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      Lucy would have been horrified at Josh Dylan’s actions and shocked by his kiss, had she been able to think once he’d kissed her. But his lips were warm and gentle, and his arms were the most comforting thing she’d felt in a very long time, and the scent of him was of the night and the fire and strong sweet liquors and spices. When he deepened the kiss, she felt threatened only for a moment, until the unfamiliar touch of his tongue became an oddly welcome intrusion, if only because it withdrew as soon as he felt and heard her small gasp of alarm.

      
        
        That was the way he wooed her, taking only what she offered, waiting for her response before he took more…until it would have been hard to say who was leading whom…this woman who knew so little of the flesh and this man who knew so little of the heart….
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        For Susie: for the face, the voice—and Duncan.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Oh better far to live and die

        Under the brave black flag I fly,

        Than play a sanctimonious part,

        With a pirate head and a pirate heart.

        Away to the cheating world go you,

        Where pirates are all well-to-do;

        But I’ll be true to the song I sing,

        And live and die a Pirate King.

        For I am a Pirate King…

        And it is, it is, a glorious thing

        To be a Pirate King!

        —W. S. Gilbert

      

      

      
        
        The Pirates of Penzance

        Gentlemen. You have undertaken

        to cheat me. I will not sue you⁠—

        the law takes too long. I will ruin you.

        —Cornelius Vanderbilt

        “The Commodore”
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          AUGUST 1879

        

      

    

    
      They came riding out of a glaring sunset, with the freshening wind at their backs—a coach and six mad horses, sending up clouds of dust to rival the high white ones scudding over their heads. The sound of their laughter could be heard over the noise of the laboring horses and the careening coach, so for all the onlookers thought they were as crazed as their foaming teams, in some small part of their souls they envied them, every one of them. Then, when they saw who was driving, their envy vanished. It was impossible to covet what was impossible for an ordinary man, after all.

      “By God, Josh, you did it!” the younger man cried as the coach pulled up to the rail fence by the station, and it could be seen that there was no train even in the distance—and a sharp-eyed man could see for miles down that long track. “On time, and in no time, even starting out a half-hour late. Looks like you’ve even got a half-hour to spare,” he exulted.

      “And every one of the horses sober too,” the driver said on a laugh as he held his right hand as though he were swearing to it, after he’d transferred the whip to his left, where he still held the six reins tight in his gloved fist.

      His younger companion threw back his fair head and roared with laughter again, before he sat up straight and grew grave as he stared hard at the driver.

      “Don’t go. Josh,” he said then seriously, his sky-blue eyes searching the dark gray ones that had turned to him with sudden and equal gravity. “This is your home.”

      “I haven’t got a home,” the driver said softly, his eyes losing their glow and growing like slate. “That’s the whole point of it. It’s time to find one, or make one, time and past it, and you know it. A man has to grow up sometime, and though the change in altitude can make him dizzy, that does mean settling down too,” he added as he turned his attention to pulling the separate reins carefully from his fist.

      “But you’ve always been grown up, Josh,” the younger man argued. “Don’t you want to have some fun?”

      “One doesn’t rule out the other,” his brother drawled as he stood. “In fact, where I’m bound, I hear you can’t have the one without the other. Now, is it brotherly concern or plain envy that’s eating at you? Don’t think I haven’t seen that pile of Police Gazettes growing in your bedroom. So don’t worry,” he said as his brother tried, and failed, to look nonchalant in the face of finding out that his secret hoard of scandalous literature had been discovered, “it’s not ‘Sin and Excess in the Wicked City’ I’m out to get myself.”

      As the younger man tried to compose himself after hearing his favorite, much-thumbed article named, his brother added as he handed him the reins before he let himself down lightly to the ground, “When it’s ‘Sin and Success’ I’m after—and what I’m after. I’m dead set on getting.”

      Joshua Dylan stretched his long body as he stood by the carriage; it had been a wild and far ride to town, and though he hated to admit it except in jest, the jolting he’d taken as he’d taken care to impress his little brother with his driving seemed to have driven his spine straight up into the top of his head. Getting older, he thought as he put two hands to the small of his back and flexed to straighten it, past time to get on with ordering my life.

      But his brother didn’t agree, and after he’d given the horses into the care of a helpful idler, he came to Joshua’s side to continue the argument that had started weeks ago, when he’d first heard of his plans.

      “A man can do business from his home,” Gray Dylan protested. “There’s letters and telegraphs. You done fine so far that way. No need to go to New York City, for that matter, neither. Chicago’s nearer. It’s good enough for your partners. And they’re richer than I can count.”

      “And that’s exactly why you’re going back to school. To learn counting and conversation again. So there’s no man alive whose worth you can’t calculate to the penny, and no man you can’t speak to like a gentleman. Lord, Gray, you’ve been with the horses so much this summer you’re starting to talk like one,” Josh answered, wincing as he shrugged his back into place. “God, I’m getting old. Time was, a buckboard felt like a feather bed to me, and now a coach gets me into knots. Almost thirty and halfway to Boot Hill already,” he mused aloud. “And don’t argue,” he said quickly as his brother opened his mouth to protest. “I may be going to New York, but the ranch is stuffed with spies, and if you’re not on the train to New Haven by the end of the month, little brother. I’m coming home and hauling you to school myself.”

      Gray had actually been noting the way his older brother’s large, tanned hands had met on his hips, accentuating the neatness of his trim waist and flat abdomen as he leaned back into his fingers to ease his muscle cramp. He’d been about to argue about the obvious fitness he saw, but mention of his most galling complaint erased other thoughts from his mind immediately.

      “Now, as to that,” he said in frustration, “you know I can speak well enough if I want to, but you know damned well I don’t have to here, and not with you, and I’ve got enough education for any man⁠—”

      “Any man but my brother, maybe,” Josh agreed, reaching up to the carriage and hauling down a bag.

      The bag swung at his side as he took long strides into the little building that served as a train station. He opened a door to a small side room. His brother followed him in, limping slightly.

      Josh noticed, and frowned, “Leg acting up?” he asked.

      “No, no,” Gray said quickly, “just that I was sitting in one place too long. It’ll do. It’ll be fine in a minute.”

      “Next time a horse will fall on your head, not your leg,” his brother said gruffly.

      “Then there’ll be no harm, just like Doc said,” Gray answered with a laugh, but seeing he got no response, he protested, “It was years ago, it only acts up when it’s real damp out. Accidents can happen in the East same as the West—aw, damnation, it’s not like I’ve got anything in common with poets—poets for God’s sake, Josh,” he went on plaintively, “or Boston accountants or Rhode Island clothiers’ sons going into the family business,” he said with loathing, “not when my life’s going to be here, with the horses and cattle, and I know them better than most men, so what’s a college degree going to mean to me…and what are you doing?” he asked, breaking off in the middle of his best argument.

      His brother had taken off his cowhide jacket, kerchief, and soft shirt. As Gray watched, he took a white shirt, so stiff it seemed to have an invisible torso already in it, from the bag. He shook it out and began to put it on, buttoning it up to his neck.

      “Your life can be here if you want. But your business is going to be the family business too—here and everywhere. I need a man with an education behind me. And I’m getting dressed, as any fool can plainly see,” he added, raising his chin high to get the studs on his collar to snap tight.

      “You’ve got more education than anyone I know, and you never went to school,” Gray said absently, wondering at the unusual sight of his brother with a formal white shirt buttoned high as a noose, and looking just as comfortable. But Joshua’s long muscled legs were bared beneath his shirttails. He’d stripped off his tight blue denims and sorted through his bag until he found a pair of gray trousers, and proceeded to pull them on.

      “No, I never did have an education. Because I never could,” Josh said. “Someone in the family has to get a sheepskin without a sheep in it,” he laughed, and added, “and with a long Latin brand on it. If you stare at your classmates like that when they get undressed, it’s no wonder you’re having problems at school,” he added lightly, buttoning up the pants and sitting down to pull on a pair of black wing-tip shoes.

      “You look different,” Gray said softly, with a note in his voice that sounded a decade younger than his nineteen years, and in a tone his brother hadn’t heard for years.

      “You said that after I shaved,” Josh answered, suddenly feeling much younger than his own twenty-nine years himself. But for all that he’d looked forward to this moment, and for all that he knew it was right for him, it would never be easy for him to leave this boy. That was why he’d never done it before. He’d sent him away—yes. To get schooling. And he’d gone away himself. To earn their keep. But he’d never left him like this, without promising to be back. And he’d never let him know how hard it was, or he’d never succeed in what he was planning to do. So he rose and began to wrap a tie around his neck, and pretended he hadn’t heard that note in Gray’s voice just as much as he guessed Gray was now pretending he’d never allowed it to escape.

      “Well,” Gray said in a pointedly casual voice, but such a deliberately deep one now that his brother had trouble holding his face still, “it was a shock, seeing all that skin all at once. It looks good, now I come to study on it,” he added, “but I don’t understand, I thought it was the fashion for gents to have beards in New York too…I look at more than pictures of the ladies in my Gazette, you know,” he said defensively.

