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“THAT SCENT YOU’RE WEARING IS PREVENTING ME FROM CONCENTRATING, ANGEL. YOU KNOW THAT, DON’T YOU?”
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His lips were so close to her neck that she couldn’t think straight. He smelled of tobacco from the cheroots he was fond of smoking, and the manly scent played havoc with her emotions. When he blew gently into her ear, she pushed herself away from him instantly. “Stop that at once, or I’ll be forced to quit this establishment. Do you hear me, Chance Rafferty?”

His answer was a devastatingly handsome smile. “What are you so frightened of, angel? Me?”

“Not a thing! And certainly not you, Mr. Rafferty. Now let’s get back to work. Time’s a’ wastin’, and I don’t intend to be late for my lunch engagement.”

“I can think of far more pleasurable ways to idle away the afternoon than having lunch, angel.”

“That’s good,” she retorted. “Your appetite is much too large as it is.”
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CHAPTER 1

Denver, Colorado, 1883

“She ain’t got no tits to speak of.”

“Shut up, Chance!” Rooster Higgins, stage manager of the Tabor Grand Opera House, glared at the tall man seated next to him. “You and Whitey ain’t even supposed to be in here during this audition, and you’re going to get me fired. You know if Mr. Witherspoon finds out, I’ll be back sweeping up at your saloon again.” He mopped droplets of nervous perspiration off his brow with his handkerchief.

Chance Rafferty smiled that winning, self-assured smile that was known to melt the hearts of ladies—well, maybe not ladies—but women in general. It was a smile that could soothe the disgruntled patrons of his first-rate gambling saloon, the Aurora Borealis, and charm the angry mamas whose sons were, more often than not, found drinking and gambling there.

“Pardon me for saying so, Rooster, but if you’re going to be showing off your wares at an opera house, and you can’t sing worth shit, then you’d better have a pair of hooters the size of Texas to make up for it. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Well, don’t be saying it here.” Rooster snorted indignantly, glancing up at the stage and praying that the innocent young woman singing hadn’t heard Chance’s insensitive remark. Chance could be pretty thoughtless when he put his mind to it. Of course, he was so damned good-looking that most women overlooked that little flaw.

“She sure is purty,” Chance’s cousin, Whitey Rafferty remarked, a childlike smile lighting his face. There was a vacancy behind that smile, behind his blue eyes, that had been there since birth. Though to look at the six-foot four-inch giant, you wouldn’t consider him less than a man. Many had made that mistake, and many had lived to regret it.

Whitey Rafferty wasn’t playing with a full deck, as Chance was wont to say—though Chance, who was as protective as a mother hen when it came to his dimwitted cousin, didn’t tolerate anyone else saying it. Whitey dealt faro and monte at the Aurora with the best of them, but no one was absolutely certain he understood the rudiments of those games.

Chance stared intently at the stage, and though the hairs on his neck were standing straight up at attention—the little blonde had hit a note known only to God and his band of angels—as Whitey pointed out, she was a looker.

She had a face that could soothe the savage beast, and there were plenty of them to be found at the Aurora. Most hair he’d seen of that particular shade of blonde had come straight from a peroxide bottle, but he knew hers was the genuine article.

Chance prided himself on the fact he could spot a cardsharp, a con artist, or a virgin at first glance. The little woman on stage had virgin written all over her angelic face.

Damn shame about the tits! A woman needed a healthy pair to interest the customers, especially those inclined to spend their money on drinking and gambling and whatever else took their fancy. Without ’em a woman wasn’t likely to get a job anywhere in the bawdy city of Denver, let alone at the Tabor Opera House.

Old man Witherspoon was a stuffy, tight-assed son of a bitch, but Chance would have bet his last silver dollar that old Luther liked bodacious women. All women, for that matter.

Chance shook his head in disgust. Every gambler knew that women were just plain bad luck.

“You guys better clear out now,” Rooster told Chance. “Miss Martin’s almost finished her song, and Mr. Witherspoon’s due back from the bank at any moment.” He looked over his shoulder toward the rear door of the theater, peering into the darkness. There was no sign of the old bastard yet, and Rooster breathed a sigh of relief.

Rooster could never figure out what Chance found so damned amusing about these auditions he insisted on attending. It was hard as hell for Rooster, having to tell all those poor unfortunates like Laurel Martin that he wouldn’t be offering them a job with the company.

Mr. Witherspoon had pointed out numerous times that only the finest voices with absolute clarity and resonance would perform at Tabor’s Grand Opera House. Rooster had heard the cantankerous bastard say it a thousand times if he’d heard him say it once. Of course, if the woman auditioning was willing to give Witherspoon a little “extra attention,” she’d get the job quicker than Rooster could spit. Witherspoon was a lecherous old goat.

“That’s no way to treat friends, Rooster.” Chance leaned back against the velvet-covered seat and crossed his arms over his chest, as if he had all the time in the world and absolutely no intention of leaving. “If it weren’t for me, and a certain lady opera singer who shall remain nameless, you wouldn’t have your present job.”

Rooster look chagrined. “I know that, Chance, and I try to accommodate you and Whitey as best I can. But this here ain’t no meat market. You come in here every week, inspecting these sweet young things like they was sides of beef hanging in Newt Lally’s butcher shop.

“That ain’t right, Chance. Even Whitey knows it ain’t right, and he don’t know a whole hell of a lot.” The stage manager smiled apologetically at the big man, but fortunately Whitey had taken no offense at the comment.

Shooting Rooster a disgusted look, Chance made a rude noise, muttered an invective, and stood to leave; like a shadow, Whitey followed his movement.

At that precise moment the lady on stage hit the final note of her arpeggio, and Chance covered his ears against the screech. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! You’d better shut that woman up, and quick, Rooster,” Chance said loudly enough to be heard above the wail, “or you’re gonna have every goddamn cat and dog within a fifty-mile radius in here.”

From her position on the stage Laurel peered out over the footlights and barely made out the men who’d been talking during her performance. The rudest of the three had even covered his ears. Of all the nerve!

She knew that the slight-built man was Mr. Higgins, the stage manager in charge of hiring for the theater, so she couldn’t very well find fault with him. But the other two were as unwelcome and loud as they were big, and she wished they’d just leave.

Nervous as she was, auditioning for the very first time in her life, Laurel sure didn’t need an audience. And a boisterous one at that.

She’d arrived in Denver two days before, weary but determined to get hired as an opera singer. She hadn’t taken the time for lessons, certain that she could perform adequately without them. Her many beaus back home had told her that her voice was a gift straight from Heaven.

For as long as Laurel could remember, singing was all she had wanted to do. Her father’s death last May had been the impetus for her journey west, and she was finding Denver a far cry from the sleepy farming community of Salina, Kansas, where she’d spent the entire twenty years of her life in a ramshackle soddy on the prairie.

All three of the Martin sisters had respected their father’s deathbed wish that they leave the farm to pursue rich husbands, though none had the least desire to do any such thing.

The eldest sister, Heather, had gone to San Francisco to find a job as an illustrator. Rose Elizabeth had remained on the farm awaiting the new buyer before attending a finishing school back East. Heather had arranged for her enrollment, much to Rose’s dismay.

Laurel doubted that Mrs. Caffrey’s School for Young Ladies would have much luck “finishing” Rose. She had so many rough edges that Laurel thought it more likely that it’d be Rose who finished off Mrs. Caffrey instead!

Having finished her song, Laurel stood waiting nervously, watching with no small amount of disgust as Mr. Higgins pushed the shorter of the two men out the door. A shaft of sunlight poured in as the door opened, and she caught a glimpse of dark hair and broad shoulders. She thought she heard the man bellow something about cats and dogs, but she couldn’t be certain.

*    *    *

Mr. Higgins’s effusive apology for not hiring her for the opera company hadn’t made the rejection any easier for Laurel to accept. She’d been positive that once he heard her sing, he’d fall over himself to sign her to a contract.

Though the man hadn’t said as much, she thought his refusal to hire her might have had something to do with her lack of experience. She wouldn’t try to fool herself into thinking that her first audition hadn’t revealed a lack of polish. But she was determined to practice and try again.

“Practice makes perfect,” her mama had always said. It seemed that Mama’d had a trite cliché and adage to suit every occasion.

Having worked up an enormous appetite, Laurel went to the Busy Bee Café for lunch. Her large appetite was incongruous with her small frame, and her papa used to remark teasingly that filling her up was like filling a silo with grain. Smiling sadly as she remembered her father’s words, Laurel seated herself at one of the blue-gingham-covered tables by the window. A terra-cotta vase graced the center, holding a lovely bouquet of wildflowers.

The restaurant was fairly crowded and hummed with the chitchat of enthusiastic diners. If the delicious odors she smelled were an indication of the food, she was in for a treat. Fresh-brewed coffee filled the air with a heady aroma, and the scents of cinnamon and nutmeg held the promise of apple pie for dessert. Her stomach growled loudly at the thought, and she glanced about to make sure no one else had heard it.

Laurel had just taken her first bite of steak and gravy-covered mashed potatoes when a nattily garbed gentleman in a garish green suit approached her table. A gold watchfob was attached to his red brocade vest. He had a thin, black mustache, and he stared down at her with the most peculiar look on his face, sort of like a predatory animal on the prowl. Immediately she chastised herself for the unkind thought.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said in a very nasal tone. “But I was wondering if we could chat for a moment?”

Laurel had been warned not to talk to strangers, but this man looked harmless enough. He had asked politely, and they were in a very public place. Deciding to throw caution to the wind now that she was on her own, Laurel inclined her head and smiled. “Of course. Please have a seat. I hope you don’t mind if I continue eating my lunch, but I’m absolutely famished.”

