wet on his lips. “You can do better than that! Here I was hopin’ you’d be worth a chase! It won’t be no fun if you ain’t runnin’. How’m I supposed to—”
 
         As hard as she could, Anna kicked out at her attacker with her foot, striking him square in the thigh. With a loud grunt, he lost his balance and fell onto one knee, but he still managed to hold on to the knife. Before the man had touched the ground, Anna scrambled back to her feet, running in the opposite direction.
 
         “Help!” she shouted as loud as she could. “Somebody help me!”
 
         But there was no answer.
 
         “That’s it!” the man yelled, filling the silence. “Let me know how afraid you are! Let me hear your fear!”
 
         Anna ran a few steps, stopped, moved tentatively the other way, and then stopped again, all the while looking, unsure of where to go. Finally, she turned and raced back straight toward the man. He was already back on his feet, his arms spread, knife poised, waiting for her. At the last second, she dodged quickly to the side, avoiding him. But for the second time, her foot caught and she fell.
 
         “Now you’re mine!” the man bellowed.
 
         Anna watched as he dove toward where she lay sprawled, bringing the long blade down in a deadly arc. She screamed as the knife landed just short of her, hitting the ground hard enough to make it fly from her attacker’s hand, bouncing away into the dark.
 
         Just as it was supposed to…
         
 
         
              

         
 
         Anna ran quickly off the stage of the Cooper Theater as the heavy curtain began to descend from the rafters, signaling the end of the first act of Misery’s Company and eliciting a hearty round of applause from the audience. From their place in the small pit in front of the stage, the orchestra began to play a fast, suspenseful piece that masked the sound of her footfalls but couldn’t begin to drown out the prideful pounding of her heart. Finally making her way offstage, Anna received warm smiles and praise from her fellow actors.
         
 
         “…was just wonderful, Anna!”
 
         “…made me want to go out there and rescue you myself!”
 
         “…best performance yet…”
 
         Even as she smiled at all of the comments, Anna was already turning to look at the actor hurrying along behind her. Peter Holmes had the role of the production’s villain, the man who had attacked her with a knife. Anna was awestruck by how convincingly Peter’s normally soft, friendly face could be twisted into that of a blood-crazed maniac. He met her gaze with a smile, once again the soft-spoken man she’d been rehearsing with over the last couple of weeks.
 
         “Are you all right?” Anna asked him with genuine concern. “I didn’t kick you too hard, did I?”
 
         “I’m fine,” Peter assured her. “It was just like we practiced.”
 
         “It felt worse to me.”
 
         “What really hurt was smashing that darn knife into the stage.” He frowned, wriggling his wrist back and forth in obvious discomfort. “It felt like I almost snapped it clean in two. I shouldn’t have brought it down so hard but I wanted everything to look convincing for opening night.”
 
         “I thought you were great,” she said.
 
         “We both were,” he replied, taking her hand and giving it a gentle squeeze before hurrying off to the changing room to get ready for the next act.
 
         All around Anna, the hustle and bustle of the play’s production continued: A couple of burly stagehands pushed elaborate backgrounds into place while others arranged a long dining room table and chairs; up in the rafters, men moved enormous riggings of lights to their assigned places; and a woman went from actor to actor, freshening makeup and corralling loose hairs and untidy clothing. Through it all, Dwight Wirtz, the play’s director, steered people and props to their positions as calmly as if this was the hundredth time they’d done it for paying customers instead of the first.
 
         Moving to the front of the stage, careful to make sure she was out of everyone’s way, Anna pulled the old, worn curtain back just far enough to see out into the theater’s hall. In the years since she’d begun acting formally, it had become something of a tradition for her to steal a quick look, an opportunity to gauge the crowd. Tonight’s audience was large, but Anna was disappointed to see a scattering of empty seats here and there. She’d hoped for a sellout for opening night, but she consoled herself with the fact that those people who were there seemed rapt with the performance; she’d looked out on other nights, in other cities, during other productions, to find people sound asleep, their heads tipped back, snoring loud enough to be heard onstage.
         
 
         Still, she’d wanted tonight’s performance to be different, for there to not be a single empty seat in the house, for there to be people standing in every aisle, shoulder-to-shoulder in the back.
 
         Tonight was special.
 
         This is the first time I’ve ever been the star of the show…
         
 
         Anna could still remember that cold November night in Chicago when she’d first stepped onto a stage, the glare of the lights momentarily blinding her, her mouth as dry as cotton, her heart in her throat. As she’d stood there dumbstruck, she’d wondered if she hadn’t made a huge mistake. But after those first, hesitantly spoken lines of dialogue, it had all become easier, like the gears of a clock sliding perfectly into place. Over the coming months and years, the stage had begun to feel comfortable, the theater like home.
 
         And it had all led to this night.
 
         She’d worked hard for this moment, spent countless hours going over her lines, practicing all of the ways she would move about the stage, looking into the cracked mirror in her apartment to see how best to portray her emotions, determined to become a better actress. Tonight was the culmination of everything she’d ever wanted.
 