      “You don’t get thumbprints all over them, though,” Josh answered, gazing at the piece of mirror hung from a string on a nail on the wall before him.

      Their eyes met square in the mirror. And then they started laughing. Because they never could stay sober around each other very long.

      “I know fashionable men in New York have beards,” Josh chuckled at last, “that’s why I don’t anymore. Because I’m just a lucky feller from the Wyoming Territory, in the right clothes with the wrong accent, rich as Midas and just as smart, like all us newly rich Western gents,” he said in a burlesqued and thickened drawl. “Savvy?”

      “Like when you’re sitting down to poker in a strange town,” Gray said, nodding. “Oh, I savvy. I do pity them New Yorkers, though. But ain’t that going to be hard on you. Josh?” he asked gently. “I mean, never being who you are?”

      “I’ll be me as soon as I can be. But it doesn’t pay to put your cards all out on the table at once, does it? Ah, listen, little brother,” he said, putting his hand on Gray’s shoulder, “New York’s my home. Or was. I was born and raised there, unlike you—you wild Westerner. But I haven’t really been back in years. So I’m worried—just a little. And when you’re not sure of your welcome—like when you’re with a new girl on the back porch—trust me, it’s best to go slow.”

      “I’m worried too,” his brother said softly. “New York ain’t been that good to us. Josh, you know it.”

      “It’s been bad and good,” Josh said, “but it’s a worthy challenge. Mr. Greeley told you young fellows to go west, but I’ve got to go east. You’d get back on a fine horse even after he threw you, wouldn’t you, Scout?” he asked gently, smiling at the old name he’d used to placate his fierce little brother all those years ago.

      Gray remained still as his brother struggled into a tight-fitting coat. “Oh, I see—since you’re putting it into terms even a cowboy could understand,” he muttered, abashed, as Josh finished dressing, turned, and asked, “Now, how do I look?”

      The slender young man looked hard at his brother. Standing close as they were, it could easily be seen that they were related; there was that in their lean wide-shouldered forms and finely chiseled features that claimed certain kinship. But they were only like enough to be brothers, never twins. They were both tall. But the boy was slender and wing-shouldered with the raw look of rapid and fresh growth. The man was honed and hard. It wasn’t just their ages or stages of growth that accounted for their differences.

      The boy had a wealth of shaggy flaxen hair and eyes the color of bluebonnets, while the man had thick tobacco-gold hair and his almond-shaped eyes were fog gray. From high foreheads to high cheekbones and determined chins, both had classical features, but the man’s mouth had wider lips, his chin had the hint of a cleft, and his eyes turned down slightly at the corners, while his brother’s tilted upward.

      The boy stared in honest admiration at the face he hadn’t seen without beard and mustache in years. The sun had evened the tan on that smooth gold skin in the week since the beard had been shorn. In fact, Gray thought, his brother could be the model for a statue of an athlete if it weren’t for… His eyes slid away from what he’d been staring at. But it was a damned shame that shapely nose had broken so badly and set so unevenly, because the lump at the top of it was pronounced, and the way that once straight nose sat slightly askew ruined the perfection that once had been there. It wasn’t comical-looking, or even so noticeable at first stare, but anyone could see it was off-center and damaged. Of course, the women didn’t seem to mind, no more than Josh himself did. But then, Josh had a way with females; he’d appeal to them if he had no nose at all, his brother thought with prideful envy. It might even be an asset, since it probably made men trust him more than if he’d still had his perfect looks. But the fashion was for noble-looking men with chiseled profiles, and Gray resented anything that took any of the shine out of this brother, who’d been like a father to him.

      “Now, now. The nose,” Josh chided him, “has been out and up front for inspection for years—I never did find a way to grow whiskers over it. Aside from that, will I do?”

      “Ah, Josh,” Gray sighed, “you’ll do. I just wish you didn’t have to.”

      “This is all in your bones, isn’t it?” Joshua asked seriously. “All of it—the never-ending sky, the openness, and the smell and sound of it. Take off your spurs and guns and you can’t even concentrate on your books, can you?” he asked, putting out a hand to ruffle the wild light hair even more, as his brother ducked away and said with some belligerence, “That’s right too—can’t even wear your guns back east. Josh…how in hell will you take care of yourself?”

      “They don’t have shoot-outs on Fifth Avenue,” his brother answered. “They kill a man in the back room of their offices—they get him with papers and pens, and he bleeds red ink until he’s dead as surely as if it was blood—that’s why you need an education if you want to help me. Still, I’ll do all right. I want to go.” He looked at his brother steadily and spoke softly but firmly. “When you go east, you suffer because of it, you die a little remembering the mountains and the prairies, I know that. But I don’t. I remember the city wherever I go. Think of that when you think about me, eh? And think of why I’m going besides that. I can’t consolidate our business from here. I need to be in the thick of things—where fortunes start and stop. I need to know what to buy, what to sell, what to trade, and what to steal, if I’m going to make us rich.”

      “We are rich,” his brother insisted. “We’ve got the ranch, and the cattle, the railroad stock, the mine, and the shares in the rolling stock—even in this new refrigerator car you’re riding shotgun on all the way east…and what all else. God Almighty, Josh, how much richer can we get?”

      “Much, much richer. Really rich. So rich that we’ll never know, or even remember, hunger or want, ever again.”

      “I don’t,” his brother said softly, as though ashamed for it.

      “But I do, enough for both of us, enough for everybody in the world,” Josh said, as though proud of it, even though, as they both knew, he was ashamed for it.

      And that, his brother knew, as he straightened his shoulders and accepted his loss at last, was why he had to go. That was why his big brother, even now that he lived in luxury—no, especially now that he lived in luxury—would never be able to call anyplace home but the city he’d been driven from in poverty.

      The younger man sought something safe and amusing to say so he wouldn’t say what his heart demanded as they stood on the wooden boards outside the railway office and heard the first wails from the oncoming train.

      “Gonna get yourself a wife now too?” Gray asked. “A girlfriend of Mrs. Astor’s, now that you’re dressed up like her pet horse? A New York socialite?”

      “Just might,” his brother agreed.

      “Oh, too bad, I thought you were going to find out for me just what those New York actresses were like.”

      “Just might get one of those too,” his brother answered, smiling, and then added, drawling, “After all, makes sense. Got two hands, two arms, and two eyes. And it is New York, you know.”

      “But you’ve only got one…brother,” Gray said.

      They were still laughing as the great black train rolled to a stop, shrieking so loudly they could hardly hear each other, spewing so much steam and cinder they could scarcely see each other’s expressions clear even as they shook hands and then hugged hard and fast. Which was just as well.

      “You’ll write?” Gray shouted as his brother boarded.

      “You’ll read?” his brother called back to the young man who was his only family.

      And they laughed so much as the elder got on the train and waved to the younger that no one watching who didn’t know them could guess at how deeply they grieved at this parting.
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        * * *

      

      Josh loved horses, and driving was his passion as much as it had once been his occupation. He’d learned at the hands of a master, and if his father had mastered nothing else, he’d known the ways of coaching as no other man he’d ever met had done. And Josh had met the best in his time. When he’d left his father’s side, and had still been a boy with quick growth and enough quick wit to disguise his youth, he’d driven for Butterfield himself on the old overland route. As a man, he’d driven for Wells Fargo when they’d taken over Butterfield. But a man gets ahead by staying one step ahead of the competition. So then he’d driven coaches and horses across the jagged spines of mountains and limitless plains for any man who could pay him enough to live spare—and yet spare him enough left over to invest so he’d not have to drive so hard in the future. But now as he sat back like a gentleman and let invisible teams of iron horses drag him away from his home. Josh had to admit that railroads were better than good. They were the future, and the future was already here.

      It hardly mattered if they sank steel roads down over all the West, or just half of it, or if every city across America put up elevated trains like the one he’d be arriving in had already done—it was here or it was coming. The horse was going to give way. Man or horse, flesh and blood would always be done in by cold steel. Maybe they’d have to carpet the land with cross-ties so every man could have his own personal railroad car to gallivant around in someday; maybe there’d be a major train stop near his front door; he didn’t know how it would be done—that was one of the reasons he was going to New York, to find out—but he knew it would be done. And he intended to profit from it.

      The days of coaching were over. He might rue it in a way, as he sat back at his ease in the railroad car carrying him effortlessly east, but he knew it was a good thing, any which way he looked at it. Progress always was. The past was comfortable only because it was known so well. It was the only way his past could be called comfortable, he thought wryly. That was the reason he regretted not coming back to New York the way he’d left it, the way he’d traveled most places in his life: working every inch of the way. A working man had to keep his mind on the present, the only thing he had to do with the past was to try to learn from his mistakes. Otherwise, there was no profit in it. Only the rich or the old had time to relive the past.

      That wasn’t to say he sat back like an emperor on an elephant on this trip; traveling by rail wasn’t that easy. He’d changed trains three times since he’d left Wyoming Territory, and if he wasn’t jounced as hard as he might be on a high stagecoach seat, he still could feel the miles being eaten away beneath him. But he was protected from the elements, he could eat, sleep, and relieve himself while in motion, and that was still a miracle and a delight to him. He might be the only passenger on the train who thought so.