Across the room, Whitey caught sight of the pretty lady from the Opera House and knocked Chance in the arm. “Look at that lady over there. It’s the purty one from the thee-á-ter.”

Chance’s eyes narrowed at the sight of Albert Hazen, Denver’s most notorious pimp. No doubt he’d smelled the woman’s virginity from clear across the restaurant. She’d make an attractive addition to the slimy bastard’s stable of whores; there was little doubt about that.

Hating to be interrupted during the best fried chicken dinner he’d eaten in a month of Sundays, Chance heaved a deep sigh and shook his head. It seemed that an aura of bad luck surrounded him. Like scum skimming the surface of water, it needed removing at once. If there was one thing a gambler didn’t need, it was bad luck.

“I doubt that little gal knows what she’s letting herself in for, Whitey. We’d best go over and get rid of the creep.”

Approaching the table, Chance placed a warning hand on the man’s shoulder, touching the brim of his hat with the other in greeting to Laurel. “Beat it, Hazen. The lady’s eating her supper, and I don’t believe she wants your company.”

Laurel stared wide-eyed at the giant who accompanied the handsome, dark-haired man. She’d never in all her born days seen hair as white as that. It was as if the sun had bleached all the color out of it, like wheat left too long in the field.

“That’s all right,” she said, realizing that she was staring quite rudely. “I was just explaining to this gentleman that if he wanted to talk, he’d have to do it while I ate. I’m quite hungry.”

“Who I talk to is really none of your damn business, Rafferty. Now why don’t you . . .”

As Whitey took a menacing step forward, Al Hazen shut his mouth and pushed back his chair, trying to ignore the drops of nervous sweat trickling onto his mustache. Turning toward Laurel, he bowed his head in apology. “Sorry about the intrusion, ma’am. Perhaps we’ll meet another time.”

“Over my dead body, Hazen.” Chance’s voice rang cold and deadly as the derringer in his coat pocket.

“That can be easily arranged, Rafferty.” The man smiled maliciously before walking away, and Laurel gasped aloud, her hands flying up to cover her cheeks.

“My goodness gracious! I guess I should thank you, Mister . . . Rafferty. But that man wasn’t really bothering me. He just wanted to talk. I realize I shouldn’t have spoken to someone I hadn’t been properly introduced to, but he seemed harmless enough and very polite.”

“So you won’t make the same mistake twice, ma’am, my name’s Chance Rafferty, and this is my cousin, Whitey. And you’re . . . ?”

“Laurel Martin.”

“Now that we’ve been properly introduced, Miss Martin, I thought you might like to know that the man you were conversing with so politely is the biggest pimp in the state of Colorado.”

“Pimp?” Laurel stared blankly, shaking her head. “I’m afraid I don’t . . .”

Chance looked up at Whitey, shrugged in disbelief, then sat down at the table. “Ma’am, a pimp is someone who procures whores,” he said quietly. When there was still no reaction, he added, “You know—prostitutes? Women who sell themselves for money.”

“I had no idea. Why . . . how dreadful!” As the meaning of his words grew clear, Laurel’s big blue eyes widened. “You mean that nice man thought I was . . .” Intensely mortified she felt her cheeks redden.

Chance shook his head. “No. He was hoping you’d want to come to work for him, though.”

“But that’s preposterous! Why on earth would I want to do that? I don’t even know how to be a prostitute. And besides, I’ve come here to sing at the Opera House.”

A virgin, just as I figured, Chance thought.

“We know,” Whitey blurted before Chance could signal him with a kick in the shins. “We heard you singin’ today.”

Laurel studied the two men closely. She couldn’t recall having met them before, but there was no mistaking Chance Rafferty’s massive shoulders. She was positive she’d seen them before, and she suddenly knew where. “That was you!” There was definite accusation in her tone, and her eyes narrowed slightly.

Chance had the grace to look embarrassed. “That your first time auditioning at the Opera House?” he said, trying to change the subject. The comely blonde was definitely not cut out to be an opera singer. Her voice was too grating—earthy, even. He could picture her belting out a barroom ditty. But an aria from Aida? He thought not.

“You sure sing loud,” Whitey remarked, and received a scathing look from his cousin.

“You’ll have to excuse Whitey, Miss Martin. He tends to speak off the top of his head.”

“I guess that’s better than covering his ears during a performance.” She pushed away her plate, her appetite gone. Somewhere on the other side of the dining room a waiter dropped his tray of dishes, and his curses could be heard above the clatter of broken glassware.

“Yeah. Well, ah . . . You new in town? I don’t recall seeing you around before.”

“I arrived two days ago.”

“Where’re you staying?”

“I fail to see how that’s any of your business, Mr. Rafferty.” Laurel was beginning to like this handsome man less, the more she got to know him.

Chance turned on his winning smile, but it didn’t erase Laurel’s frown. His brows drew together as he filed away her very unorthodox response for future reference. Rejection wasn’t something Chance was accustomed to when it came to members of the opposite sex.

“We just thought you might need an escort back to your hotel, Miss Martin,” he explained. “Sedate as it’s become, Denver can still be a pretty rough-and-tumble place. A lady should take heed where she goes unescorted, especially in this neighborhood.”

Laurel had already had that lecture from Heather before leaving Kansas but had totally disregarded it, knowing her sister’s overprotective nature. Perhaps there had been some truth in Heather’s warning after all, she decided. And she couldn’t help that she’d been forced to seek accommodations near the Opera House, which was just a few blocks away from the vice dens of the city. Her funds were limited, and she certainly couldn’t afford to put herself up at the ornate and expensive Windsor Hotel.

“There does seem to be an inordinate number of saloons in this town,” she said, her lip tight. “I can’t believe people don’t have better things to do with their time than sit in a saloon all day long. When on earth do those men have time to get their chores done?”

Chance swallowed his smile at her naïveté.

“Chance’s saloon is the best one.”

Laurel arched a blond eyebrow at the big man’s comment. “You have a saloon, Mr. Rafferty?” She stared at the impeccable cut of his black broadcloth suit, the flashy gold and silver rings on his fingers, the ruby stickpin in his tie, and wondered why she hadn’t put two and two together. “You’re a gambler, aren’t you, Mr. Rafferty?”

Chance grinned, and her heart nearly flipped over in her chest. “Hell yes, little lady. I’m the proud owner of the Aurora Borealis, the finest gambling and drinking establishment in the whole state of Colorado.”

“Chance is honest.”

Chance patted his cousin’s shoulder affectionately. “Thanks, Whitey.” He turned back to Laurel. “I pride myself on running a straight game, ma’am. I don’t water down the drinks, and my dealers don’t cheat the patrons. If a man loses his hard-earned winnings in my place, it’s because he’s not good enough to beat the house.”

“And do you also pimp, Mr. Rafferty?” Her expression was wide-eyed and innocent as she waited for him to answer, and Chance nearly choked on the water he sipped.

“No, ma’am.” He shook his head, the dark strands of his hair glinting like brown satin in the sunlight streaming through the window. “The Aurora ain’t a brothel, just a gambling house and saloon. Of course, what the customers do on their own time is their business.” He wasn’t a policeman. If the women in his employ wanted to make a little extra money on the side, who was he to interfere?

It was hard enough making a living these days, what with those do-gooders from the local temperance league breathing down everyone’s neck.

The Denver Temperance and Souls in Need League, they called themselves. A bunch of self-righteous, teetotaling hags who had nothing better to do than harass a hardworking saloon owner and his employees and patrons.

Laurel took a moment to digest all Chance had told her. After a moment she said, “If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Rafferty . . . Whitey,” she smiled kindly at the larger man, “I’d best be on my way. I have hours of practice ahead of me if I’m to audition for Mr. Higgins again.”

“Did Rooster . . . Mr. Higgins offer you another audition?” Chance was damned surprised to hear that. After all, he’d heard the woman sing, and he knew Witherspoon would never hire her. Not without big bosoms to recommend her.

On the other hand, Chance knew he could use another songbird at his saloon. Even if Laurel Martin’s voice was as grating as sandpaper and shrill as a cat’s in heat, most of his patrons would be too busy gambling and drinking to notice. And her looks would add a breath of fresh air to the place. Most men were suckers for the sweet, innocent-looking types. Most men. But not he.

“Well . . . no,” she admitted, her smile so sweet he could fairly taste the honey of her lips. “But my mama always said that practice makes perfect, and I know he’ll want to hire me just as soon as I’m able to perform a little better.”

Hell’d freeze over before that ever happened.

Wondering how any woman could be so innocent, Chance took Laurel’s hand in his own, and the jolt of electricity shooting up his arm at the contact startled him. Enough to make him say, “Good luck to you, Miss Martin. And if it don’t work out with Rooster, you come see me at the Aurora. We can always use a pretty gal like you to sing for the customers.”

Whitey nodded enthusiastically, but Laurel found the suggestion shocking, and she yanked her hand away as if she’d been burned. Which she had. Her fingers still tingled from the brief contact.

“I am a respectable artist, Mr. Rafferty, not some dance-hall girl. I would never consider working in an establishment such as yours.”

“Never’s a long time, angel. I’m sure you and me will be seeing each other again.” In fact, he’d have been willing to place a pretty hefty wager on it.

“I wouldn’t hold your breath, Mr. Rafferty.”

“Chance holds the record for breath holding,” Whitey informed her proudly, looking at his cousin with unconcealed adoration. “Last year at the Fourth of July celebration he held it for two and one-half minutes.”