         Finally, the frenzied work on the stage was finished. On cue, the orchestra’s tune began to slow, to change its pace, letting the audience know that the performance was about to resume.
 
         Calmly and confidently, Anna strode back out onto the stage to take her rightful place.
 
         
              

         
 
         “Are you sure you won’t come out for a little while?” Marnie Greenwood asked. “I just know you’d have lots of fun. Pretty please?”
 
         Anna swiveled in her chair in front of the large mirror in her otherwise small dressing room and looked at her friend. Through the doorway behind Marnie, all of the other girls in the play were hurrying to change out of their costumes, and Elizabeth Parsons was holding up a compact and carefully applying a fresh coat of lipstick. The room was bursting with laughter and playful shouts as they all prepared to head out for a night on the town.
 
         “I haven’t even started getting cleaned up,” Anna explained, running her hand across the collar of the costume she was still wearing and then up to her hair, fastened with pins and tied up at the back with a ribbon. “By the time I finally finished, you’d all be mad at me for taking so long.”
 
         “You could hurry!”
 
         “It’ll take me at least an hour.”
 
         Marnie frowned. “Only if you’re trying to look perfect.”
 
         “I don’t want to look like a clown,” Anna said with a laugh, thinking about how much makeup she was still wearing. “People would start to wonder if the circus was in town!”
 
         “Just come out for one drink,” her friend insisted. “Sarah has this friend who knows of a place near the railroad station that’s supposed to be great. A quiet speakeasy with room for dancing, too. Besides, if there was ever a time to go out and celebrate, it’s opening night!”
 
         “It sounds like you’ll have a great time.”
 
         Marnie realized now that she wasn’t going to get the answer she wanted. “All right,” she groaned. “I may be stubborn but I’m not a fool, either. I know when I’m licked. But next time, you’re coming. No excuses!”
 
         “I promise,” Anna replied.
 
         “Don’t think I won’t be holding you to that!”
 
         Within minutes, Marnie and the rest of the girls had raced out of the dressing room, taking all of the noise and commotion with them, and leaving Anna in silence. She watched them go, making a few more apologies, waving and telling them to have fun. Finally alone, she turned back toward her mirror.
 
         “It’s just you and me, now,” she whispered to her reflection.
 
         Slowly, Anna began the long process of cleaning herself up. She started by untying the silk ribbon and then taking out her hairpins, letting her long blond hair cascade down onto her shoulders. Then, she opened a container of cream and started removing her makeup. Swabbing across the peaks of her high cheekbones, she traced a path down along the smooth curve of her jaw line, dallying for only a moment on her chin before moving on to her thin, dainty mouth and upward toward her nose. This face was her livelihood, was what she used to convey emotion, from fear to sadness, glee to worry. She cleaned her face automatically, watching her movements with her deep green eyes, her thoughts elsewhere.
 
         Anna had always assumed she’d be going out to celebrate, rejoicing in having finally become the leading actress in a play. Even if it was a small production in a run-of-the-mill theater in St. Louis, far from the bright lights of Broadway, playing the lead role was still an accomplishment. But instead of feeling triumph at what she’d done, she instead felt hollow, empty, even a bit disappointed.
 
         “This is what I wanted,” she muttered to herself. “So why am I not happy…what’s missing…?”
 
         Thinking back on the struggles and heartaches she’d had to endure to escape the hard, squalid life in her mother’s apartment back in Chicago, all she’d overcome, Anna was sometimes surprised she’d managed to survive. After that fateful day she’d almost been caught stealing, she’d decided to return to panhandling; begging had seemed a somewhat safer way of making what she’d need to get by. It hadn’t been easy, but she’d made do.
 
         But then, one early summer day the following year, she’d had a moment of inspiration; instead of simply standing around looking forlorn, holding out a tin cup and wearing a frown, hoping that some passerby would take pity on her, Anna started singing songs, dancing little routines, or acting out bits of any story she could remember, making up just as many, trying to attract attention. She’d tell jokes, mime whoever happened to be walking past, and offer to read fortunes. With some practice, she even managed a good impression of Chaplin’s signature walk, which drew plenty of laughs. At first, she’d been nervous, but with every passing day, with every impromptu performance, she became more and more comfortable. As she did, the amount of money tossed in her cup steadily increased.
 
         Months later, the chill of fall in the air, she’d been standing on a corner across the street from the vaudeville district and the Waxman Theater. It had seen better days; its marquee was missing a few letters here and there, half of the light bulbs were either dead or flickering. Scarcely a night went by when there wasn’t at least one drunken brawl in front of the ticket booth. Still, it drew big crowds. Anna serenaded the passing audience with a tune she’d learned by pressing her ear against a nightclub’s window.
 
         
            Shoot my man, and catch a cannonball
            
 
            If he won’t have me, he won’t have no gal at all
            
 
            See See Rider, where did you stay last night?
            

         
 
         When she’d finished to a warm round of applause, Anna began picking up the coins tossed onto the sidewalk. She was stuffing them into her pockets as quickly as she could when a man approached her.
 