      “By jingo!” a hefty, loudly dressed gentleman who looked like a drummer remarked to the passengers sitting in the club car. “Looks like rain! All we need, eh? Slick rails and we’re off the track, one, two, three,” he prophesied.

      The other passengers nodded nervously and began to voice their own fears, trying to outdo each other with hair-raising tales of railroad disasters. Josh left the car.

      His fellow travelers complained endlessly about the noise, delays, speed, their fear of accidents, and their difficulties living in a rattling, swaying train. But he was used to passengers complaining; that much hadn’t changed. He suspected it never would. Half the pleasure of traveling seemed to be in carrying-on about it, or so he’d often thought when he’d heard his own fares whining on the easiest routes. The harder or more exciting the journey and the more a man felt he was either exerting or endangering himself—the more significant his travels seemed to be, no matter how trivial they were. He didn’t need that sort of stimulation. A man who’d learned to subdue fear long ago, to eat whenever food was offered and sleep wherever and whenever he was left alone long enough, this journey was sheer luxury.

      And so he prowled the cars as though he meant to walk the miles since he’d left Wyoming Territory. He was uneasy with luxury. It coddled his body, leaving his mind too free to roam. A driver to his soul, he liked to keep his thoughts in tight harness, moving smoothly over ground he was ready to cross. If he were holding the reins of six horses in his one hand and directing them by whip with his other, if his body was braced against their every movement and his eyes were on them and the road, he wouldn’t be able to indulge in memories of how the road had felt before. Or wonder where it was taking him now. But there was nothing else left for him to do. He’d chatted with passengers, conductors, and engineers. Now his thoughts were becoming as idle as his hands, and that bothered him as much as all the other hardships of travel hadn’t. Daydreaming made a man vulnerable.

      At the last he succumbed, as he sat looking out the rain-smeared windows that distorted the sight of the outskirts of the city he was about to enter. It seemed he’d always seen this part of the scenery in a blur. The last time he’d come to New York, he’d come for a funeral; the first time he’d left, he’d left in tears.

      He’d been nine the first time. Nine, and alone in the back of the wagon his father drove. He’d not wanted to leave. His father sat up on the high seat, full of that fervor he glowed with whenever he set out on a new venture, crackling with nervous energy, talking sixteen to the dozen, sounding so sure it seemed strange that his wife stayed so solemn at his side, and his son tried not to whimper in the back of the wagon. But they’d heard his enthusiasm before, and this time they were leaving a member of their small family behind them. Josh’s older sister was staying in New York with neighbors; she was too fragile to be forced into this fevered dream.

      Still, it might be as Bartholomew Dylan promised: that she’d soon be sent for and delivered to the mansion he’d build them in the West, drawn back to them in a golden coach with milk-white teams. Or else, by then, when he’d made their fortunes, they’d return to her in splendor and buy a mansion on Fifth Avenue to hold their joyous reunion in.

      It might be…at least, it always seemed possible when he said it. Anything seemed logical to his wife and children then, when his incredibly handsome face lit up with enthusiasm; anything seemed possible when told in his rich, even voice, with his cultured English accent making it sound clever and wise. He was an educated gentleman, no less than the son of a viscount. Only he was the third son, come to America when he’d come to nothing but ruin in England, and come in the hopes of surprising and dazzling his family with his success, at last.

      All he’d managed to do was to surprise his wife with his constant failure. It was as well that she hadn’t married him for his riches, for he hadn’t any, or for his promises, because they never came to anything. It wasn’t that he didn’t work. He did, and hard. Nor was it that he drank to excess, or spent his hard-earned money on other women, or cards, or dice, or opium eating, or any vice at all. It was only that he never made very much money, and whatever he did make, he spent. At once. On things that caught his eye, or that he thought his wife might like, or knew he had to have. He appreciated beauty so much, after all, that was why he’d married his fair, orphaned bride, British generations back, but of ancestors too insignificant or illegitimate to be documented. He’d never have been able to marry such a commoner at home. But here he could do anything he pleased. And that was what his life was all about: pleasure. Little pleasures that a gentleman might enjoy.

      His wages might go for a snuffbox or a silver candlestick, a leatherbound book for his library, or an intricate trinket for his wife’s neck. When the rent came due, or the grocer became hostile, he’d save to pay them and then celebrate when he came into funds again—with a fine walking stick to replace the one he’d gotten bored with, or a bouquet of hothouse flowers of a sort he’d not seen before. He could always find work, after all. His father had been a great amateur coachman, and he’d learned the art at his knee. He was beautifully educated in everything but business. Because his greatest expenditures were on business ventures, and they were always the ones offered by men who promised the greatest gain.

      On that day twenty years before, his father had been sure his new venture in the West would bring lavish rewards. As his son had wept and his wife had sat by his side, believing him implicitly, as she’d always done, he’d gone on about Mr. Greeley, and cattle and ranching and railroads and mines and gold and silver in Oklahoma, Nevada, California—talking about them all together, as though they were all together, all waiting for them out there—somewhere in that land called “West” they were heading for.

      Work waited for them. And more travel. Because they moved on with every new rumor of riches. Sometimes Bartholomew Dylan traveled alone—once as far south as Nicaragua, as part of a grand scheme driving coachloads of would-be prospectors across that benighted country to get them to California faster so they could work the rest of their hearts and health out seeking gold; once as far north as Canada’s prairies, partner in a venture to do with rare furs. He made enough to live and a little more to squander, but never gained the riches he expected, only one unexpected one—another son—born when Joshua was ten.

      Josh was educated in the back of the wagon and at home, because there wasn’t much to be gotten from the disjointed weeks in various one-room schools as they traveled on in search of gold or silver or other treasure at the rainbow’s end. But his father had a lot to teach him, aside from coaching. He never stinted on lending his own books and buying more for his elder son to devour. He was careless but not unkind or unloving. He knew how one-sided his own memory was. Although he laughed when Joshua groaned at the gaps in his own knowledge, realizing he’d never learn Greek or Latin because his father had hated those lessons, he knew how his son grieved at his secondhand knowledge as he never did for his secondhand clothes. So the one bit of real luck he ever had, the one business venture that paid off, was presented to his elder son in a lump sum that stunned him, dropped on the kitchen table with a flourish—the exact amount needed to send him east to school that year he was almost past old enough to go.

      But Joshua had seen more than his father’s pride in that moment, he’d seen his mother’s eyes. He’d seen how much work she did with no help but his. He’d seen the grocer’s bills, and knew exactly how much rent was due, and precisely how much his father yearned to go into that partnership with Bill Gregor in that derelict silver mine they were thinking of trying to reopen. So he handed back the money as cool as you please. And with great enthusiasm, told them about the new job he’d got with the overland stage, now that he was, at fifteen, past the age and interest for formal schooling. And they believed him, every one of them. Because he’d learned the only things his beautiful, feckless, charming, and foolish father never had; how to plan ahead, how to see into other people’s hearts, and how to lie.

      But he never learned how to lie to himself, so even now there was no way to gloss over that pain and pretend it had all been for the best. Instead, he shook his head and gave up the far past and thought of the second time he’d come to New York. But that only made him remember his sister’s funeral, and the way they’d never actually got to see her at it, after all, for all they’d hurried to New York when they’d got the news. Because it turned out they’d burned the victims of the smallpox epidemic as soon as they’d died.

      Better to drag the damned train with my teeth, Joshua thought, rising and pacing the length of the train again, annoyed with himself, his leisure, and his memories. Yet when he tried to think about his future, he couldn’t help remembering his father and all his mismanaged plots again. And though he’d never made the same mistakes, the thought of what was coming made him as uneasy as the memory of what had been. So he made his way to the front of the train, to talk to the engineer, or the conductor, or to have his damned thoughts blasted away by the train whistle as they came into Central Station in New York.

      After Josh claimed his bag and had a final word with the conductor as he tipped him, he heard the man behind him laughing.

      “Ha,” the hefty man said, “that’s rich. Nothing beats the crust of some fellows, eh? Thanking you for keeping his train in order and on time. Well, thanks for keeping mine on track too.”

      “You don’t understand,” the conductor answered, grinning. “It is his train. That’s Joshua Dylan, out of Wyoming Territory.”

      “By God!” the man blurted, forgetting the presence of the ladies come to meet him. “And I talked travel to him, and never mentioned hardware at all!”

      Way out of Wyoming Territory, Josh thought, hoisting his bag and seeking an exit before the fellow remedied his omission. But he slowed as he found himself gazing up instead of at the signs. He’d a vivid memory of the ceiling of Central Station from his last visit, but he’d thought he’d been impressed at its height because he’d been a boy then. Now he was taller than most men, but still the vaulted arched latticework of steel and glass above him seemed high enough to let clouds drift by beneath it. For a moment he paused, feeling somehow diminished.

      The men in New York were no larger than the men in the West, and yet they’d built the station big enough to give headroom to titans. He was used to the low roofs of cabins and ranch houses; even the moderate heights of gracious houses he’d visited in Chicago and New Orleans were dwarfed by this vast space above him. If a man felt belittled by the landscape out west, at least he had the consolation of being the same insignificant size as one of the mountains around him, against the sunset. But here, a man was as nothing, the building seemed to be waiting for something that fitted it.