Chance smiled smugly at Laurel, tipped his hat, and walked back to his table, leaving the little want-to-be opera singer staring openmouthed after him.



 

CHAPTER 2

His eyes were green. That revelation hit Laurel like a stroke of summer lightning as she stepped into the wide, unpaved street and was nearly run down by a passing beer wagon.

“Hey, watch where you’re going, lady!” the disgusted driver yelled, shaking a fist in her direction. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Pale and shaken, Laurel jumped back onto the sidewalk. Her heart was pumping so hard that she could feel each beat in her ears.

She’d been daydreaming. About him of all people. That man—that Chance Rafferty—was not only rude and obnoxious, he was going to be the death of her if she didn’t pay closer attention to what she was doing.

And what difference did it make if his eyes were green? She wasn’t going to see him again.

“Never’s a long time, angel.” His words, uttered with so much self-assurance, made her breath catch in her throat.

“Stop it, Laurel Martin. You goose!” she muttered as she made another, safer attempt to cross the street, looking both ways this time. “The man is a gambler, for heaven’s sake. And no doubt a defiler of young women, such as yourself.”

But what a handsome defiler!

Shaking her head in disgust, Laurel made her way to the imposing tall brick structure she’d spied upon leaving the café. Hudson’s Department Store with its big storefront windows and pretty latticed grillwork was a world apart from Mellon’s Mercantile back home. No doubt the scented soap she adored would be much costlier here. But after using the horrible lye concoction Graber’s Hotel provided, she thought it would be worth paying the difference.

“May I help you, Miss?” a mustached gentleman inquired as she entered the store. He wore a white carnation in his left lapel and a pair of round wire-rimmed glasses that magnified his eyes and enhanced his puffy cheeks. He reminded Laurel of Lester, the pet bullfrog Rose Elizabeth used to keep in a box under their bed.

“Yes, thank you,” she replied, wondering if he just stood at the door all day and directed traffic or performed some other, more useful function. “I’m in need of soap.”

“Soap, Miss?” He seemed perplexed, as if he’d never heard the word before.

“I assume people here in Denver use soap to wash, same as they would anywhere else, don’t they?”

He was about to reply when the bell over the door tinkled and an attractive red-haired woman entered. She was stylishly dressed in a long-sleeved, bustled gown, though her taste in fabric—red satin—seemed a bit garish to Laurel’s eye. She carried a parasol of the same color with pretty white lace edging that Laurel thought was absolutely adorable.

The doorman’s face immediately flushed and his expression changed to one of disdain. Stepping in front of the woman to prevent her from proceeding into the store, he said, “We don’t allow your kind in here, madam. You’ll have to leave at once.”

The woman in question looked resigned rather than mortified by his comments, and she gave Laurel an apologetic glance. She couldn’t have been much older than Laurel; if Laurel guessed right, the woman was probably even a couple of years younger.

As the woman turned to leave without so much as an argument, Laurel blurted, “Wait!” Then turned to the frog-faced man, “Why can’t this woman come in here? Aren’t you open for business?”

“You don’t understand, Miss,” the doorman explained, his voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper because the other customers were beginning to stare. “Her kind aren’t welcome here.”

“ ‘Her kind?’ ” Laurel looked at the woman again but saw nothing unusual about her, other than the flaming color of her hair, which Laurel found very attractive. “Just because she’s got red hair doesn’t mean you shouldn’t allow her to shop here. This is a free country, after all.”

He sighed deeply. “I wouldn’t expect a lady, such as yourself, to understand, miss, but this woman isn’t fit to be in the same building with a lady.” His bulging eyes seemed to implore her to understand.

But Laurel didn’t. “Why not? If I don’t object to her being here, why should you?”

“It’s all right, miss,” the young woman said in a soft voice, reaching out to touch Laurel’s arm. “I can take my business elsewhere.”

“But why should you? There’s no sign on the door that says redheaded women can’t shop in this establishment. And even if there was, it’d be against the law. Colorado achieved statehood in 1876, which makes it part of these United States. And to the best of my knowledge, that means it’s part of a free country.” Thank goodness Heather had been so insistent that her sisters keep up with current events, Laurel thought. Of course, she hadn’t been so grateful all those evenings when she and Rose had been forced to read the newspaper before going to bed.

Astonished, the woman stared at Laurel.

“Miss,” the man said with as much patience as he could muster, placing gloved hands on his slender hips. “This woman is an adventuress.” His gaze skimmed insultingly over the woman, his lips thinning beneath his mustache. “She isn’t fit to consort with decent young ladies like you.”

Laurel turned to face the woman and had a difficult time believing the man’s accusation. Adventuress meant “whore” where she came from. And this woman looked too sweet and fresh to be any such thing.

Laurel had seen a whore once, when she was eight and peeked under the swinging doors of the Rusty Nail Saloon. That woman had been fleshy to the point of being fat. Her bosoms had looked like watermelons about to explode, and her face had been painted up like a clown’s.

No, Laurel thought, this woman couldn’t be a whore. But even if she was, she still had a right to shop wherever she wanted.

The young woman’s face turned bright red. “He’s right, miss. I shouldn’t have come in here.”

Ignoring the obviously painful admission, Laurel grasped her hand. “If this woman isn’t welcome in your store, then I shall be forced to take my business elsewhere.”

“But, miss! Decent department stores don’t allow women of the evening to frequent their establishments. It just isn’t done.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Laurel replied, squeezing the woman’s hand to bolster her resolve. “Her money’s as good as the next person’s. What’s her occupation got to do with anything?” Laurel knew it had everything to do with everything—prostitutes weren’t considered socially acceptable in Salina, either—but she was out to make her point. “If I’m not offended by her presence, why should you be?”

“It’s store policy, miss. I think you should know your facts before you go defending people of her persuasion. You’re obviously new here in Denver.”

“Obviously I am. But we have adventuresses in Kansas, too, and I never saw Mr. Mellon turn one away from his mercantile. Mr. Mellon’s a practical man, you see, and is of the opinion that if you start turning everyone away that’s committed a sin or two in their lifetime, you’re not going to have much of a clientele to shop in your store.”

Laurel brushed past the doorman, clutched the startled young woman’s arm, and dragged her into the store with her, completely ignoring the man’s attempts to protest. Fortunately, he was too stunned to stop them and could only emit croaking sounds like the creature he resembled.

“Miss, you really shouldn’t have done that,” the woman claimed, staring over her shoulder at the furious man standing guard at the door. “You’re probably going to get thrown out of here with me.”

Laurel shrugged. “I don’t really care. I only came in to buy a bar of soap, and I can probably find that just about anywhere.”

The young woman smiled gratefully. “My name’s Crystal . . . Crystal Cummings. And I thank you from the bottom of my heart. No one’s ever taken up for me like that before.”

“Really?” Laurel shook her head, as if the notion were completely impossible to believe. “Where I come from, people treat each other a little bit nicer. I’m not saying there aren’t those who are narrow-minded and rude, like Mr. Frog Face over yonder. But they’d rather talk behind your back than in front of your face.” Euphenmia Bloodsworth came to mind. Old beak-nosed Bloodsworth, the sisters had called her—Salina’s most notorious gossip.

Crystal giggled, and that made Laurel smile. “My name’s Laurel Martin.” She held out her hand. “I’m new in town and I can use all the friends I can get.”

“But, Miss Martin,” Crystal whispered, clearly taken aback by the offer of friendship, “you’re a lady. And ladies don’t consort with women of my kind.”

“I don’t know a soul in this town, save for Mr. Higgins at the Opera House and another gentleman,” she frowned, “who I’m sure has known his share of many different kinds of women. I doubt either one of them will mind that we are consorting. At any rate, I don’t really care. I judge people for who they are and how they treat me, not for what they do to make a living.” It was a lesson she’d learned from her parents, one of many she’d taken to heart.

When they finally reached the counter that contained various soaps and cosmetics, Laurel began picking up bars of soap and sniffing them. Then Crystal reached out, choosing one with pretty floral paper wrapped around it.

“Try this one. It’s imported all the way from Paris, France, and it smells divine.”

As Laurel inhaled the enticing fragrance of jasmine, her face lit with pleasure. The scent evoked images of the elegantly gowned southern belles she’d read about in books; of warm summer evenings in Salina, sitting on the old wooden glider her father had lovingly fashioned for his three daughters; of the sachet her mama had hidden in her unmentionables drawer and thought no one knew about.

“I love it,” she sighed. Then she saw the price sign marking it at fifty cents, and her smile melted slightly. “But it’s rather expensive.”

“Al . . . that’s my, er, friend . . . always says that you got to pay for quality.”

Laurel wasn’t sure whether Crystal’s friend had been referring to soap, considering the woman’s occupation, but she refrained from saying so. “I’m sure that’s wise advice. I’ll get this one.”

Laurel made her purchase, then the two women headed for the door. When they reached the doorman, who still stared daggers at them, Laurel turned on a brilliant smile, which threw him completely off guard.

“Thank you so much for your help, sir.” She patted his arm. “You’ve been more than kind.”

“Of . . . of course, miss,” he stammered.

Laurel didn’t burst out laughing until they reached the wooden sidewalk. “I don’t think Monsieur Froggy knows what to make of me.”

Crystal’s eyes widened in admiration. “You speak French? How elegant. One of the girls I work with, Monique, claims to be from France. But I heard she’s really from the French Quarter in New Orleans.”

“I don’t really speak French. But I want to sing opera one day, and they’re sung in all sorts of foreign languages—French, I-talian—so whenever I can use a foreign word, I do. Practice makes perfect, you know.”