         Carlton Bleaks had been hired by the Waxman to provide opening acts of entertainment in order to warm up the crowd. He hired singers, jugglers, comedians, animal bits, pie and knife throwers, clowns, performers of every imaginable stripe. He was always in search of something new; it didn’t take long for an act to get stale. Months later, he explained to Anna that he’d been watching her from the edge of the crowd while he enjoyed a well-deserved smoke, when he’d had a thought that would change her life forever.
 
         “Oh, what the hell,” he muttered to himself, stamping out his still-smoldering cigar beneath the toe of his shoe.
 
         At first, Anna had had her doubts; she’d feared that he was lying, manipulating her in order to lure her into trouble. Trust was not something she gave easily. Still, there was something in her gut that told her to listen. In the end, whatever risks there might have been were outweighed by the rewards; the promise of a meal every night and, most important, more money than she was making on Chicago’s streets. Carlton even held out the possibility of her using one of the back rooms in the Waxman as her own. Finally, Anna had accepted his offer.
 
         Now, years later, it was hard for her to believe that that one decision could have had such a profound impact on her life. Everything that had happened to her since had occurred because she’d met Carlton. If not for him, she never would have performed in—
 
         Anna was startled by the sudden sound of knocking on the dressing room’s door. Before she could respond, it slowly opened, the hinges loudly squeaking in the silence, and a man’s head peeked inside. When he noticed her, he smiled broadly.
 
         “There you are!” he exclaimed enthusiastically. “I was afraid that I’d missed you when the rest of the girls left. Is it all right if I come in?”
 
         Still surprised by the stranger’s appearance, Anna struggled to answer. “Yes, I was just…just…” she stammered, stumbling, her hand waving toward her reflection in the mirror, looking at herself as if that other self might be better put together, more collected.
 
         “Excellent!” the man replied, hurrying inside.
 
         The first thing that Anna noticed about her visitor was that he was carrying a bouquet of flowers, at least a dozen roses colored a deep, dark red. He strode toward her confidently, as if there was nothing remotely unusual about his being inside a woman’s dressing room. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had dark eyes that sparkled as brightly as his smile. He seemed to be about Anna’s age, but the dabs of white that colored the temples of his otherwise coal black hair revealed that he was considerably older. Even as he stopped in front of her chair, Anna had a nagging feeling she’d seen him somewhere before.
 
         “These are for you,” he said, holding out the roses. Looking over at her cluttered-yet-flowerless table, he frowned. “Don’t tell me that I’m the only person impressed enough to have brought a congratulatory gift? After seeing a performance like I just witnessed, that table should be buried in bouquets!”
 
         “Thank you,” Anna replied, taking the flowers while doing her best to stifle the flush of color she felt rising in her cheeks.
 
         “I hope you don’t mind my intruding like this,” he continued, “but Dwight said it would be all right to knock.”
 
         “He did?” Anna asked, surprise in her voice; the mercurial director of Misery’s Company could be difficult at times, demanding that his actors meet his high expectations, but he was also very protective of them, especially his stars. It seemed remarkable to Anna that he would just let someone wander into her dressing room, especially when he knew she’d be alone.
         
 
         If only I could remember why he seems so familiar…
         
 
         The wattage of the man’s smile increased. “Well, I assume he wouldn’t do it for just anybody,” he explained with a chuckle, “but we’ve met a number of times over the years and he understood right away why I was asking.”
         
 
         “And why is that?”
 
         “You don’t know?” he asked, looking genuinely surprised.
 
         Growing a bit frustrated at the fact that she was clearly at a disadvantage in their conversation, Anna said flatly, “You haven’t even told me your name.”
 
         “Now wherever are my manners?” the man asked. Extending his hand, he said, “I’m Samuel Gillen, the head producer for Valentine Pictures out in Hollywood. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
         Anna felt like a complete fool. As soon as she heard his name, she knew exactly where she’d seen his face before; back when Samuel Gillen famously acted in dozens of silent movies, it had been plastered on movie posters, billboards, and on the covers of every gossip rag at the newsstand. Once he’d quit acting, he’d gone on to become one of the most powerful figures in the movie business, making and breaking careers, smashing box office records, and producing films that made Valentine Pictures rich. Anna wanted to apologize for not recognizing him, but instead found herself tongue-tied.
         
 
         “But what…what are you doing here?” was all she could manage.
         
 
         Samuel laughed out loud. “Isn’t it obvious?” he asked. “I want you to be the lead actress in my new movie.”
 
      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Two

         

         ONE OF THE FIRST THINGS Anna had learned about a life spent performing on a stage was that it was full of surprises. One time in St. Paul one of the heavy sandbags used as ballast for the curtain suddenly fell, landing with a big crash, exploding no more than three feet from where she stood. On a winter’s night in Milwaukee, someone accidentally set fire to the men’s restroom, sending thick black smoke billowing through the theater as panicked audience members and performers alike raced for the exits. A year ago, while fighting a bout of the flu, she’d suddenly frozen while on stage in Indianapolis, unable to remember her next line; only after furiously ad-libbing for what felt like hours was she able to recover and go on. She wasn’t even safe in her sleep. A couple of months earlier, she’d woken with a start, her chest heaving, shocked by the remnants of a dream in which she’d been on the stage of a packed theater, looking down into the orchestra pit. All of the musicians had been playing their instruments just as expected, but something was still glaringly wrong. The conductor was stark naked! But even with all of those experiences, real or sleep-induced, her time in the theater had never managed to overwhelm or completely dumbfound her.
         