      Then he understood. He squared his shoulders. Everything manmade had a meaning. This was New York, after all. The ceilings, he decided, striding forward, weren’t to shrink a man—they were to give him room to grow.

      After the cool of the marble vault of the train station, the late-August heat of the city struck him with force. He was used to extremes of temperature, but this was heat aggravated by an irritable city. The cries of drivers and pedestrians trying to cross the streets competed with the sound of horses clattering over the cobbles, and the constant rumble and creak of the many vehicles they pulled made the thick air throb with noise. It reeked with more than that. Joshua was well acquainted with the smell of heated horses and unwashed humanity, but not the stench of so many together. And then too, whatever small breeze their passage produced carried the statistics of how much waste and garbage the two species produced on its breath.

      But he was nothing if not adaptable, and however unpleasant, the chaotic mix of noise and stench stirred small lost memories of his childhood to life once more. It was familiar, almost comforting…but not quite. Still, he’d endured worse, he’d dare more. He signaled for a hackney cab.

      Though he’d wanted to stay at the Fifth Avenue Hotel, in homage to the lost boy who’d gaped at its elegance as he’d been driven out of the city, past it, so long ago, they’d no room; they rented by the month, not the day. At four dollars a day, the Broadway Central, where he was bound, was probably equally lavish. At those prices, it had to be. Even the hansom cab driver he hailed was impressed by the address. But obviously not by his passenger. Because when the driver immediately headed east instead of south. Josh realized he was being taken the long way round to his hotel. It was the oldest trick in the book, but today he didn’t care. He couldn’t be driven off Manhattan Island, after all, or even up so far as the fields above Sixtieth Street, and so much as he hated to feel he’d been cheated, he enjoyed seeing the city.

      And maybe, he admitted, he was just a little unwilling to step out into it so soon. But he disliked being thought a fool. He tapped the ceiling. When the driver slid the trap back, he smiled.

      “Thanks for taking the long way,” he said as the driver’s face grew still. “It’s been a while since I was here. But let’s not take all day. Down Third and then follow the elevated for a while, then cut west before the Bowery. Okay with you, friend?”

      The brisk nod and worried look he got satisfied him. His accent was neither Western nor New York, but a mixture of both—unless he wanted to make a point. His clothes weren’t unusual. But his sun-bronzed face was a sure giveaway to his being new to town. New York men, he noticed as the cab crept through thick traffic, were pale as lizards’ bellies, even in August. And New York women—he noticed with dazzled delight as he stared out at the streets—were there.

      That shocked him more than the height of the station’s ceiling had, because he hadn’t noticed that when he was a boy. There were so many females, of all sizes and conditions, everywhere. He pictured his brother’s face if he could see so many breathing examples of his favorite subject, and all on the hoof. Gray, he thought with a smile, mangling a bit of his favorite poetry, thou shouldst be with me at this hour.

      He stared in dizzy pleasure. A man just didn’t see so many females in the West. Not on the street. Not even in the best brothels. There simply weren’t so many there. But here they were, and in vast numbers. Herds of them hurrying along the streets; accompanied, alone, rich and poor, dressed like ladies or shopgirls, they every one of them delighted his eyes.

      But as the cab inched downtown. Josh soon noted how many men there were too. He began to feel uneasy for the first time. He’d survived blizzard and storm, he’d fought with fist and guns, he’d thought he’d acquitted himself as well as he could each time. That wasn’t to say he didn’t know the tinny taste of fear. But he’d swallowed it down each time and gotten on with his life. Now, as he saw how the monster city breathed waves of humanity up and down its crammed streets, he felt trapped along with the hansom cabs and wagons and horse buses, in its clogged arteries. He acknowledged fear, wondering if he was going to be just another bit of grit in its cement gut someday. Josh Dylan grew still and thoughtful as his cab carried him to his hotel.

      He was a strong man and a stoic one, but only an idiot didn’t have doubts. If they grew too big, it was time to pay attention to them. This move was an enormous one. He’d plenty of money, and though the thought of coming to New York to increase his fortune seemed as sensible as putting sheep to grassland before—now it seemed a presumption. This city had chewed up smarter men than himself.

      It wasn’t just a gamble for himself; he was all Gray had. Their father had died in a coach accident a decade before: the twin pities were that he’d gone before the money had come in, and that he hadn’t been driving the coach that day. Their mother died two years after, while her elder son was nearly breaking his neck trying to keep her in comfort and her younger had been cursing the doctor for not having anything in his bag for the cholera but advice and regrets. If this venture failed, not only would Joshua prove the Dylans were all nothing but doomed dreamers, Gray would have even less than Josh had had at his age. At least he could drive. Gray was, for all his graces, too wild by half to drive professionally, and still too untrained to make the living he should, and could, when he’d finished his schooling.

      Well, it wouldn’t come to that. Josh decided; he’d too much money to lose all at once, unless he lost his mind too. He’d give the city a trial—six months…maybe three. He’d see, he thought angrily.

      Uncomfortable with himself and his fears, he gazed out the window again, and chanced to see his own reflection in the glass. He grimaced. He reckoned the accident that had toppled him from his driver’s seat that long-ago day the best thing that had ever happened to him, because it got him to thinking seriously about his future. It had broken more than his nose; it had ended his childhood. It made him invest his next week’s wages, and it began his climb out of poverty. The accident had changed him physically too, of course. He shrugged it off most of the time as proof of his passage into manhood. His mirror told him more. He wasn’t vain. But he wasn’t blind. He’d no problem finding female companionship, but once his looks had been like his father’s, and had been much remarked on when he’d been a boy. He seldom thought of what had happened to his profile, but it was also true that when he did, he regretted it. Now he disregarded it, focusing on the outer world again.

      As the cab crawled onward, he occupied himself with studying the women he saw with a frankness that he’d never have dared back home, or in the streets here. But so many people massed together actually reduced intimacy. He discovered he could stare at a woman no more than a foot away, as she stood on the pavement and his cab paused in the street. Because invariably, she, used to the way to preserve privacy in the big city, never raised her eyes enough to notice his presumption. It gave a man the courage to be rude. It also gave him the eerie feeling that maybe he wasn’t there at all.

      The women seemed to appear in similar flocks in each different neighborhood he passed through, like the fine-feathered birds they reminded him of. He saw covies of drably plumed shopgirls in their white, gray, and black costumes, along the streets of shops. The ladies among them gleamed and shone out from them, like cardinals and jays in with groupings of sparrows. Their fantastically ornate hats, parasols, and beautifully colored gowns distinguished them at a glance. The plain uniforms of the housemaids and nannies, making them seem as similar as bands of chickadees on a winter morning, began to appear as he moved on past the brownstone fronts of elegant town houses. By the time the cab reached the theater district in the Twenties, he saw few women, which disappointed him, if only for the sake of Gray’s expectations. Wherever they were found, whores and actresses always sported the most brilliant plumage.

      But then he recalled that the Bowery was where both nighttime professions flourished. Even there, few actresses went about by day. Here in the newer theater district, he couldn’t expect to see ladies either, since few patronized the theaters. It was just as well; his game had begun to pall.

      It was when he’d begun to brood again, as the hansom stopped in traffic, that he saw the girl. She was paused in a doorway to a theater just a few feet from him. It might have been the way the sun struck her hair, causing the cascade of long curls that showed from beneath her hat to gleam like gold over amber, that caught his eye. He loved the look of light-haired girls almost as much as he loved the touch of light ones. It might have been that whatever was making her hesitate at the door made her turn that pretty head a fraction. She, of all the women he’d seen today, was actually looking at the world around her. That was why she caught him staring at her.

      She wore a bottle-green dress in the new close-fitting style he’d seen since he got off the train. No matter how high-buttoned it was, the way it swagged up in the back and clung close in the front showed off a figure to match the lovely face that turned to him. He’d a quick glimpse of white skin, light-filled eyes, and the pink of a plump and pouting mouth that made him draw in his breath. What pleased him the most, though, was that her eyes actually met his.

      He didn’t look away, as a gentleman should. He smiled at her with frank pleasure. And was astonished when he saw her blush. Because she stared back at him for a moment, and then, before she swung her head away and marched into the theater, he actually saw patches of ragged color fly up in her cheeks. If the carriage hadn’t lurched forward at that moment, he wasn’t sure that he wouldn’t have leapt from it to further their acquaintance. Instead, he settled back, laughing to himself. An actress, blushing! Nothing was impossible in this city, after all.

      The cab moved down the avenue, and by the time they came in sight of his hotel, he couldn’t remember much about the girl but her coloring and that blush. But the city had shrunk back to a wonderfully human place again by then. A man and a girl, a leer and a blush—a chance encounter had returned his problems to a normal, and so surmountable, size.