“Do you have a place to stay? Because I’m sure my friend will put you up if you need a room.” Seeing Laurel’s cheeks fill with color, Crystal added, “I know you aren’t walking the line, Miss Martin. You wouldn’t have to work off your room and board. I’m offering as a friend, to repay you for your kindness.”

Swallowing her embarrassment, Laurel smiled in gratitude. “That’s really very kind of you, but I have a room at Graber’s Hotel.”

“That place is a dump, if you don’t mind me saying so, Miss Martin.” Crystal wrinkled her nose in disgust.

“Please, call me Laurel. And no, I don’t mind you saying so. It’s the truth. But my funds are limited and it was the cheapest and closest hotel to the Opera House I could find.”

They began to walk in the direction of the hotel. The sun shone brilliantly, reflecting off the plate glass windows they passed, but even its warm shower of rays couldn’t wash away the gloom of Laurel’s present circumstances. “If I don’t get hired by the opera company, I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

Crystal’s expression held a great deal of empathy, and Laurel guessed that the young woman had faced similar circumstances herself. She didn’t doubt for a moment that Crystal’s solution had led her into her present occupation. It was a road many destitute women traveled—a road Laurel vowed never to take. Besides, she was immensely unsuited for prostitution.

She hadn’t been exaggerating when she told Chance Rafferty that she didn’t know the first thing about being a prostitute. Virgins didn’t have much chance to hone their skills in matters of the flesh. And all the Martin sisters of Salina, Kansas, were virgins, to the best of her knowledge.

If there was one thing her mama used to counsel, it was that men didn’t buy the cow when they got the milk for free. Laurel wasn’t sure what that meant when she was ten, but she sure knew what it meant now. Her papa and Heather had made sure of it.

It was necessary for the women to step around two drunken men who lay sprawled on the sidewalk in front of the hotel, and Laurel clucked her tongue in disapproval. “There’re far too many saloons in this town. Mama used to say that too much alcohol made men crazy as June bugs in January.”

“Your mama was right. My pa was like that. You’d think he was a different person after he’d drunk a whole bottle of corn whiskey.” Crystal’s eyes filled with sadness. “I suppose he’s as dead as Ma by now. I never stuck around to find out.” She didn’t elaborate, and Laurel thought it best not to press for details.

A loud cry of outrage made the women stop and look back over their shoulders. Laurel spied two dowdily dressed matrons taking the inebriated men to task.

“Those ladies are giving those men what-for,” Laurel said to her companion. “Do you think it’s their wives?”

Crystal shook her head. “They’re from the temperance league. They’re trying to put all the saloons out of business. Al’s furious. They’ve marched in front of the Silver Slipper a few times.”

“They must be awfully brave to stand up for what they believe.” Though Laurel doubted that men like Chance Rafferty would think so. No doubt the ladies were a thorn in his side.

“Bravery and good intentions don’t put money in my pocket or food in my stomach,” was Crystal’s reply, and the women resumed their walk in silence.

Pausing before the sagging brick structure that was Graber’s Hotel, Laurel said, “Well, this is where I’m staying. I appreciate your walking me home.” Home. That was a joke. She glanced at the sad-looking building, then reconsidered. After all, her previous home had been nothing more than a sod hut, so she couldn’t be too critical of Mr. Graber’s establishment, deplorable though it was.

“I know we probably won’t be seeing each other again, Miss Martin,” Crystal said, her voice tinged with sadness. “But I’m working over at the Silver Slipper on Holladay Street, if you need me for anything.”

Laurel’s eyes widened at the mention of the infamous street. Holladay Street was known as the Street of a Thousand Sinners. Supposedly within its four blocks were more prostitutes, wickedness, and sin than in the whole city of San Francisco. But Laurel reminded herself that it wasn’t her place to judge Crystal. As the Bible said, “Judge not, that ye not be judged.” Her mama had often quoted that bit of wisdom.

“Since you’re the only woman here whose acquaintance I’ve made, Miss Crystal Cummings, I think we’re going to be seeing each other again. That is, if you want to.” Crystal’s childlike, enthusiastic smile touched Laurel’s heart, making her glad she’d made the offer. “Why don’t we plan to meet at the Busy Bee Café? That’s where I’ve been taking my meals. The food’s pretty decent.”

“I work most nights.” Crystal’s face turned almost the same shade as her hair. “But I could meet you sometime for lunch. I’m usually up by noon.”

Laurel tried to keep her face impassive, as if conversing with a prostitute and discussing her schedule were common occurrences for her. “That’d be fine. Perhaps I’ll see you there tomorrow.”

Crystal frowned and shook her head. “Not tomorrow. Al’s got a special client for me to see tomorrow, and he’d get angry if I wasn’t available. But I could meet you the next day.”

Masking the sadness she felt for Crystal Cummings and her unfortunate set of circumstances, Laurel set a date and time with her new friend. As she waved goodbye, she couldn’t help thinking that prostitution wasn’t all that different from slavery. The only appreciable difference, as far as she could see, was that you got paid for your labors.

*    *    *

Midafternoons at the Aurora Borealis were generally quiet, and today was no exception. In the evening the roulette wheel would whir and click, and the rattle of dice against the green felt tables would fill the gaming parlor with familiar noise. But for now it was blessedly quiet.

Jupiter Tubbs, the piano player, tinkered with the electric lighting fixture above his upright piano. It had been flickering on and off for days and was driving him to distraction. His wife, Bertha, took the opportunity to satisfy her penchant for neatness by sweeping up the many cigar butts and deck wrappers left carelessly beneath the gaming tables last night.

There were no customers, save for Henry Dusseldorff, who was sleeping it off on a cot in the back storage room. Bertha would be checking on that rascal directly to make sure he wasn’t drinking all of Mr. Chance’s profits.

In Bertha’s opinion, Mr. Chance was too kind and too trusting and was liable to be sorry for it one day. There were only two people in this world Bertha trusted besides herself—Jupiter, her man of twenty years, and Mr. Chance, who’d hired her and Jup all those years ago when hiring niggers wasn’t a fashionable or very wise thing to do.

“Where Mr. Chance be, Bertha?” Jupiter called out from his position atop the ladder. “I don’t recall him sayin’ he had no appointments today.”

“And why should he be tellin’ you his business, you old fool? Mr. Chance be all growed, case you hadn’t noticed. And I doubt he need another daddy.”

Jupiter smiled to reveal a set of ivories every bit as impressive as the ones on his piano. “You surely is one sassy-mouthed woman, but I loves ya anyway.” His brown eyes twinkling, he winked at her. “How’s about we go up them stairs and make us some fine music together? You knows how talented I is with my fingers, woman.”

Bertha’s chuckle spread all the way down her massive body, quivering like mounds of gelatin, and though she shook her head at her husband’s outrageous comment, secretly she was pleased that after all these years and all her additional pounds, Jup still desired her. “I’s bein’ paid to clean and cook, not to make the hootchy-cootchy with you, you black devil. Now leave me be. I gots to go drag Mr. D. out of the back room before that wife of his comes looking for him with the rollin’ pin.”

“That wife is one ugly woman.”

Bertha nodded. “And she’s uglier on the inside than out.”

“She’s ugly.” Squawk. “She’s ugly.” Squawk. “Black devil. Black devil.”

Jupiter shot a forbidding look at the parrot perched in the wooden cage in the corner. “Shut your mouth, you stupid bird, or I pull all them feathers outta your hide.”

Jupiter took a menacing step toward the bird, and Bertha, fearing the worst, rushed forward to throw a dusting rag over the cage. “Now hush up, bird,” Bertha said, “or we’ll be havin’ parrot stew for supper tonight.”

“I hates that bird,” Jup said, scowling. “I wish Mr. Chance would up and get rid of it. He’s too . . .” Before he could finish, the etched glass front door swung open and Chance walked in, shadowed by his cousin.

“Howdy-do, Mr. Chance,” Jupiter said, his warm smile melting suddenly at Chance’s fierce expression. “You surely gots the look of the devil on your face today.” The man looked ready to spit nails.

“That ain’t none of your business, you old fool,” Bertha scolded, shaking a pudgy finger at her husband. “Leave Mr. Chance be. Can’t you see he’s plum wore out?”

“Chance is mad, mad, mad,” Whitey informed them. He liked to repeat things three times to make sure he was understood. It was thought that he’d picked up the annoying habit from the parrot, but no one knew for certain.

“But not at me, so it’s okay. Ain’t that right, Chance?” he continued. The big man dropped heavily onto a nearby chair and busied himself with a stack of poker chips, waiting for the reassurance he constantly needed.

“Right, Whitey,” Chance said, trying to keep his temper in check. Which wasn’t always easy when it came to answering Whitey’s multitude of questions. For someone who was considered simpleminded, Whitey could gather more information than the Encyclopedia Britannica.

Whitey was his only family—the only one he claimed, anyway—and he loved him like a brother. And sometimes like a father would a son.

He’d been the only buffer between Whitey and the cruelty of the world—his guardian and protector. And he took his duties seriously. At times it was difficult having such a large responsibility. Chance himself had been only a child when the two had fled their home in St. Louis. But over the years he’d come to rely on Whitey’s companionship and love as much as Whitey relied on his.

“Why don’t you go with Bertha and she’ll fix you something to eat,” Chance suggested to his cousin. “I need to talk with Jup a minute.” He looked pleadingly at his housekeeper, who understood immediately and grasped the gentle giant’s hand.

“Come with Bertha, Mr. Whitey. I got cookies in the kitchen fresh out of the oven.” Because Whitey absolutely adored sweets, he offered no argument, trailing behind Bertha eagerly.