         Until now.

         “Your…your movie…” Anna somehow managed, unsure of what she was supposed to say.

         “It’s going to be my masterpiece!” Samuel exclaimed.

         The future suddenly, shockingly danced before Anna. What she knew about Hollywood and the movie-making business was limited, little more than what she’d read about in the gossip magazines and the glitz and glamour she’d watched in the newsreels. The prospect of going there felt unreal, unbelievable, like a dream. “You want me to be in a movie? To go to California…?”

         Suddenly, Samuel’s smile faded, the thin crease of a frown marring his forehead. “Actually, no,” he said. “I don’t.”

         Anna could only stare at him, now more confused than ever; before the flower of her daydream had even been given the time to properly bloom, it had been abruptly cut off at the stem.

         “But I thought you said…” she managed.

         “What I’m talking about is something completely different,” he continued, his earlier enthusiasm returning. “You see, everyone in the movie business always does exactly the same thing. They find a script they like, hire some actors, build whatever sets they need right there on a lot in Hollywood, and start filming. Even I’ve done it more times than I can count! It works but I’ve always been left wanting more. Just once, I want to make something real!”

         Still dazed, Anna nodded and offered a weak smile.

         Samuel kept right on going, his enthusiasm growing so great that he began pacing back and forth in the small dressing room as he talked. “Of course, that showboat Howard Hughes has done location pictures for years, marching around in the desert with his casts of thousands while he fills the skies with his precious planes, but that’s because he’s got money to burn. What difference does it make to a millionaire like him if he wastes a hundred canisters of film?”

         “None…?” Anna answered hesitantly.

         “Exactly!” Samuel exclaimed. “No, what I want is something more modest.” With his hands, he framed a shot, swiveling his makeshift camera until it focused on Anna. “I’m going to make a picture that transports the audience somewhere they’ve never been, someplace special. And now, after years of planning and endlessly waiting for the right script, I’ve finally got it!”

         Anna couldn’t keep from smiling; his excitement was infectious.

         “All this time, I’ve been missing only one thing,” Samuel explained as he resumed his pacing. “I’ve managed to find the right script, the right location, even the right director, but so far I’ve never been able to discover the actress who would bring it all to life.” He spun quickly on his heel to look right at her, his eyes sparkling. “Until tonight.”

         Anna knew exactly what Samuel meant; that she was the muse he’d been searching for and finally found. But everything still felt so impossible, like a fleeting dream. It even occurred to her that this was a joke. Maybe someone thought it would be funny to play a prank on the occasion of her first starring role. But just as soon as she’d had the thought, Anna dismissed it; Samuel Gillen was far too important, far too much of a star to be enticed to travel all the way to some ramshackle theater in St. Louis for the likes of her unless there was good reason. As incredible as it all seemed, it was real. She was being offered the chance of a lifetime.
         

         “You want me to be in your movie?” she asked cautiously, as if by giving such a thought voice, she would cause it to fade away.

         “Yes,” he answered. “That is exactly what I want.”

         Anna shook her head, struggling to come to grips with what was happening. “I can’t believe you came all the way to St. Louis because of me.”

         “I didn’t,” Samuel answered with a laugh.

         “But…but…”

         “What I mean is that I didn’t come here tonight because I knew you would be here,” he explained. “I came because of the hope of you.”
         

         “I don’t understand,” Anna said with a frown.

         “Whenever I’ve imagined finally making this picture, I’ve always known that the line of actresses vying for the starring role would be a mile long. Clara Bow, Claudette Colbert, Jean Harlow, Greta Garbo. If any one of them chose to accept the part, it’d mean success. They’d look great on the posters and with their names on the marquees. They’d sell tickets by the tens of thousands and maybe win awards.” Samuel paused. “But even with all of that, I’d never consider hiring a one of them.”

         “But why not?” Anna asked incredulously. “They’re all famous!”

         “And that’s precisely why I won’t use them,” he explained. “When you see Jean Harlow on the screen, you already know that she’s a huge star, you remember her from another movie, something you loved her in, and it transports you out of the movie you are watching, if only for an instant. But I’m not a fool. There need to be some familiar faces in the picture. Audiences love movie stars. That’s why I hired Montgomery Bishop and Joan Webb.” Anna’s eyes widened at the mention of such famous names. “Still, that’s not what I want for my lead actress.

         “What I’ve been looking for is a fresh face, a woman who’s unknown to the audience. I want them to see the action through her eyes, without any of the Hollywood baggage of who she is. I don’t want them distracted, especially not by the star of the show. And if I have things my way, that actress will be none other than you.”
         

         Anna’s heart fluttered. “But if you didn’t come here tonight because of me, then why are you here?”
         