      Still, before he stepped out of the cab and into the new life he’d chosen. Josh drew a deep breath. The incident had lightened his mood, not his burden. He was back home at last, just where he’d driven himself so hard to be, and for all that it had taken a long time—his lifetime—he wondered if he was really ready. Too smart to have to work with his hands anymore, too rich to drive a stagecoach, but too ignorant to be a true gentleman, and not half rich enough for what he wanted to be—and maybe not quite smart enough to know what that was…. But he had to find out, didn’t he? Anyway, it was too soon and too late to turn back.

      He remembered his father’s books, and as his hand clenched on the door handle, in a moment of whimsy he looked out at the city and thought: En garde!

      But then he remembered his own hard-won knowledge, and where it came from. He opened the door and stepped out.

      He planted his feet apart on the pavement and looked around.

      “Well, all right, then,” he murmured, grinning, “have it your way, you big cement bastard. Draw whenever you’re ready.”

      And then, finally, he laughed. Because, finally, he reckoned he was ready.
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      She heard the sound of singing, so she knew she’d come to the right place. And although she’d never meant to walk in so quickly, she exhaled and relaxed a fraction. At least she hadn’t barged into the wrong place, and that was something; any small thing that went well today was a blessing. Nothing else had: the ferry had been late, the heat of the day had grown intense, so now her dress clung to her skin in uncomfortable and possibly indecent ways, her hair had sprung into Medusa coils, that horrid, vulgar man had leered at her, frightening her into leaping into the theater…. Lucy Markham swallowed hard. All the rest was as nothing as she realized she was actually inside a theater now.

      For all that she’d traveled all morning to get here, there was every possibility she might never have stepped over the doorsill if she hadn’t been molested. Well, she amended as she stood in the dim entryway, it had felt like being molested. Bad enough that she hadn’t been able to sleep peacefully for a week, worrying over the step she’d just taken, the look on the man in the hackney’s face had confirmed every one of those fears that had kept her up half last night. She couldn’t remember his face, except for its having been ruggedly attractive and distinctly male, because there was no getting past that broad leer it had grown when he saw where she was standing. She didn’t blame him in the least, although she’d fled in an instant. After all, who else but an actress would be alone in the doorway to a theater? No respectable female, certainly. What she’d gotten was exactly what she’d feared, expected, and now deserved.

      Because she’d gone into the theater at last, and she knew now that she wouldn’t go out until she’d tried for the position. To fail because you’d never had the courage to try was bad enough. A hundred excuses could, in time, cover over it, she supposed, renaming it wisdom or discretion. But to flee just before your trial was to lack spirit as well as courage. No excuse would ever forgive panic. Or judge it anything but cowardice. Lucy Markham was very glad she hadn’t laced her stays too tightly today, because the thought of what she was about to do made her feel faint enough. And for all her resolve, there still was every possibility that she would have stood in the alcove at the backstage of the theater, congratulating herself on stepping inside and preparing for her coming ordeal until sunset, or until the audition was actually over, if a man passing with a notebook in his hand hadn’t noticed her and, inclining his head, absently said, “In there, missy. They’re all in there.”

      Because then she knew she would have looked even more conspicuous ignoring him and continuing to stand there dithering.

      “Thank you very much,” she said bravely, although he’d already disappeared around a corner, and she gripped her handbag hard and made her way toward the crowd of people she could see milling about on the side of the stage.

      “Lilac, my darling, my heart, my only love,” a smooth and charming tenor voice called from the darkness of the empty audience, “do remember that the gentlemen beyond the fifth row deserve to hear you even if they did pay less for the privilege. Now, again please.”

      A petite young woman with a hairdo so shockingly yellow and frizzed that it looked like a dandelion’s and not a woman’s, glared back into the darkness. Even if she hadn’t stood center stage, she would have commanded the eye. Her ample frame was packed into a gown that was maroon with red festoons and she wore so much paint upon her face that it looked too theatrical even on the stage. Lucy halted in her steps behind a huddle of other women who were watching, and her eyes grew wide as she stared at the actress. They grew wider when a piano took up a tune and she began to sing it.

      Refrain, audacious tar,

      Your suit from pressing,

      Remember what you are,

      And whom addressing!
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      Then, just as Lucy, wincing, was about to step back to get away from all the dogs she was sure would come rushing from the shadows to respond to such high-pitched wailing, the singer stopped abruptly and continued, after a broad wink to the unseen audience, with a singsong recitation: “I’d laugh my rank to scorn in holy union, if he were more highly born, or I more lowly!”

      Then she stopped, looking triumphant, as a tall bored-looking woman to her left side, whom Lucy hadn’t taken in with her first stunned glance, sang back, in a passable alto: “Proud lady, have your way, unfeeling beauty! You speak and I obey, it is my duty! ...”

      “No!” The man’s voice came from the darkness again, cutting off the tall woman’s recital. “Not ‘in holy union’—‘in union holy’! I know it means the same thing,” the voice said wearily, “but it does not rhyme. The words rhyme, you see—‘holy’…‘lowly.’ Rhyme. Like ‘cat,’ ‘bat,’ ‘hat.’ That’s that whole point. Go on. No, not you. Jewel. Lilac. Take it all over again.”

      The young woman he’d named Lilac placed one hand to her brow in a gesture of exhaustion, while, Lucy noted, she planted her shiny little high-heeled shoes apart militantly.

      “I have sung it twice already and I am fatigued,” she said.

      Although Lucy was profoundly grateful to hear that, there was a muttering, and a moment later a young man put one hand on the stage and vaulted up to it from the empty audience. He stalked over to Lilac, and though he wasn’t very tall, he seemed to tower over her. It was his attitude, Lucy decided, as well as the fact that his opponent was tiny, that made him seem so large. He was willowy and slender to the point of emaciation, although, Lucy conceded, Lilac’s swelling bosom might be causing that impression by contrast too. But he was long-faced and white-skinned, with soft billows of ink-black hair that he threaded his long, graceful hands through before he spoke. And when he did, it was in a silken voice all at odds with his ferocious demeanor.

      “You do not have a contract yet, I remind you, my sweet Lilac,” he said.

      “You do not have an audience without me, I remind you, my dear Kyle,” the young woman answered with a smirk.

      “I do not ask for very much,” he answered, gesturing toward the onlookers as if for their agreement. “I am not a hard fellow to get on with…”

      “Oh, not hard at all, I daresay,” Lilac said sweetly, glancing from beneath her heavily kohled eyelashes toward the sidelines for reaction too, as he went on pitiably, “All I ask is that we begin to do some work. A play cannot be mounted without work—nothing, actually, can be mounted without some effort—present company excepted, of course,” he said charmingly in an aside to Lilac.

      “I did the damned thing twice,” Lilac snapped, as Lucy drew in her breath at the profanity, “and I didn’t have luncheon yet. If you want me, Kyle, you’ll let me alone now. Go bother the chorus,” she said, turning, as if dismissing him, although she added, “Or chase your tail. It’ll be good practice for when you try humans,” as she stalked off the stage with as much majesty as such a plump young woman could muster in a dress that hobbled her at the knees.

      The young man’s long-fingered white hands clenched at his sides as he watched her leave. But then he wheeled around and fixed the assembled women watching him with a cold stare.

      “All right,” he said dispassionately, “we’ll run through it until the queen finishes stuffing herself again. Sopranos,” he called, gesturing to stage right, “here. Altos…there”—he indicated the left—“come along, I told you what you were yesterday, move along.”

      The mass of women began to separate in desultory fashion, some going into one cluster, others walking into the other. There were, Lucy noted when they’d done it, about ten in the “soprano” group, some dozen in the other. But once there, they did nothing else. Except, she noted with sudden terror, to stare back toward her. She was, she realized, left standing alone at the side of the stage. The young man regarded her with a weary eye.

      “Baritone, I presume?” he asked in laconic tones.

      “Miss Frances!” she blurted.

      When the silence began to drag on, she spoke all at once. “I didn’t know that you’d already done it…cast the play, I mean. I came to audition. I thought it was today. Well, it is the twenty-fifth, isn’t it? Oh, I daresay it’s the twenty-sixth, there you are,” she said, realizing she was running on at the mouth now, as she always did when she was nervous, but no more able to stop than she was to pick up her skirts and run away, as she longed to do. “I’ve got the date wrong again, as I always do. How disappointed Miss Frances will be, but there you are, the twenty-sixth, still, after all my worries and preparations, such a long trip on the ferry, and so hot today too, but the twenty-sixth, who would have thought it?” she said as her voice faltered and she heard, with enormous gratitude, that she’d stopped talking.

      “It’s the twenty-fifth,” the young man said, before he stepped nearer and looked at her more closely. Then he smiled, and as he slowly walked around her, studying her, asked mildly, conversationally, as she shrank back, without moving a step, “Who is Miss Frances?”

      Her eyes grew wide in consternation. He smiled again, this time, at how lovely they were.

      “The other chorus instructor. At the church,” she said. Someone sniggered as she went on, babbling again, she thought with horror as she heard her voice explaining, “She said she’d heard you were casting for a production of Pinafore here today, and as I had said, ah, rather say, that as she knew that the wages would be welcome, more than that, actually, and that I might be able to overcome my compunctions…well, HMS Pinafore after all, is not precisely ‘theater’…ah,” she said with great effort, wrenching herself out of her convoluted explanation, “I was going to try to see… I was going to try out for it.”