Behind the bar, Chance filled a mug with beer and took a swallow before speaking. “I had another run-in with Hazen. That bastard should be run out of town on a rail.”

“ ’Bout that woman you done told me about?”

“No. It didn’t have anything to do with the little opera singer this time.” Chance sipped thoughtfully at his brew, wondering how Laurel Martin fared. She’d been on his mind since he’d met her, and he wondered if she’d had any luck persuading Rooster Higgins to hire her. He made a mental note to ask the man about her audition the next time he saw him.

“Mr. Hazen be a bad sort. He don’t treat his people nice a’tall.” And Jupiter knew what that was like all too well. His memories of bondage, and the cruel treatment he’d received at the hands of Jubilation’s overseer, were still fresh in his mind even after all these years, and that pain was reflected on his face.

The beer went down smooth and cold, and Chance sat down next to his friend. “There’re always going to be bullies, Jup. That’s just the nature of things in this world.” He squeezed the older man’s shoulder, wishing he could take his pain away, but he doubted that pain would disappear until Jupiter Tubbs was laid out in his coffin. The former slave had suffered unspeakable horrors at the hands of his owners, and it had taken years of kindness and patience on Chance’s part to earn the man’s trust and respect.

“Hazen’s up to his usual tricks,” Chance explained. “It’s not bad enough that he runs the crookedest games in town and has more water in his drinks than whiskey. Now he’s trying to get Mayor Fuller to give him another business license—despite the moratorium that’s in effect on saloons and brothels—so he can open another bordello; one with twice as many whores.”

Jupiter whistled and shook his head. “The mayor most often thinks with what’s between his legs, not what’s in his head.”

“Hazen’s not above using his girls as an incentive to make Fuller see things his way. I’d be hard-pressed to say who’s the sleaziest of the two.”

“If that fancy man get his way, that could hurt business. We gots us enough competition.”

That sure as hell was the truth, Chance thought. Denver was as steeped in sin and corruption as any painted harlot. Holladay, Larimer, and Blake Streets were the gayest and gaudiest and certainly the most brazen tenderloin districts west of the Mississippi.

The Aurora Borealis, which didn’t employ any whores to entice its customers, had to compete with brothels owned by Mattie Silks, Lizzie Preston, and, of course, Al Hazen’s Silver Slipper.

Making money off women wasn’t Chance’s style. He preferred to earn his riches employing the skills he’d learned from the gamblers in the mining camps where he and Whitey had worked in their youth.

“It’s just bad luck, that’s what it is,” Chance said, removing a deck of cards from his pocket. He fingered the cards with one hand until he extracted the queen of hearts to lay before Jupiter.

The black man’s eyes filled with wonder, as they always did when Chance performed one of his card tricks. “You surely is good with a deck of cards, Mr. Chance. You surely is. And you done pulled out the queen of hearts. That be about the luckiest one of all.”

Chance stared down at the card and another queenly vision came to mind. A vision with hair as blond as corn silk and eyes as blue as a summer day. He smiled, patting the card thoughtfully with his finger. “I got a feeling, Jup, that my luck’s about to change.”

“Queen of hearts is the lucky one, that’s for sure,” Jup said, and Chance nodded, his eyes intent with purpose.



 

CHAPTER 3

Laurel never failed to be awed when she entered Tabor’s Grand Opera House—and she’d entered quite a few times, this being her fourth audition in the past two weeks.

Cherrywood from Japan and mahogany from Honduras gave the interior walls a rich, elegant look. A huge crystal chandelier shimmering like a thousand diamonds was suspended from the ceiling, and elegant private boxes—one reserved for the theater’s builder and benefactor, mining millionaire Horace Tabor—sat to the left and right of the stage, affording an excellent view of the evening’s entertainment.

How Laurel wished she could be part of it all. But Mr. Higgins had continued to decline her requests for employment, citing a multitude of reasons, none of which Laurel had fully understood since that first time when lack of experience had felled her chances.

She’d practiced diligently since then and felt confident that her voice and presentation were much more polished, but Mr. Higgins kept on presenting her with excuses ranging from her having the wrong color hair to the size of her shoes—the latter having something to do with costuming.

Nervously pleating and repleating the folds of her best yellow dimity gown, Laurel waited at the back of the theater, hoping Mr. Higgins hadn’t forgotten their appointment. When the gilt-embossed clock on the wall chimed ten and the door opened, Laurel turned and breathed a sigh of relief, only to have her breath catch in her throat at the sight of Chance Rafferty framed in the doorway.

There was no sign of Mr. Higgins or any other theater employee. He was alone, and he looked every bit as handsome as she remembered. A tiny fluttering began in the lower regions of her midsection as he approached.

“Well, if it isn’t Miss Martin,” Chance said, tipping his black bowler hat. “I was hoping to find Rooster, but finding you is even better. I’ve been curious as to whether you’d been hired here yet.”

She took a deep breath to quiet her nerves. “Good morning, Mr. Rafferty. I didn’t think a man of your occupation would be up and about so early in the day.”

He grinned to display even white teeth. “The early bird catches the worm, Miss Martin. Isn’t that how the saying goes?”

“It is. It was one of my mama’s favorites.”

“I take it you have another audition set up with Rooster? You’re persistent, if nothing else, Miss Martin; I’ll give you that.”

“Not that it’s any of your business, Mr. Rafferty, but yes, Mr. Higgins and I do have another appointment. And I certainly hope you will not remain behind to snicker at my performance, as you did the first time.” The image of him covering his ears still made her blood boil.

“I don’t know what you mean, angel.”

The look of pure innocence on his face almost made her laugh. “You should be the one auditioning, Mr. Rafferty. I think your talents lie in the theater.”

“I’m a man of many talents, angel.” He trailed his fingertip down her cheek. “You should let me show them to you sometime.”

Laurel pulled back, shocked by the man’s familiarity, and tried her best to ignore the butterflies flapping wildly in her stomach. Stop it, you goose! she chastised herself. He’s merely toying with you. Didn’t Heather warn you about men of his kind?

“You, Mr. Rafferty, are a man who is too full of himself. My mama used to say that a bag with too much hot air is bound to burst its seams.”

Chance threw back his head and laughed, and the pleasing sound rippled along Laurel’s spine like a feather on bare skin. “I think I like your mama.”

“She’s dead. As dead as your chances to seduce me,” she informed him bluntly, ignoring his raised eyebrow. It was best to set him straight from the beginning, Laurel decided.

Heather and Rose had always accused her of being naive, but she wasn’t stupid!

Rather than be put off by Laurel’s bluntness, Chance was amused by it. He found it refreshing to meet a woman who was immune to his charms—refreshing and challenging. “You’re not the only one who’s persistent, angel. I’m a gambler, remember? When the cards are stacked against me, it only makes the game more interesting. The harder the win, the sweeter the pot, or so the saying goes.”

Suddenly the huge theater seemed too small with Chance Rafferty standing in it. And much too dark and intimate. There were few lights on, and those that were on, up by the stage, were a good distance from where they stood.

“I really should be going, Mr. Rafferty. It appears Mr. Higgins has forgotten our appointment.”

Chance stepped sideways to block her exit. “I doubt it. Rooster’s always late. He most likely overslept. He was out late last night.”

“Gambling at your place, I take it?”

“How’d you know?”

“Just a lucky guess, Mr. Rafferty. I’m beginning to think that your appearance here this morning wasn’t totally coincidental.”

“Are you always this suspicious of men?”

“Most of my beaus back home are gentlemen, Mr. Rafferty. They wouldn’t think to accost a woman in a public place.”

“No doubt they’re boys still wet behind the ears.” Her cheeks crimsoned, and he laughed. “I take it you haven’t met too many grown men as yet, Miss Martin. Am I your first?”

She tried to brush past him, but he maneuvered his body so that she couldn’t get by. The feel of his legs against her own made her throat feel tight. “Please let me pass, Mr. Rafferty.”

“And if I won’t?”

“Then I’ll be forced to demonstrate just how loud my voice really is.”

That unpleasant memory was vivid enough to make Chance step back. Not that he was afraid of the consequences, mind you, but he wasn’t sure his ears could stand such punishment first thing in the morning. After all, he’d heard the young lady sing.

“Your wish is my command, angel.” He bowed in an exaggerated manner, indicating with an outstretched arm that she was free to go.

Laurel had the urge to kick him right in his pompous backside. She’d never struck another human being in her life—except for Rose Elizabeth when they were children, and that didn’t count—but she was certainly tempted to do bodily harm to the man standing so arrogantly before her. She didn’t know what it was about Chance Rafferty that made him so infuriating, but he definitely had the ability to raise her hackles.

“If that were true, Mr. Rafferty,” she finally retorted, “you would disappear right off the face of this earth.”

His eyes twinkled. “Now, angel, is that any way to treat a friend?”

“We are not friends, Mr. Rafferty, and I sincerely doubt that we’re ever going to be. Never in a million years. Do you hear me, Mr. Rafferty?”

He grasped hold of the finger pointed at his chest and pulled her to him. “I told you, angel, never’s a long time.” He kissed her long and hard, then he released her.

Before Laurel could catch her breath long enough to haul off and slap him across his arrogant, delicious mouth, Chance Rafferty had disappeared.

*    *    *

“Why are you wasting my time, Higgins?” Luther Witherspoon demanded, staring up at the stage where Laurel had just completed another audition. He pointed a cigar at Rooster’s chest as if it were an extension of his hand, which it might as well have been, considering the number of cigars the man smoked in a day. “That woman’s voice is atrocious. Mr. Tabor would fire us both if I hired her to perform here.”