         “Because I got lucky, I suppose.” Samuel shrugged.

         “Lucky,” she repeated.

         “From the moment I decided that this was the next picture I was going to make, I’ve kept my eyes open, searching for just the right girl,” he said. “Wherever I traveled, I loitered in train stations, stood on street corners, and sat on park benches in the hope that someone would catch my attention.” Laughing, he continued. “If there’s one thing I’ve discovered in my looking, it’s that there are plenty of beautiful women to be seen. Heck, they’re practically a dime a dozen. But I didn’t become as successful as I have in this business without learning that it requires a hell of a lot more than looks to be a star. You need talent. And that’s why, no matter what city I’m in, I always stop at the local theaters.

         “I’ve stood in the back of dives in Cleveland and Charleston, Minneapolis and Montgomery, Denver and Davenport, all in the hope that I’d find an undiscovered diamond in the rough. Most every night I go away empty-handed and as disappointed as a panhandler fishing in a played-out stream. But tonight I think I’ve found her.”

         “And you think that’s me?”

         “I do.”

         “But why?” Anna asked. “What do you see in me?”

         “Someone I can believe,” Samuel explained. “When you were scared, I worried. When you cried, I hoped you’d find happiness. When you finally discovered what you were looking for, I rejoiced. As I watched, all I could think about was what you would look like up on the silver screen. I think that the audience will find you every bit as genuine as I have.”

         Anna felt herself blushing. “But what would have happened if I hadn’t been to your liking?”

         Samuel shrugged. “I would’ve gone on to the next town carrying my dwindling hopes along like a hobo’s satchel,” he explained. “Maybe I would’ve had better luck in Tulsa or somewhere else down the line. Maybe not,” he added, smiling mischievously. “If I hadn’t discovered someone to my liking, I could always have picked up the phone and called Garbo’s representatives. Either way, I would’ve had to make a decision soon.”

         “Why?”

         “Because shooting starts in a little more than a month,” Samuel answered. “That doesn’t leave a lot of time.”

         Anna agreed. She’d thought that there would be time to consider the movie producer’s offer and that, even if she accepted, there would be weeks spent in poring over the script, meeting with her costars, and getting fitted for her wardrobe, all things she assumed were similar to the preparations that went into putting on a play. From what Samuel was saying, things would be rushed.
         

         “It sounds like you’re cutting things awfully close,” she said.

         “Don’t worry,” he assured her. “There’s still plenty of time to get you where you need to be. I have people at Valentine Pictures working to make sure everything will be in its proper place by the time you get off the train down in Texas.”

         “Texas?” Anna repeated, wide-eyed.

         “It’s a location picture, remember?” Samuel explained. “We’ve practically taken over this town called Redstone near the Mexican border.”

         “I’ve never heard of it.”

         “No one has. That’s why it’ll be perfect. As authentic as it gets.”

         Anna fell silent. Her head was spinning. Looking around the Cooper Theater’s cramped dressing room, she imagined what it would be like to walk away from it all, to turn her back on all that she’d worked for just as soon as she’d achieved success. But could she really turn down such an unbelievable offer? If she didn’t take it, would she regret her decision for the rest of her life?

         “You still haven’t made up your mind, have you?” Samuel asked suddenly.
         

         “It’s such a big decision…”

         The movie producer leaned against the edge of Anna’s changing table, took a deep breath, and turned to her while flashing his ten-thousand-watt smile. “I’m not about to tell you what to do, but I can give you some advice,” he said. “When I was an actor, I was considered to be something of a risk-taker. I took roles that challenged me, some that didn’t put me in the best light or even those that paid less but seemed interesting. Now that I’m a producer, I’ve taken my share of chances and had plenty of flops to show for them, movies I expected to be successes but weren’t. I’ve squandered money and fame but even if I had the chance to go back and make different choices, I wouldn’t.”

         “Why not?” Anna asked.

         “Because life is a journey down a long, winding river,” Samuel explained. “Sometimes, you just have to let the current take you where it will.”

         And, just like that, Anna made up her mind.

         
              

         

         Anna took a step back, folded her arms across her chest, and looked at the belongings she’d packed into her steamer trunk. She frowned; it certainly didn’t amount to much, little more than what passed for her wardrobe and a few mementos she’d picked up over the years since she’d left Chicago. She’d considered her clothing stylish, if a little thrifty, but she suddenly worried that it would be laughably shabby by Hollywood standards. The luggage was just as worn as what was in it; she had purchased the trunk from a fellow actor and it showed every one of the many miles it had traveled, with deep chips and gouges marring the surface; it had one clasp that was always popping loose. Tomorrow, it would be on its way to Texas, and so would she.

         I’m going to be in a movie!
         

         Outside, darkness had fallen. Laughter and shouts mingled with honking car horns, the hustle and bustle of a city that never slept, the sounds rising up and through the window of her tiny apartment. Light from her lamp, another hand-me-down, cast dark shadows dancing across the walls.

         Even now, almost a month since there’d been that fateful knock on the door to her dressing room, Anna couldn’t believe all that had happened.