      “We can always use a singer,” the young man said, and as Lucy wondered why a man who was going to present an operetta would say such a queer thing, he reached out, took her hand in his, and led her like a sleepwalker to the front of the stage. “Now, tell us what you’d like to sing and Mr. Bascombe over at the piano there will play it,” he said, and as she continued to look at him, he added softly, “Do relax. I used to stammer, impossible as it is to conceive, I grant you, but so I did, myself, once upon a time.”

      “Ah,” she said, but as he sighed and started to shake his head, she surprised him and herself by saying without preamble, “‘Little Buttercup.’ Oh. And I’m a soprano, Mr. Bascombe, so the key of C, please.”

      She didn’t need the music in front of her. She’d committed it to heart. It wasn’t because of her quick ear, it was because it was on everyone’s lips. The tune floated out from church choir lofts as well as from behind the swinging doors of every tavern with a piano; it was trumpeted by every German band in the street, just as every organ-grinder’s monkey capered to it as it was cranked out for the children to dance to. New York was Pinafore mad, and had been from the moment it had first been heard last winter. Even the newspapers said so.

      Lucy Markham heard the opening notes and closed her eyes. The young man said he used to stammer, and she knew that some stutterers could sing without a pause; she’d taught some children with that affliction how to do it. Song was a thing apart from speech, a thing quite removed from that sort of conscious thought. It was a thing entirely of its own, and it was everything to her. She heard the music and forgot all her trepidation, and sang.

      Kyle Harper’s smile slid away as he heard her. He forgot to gloat over the fact that he’d got such a boon as this little beauty for his production. He’d been staring at her, assessing her physical attributes with growing excitement. But, he thought, her skin was as clear and free of stain as if she’d already put on makeup—that faint color in her cheeks was only her own warm blood beneath the skin, not rouge over it. Her eyes were almond-shaped and wide and clear and lightest brown, ringed with lush lashes. Her nose was small and straight, her lips too full for anything but kissing or the stage. But the balcony couldn’t see that. They’d see that glorious hair, the way it curled in long separate strands, as though she’d spent an hour crimping it, although, from the way it shone, he doubted she had. They’d see the color—the way it ran red to gold around each twisted curl. Then they’d see those lovely high breasts, the neat waist—he’d wager it could be nipped in even more with the right corset—the flippant curve of her saucy derriere that green dress was swagged up upon—she scarcely needed that bit of bustle—and then the legs …well, some things remained to be seen.

      He considered her without lust, or at least without the sort of lust he knew in more intimate circumstances. He was seized in the grip of a blinder desire, the need for acquisition, and he counted over her charms with the glee of a miser sorting coins. But he stopped cataloging her attractions when he heard her sing.

      Kyle Harper stood absolutely still and forgot his plans as well as himself as she sang, and that was extraordinary for him. But her voice was lovely, pure and sweet; it dipped, it trilled, it rose to thrill, and gracefully rippled down again, and, he realized with growing excitement as sense began to filter back to him as she came to the close of her simple song, it was pure English that she sang.

      The applause when she was done brought Lucy back to reality, and though she glanced to the admiring ladies who’d given her tribute, then she turned her eyes to the silent young man for his reaction. He was, she noted with some return of her anxiety, not clapping. Instead, he stared at her, disbelieving.

      “You’re English!” he said, as though it were an accusation.

      “No, no,” she said, shaking her head as he persisted, pointing a long finger at her.

      “You sang English.”

      “Well, yes,” she said, mystified, “it is an English opera and I thought it sounded better that way and⁠—”

      “It was real English,” he persisted, but in a lower voice as he took her by the elbow and drew her aside so that he could speak with her privately.

      “Oh. Well, my grandmother, on my mother’s side, you see, was British, and she raised me. My other grandmother, however, was not, and often mocked me for it, but I always⁠—”

      But he’d taken the measure of her speech and realized that she usually put her answer in her first reply, and so simply cut her off to ask, over her ongoing explanation, “Can you speak English too?”

      As someone who had the utmost difficulty explaining herself, she was quick enough to understand someone else’s attempts at communication, however odd.

      “Yes,” she said, smiling, speaking up in her grandmother’s well-remembered clipped and high arched British accents. “Well, of course I can, although, mind you, I was brought up right here in New York City—Brooklyn, in point of fact, and⁠—”

      “You’re hired!” he called out, laughing, relief and wild joy in his dark eyes. “Too young to be Buttercup, no matter how sweetly you sang it, but…perfect!… Oh, yes, dearest Lilac,” he said merrily as the small blond woman appeared onstage, her purse in hand, as though she’d been about to step out, but had returned for the applause, as any actress would. “Have a nice luncheon, do. You may take as long as you like with it—an hour, a week, or a month. It’s all the same to me. Behold!” he said as he turned Lucy around to face the other woman. “Our new Josephine!”

      “She won’t get you the audience I can,” Lilac cried.

      “I daresay not,” he answered. “They’ll be sober.”

      “I have a reputation,” Lilac screamed.

      “But she’ll earn one for singing,” he countered.

      “You moved heaven and earth to get me,” she persisted. “You’re an unknown, I was doing you a favor.”

      “Do me another one, dear, wave good-bye,” he said, never looking at her, as he continued to stare at Lucy.

      “I’ll never work for you again,” Lilac vowed, her eyes wild.

      “‘Again’ is hardly the correct word, is it?” he asked. “Or do you remember our last discussion? Fare thee well. Miss Landau,” he said dismissively, waving his long hand at her back as she sailed from the theater.

      He broke the silence after the back door was slammed hard enough to cause the stage curtains to sway.

      “Now, then, you may take a break, my dears,” he said absently to the assembled singers. As they began to talk among themselves, he put his hands behind his back and smiled at Lucy.

      “Let’s just see what we have here, aside from the right voice and accent,” he said with great merriment, but then, Lucy had noted that every one of his many moods seemed accentuated. “A face that Rossetti would weep for, although,” he said with mock seriousness, “the nose is a trifle short,” and as her hand flew up to that small nose, he went on, “a figure that would make Venus de Milo want to scratch your pretty amber eyes out for—if she’d hands, that is,” he said laughing. “Now, then. Miss Edwards,” he called, “come out here, we’ve some costumes to alter.”

      Lucy stood silently, stunned, as the young man waited for the seamstress to join him onstage. She scarcely dared breathe. It was beyond her every expectation, and she knew it wouldn’t do to start thinking about it now. She tried to still her thoughts lest she listen to the small voices already clamoring to be heard. She’d only overcome her repugnance at the immorality of appearing on the stage in the first place because she needed the money, and in the most important place, by convincing herself that she’d never be noticed in the chorus. But now—to be offered a starring role? She wanted to do it as badly as she was terrified of doing it. So she held herself still and refused to consider the matter just now, because the more deeply committed she became before sanity and conscience reasserted themselves, the harder it would be to stop herself from going through with it. She tried to listen to what the man was murmuring to the white-haired woman who had come to his side.

      “Now, then,” he continued, speaking to the seamstress, who was studying Lucy with him, “we don’t have to just show the top, she hasn’t got much height, but she’s got the length too, you see, which Lilac sadly lacked. Bother. Josephine doesn’t wear tights,” he muttered obscurely.

      Lucy thought she must have heard wrong. He seemed to brood before his mood brightened and he said, “But ingenues can have knee-length skirts, can’t they? Something that flounces up when she bounces, yes. Don’t you think? Perfect. Absolutely,” he answered himself, before he addressed Lucy, “Raise your skirts, miss…ah, what is your name, dear?” he asked, laughing at himself this time.

      “Raise my what?” Lucy said.

      “Your skirts, dearie,” the seamstress said through the pins she’d popped in her mouth.

      “Good heavens, no,” Lucy said, backing up.

      “Come now,” he said indulgently, “this is no time to be kittenish. We’ve only a few weeks until opening. But we do have a big rental fee and a small budget. The sooner we can get you girls in costume, the sooner we can begin.”

      “I can’t show my legs,” Lucy said in a fierce whisper, looking furtively around her, although, clearly, he was the one who was mad.

      “Come, come,” he said patiently. “Unless there’s something wrong with them, I can’t see why not.”

      She gaped at him.

      “What a bother,” he said. “Here, what’s the problem? None of the other girls mind in the least. And half of them will be in tights.”

      “Tights?” Lucy asked dumbly. “Why would they be wearing tights if they’re in Pinafore?”

      “Well,” he said on a rich chuckle, “sailors can scarcely come out singing lustily in skirts, can they?… It’s an all-girl cast, after all, miss… Ah, whatever is your name, dear?”