Rooster hated these confrontations with Witherspoon. The man relished making him feel like an incompetent fool, but he couldn’t afford to lose his job. Not unless he wanted to go back to work at the Aurora sweeping up cigarette butts and washing dirty glassware.

“I feel sorry for her, Mr. Witherspoon. Miss Martin is a very persistent young woman. I’ve given her every excuse I can think of for not hiring her, but she just won’t take no for an answer. She thinks she’ll improve with practice.”

The manager’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “I should live so long.” He stared long and hard at the stage, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “She’s too flat-chested,” he said, mostly to himself, but Rooster heard the comment and had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from saying what was uppermost on his mind: Luther Witherspoon was a pig. It was no secret that Witherspoon judged a woman’s talent by the size of her breasts, whether or not she could carry a tune.

“Miss Martin’s a real lady, Mr. Witherspoon. Very kind and sweet.”

Witherspoon frowned. “Lady or not, she’s got no tits, she’s got no talent. As far as I’m concerned, she’s got nothing to recommend her. Now get rid of her or I’ll be forced to tell her myself. And I doubt I’ll be as gentle with her as you, Higgins. You’ve got to toughen up if you want to survive in the theater. Send Miss Martin packing.”

Rooster was incensed by the man’s callousness. “Please, Mr. Witherspoon! Just give her one more try. I tell you Miss Martin’s improving. She’s . . .”

Witherspoon’s voice turned as glacial as the snow-capped peaks of the Rockies. “If you value your job, Higgins, you’ll do as you’re told. I make the decisions at Tabor’s Opera House, and I’ll decide who’s fit to work here. If you’re not careful, you’ll be out on the street along with your precious Miss Martin.” Witherspoon then yanked the cigar from his mouth, threw it on the floor, and squashed it beneath his shoe like a bug.

Rooster didn’t miss the implication. He looked with unconcealed disgust at the spittle running down the man’s jowly chins. The bastard enjoyed humiliating people. He thrived on controlling others’ destinies. Rooster hated him, but not enough to quit. And he guessed that showed a lack of character where he was concerned.

How on earth was he going to tell Miss Martin that Witherspoon wasn’t impressed with either her voice or her figure? The young woman had such hopes and aspirations of becoming an opera singer. How could he squash them and live with himself?

Rooster sighed, knowing that he would fabricate more excuses to spare Miss Martin’s feelings. He just couldn’t bring himself to tell her the truth. And maybe in time Witherspoon would change his mind.

That possibility seemed as unlikely as Miss Martin developing larger breasts.

*    *    *

The Reverend Augustus Baldwin was doing his best to look pious, despite the fact he was seated at a card table in the middle of Chance’s saloon, surrounded by half-naked women serving drinks, and holding a pair of queens and three deuces.

“Come on, Gus,” urged Chance, taking a drag on his cheroot. “We’re all waiting for you to place your bet.”

Reverend Baldwin’s blue eyes twinkled as he stared at what he knew had to be a winning hand. His gaze lifted to Chance, to the other two men at the table, then down to survey the very handsome pot sitting in the center. “I’ll venture ten dollars,” he said, hoping he’d not just lost all of last Sunday’s contributions. He could ill afford for that to happen, especially considering the poor attendance at services of late.

Chance whistled. “Sounds like you got some hand there, Reverend.” Chance looked down at his own hand, a full house, then back up at Gus, who was grinning like an errant schoolboy. The man definitely did not have a poker face.

Knowing that the Reverend Augustus Baldwin gambled only to enhance the meager contributions his church received each Sunday, Chance hated like hell to deprive him of a winning pot. The other two men, he knew, had nothing to speak of. Chance had already calculated the cards they held and decided they weren’t in the running this time around. He was proven correct a few minutes later when they folded.

It was just he and Gus now, and by his practiced deduction he guessed that old Gus was holding a pair of ladies and three deuces, which wouldn’t be enough to beat his pair of kings and three aces. But he threw in his cards anyway.

“It’s too rich for my blood, Reverend. I guess you’ll be able to keep that building you laughingly refer to as a church open for another week.”

“The Lord blesses you, my son,” Gus said, pulling in his winnings and breathing a sigh of relief, hoping God would forgive him for his many transgressions.

“Looks to me like you’re the one God blessed, Reverend,” Pete Woolsey declared, pushing back his chair. “I don’t much like playing cards with a man of God. It seems you got better connections than most.”

The blacksmith, Nate Moody, who preferred gambling to holding down a steady job, nodded in agreement. “Me and the missus will see you Sunday, Reverend. But it don’t look like we’ll be putting much in the collection basket, seeing as how you won all my money.”

Reverend Baldwin’s face filled with concern, and he began to cough—deep racking sounds that shook his entire body. Discreetly he removed a handkerchief from his coat pocket and coughed into it.

Augustus Baldwin was what was commonly known in those parts as a lunger. The tuberculosis ravaging his body left him weak and pale, but he was determined to overcome the irksome affliction. Three years before, he’d left Boston and his well-paying position as minister of the Redeemer Methodist Church, moving west to the mile-high city of Denver to avail himself of the dry air and sunny climate.

But Augustus knew, as he sat there breathing in the smoke-filled, rancid air of the saloon, that he wasn’t helping his condition any, only his wallet.

“If you’re in need, Nate, I’ll be more than happy to give some back to you,” he said when finally he was able to talk.

Nate shook his head, trying to keep his eyes averted from the bloodstained handkerchief that had become as much a part of the reverend’s costume as his clerical collar. “Nah. I’d just lose it somewheres else, or spend it on some piece of—” He stopped abruptly when he realized what he’d been about to admit to a man of the cloth. A man who knew his wife. “I gots to go, Reverend . . . Chance.” Nate practically ran out the door.

Chance laughed at the man’s nervous antics, and the reverend tsked several times, shaking his head sadly. “I’m afraid I haven’t done a very good job of saving these men’s souls.”

“Most of ’em don’t want to be saved, Gus. They’re happy like they are.”

“True. But I doubt we could say the same for their wives and children. And it’s my sworn duty to help those lost souls.” He picked up his whiskey glass and downed it in one gulp, welcoming the burning liquid into his body. Strong drink seemed to quiet the coughing, though he was ashamed to admit it. “Hard to save others when I do such a piss-poor job of saving myself.”

Jupiter was playing a rousing rendition of “Little Brown Jug,” and Chance kept time to the beat by drumming his fingers on the table. “You’re only human, Gus. Just because you got the calling to serve God don’t mean you don’t have needs and desires same as the next man. God must have had a good reason for putting cards, whiskey, and women on this earth. Besides, if there weren’t no sinners, you’d be out of a job.”

The reverend smiled thoughtfully. “You’ve missed your calling, son. You should be the one consoling others. You do a pretty good job of it.”

Chance leaned back in his seat and signaled to the pretty brunette, Flora Sue, to bring over another bottle of whiskey. “I’ve served my share of drinks over the years, Gus, tending bar and serving whiskey to the loneliest cowboys and dirt-digging miners. And I can tell you that there’s nothing more depressing on this earth than talking to a miner whose luck’s run out. I guess I got to be pretty good at what you call consoling. Some people’ve got a gift for doctoring or lawyering, but I got a gift for gab.”

“I know you let me win tonight, Chance, and I can’t tell you how much I appreciate all you’ve done for me and my poor flock of sinners. Installing that parson’s box by the door was very considerate. Though I’m not sure how many of your customers would willingly part with their winnings, I thank you anyway.”

Embarrassed, Chance waved away the reverend’s thanks. “Not many in this city would tend to those you do, Gus. I don’t know many preachers who’d allow prostitutes, drunks, or opium addicts to attend their church, but you do. Helping you out now and then is the least I can do. My needs get satisfied. Most of them, anyway.”

Laurel’s image came to mind. She’d been haunting his dreams at night, filling him with a restless desire until the idea of possessing her consumed him. He’d never backed away from a challenge before, and having Laurel in his bed, passionate and willing, was one challenge he aimed to meet.

“Heard you been spending more time than usual hanging around the opera house. Heard there’s a new woman in town who’s sparked your interest.”

“Pretty women always spark my interest, Gus. You know that.”

“I’ve heard this one’s a lady. That’s not your usual cup of poison, Chance.”

Damn Rooster, Chance thought. The man has the biggest mouth this side of the Rocky Mountains. “No harm in looking, now, is there?”

Pushing back his chair, Gus’s piercing blue eyes never left Chance’s face for a moment. It was said that the Reverend Baldwin could stare at a man and see all the way down to his soul. Chance moved restlessly in his chair, giving credence to that notion.

“I’m not going to preach to you, son. You’ll have to come to church for that. All I’m saying is to let your conscience be your guide. There’re plenty of loose women in this town to occupy yourself with. Leave the nice ones alone. Unless, of course, you’re planning to settle down and get married. That’s not such a bad idea, considering you’re not getting any younger. A good woman can be a real comfort to a man.”

Chance snorted indignantly, but he didn’t reply that he had absolutely no intention of ever entering into the overrated state of matrimonial bliss. After observing how marriage had turned his uncle Theodore into a spineless shadow of a man, Chance thought he’d sooner have his fingernails plucked out one by one than be saddled with a wife.

Marriage was a death sentence for all men. Especially being hitched to a good woman. Good women brought responsibility to a man. And change. They were never content to let a man just be. A good woman didn’t allow a man to drink or gamble, or raise hell with the boys. A good woman’s husband became henpecked. He’d seen it happen all too often.