         Glancing over at the clock, Anna saw the time and startled, her heart pounding. If Samuel Gillen hadn’t entered her life and made his incredible offer, she would have been on the stage of the Cooper Theater at that very moment, screaming as Peter chased her with the knife, laughing maniacally. She would have been reveling in her newfound stage stardom, earning a standing ovation from the audience, maybe even making plans to take Marnie and the other girls up on their offer of a night on the town to celebrate. Instead, she was about to turn her back on everything she’d worked for.

         But it was a decision she’d made willingly.

         Listening to Samuel talk about the chances he’d taken, as well as the successes that had come with them, had been the final push she’d needed. He was right; when opportunity knocked, she owed it to herself to answer the door. Whatever happened next, she had started the ball rolling. Even if she failed, it was still better than spending the rest of her life wondering what would have happened.

         Of course, Samuel had been delighted that she’d accepted, his eyes practically glowing, his smile as bright as a spotlight’s beam. He’d then rushed off to tell the news to Dwight Wirtz, Anna’s director, and to make the necessary arrangements for her to leave the production. When he returned twenty minutes later, still smiling, she hadn’t moved from her chair, had done nothing but stare in a daze at her own reflection.

         Until that very moment Anna had not realized something important; in all of the craziness since Samuel had knocked on the door, she’d yet to ask him what his dream production, the very movie she’d just agreed to travel hundreds of miles to star in, was called.

         Laughing, he answered, “The Talons of the Hawk.”
         

         She liked it right away.

         “You’re going to be perfect,” he added with a wink.

         Since that day, Anna had been getting ready for her new career. Rather than traveling to Hollywood, Samuel had brought the movie business to her; his explanation for keeping her out of the public eye was that he wanted to be able to reveal her at a time of his choosing, one that would most benefit the picture. So the Valentine Pictures photographers traveled to St. Louis to take her picture for publicity stills. Makeup artists daubed her with different shades of color, searching for just the right look. The wardrobe department fitted her with outfit after outfit, standing back to admire her as if she were a mannequin in a store window.

         Through it all, Samuel traveled in and out of town, smiling his approval and frowning his dislike at different stages.

         Anna had yet to see an actual copy of the script. Whenever she asked, Samuel gave her another of his bright smiles and promised that he’d eventually get her a copy, explaining that his writer was not only brilliant, but a perfectionist who was always making changes. He said that it was a story of romance, of intrigue and adventure, and that she would need each and every one of the emotions he’d seen her portray on stage in order to pull it off.

         As they neared their date of departure, Samuel promised to take care of everything. From the train tickets to the taxi ride to the station, the only thing Anna had to concern herself with was packing her things. Bright and early, she’d be headed to Texas, to the site of Valentine Pictures’ latest feature film, off on the greatest adventure of her life. And it was for that very reason that she was having trouble quieting the storm brewing in her chest, weighing her down, filling her with both fear and exhilaration.

         “This is what you always wanted,” she muttered, turning back to her packing. “You’re going to be a star.”

         
              

         

         Anna stepped out of the taxi and onto the sidewalk in front of Union Station, shutting the door behind her. People hurried in every direction, travelers embarking on their voyages mixing with those just arrived, enthusiastically greeting loved ones. Newspaper men and street vendors hawked their wares. An elderly woman panhandled before the station’s enormous doors, her eyes flashing expectantly from face to face, filled with a small thimble of hope that seemed to diminish with every second Anna watched.

         Not that many years ago, I would’ve been standing there…
         

         After Samuel hailed a porter to help them move their baggage to their waiting train, they headed inside the station; on her way past, Anna slipped the old woman a couple of coins. Even though Anna had been in Union Station a dozen times over the course of her acting travels, her eyes were still drawn to the familiar sights. The high, vaulted ceiling was decorated with thousands of ornate tiles. Cascading staircases rose high, leading to other concourses. Looking over her shoulder, Anna marveled at the huge stained-glass window above the doors that sunlight spilled through, sending colors dancing over everything it touched. The sounds of her shoes click-clacking on the marble floor joined the hundreds of other noises echoing around the enormous space.

         “Nervous?” Samuel asked, giving her his easy smile.

         “A bit,” Anna admitted. “I suppose I’m still having a hard time believing that all of this is actually happening.”

         “Don’t worry,” the movie producer said with a short laugh. “It’ll take us a couple of days to make it all the way to Redstone. You should have more than enough time to put it all in its proper place.”

         Traveling the length of the Midway, they finally arrived at their platform. The train was already there, its imposing engine black as night, an occasional puff of smoke billowing from its stack. Anna wondered if, when she had become a star, there would be throngs of people coming to see her off, reporters’ bulbs flashing while fans asked for her autograph.

         Maybe someday, she thought.
         

         Samuel extended Anna a hand to help her on board, then led the way down a long corridor, finally stopping at the open doorway to her compartment in the sleeping car.

         “I know it’s hardly a room at the Ritz-Carlton,” he said with a grin, “but I hope it will be enough to make you feel comfortable.”