      “Good-bye,” Lucy said, and was halfway to the door before he could comment on what an odd name that was.
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        * * *

      

      “There are at present in New York six versions of HMS Pinafore for the astute theatergoer to choose from,” Kyle Harper lectured. “At this moment, that is. Last week, there were seven. By next week there may be ten or a round dozen. For highest quality, there’s the production at the Standard, but there’s another good one a block away, and two passable ones competing down in the Bowery. That is not all. You look kindhearted. Miss Markham,” he said, with the sort of condescension that made Lucy squirm. “Do you like children? Ah, then you can see a troupe of the most cunning little dears this side of seasickness doing their version of Pinafore just down the street this very afternoon. I do not wish to press the point,” he said with growing agitation as he paced back and forth in front of the chair Lucy was anxiously perched upon, “or to make undue inquiries into your religious feelings, but I will add that if you are of that persuasion, you might be interested in a yet another marvelous production of Pinafore that is in Yiddish—yes, the language of the less ancient Hebrews—not a half-mile from where I stand. No doubt,” he said bitterly, “there is one in Sanskrit being rehearsed even as I speak.

      “My point,” he said, wheeling about and looking down at Lucy, “is that at least no one else is doing an all-female production at the moment. Yes, one, as you so deftly put it, with ‘legs.’ Although,” he brooded, “no doubt our deposed Queen Lilac is already using her own squat little limbs to hasten to another producer’s office to try to steal my fire. That is why I can no longer delay. Surprise and novelty are everything in the theater. I gave you the role, Miss Markham, before witnesses. I dismissed Miss Lilac for you. I raised your salary over what I’d offered her,” he lied, as the other girl in the room coughed. “Four dollars a week is unheard-of for an amateur,” he said with more force, that being true enough, pausing to glare at the now-straight-faced girl before he turned back to regard Lucy with glittering eyes.

      “Come, this reticence no longer serves a purpose,” he said impatiently. “May we now begin to rehearse?”

      Lucy swallowed hard. The salary was beyond her dreams. But so was this conversation. The only reason they were having it was that it would have been unladylike to struggle, and also completely useless. If Kyle Harper had not bodily swept her up and carried her to this tiny office of his when she’d begun to leave, he might just as well have done so. He’d insisted she come, and had promptly ordered a girl from the chorus to come along for the sake of propriety to still her last protests, and now they both stared at Lucy, waiting for her answer.

      There were a great many things she could have answered. If it had been hard for her to imagine how she’d nerve herself to appear on a stage in a chorus, and harder still to accept that they wanted her to appear, alone, merely singing pretty songs—the idea of appearing and showing her legs was absolutely unthinkable. She might as well walk naked and be done with it. Actually, she thought miserably, showing her legs on a stage was worse than walking on the street without clothing. Because a nude woman in public would only be considered a madwoman. But a semiclothed woman onstage was a…harlot. An actress.

      If she were to lose her mind and abandon decency, she’d just as surely lose the respect of anyone that mattered to her. Most of all, of course, she’d lose her own for herself. Respectable young women did not do such things. But she knew that Kyle Harper wouldn’t understand. He glowered at her and she was afraid that if she tried to explain, she’d soon be nattering in nervousness again, and fail to make her point. But somehow, she knew he’d be able to coerce her, and then she’d have to do it, and then, with all her decency gone, there’d be no choice left but to run away from home or end it all in some awful way, as the wayward girls in the novels she read did…. There, she thought miserably, she was already babbling in her mind, just trying to think of how to answer him. But he was so formidable-looking.

      He wasn’t above average height, but he had a gift of making himself look larger. Close as they were now, she could see no wrinkles or lines on that intense face, and she realized he might not be any older than she herself was. But he’d the ability to appear to be any age from those twenty years to double or triple them. And she was sitting on a chair and he was standing, and the other girl was staring at her. Worst of all, she admitted, deep down she knew that the money offered was beyond wonderful and she wanted to accept it so badly she had to let him know how impossible it would be for her to accept it.

      “You didn’t see my…legs…when you let Miss Lilac go and offered me the position. They might well have been odd-looking anyway, so I don’t feel guilty and I don’t think I owe you anything, no matter what you say,” she said, and stopped for breath, very proud of the way she’d come around an unexpected corner to make an excellent point.

      “There’s nothing wrong with your legs, and if there was, we could always pad out your stockings,” he said.

      “Oh,” Lucy said miserably, before she murmured, her eyes growing bright with unshed tears as she tried to explain, “But only actresses…” She darted a look to the impassive girl watching her, and couldn’t go further with that thought and so ended feebly, “…but I am not an actress, I only came to sing, you see, preferably in a chorus, where I’d be unremarked upon. Miss Frances said nothing about legs,” she muttered, and then grew pink at the thought, because she couldn’t imagine Miss Frances ever saying that word, much less knowing about that requirement.

      Kyle Harper stopped his pacing and considered Lucy as she sat, distinctly wilting, fumbling in her handbag for whatever someone might be seeking so that she wouldn’t have to look up. But when he spoke, his voice was so warm and soft and comforting that she did look, and saw that there was such understanding and tenderness in his dark eyes that his thin face looked less feral and ratlike—as it had moments before—than it did princely and patrician now.

      “There is nothing wrong with showing limbs,” he said gently, “onstage. As there is nothing wrong, with being an actress. The word,” he said majestically, “is not synonymous with ‘whore.’” As she gasped, he went on in his velvety voice, looking sternly at her, “It is in the dictionary, Miss Markham, and if ministers say it in their sermons, why should I not? I wish to make it clear. I’m not just speaking of Lydia Thompson’s song-and-dance reviews—which everyone agrees are decorous, and have been for years now, even if they glorify female limbs. No, I’ll not even bother to discover if you find that controversial, as some fire-and-brimstone types still do. No, Miss Markham, I speak of art.

      “Acting is a noble profession, brought low by little minds. Would you have Mr. Shakespeare not have written Viola, Rosalind, or Portia?” he accused in a thunderous voice. “They dress as men on the stage, after all. And dressing so, appear in tights. Should those immortal lines be struck from the language and lost forever, then? The theater is a place for fantasy. Art must go on; it cannot stoop to accommodate filthy minds.”

      Lucy grew still. Even the girl from the chorus seemed as impressed as Kyle Harper himself did. He’d made an excellent point. But for all of it, and despite his bombast, after she’d gotten over the effect of his performance, Lucy remembered that they were really discussing girls in tights playing at being sailors in an operetta that would sound much better if the sailors were men, after all. She thought a moment longer. Kyle Harper began to smile. But then Lucy’s chin came up and she surprised them both again.

      “Legs,” she said, “will not profit your Pinafore.”

      She went on quickly, before the vagrant thought stole away, without rambling, because she wasn’t so much nervous as thoughtful now. “Pinafore sounds better with men, after all. And singing is what it’s all about. If you think men will come to see this production because of girls, I don’t. I think the one with children, or even the Sanskrit one, would do better, actually. Everyone knows The Black Crook has two hundred female legs in it. And everybody goes to see that if they want legs…and other parts on view. Or they go see Evangeline or something else just like it at Niblo’s Garden. They’ve got girls in tights and short trousers and what-all. Well, I know all about that because I do teach music at a church—and it’s what the minister talks about every Sunday,” she said defiantly. “So, a little production of Pinafore done by all women may be different, but more bizarre than profitable, I’d think. Yes,” she said with some spirit, as the truth of what she’d said was borne in upon her, “if I’d three legs, I don’t doubt it would be the first time Josephine was sung by a three-legged soprano—but I don’t think it would be particularly attractive.”

      The ensuing silence was as profound and filled with the sound of her own rapid pulse as an empty seashell held to her ear might have been. And then Kyle Harper started laughing. When he stopped, he looked to the other girl, his eyes dancing, excitement and elation evident on his expressive face.

      “Leave us,” he said to the other girl, “and close the door.

      “Now,” he said, smiling at Lucy as the girl left, “we’ll see what you can do for four dollars a week.”

      “You will have to kill me first,” Lucy said, sliding off the chair, crouching, and backing to the door.

      He stopped, and seemed puzzled. Then he laughed again, but in a tone which chilled her.

      “Good heavens,” he said, looking down his thin nose at her as though she’d left something nasty on the chair, “your virtue is the last thing you have to worry about. I do not buy my pleasures—or I wouldn’t if I could afford them,” he sighed. “Oh, do sit down, will you? See here. Miss Markham, money is precisely what it’s about. There’s a great deal of it to be made in the theater, art is all very well, but it’s money makes art possible. If no one ever paid to see Shakespeare’s plays he wouldn’t have been able to eat enough to live to write them—he was a dreadful actor, you know. Or at least, he must have been, all he ever played was ghosts, I understand…. But what has that to do with anything? My Lord! It must be catching. Now you’ve got me doing it,” he said, frowning.

      She laughed at that, and that seemed to be what he’d been after, because he grew serious again.

      “I needed a device,” he said, “a hook, if you will. A quirk. Something that would make people come to see my Pinafore. It’s the perfect thing to produce now, everyone loves it and there are no royalties to be paid. Mr. Gilbert and Mr. Sullivan are in England, and they’ve no American copyright. It’s not just the music that makes it as popular with producers as it is with the public,” he said wryly. “And everyone loves legs now, they’re the rage. It seemed perfect: original…profitable. But, alas, you’re right. So far as legs go, I can’t compete,” he sighed again.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” she said, standing up again, “but I’d never have been able to wear tights onstage anyway.”