Hadn’t Aunt Aletha done that very thing to Uncle Teddy?

And who was to say that after a few years of marital bliss, any woman he married wouldn’t turn into a prune-faced old biddy like his aunt and expect him to toe the line? He shivered at the thought.

Flora Sue arrived with the whiskey, and Chance, grateful for the interruption, pulled the buxom brunette down onto his lap, trying to ignore the flighty woman’s annoying giggles and the veiled condemnation in Reverend Baldwin’s words.

“Like you said, Gus, there’re plenty of women to occupy my time with.”



 

CHAPTER 4

Laurel could barely see through the mist of her tears as she hurried to the Busy Bee Café to keep her luncheon appointment with Crystal.

Her eighth and, apparently, final audition had just taken place at the Opera House, where the odious Mr. Witherspoon had told her in no uncertain terms that he would never hire her for the opera company. He’d been cruel and condescending and had made several insulting references to her lack of womanly attributes.

Ever sensitive about being flat-chested, Laurel’s reaction to his insulting remarks had been anything but ladylike. Especially in light of the fact that those remarks had come from someone fat, disgusting, and pompous, who smelled as if he hadn’t bathed for a number of years.

She wasn’t about to take his verbal abuse, and she’d told him so in no uncertain terms, emphatically and loudly enough to make Mr. Higgins come running to her rescue.

Fortunately, it had been Mr. Witherspoon who needed rescuing, for she’d bopped him rather soundly on the head with her reticule before dashing out of his office.

Laurel’s stomach was growling by the time she spotted Crystal at the corner table by the window. She shook her head ruefully, thinking that she might have lost her chance at becoming an opera diva, but she sure hadn’t lost her appetite.

“Laurel honey, what’s the matter? You look lowlier than a whipped dog. You’re not sick, are you?”

Laurel wiped her wet cheeks with the back of her hand and took a seat next to her friend. “Nothing as drastic as that. I’ve just been told by Mr. Witherspoon that my chances of getting hired at the Opera House are nil.”

Crystal placed her hand over Laurel’s in a consoling fashion. “I’m sorry, honey. Witherspoon’s a smelly old goat. I’ll make sure Hattie fixes him real good next time he comes into the Silver Slipper.”

Laurel’s eyes widened. “You mean he goes there to . . .”

“I doubt there’s a woman in this city who’d give it to him for free. I heard that rich wife of his kicked him out of her bed years ago. Can’t say as I blame her, knowing how bad he smells and all.”

“You’ve never . . . ?”

“Lord, no!” Crystal said, shaking her head emphatically. “I told Al flat out that I would leave if he ever gave me a customer like that. Hattie’s older and not too thin herself, so she can’t be too choosy about who she lays down for. And she’s got a kid to support.”

“How dreadful! I can’t imagine having to bed someone I disliked.” At the hurt in Crystal’s eyes, Laurel amended, “I mean, I’ve never even been with someone I like, let alone someone I dislike.”

“We all have to lose our virginity, Laurel. But we hope when we do it’ll be with someone we care for, or at least like a little bit.”

“Did you lose yours with someone . . . I mean was it with . . . ?” Blushing, Laurel shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s really none of my business.”

“If I told you who took my virginity, I’m sure you’d get sick to your stomach. Nice girls like you, who come from normal families, don’t know about the evils going on in the world, and I’d just as soon you didn’t learn them from me.” Years of sadness hovered in the girl’s eyes.

Laurel swallowed with a great deal of difficulty and changed the subject. “I guess I’m in a fix now that I have no chance of getting hired by Witherspoon. My money’s almost gone, and I’ve got no skills to speak of.” She paused while the waiter took their order. “I might have to return home to Kansas, though I dread that idea.”

Farm life bored Laurel to tears. Unlike Rose Elizabeth, who could sit all day and watch wheat grow, Laurel craved excitement and adventure. She wanted a challenging career. Unfortunately, the only challenge she was likely to face now was to make ends meet.

Crystal appeared horrified by the suggestion. “I don’t want you to leave. You’re the only friend I’ve got besides the girls at the house, and most of them are jealous of me. Isn’t there anything else you can do?”

“Singing’s about the only thing I’m good at.”

“There are lots of saloons and gambling halls in this town that could use a good singer.”

Laurel swallowed her pride, along with the lump in her throat. She knew of one that was looking for a singer. “Do you know a man by the name of Chance Rafferty?”

“Intimately.” Crystal’s smile held a great deal of satisfaction. “And I didn’t charge him a thing. Which is one of the reasons Al hates him so.”

Understanding punched Laurel right between the eyes. “Is your friend Al’s last name Hazen by any chance?”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

Wondering how she could possibly have been so stupid not to have put two and two together, Laurel nodded. The facts seemed obvious; Crystal was a prostitute, and Al Hazen was her pimp. “We’ve met,” she finally replied. “And not under the most pleasant of circumstances.”

Giggling, Crystal covered her mouth. “You must be the one Al told me about—the one Chance defended. That really made Al mad. He doesn’t like to lose, especially to Chance. I think Al’s jealous of him, though he denies it.”

“The day I made Mr. Hazen’s acquaintance, I met Mr. Rafferty as well. He . . . offered me a job singing in his saloon.”

Crystal’s face lit with pleasure. “Laurel honey, that’s great! Chance is real nice. He’ll treat you good if you work for him.”

“If he’s so nice, how come you never worked for him?”

“Chance doesn’t deal in prostitution, just gambling. Didn’t he tell you?”

“Yes. But I didn’t know whether or not to believe him. He seems a bit of a scoundrel.” Laurel thought that was the understatement of the century.

“Laurel honey, you shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. If Chance is willing to hire you to sing at the Aurora, you’d be able to do the one thing you love most in the world—entertain. And you wouldn’t have to work on your back the way I do. It’d be strictly legitimate. And I’m sure you’d make lots of money in tips.”

Taking a bite of ham, Laurel shook her head, uncertainty in her expression. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I’d fit in in a place like that. I’ve been raised on a farm. We don’t even have alcohol in Salina.”

“Really? How come?” Crystal asked, astonished.

“They passed a bill in Kansas a couple of years ago prohibiting the sale of it.”

“What does everyone do for fun?”

“We go to church socials, barbecues, barn dances, that sort of thing. I guess it’s not too exciting compared to what you’re used to.”

A wistful sigh passed Crystal’s lips. “I’d give anything to go to a church social with a nice young man. Someone who’d look at me with adoring eyes and love me for who I am, not just what I can give him. But that’ll never be. Not anymore.”

“You mustn’t say that, Crystal. Just because you’re in this occupation now, doesn’t mean things won’t change in the future.”

“Laurel, don’t be naive. What man wants a woman for a wife who’s been to bed with so many men she can’t even remember?”

Laurel considered the question, the anguish on her friend’s face, then replied, “At least you’ve got experience to recommend you. Look at me. I don’t know the first thing about pleasing a man in bed.”

“But that’s the thing of it, Laurel. Men don’t want wives who are experienced. They want to teach them about love-making themselves.”

Men were contrary creatures, that was for certain, Laurel decided. “I still say that one day you’ll meet a man who won’t care.”

“And I say you’d better go over to the Aurora as soon as we’re done with our lunch and tell Chance Rafferty that you’ll accept his job offer.”

“You don’t understand. I can’t.”

“You’ve got three choices as I see it, Laurel. One: You can go to work for Chance and earn a decent living. The man’s handsome as all get-out, and it wouldn’t be that difficult a chore seeing him every day. Two: You can hightail it back to Kansas, which doesn’t sound all that exciting a place to be. Or, three: You can lie on your back all day and night like I do.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that, Crystal! I’m sure you’re very good at it, but I’d be just terrible. I don’t have any experience, and I’m not much for lying abed all day. It gives me a terrible headache to be in a prone position for too long. I’m sure there must be some other type of job I can get.”

“Don’t think I didn’t try to find honest work when I first came here. But most men weren’t interested in my skills, only my figure and looks. I’m afraid it’s going to be the same for you. Beauty can be a curse to a nice girl.”

“But . . . but what if Mr. Rafferty makes advances toward me?”

“You can be sure as shooting that he’s going to, Laurel. Chance is a known womanizer in this town. But he usually sticks to whores. He seems to have a thing against decent women. It has something to do with the woman who raised him. I’ve heard him say that marriage and respectability are a one-way ticket to hell.”

Laurel’s eyes widened at the revelation, and though it did make her feel a tiny bit better, it still didn’t explain anything about that kiss. And she couldn’t bring herself to tell Crystal about it.

“I don’t know if he’d still be willing to hire me.”

Crystal laughed. “Honey, if you think that, you don’t know much about men.”

Amen to that, Laurel thought. She didn’t know a blessed thing when it came to men. And she sure as heck didn’t want Chance Rafferty for a teacher!

*    *    *

“It’s quieter than a cemetery right now, sugar. Why don’t we go upstairs and have us a little fun? You know how good Pearl can make you feel.”

“My dick’s hard, woman. Give me a poke.”

Chance reached for the parrot perched near his elbow, ready to throttle him, but Percy was quicker and scampered away, squawking his victory the entire time.

“Damn bird! See if I ever take in another bird or animal as a wager.” For two years he’d put up with that loudmouthed parrot, and he’d cursed himself daily for his stupidity in taking Percy as a bet from a down-on-his-luck miner. The bird had picked up every ribald expression the miner knew, plus many he’d overheard in the saloon.

“I bet your dick’s hard as Percy’s,” Pearl remarked, licking her lips suggestively. “I got me a clever tongue, sugar.”