         The space was more than she’d expected. With a raised bed, a small lavatory, a table with two chairs, all framed by a curtained window that looked out on the bustling station, it was certainly better than any rail car she’d ever ridden in before; when she’d traveled for a play, Anna always considered herself lucky if there were only four girls wedged into a space intended for two.

         “It’s perfect,” she replied.

         “Then I’ll leave you to get settled while I take a quick look around,” Samuel said.

         Alone in the room, Anna began putting away some of her belongings, but her attention soon wandered. Pulling the curtains open as far as they would go, she watched as late-arriving passengers raced past her window, running down the platform so as not to be late. Suddenly, the train’s shrill whistle blew. The conductor pulled out his pocket watch, nodded at the time, and boarded. There was a gentle shuddering, and then Anna could feel the train start to move, and like her life gaining speed with every second.

         In a matter of a couple of weeks, everything in her life had suddenly, shockingly changed. Leaving the play, giving up all that she had worked so hard for, was a risk, an undeniable one, but even though she was nervous, Anna knew that it was time for her to stop looking backward. Instead, she needed to concentrate on what lay ahead. She wanted to be the best actress she could be, to prove that Samuel’s faith in her wasn’t misplaced. It was time to become the star she’d always dreamed of being.

         Her journey had begun.

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Three

         

         ANNA HAD JUST put away the last of her belongings when there was a soft knock on the door. Samuel had returned, but this time, he wasn’t alone. A short, heavyset, balding man stood beside him, beads of sweat dotting his ample forehead and the roll of his double chin. He looked at her with a smile as he pushed his enormous glasses farther up his beak of a nose. He clutched a thick sheaf of papers against his wrinkled suit coat.
         

         “I’d like you to meet Jonathan Willoughby, one of the people most responsible for making my dream so close to coming true,” Samuel said, introducing the man. “Jonathan, this is Anna Finnegan, the girl I told you about on the telephone.”

         “How do you do?” Anna said, taking his offered hand.

         “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Jonathan answered. Glancing over at Samuel, he added, “She certainly looks the part.”

         “That she does.”

         “I can see it in her eyes,” the other man said, staring intently at Anna. “There’s something there that speaks of Claire.”

         Seeing the confusion in Anna’s face, Samuel said, “Claire is the name of the character you’ll be playing.”

         “Oh,” Anna replied, suddenly happy that she’d unintentionally pleased them. “Then I’m happy you think I look like her.”

         Jonathan stepped farther into the room, stopping just in front of Anna. Reaching up, he took hold of several strands of the blond hair that cascaded down and over her shoulders. He held it carefully, lifting it up and turning it this way and that, looking at it in the sunlight pouring through the window like a seamstress regarding new material for a dress. Anna didn’t find it the least bit uncomfortable; she’d been looked at that way many times before by play directors thinking of casting her for a part. Finally satisfied, Jonathan let go of her hair and stepped back, smiling broadly.

         “Everything about you is perfect, my dear,” he exclaimed. “You’re exactly like who I wrote you to be.”

         “You wrote the movie’s script?” she asked.

         “But of course!”

         “Jonathan is the very best of the best,” Samuel explained. “Everything that rolls off his typewriter is sure to be a hit and win an award or two. I’ve been trying to get him to work for Valentine Pictures for years.”

         “I’ve been busy.” Jonathan shrugged.

         “What matters now is that he wrote the script for our movie,” Samuel said, walking over and taking the pile of papers from the writer’s hands. “This is everything I’ve ever wanted in a script and more.” He held it out for Anna. “Once you’ve had a chance to read it, I know you’ll feel the same.”
         

         Anna took the papers. There on the top page, with Jonathan’s name beneath it, was the movie’s title.

         The Talons of the Hawk.
         

         “We’ll leave you to your reading,” Samuel said, smiling.

         They were at the door, ready to step out into the hallway, when Jonathan paused. Looking back, he said, “I can’t wait to hear what you think of it.”

         “I’m sure I’ll love it,” Anna answered.

         “Just lie to me if you don’t.” He winked, shutting the door behind him.

         Alone, Anna sat down at the table beside the window, glanced out at the dwindling buildings whizzing past on the outskirts of St. Louis, took a deep breath, and turned the first page. It held a synopsis of the plot.

         
              

         

         The Talons of the Hawk told the story of Claire Hawkins, a young woman struggling to make ends meet in the rough-and-tumble town of Macalister in rural Texas, just north of the Mexican border. The year is 1895 and the land is unforgiving, particularly for the Hawkins family. Having lost her mother in childbirth, Claire had been raised by her father, Walter, the town’s blacksmith, an alcoholic. Year after year, she’d somehow managed to make ends meet by scrimping and saving, only leaning on the benevolence of the church when things got particularly tough. A beautiful girl with long, blond hair, Claire had her share of suitors, the most persistent of whom was Cornelius Baines, the son of Macalister’s banker and the richest man in town, but in her heart Claire knew that she’d only be a possession to him, something that was hard to get but, once had, would be quickly discarded in favor of the next bauble to catch his eye. She said “no,” even though by saying “yes” she would improve her and her father’s lot in life. No, what she yearned for was real change, for things to get better without her having to sacrifice her pride, and to meet a man who might take her away from all of her suffering and fill her heart with love.
         