      “Of course not. Josephine doesn’t wear them. You’ve tights on the brain, my dear,” he answered absently. “But you will play Josephine. I’ll hire on some gentlemen who can sing. We’ll do our Pinafore, even so.”

      “I won’t show my legs,” she said nervously, because she knew there had to be something other than Pinafore he was thinking of doing; he was beginning to smile and notice her again.

      “Of course you will, you’re not an idiot. In fact, you’re very, very clever. But the finest productions have the ladies in fetching costumes—it’s part of the fun. A bit of leg’s expected on the stage, after all. You’ll get used to it because it will make you a great deal of money. Because you will be my star. My bright and shining star.”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” she said. “Me. Lucy Markham, with her name on a handbill outside, no doubt. ‘Come see Lucy Markham and her legs.’ Good-bye, Mr. Harper.”

      “‘Come see the English Rose, and hear her magnificent voice. Straight from…’ Where did your grandmother come from?” he asked as she stopped and cocked her head to the side, listening to him.

      “Ah. Cornwall…and then London,” she said hesitantly, because an idea was beginning to take shape in her mind.

      “Exactly,” he said, beaming upon her. “Everyone’s mad for Europeans. Always have been. If it comes from there, it’s better than here, everyone knows that. Everyone with money goes abroad—from Barnum to Vanderbilt, it’s over the sea for culture and class. They hire French chefs and English nannies, and try to get titled European anythings to marry their daughters. The poor would too, if they could. American is boring, if it isn’t second-rate. Why, there isn’t a theatrical troupe floundering in cow country that doesn’t say it’s performed before crowned heads so as to draw the locals in. I’ve been in a few,” he muttered.

      But he brightened again. “Just think!” he said, gesturing as though she could see the whole thing printed out on the wall. “A Pinafore with a beautiful English girl as star. One who can sing. And one with mysterious relatives, which is why we can’t be too specific about her past with the press…maybe even with a royal in the woodpile, eh? You can speak in British, as well as sing in it. And,” he said as she paused, thinking of all he said, “Miss Lucy Markham’s legs will never have to go on public view. Not when it will be Miss…Rose! Yes, a lovely English Rose. Miss Rose…Merchant…no. Mason…no, no, Miss Lucy Rose will be the one exhibiting her shapely limbs. They’ll love it, they’ll adore it. And we, sweet Lucy, will love it even more. For we shall be rich.”

      “But that’s a lie,” Lucy said in a small voice that dwindled as she spoke, as the idea and its ramifications grew larger.

      “No,” he said imperially, “that’s theater.”
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        * * *

      

      She’d rehearsed her lines so carefully that, of course, she got them wrong when the time came. But that may have been because the time hadn’t really come. Because instead of rejoicing to find the house empty when she got home, and taking advantage of it by going directly to bed, Lucy had hung about the kitchen fretting and anticipating events. So naturally she blurted it out the moment she saw her grandmother. She hadn’t even been asked. That could have been precisely why she’d spoken, because of a last vagrant hope that she’d be talked out of her decision. Or maybe, she admitted to herself before her mind skittered away from the idea, because of exactly the reverse.

      But instead of saying it smoothly, in a confident recitation, she simply blurted, “I secured a position in New York City today, and so of course I can’t continue to live here and travel to and fro every day. I’d be late, and coming home too late, and so I’ll have to move to rooms in the city, Grandmother.”

      “Doing what?” her grandmother asked, looking up from the teakettle she’d put on the stove.

      “Ah,” she said, forgetting every plausible lie, as she always did when faced with an unblinking stare, “singing…in a theater, but really it is entirely proper. It’ll be light opera, after all….”

      “How much are they paying you?” her grandmother asked.

      Then, of course, she remembered, too late, that this lady would never object to her appearing onstage, or living alone, or doing anything at all, actually. She was her grandmother, but not her “Grandmama,” and it was foolish to keep pretending she was. Lucy gazed at her grandmother sadly. The woman she looked at was large and sharp-featured; she’d been dark-haired in her youth and was light-eyed, not at all like herself. They didn’t think alike any more than they looked alike. Sometimes Lucy found it hard to remember they were really related, except for the fact that Mrs. Markham did let her live with her, and at a reduced rent. It was the title “Grandmother” and the fact that it was historically true, at least, that made Lucy forget that. That, and the fact that she so badly missed her “Grandmama.”

      “I’m being paid quite nicely, very well, in fact, generously, actually, ah…four dollars a week,” Lucy admitted, as she always had to do when matters came to a point and she was dealing with someone who knew what her wretched verbal stumbling meant.

      A spasm of pain crossed over her grandmother’s face.

      “Four!” she exclaimed. “Lord, if Gwennie could only have been able to sing,” she sighed.

      Well, there it was, Lucy thought, biting her lip and looking away. Aside from the fact that this grandmother found nothing wrong with her granddaughter appearing onstage, and thought it shocking only in that it paid so well, she couldn’t even think about it without deeming it a pity it hadn’t happened to her other granddaughter. It was reasonable, if regrettable. Lucy and her sister had the same parents, but no one ever pretended they had the same grandparents.

      Seven years separated Lucy and Gwendolyn, but they might have been seven centuries, their upbringings had been so different. When their father had deserted their mother, his elder daughter, Gwendolyn, had been sent to live with his widowed mother. And when Mama had taken up with Mr. Denning a year later, her parents, appalled and mortified, had swooped down and delivered the baby, Lucy, from the scene of the immorality. By the time their father had gotten his divorce and his new bride and settled somewhere in the wilds of New Jersey, Gwendolyn had been too firmly ensconced with his mother to pry loose, even if his new bride had had any intention of letting her set foot in her new house. And when Mama had finally married a Mr. Richards, she mightn’t even have mentioned her two daughters—they’d never know now: Mama had died as she’d left them, without sending a word.

      Gwennie had known all this from the start, and she’d let Lucy know. They’d lived at different ends of Brooklyn, and it might have been different planets, but they’d visited now and again, here and there, down through the years. Otherwise, Lucy mightn’t ever have known all the truth; her grandparents had been too mortified by their errant daughter to speak of it directly. Which wasn’t to say they’d been prissy, as Mrs. Markham always said. It was only that they’d been people of firm morals, as Lucy always tried to explain. And from England, after all.

      So Gwennie grew up as her grandmother’s adored delight: saucy, pert, and indulged in everything. And Lucy grew up as her grandparent’s chance to right a wrong. Which was never to say she hadn’t been loved equally well, she always thought defensively—just differently. Gwennie might have been able to win a new frock for every frown, but Lucy had been taught she could win approval for her smile. Neither family was well-off, but Gwennie had tutors at home for piano and dance, so as to secure a husband in time. Lucy was allowed to finish high school, so as to secure an education for herself. Gwennie had got treats and luxuries, cosseting and compliments all her life, so it was only reasonable that was all she’d looked for from a husband when she’d chosen the draper Mr. Hodges—aside from his bank account. But as for herself, Lucy thought whenever the loneliness became too profound, at least she’d gotten genuine love, earned and returned with interest. Which was why she’d no interest in settling for anything less now, and was why she still had no husband.

      That—and the other reason Lucy understood, but tried not to think about. Which was that Gwennie was never more than flippant on the subject of their parents and what they’d done, and Lucy had never been anything less than shamed by it. She didn’t have Grandmama or Grandfather to console her any longer either. They’d been old when she was young, and were gone now; Grandfather years before, Grandmama just two years past. It was two years of living with Gwennie’s grandmother that had sent Lucy to the city to try to find a way to support herself other than marrying.

      “With her looks and a voice too…” Grandmother left off dreaming of even more spectacular grandsons-in-law than Mr. Hodges, and fastened her watery blue gaze on Lucy. “Where?” she asked.

      “Ah, they haven’t got a theater yet,” Lucy lied with astonishing speed and ease, proving to herself that Mr. Darwin was right, nature did help the weak evolve in order to protect them.

      Clearly her grandmother didn’t believe her, but just as obviously, she didn’t care. Lucy didn’t contribute much to the house. As her sister always jested, Lucy’s grandparents hadn’t much to leave her except for some furniture in storage, some trinkets in Lucy’s jewel box, and a lot of useless clutter in her head.

      “When?” her grandmother asked, her thoughts already turning to the pleasant notion that there’d be a room to rent out now.

      “Monday,” Lucy said promptly. “I’ll be staying at a very respectable boardinghouse, I assure you,” she added, wishing that she could assure herself of the same thing, despite what Kyle Harper had promised.

      Her grandmother nodded. If this had been Gwennie, she thought, she’d be having a good laugh with her about it. About the gentlemen she’d be meeting, about her chances for making her fortune and finding a rich man. Having a laugh? Lord, wouldn’t she just have been halfway upstairs already, packing to go with her, to share with her as well as to protect her? But this wasn’t Gwennie. She sighed, causing Lucy to brace herself for a question or comment that never came. After all, Mrs. Markham thought, if it had been Gwennie, she’d have cared.
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