Chance’s smile never reached his eyes as he undraped the saloon girl’s arm from around his neck and swatted her playfully on the behind. He and Pearl had had a few laughs in the past, and she did know a million and one ways to pleasure a man—some he hadn’t even been acquainted with—but he wasn’t in the mood right now for anything the woman had to offer.

“Sorry,” he said, “but I’ve got to inventory the liquor supply. This place doesn’t run itself, you know.”

Her lower lip protruding in a pout, she ran her hand up the inside of his thigh, unwilling to take no for an answer.

Pearl had her mind set on winning Chance Rafferty. The handsome bachelor had the looks, the money, and the prowess in bed to keep a woman happy for a long, long time, and she was determined to be that woman. She’d thought long and hard about becoming his wife, but decided that there were far more benefits to becoming his mistress: nice clothes, a comfortable house, spending money. And no brats to care for, no meals to cook.

She had all the assets to interest a man like Chance and she fully intended to use them to her advantage.

“You don’t mean that, sugar. I can tell you’re hard as a brick for me. Why don’t we go upstairs and take care of it?” She licked the whorls of his ear, but Chance jerked his head and pushed her away.

“I’m not interested, Pearl. Let someone else take you up on your offer. Besides, I don’t like fraternizing with the help. It’s bad for business.”

“That’s not what you said a few weeks ago, sugar. You said it was nice having me around.”

Chance sighed, recalling the incident and how drunk he’d been that night—the same night he’d made the acquaintance of the little would-be opera singer. “That was then and this is now. I’m busy. Why don’t you go upstairs and take a nap . . . by yourself. It’s going to be busy tonight, and you’re looking a little tired.”

Her dark eyes sparked fire, and with hands on ample hips, she thrust her breasts in Chance’s direction, giving him an enticing view of the pendulous globes she was famous for. “I look better right now than any of those other cows you’ve got working here, and you know it, sugar.” With a flip of her brassy, shoulder-length blond hair, she marched toward the stairs in a huff, swishing her curvaceous behind as she walked.

Chance breathed a sigh of relief. Pearl was definitely a hot number in bed, insatiable was more the word, but he didn’t have the time or the energy to devote to her needs, or his own, right now. He was up to his elbows in paperwork and inventory.

Who would ever have thought, when he’d had the bright idea to go into the saloon business all those years ago, that he’d be pushing a pencil as often as he shuffled a deck of cards? This was the one part of the business he detested.

Bull Collins, the barkeeper, tapped Chance on the shoulder to get his attention, then nodded in the direction of the door. “There’s someone to see you, Chance. She says you and her are acquainted. If that’s the truth, you’re one lucky son of a bitch.”

Chance looked up from his mound of paperwork and turned to see Laurel Martin standing there. She was fidgeting with the strings of her reticule, looking hopelessly conspicuous and out of place, and he wondered what the hell had brought her to him.

Pushing himself away from the end of the bar, he walked purposefully in her direction. The closer he got, the redder her cheeks grew. She was gnawing her lower lip nervously, and Chance fought the urge to replace her lips and tongue with his own.

“Good day to you, Miss Martin. What brings you to this side of town?”

“How about a poke, sweetie?” Squawk. “Fire in the hole.” Squawk. “My dick’s hard.”

Shocked by the outrageous comments, Laurel spun around to find a large green parrot perched on the end of the bar. His brightly colored wings were flapping wildly, and she thought that if birds could have a naughty expression, this one did.

Chance swallowed his smile at her outraged expression. “You’ll have to excuse Percy, Miss Martin. He’s definitely lacking in manners.”

Considering his owner, Laurel wasn’t at all surprised by that.

“Percy wants a kiss.” Squawk. “Give me some tongue, sweetie. Spread ’em, sugar.”

“Shut up, you stupid bird,” Chance ordered. “Bull, take that damn bird and stick him in his cage. And cover him up, for chrissake!”

“Sure, boss.” Chuckling, Bull grabbed hold of the protesting bird. “Looks like Percy ain’t used to being around ladies,” he said, casting Laurel an apologetic smile.

Turning his attention to Laurel, who stared after the bird, Chance asked, “What can I do for you?”

Unsettled by the vulgarity of the parrot, and knowing that was just a sample of what she could expect from working in a saloon, Laurel took a deep, fortifying breath.

She was unsure of what to say or how to say it. You just didn’t blurt out that you needed a job, especially to someone you’d gone out of your way to insult on numerous occasions.

Oh, why hadn’t mama and papa blessed her with more tact, like they had Heather? Her sister always knew the right thing to say or do.

“I . . . I need to talk with you about something, Mr. Rafferty. I hope you don’t mind my intruding on your afternoon.” She looked about, grateful to find that the saloon was relatively empty, save for the barrel-chested bartender and an elderly black man near the piano.

The Aurora was much nicer than she’d expected. Brass and crystal lighting fixtures cast a warm glow over the paneled walls and long mahogany bar, behind which hung a huge beveled mirror. Colorful oriental carpets covered the areas of shiny oak flooring under the gaming tables. The elevated stage, framed by a red velvet curtain, projected from the far wall, and Laurel knew this was where she’d be expected to perform if she was hired. At the moment, that was a big if.

“It doesn’t look as if you’re too busy at the moment.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” he said, thinking of the mountain of paperwork awaiting his attention. He escorted Laurel to a nearby table. “We do most of our business in the evenings, Miss Martin. Contrary to your previous opinion, many of our clientele do work for a living during the day.”

Her face flushed as her words were thrown back at her. “Work is what I’ve come to talk to you about, Mr. Rafferty. I’m in need of employment, and I seem to recall you offering me a job the first day we met.”

His eyebrow arched. “I take it your auditions at the Opera House haven’t gone well?”

“Not well at all, I’m afraid. Mr. Higgins is kindness itself. In fact, we’ve become very good friends. But the other man, Mr. Witherspoon . . .” She shook her head, her lips thinning in disdain. “Let’s just say he didn’t appreciate my talent as a singer.”

“Luther’s a real hard-ass. He can be a son of a bitch when the occasion calls for it.”

“He was rude and . . . Why, I’ve never been so insulted.” But she wasn’t about to tell him why.

“What is it you want from me, Miss Martin? I thought you said you weren’t interested in working in a saloon. How’d you put it—you weren’t some dance-hall girl?”

“I know what I said, Mr. Rafferty, but that was before, when I thought I could get a job at the Opera House. How was I to know that vile man wouldn’t . . .” She swallowed her anger. “I need a job, Mr. Rafferty, and I have nowhere else to turn. I’m almost out of funds. I have enough money for one or two more night’s lodging at the hotel, then I’ll be put out on the street.”

Chance leaned back in his chair, his face perfectly schooled not to reflect the exalted emotion he was feeling at the moment. The queen of hearts was in a fix, and she’d come to him for help. That conjured up all kinds of possibilities. “What kind of job are you looking for? You’re a bit . . . ah . . . small to be serving drinks and such. The customers prefer a woman with a bit more—”

“I want to sing!” she interrupted. “I don’t care to display my wares for your customers. And I can’t help the fact that God chose not to endow me with large . . . bosoms.” There! She’d said it.

She felt it had been her greatest misfortune in life to have been deprived of the asset of large breasts. Heather had them, even Rose had decent titties, as she called them, but not Laurel. Her breasts were flatter than flapjacks. And she’d done everything in her power to develop them, including the regular ingestion of Egyptian Regulator Tea, but nothing had worked.

Chance rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “What kind of songs can you sing besides those operatic ones? Do you know anything else? ‘Oh, My Darling Clementine’? ‘She’ll Be Comin’ Round the Mountain’?”

“Of course I know popular songs, Mr. Rafferty. I merely chose to perform opera because it was what I felt I was best suited for. If you’d rather I sang other tunes, I’d be perfectly willing.”

“You’d have to wear something more appropriate.” His gaze skimmed over every inch of Laurel as he inventoried her assets, and the admiration she saw reflected in his eyes made her squirm nervously in her seat.

“Your clothes are better suited for church, not a gambling parlor.” He eyed the green gingham gown, which was hopelessly out of fashion, with a great deal of distaste. “I suppose I could find you a few things to wear.”

Her eyes widened. “You mean—like what the saloon girls wear? Satins and feathers and all that?”

“Would you object to showing a little more skin?”

Her face flamed in mortification. Of course she should object! But she couldn’t. Her finances being what they were, she wasn’t in the most enviable position at the moment. Grateful that her mama wasn’t alive to witness this degradation, Laurel found herself saying, “I suppose if it was a required costume, it would be appropriate. After all, the theater requires many different types of costumes.”

“I guess we could pad you a bit in the front.” He stared at her chest, and Laurel’s face flamed anew. “To make you look a little bit larger.”

“I fail to see why that’s so important, Mr. Rafferty. I do have other assets to recommend me.”

He folded his arms across his chest. “Such as?”

“Well, my hair is rather pretty. It’s long. And I can wear it down if you’d like.”

“Let’s see it.”

“You mean now? Right now?”

Before she could protest, he reached out and pulled the pins from her chignon, releasing the cascade of long honey-blond curls and sifting them through his fingers. It was soft, incredibly soft, like spun gold, and smelled of jasmine. “Hmmm. Very nice, Miss Martin. Very nice indeed.” Thoughts of those soft curls trailing over his naked chest and abdomen were beginning to arouse him.

“Th-thank you.”

Clearing his throat, Chance shifted in his seat. “What else?”

“Well, my voice is very loud. I’ll be able to be heard above the roar of the crowd.”
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