         What she never expected was where such a man might come from.
         

         Life along the border is a constant struggle. With the ever-present fear of both crippling droughts and flash floods, combined with the daily worries of rattlesnake bites and illness, danger was everywhere. But the biggest threat to the people of Macalister are the hordes of bandits who roam across the Rio Grande, stealing whatever they can get their hands on. Rumors of a new leader, a mysterious figure who went by the name of El Halcón, the Hawk, a man determined to take all he can from the despised Americans, descend upon the town like a swarm of locusts. But Claire pays the chatter little mind; she has plenty of concerns of her own.

         Until one fateful night…

         Without warning, the bandits strike! Out of the cover of darkness, flaming torches race past the windows of the Hawkinses’ meager home. Gunshots and shouts split the silence of the night! It is terrifying. But the men of Macalister refuse to let themselves be attacked without returning the fight, rising in their nightshirts to return fire. Claire watches it all, panic-stricken, until suddenly the window she stands before explodes into shards of glass. Scared out of her mind, she does the only thing that makes any sense to her; she runs blindly into the darkness, away from her father, away from the only home she’d ever known, away from the men who have come to terrorize. Claire has no idea how long she runs, how far she has come, but when she finally stops, her chest heaving and her legs burning, she is surprised to find a lone horse standing before her in the moonlight, its midnight-black coat shining bright as it snorts and whinnies, pawing at the ground with its hooves.

         But what truly shocks Claire is that a man is slumped across the horse’s broad back.

         Though she is still frightened, Claire musters her courage and approaches the horse. When the man sees her, he hisses through clenched teeth as he clings tightly to the horse’s mane, blood streaming from a bullet wound in his shoulder. He regards her with hard eyes, as if he expects her to pull out a gun and finish him off. Instead, Claire rushes to his side, her earlier fear forgotten. Up close to him, their eyes only inches apart, Claire feels a spark suddenly ignite in her chest; even in the inky darkness, Claire sees clearly enough to know that he is the handsomest man she’s ever met. Knowing that he needs medical attention, and without any regard for her own safety, she does the only thing she feels she can.

         She guides the horse carrying the wounded stranger back to Macalister.

         What follows over the course of the next few days will forever change the path of both their lives. Beginning with the gruesome task of digging the fragments of the bullet out of his shoulder, the stranger refusing to scream, his eyes remaining on Claire at all times, she soon discovers that he is really El Halcón, the leader of the bandits. He tells her that the reason he and his men had attacked Mac­alister was in retaliation for raids being led against their own people, vicious acts orchestrated by none other than Cornelius Baines, all in an effort to gain access to mineral deposits he hopes to sell for an enormous profit. But what is even more shocking is the way her heart flutters uncontrollably whenever she is near him, the way his voice sings in her ears. When his eyes search her face as if she were a priceless work of art in a museum, she begins to understand that El Halcón might feel the same way about her. Then, in the light of the last embers of the fireplace, he kisses her, and she has no more doubts.

         But, after they are almost found out by Margaret Woermer, Macalister’s biggest snoop and gossip, the night comes when El Halcón has to leave her. Despite her objections, he insists that he has to try to get across the border and put a stop to the war between their two peoples. Standing in the doorway, the moon framing his face, he holds her in his arms and makes her a promise, one born out of love, that they will be together someday, somehow, no matter what it takes. Even as he vanishes into the night, Claire can still feel his lips against hers.

         A week passes, but nothing happens. Claire has begun to worry that he hasn’t made it home, that she’s been a fool to let him go off to his death, his remains to be picked over by buzzards somewhere in the sandy scrum, when suddenly the afternoon is split by the sound of gunfire high on the ridge south of town. Claire knows who it is. Running as fast as she can, her heart pounding, the air whizzing with bullets, Claire throws herself into the midst of the gun battle, trying desperately to stop the men. Racing straight for El Halcón, the man she’s come to love, she throws up her arms and closes her eyes, expecting the next bullet to pierce her heart. But it never comes. Instead, she falls into the bandit’s arms as silence descends on the ridge. Opening her eyes, Claire watches as bandits and townspeople alike lower their guns, surprised by what they have just witnessed. As tears roll down her cheeks, the desert breeze stirring her blond hair, she knows that everyone is watching her.

         “I didn’t want you to be hurt,” she says.

         The bandit leader smiles. “I promised you that we would be together,” he says softly, whispering into her ear. “And I always keep my promises.”

         In the end, it is their unexpected love that brings an end to the conflict between their people, that brings them all together, and creates the flame that burns in her heart.

         
              

         

         Anna turned over the last page of the synopsis, the train car swaying slightly as it rolled along the rails. She’d been enthralled by every word she’d read. The story was captivating, full of action, suffering, and forbidden romance. She could see herself as Claire, becoming the character in a way that would be believable to the audience. It would be hard work, a challenge unlike any she’d faced before, but Anna had confidence in her abilities as an actress.
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