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Chapter One


Colorado, September 1889

The audience was filled with men who were used to talking at a roar and singing with a howl. But they were very still now, and as respectful as if they were in church, although they looked a great deal happier than if that had been the case. Still, they only shifted in their seats; the only sound they made was when they moved their legs and accidentally set their spurs to jingling, that—and a few occasional coughing spasms, common this time of year, and commoner still among men who chewed and smoked tobacco as much as they did. But even those unavoidable outbursts were hastily subdued. They didn’t want to miss a word.

Thompson’s Palace was filled to capacity. Eight-hundred-some-odd souls: miners, ranchers, hands, townsfolk, cowboys, drifters, as well as some of their ladies—and many more of that sex that had never thought of themselves as such in all their lives—leaned forward to hear everything going forth on stage in front of them. Because the troupe that was appearing tonight was straight—as the handbills proclaimed—from New York, London, and Chicago, and the soprano on stage was getting ready to sing. Even the dullest among them knew that, because not only had she stopped talking to the villain of the piece, but she’d turned to the audience clutching a rose to her ample breast, and the orchestra had begun to play something slow and sorrowful. Most everyone recognized the song the moment she began to recite its lengthy preamble. There was a collective sigh from the audience, and a wave of tilted-brimmed Stetsons dipped in contented head shaking. The song had nothing to do with the plot, of course, popular tunes never did. But “A Rose From My Mother’s Grave” was a great favorite.

Audiences were always drab, compared to what was set before them. But this audience, composed of roughly clad men who had never cleaned up much higher than tidy, and whose female companions were either dressed as plainly as themselves, or done up in strident primary colors that were swallowed and sunk to black in the darkened theater, looked as though they were another species altogether from the brilliantly glittering actors before them. The gaslight footlights and spotlights glowed, and even when they flickered, they glanced off the set, striking up the golds and reds in the painted drop behind it, enhancing the set almost as much as they did the painted face of the soprano.

They sat in silence and listened, but as the song went on, the silence began to be broken by muffled sniffling, and then by occasional muted sobs. A man was never ashamed to be moved by sentiment, after all, and this was a song about dead mothers, broken promises, and yesterdays never to be reclaimed, and it struck a common chord in all of them. One tall, lean, hard-eyed wrangler near to the stage had begun to listen with a cynical smile that was nearly a sneer on his handsome face. But by the time the soprano really got her back into it, and was hitting the highest registers as she quaveringly described the way the roses were being flung upon the grave itself, it could be seen, even in the dim light, that his face was drowned with flowing tears.

An older man sitting next to the wrangler put out a hard-palmed, calloused hand to give the wide, shaking shoulders an awkward pat.

“Take ‘er easy, friend,” he murmured through his own tear-drenched mustache, “hit’s only a song she’s singin’, after all.”

“Oh, I know,” the cowboy finally managed to say, under cover of the wild applause that had broken out at the end of the song. “But damned if it don’t get me every time,” he sighed, wiping his bright blue eyes with the back of his buckskin sleeve as he cleared his throat. “Still,” he said more cheerfully, “that ain’t nothing. You ought to see me during the last act of Hamlet. Never fails. I swear I bawl like a baby—funny, it’s not so much Ophelia’s death that moves me, or Gertrude’s, and not Claudius’s, of course, but when Laertes falls to the floor beside Hamlet— well, all I can say is that by the time Fortinbras comes in, I’m lost…gone…ah…” He paused, blinking at the old ranch hand’s wide-eyed stare.

“Shore,” the old man said, edging away to the farthest reaches of his own seat. “Uh-huh,” he said, before he made a great show of pointedly turning himself and all his attention away to the stage again.

The tall wrangler cleared his throat, and fell still. Then he pulled his hat lower over his eyes, shifted in his seat, and stared at the stage as well, but with such intensity an observer might think he thought he was about to see the story of his own life presented there.

Well, so he’d forgot again. Gray Dylan thought with a mixture of annoyance and amusement at the situation and himself as he peered out from under his hat brim and pretended to pay attention to the soprano’s next offering. He noted, from the corner of his eye, how the old fellow next to him put up a shoulder and drew himself up in his seat like a maiden who’d been propositioned. But the song had genuinely moved him, and the old man’s sympathy had taken him off guard and unlocked his lip—damn, he thought ruefully, how could he have forgotten that out here, a man might weep at a sad song as easily as at a sad story, and more power to him, but a show of a little bit of learning went a long way to alienating his fellowman? It should have been bone bred in him, he thought in disgust. His pleasure in the night fled, and he decided to leave, too, just as soon as the soprano took her bows. But after she did, a comedian in an absurd bonnet came waltzing out on the stage, prancing to the rousing strains of “Where Did You Get That Hat?” Gray sank back into his seat and forgot himself, as did the rest of the audience. Because soon everyone was joining in the chorus—if they weren’t laughing too hard to do so. And that, he thought, when the comedian was done and he gave him his deserved applause, and the old fellow next to him forgot himself enough to exchange pleased grins with turn as he did, too, was the magic of the theater, and the reason he was here.

He remembered that other reason when the chorus girls, all in spangles and smiles, tights and scanty excuses for skirts, came out to dance and sing the finale.

But when the curtains closed on the last encore, the lights in the theater came up, and the audience, dazed by reality, blinked and remembered they had to look for a way out, he glanced down at himself. Then he remembered that he’d only had time to wash the dust off his face from the trail before he’d come here tonight. Even if he’d cleaned himself up as best as he could, he still wore leather and cotton, buckskin and denim, not wool and silk. There was no way he could pay a visit backstage the way he was dressed. And no point to it. Timing was everything in the theater, even for a member of its appreciative audience. Just as the best seats were taken by the time the curtains parted to show the performance, admittances to the best after-theater shows were quickly arranged soon after those curtains closed. He knew that by the time he could get back to his hotel, change, and come back again, the best girls would be taken. He sighed. When the last bows were being taken, he’d thought he’d seen a wink in his direction sent from a particular pair of painted, sparkling eyes. But even so, he guessed he’d sleep alone tonight.

It wasn’t until he rose and stretched his long body that he realized, with surprise, that it ached with weariness. And so he supposed, as he waited to move on out of the narrow aisle, that he didn’t mind missing his favorite after-theater treat tonight, after all. It had been a long day, and he’d been on the move since sunup. He’d have been asleep long since if he hadn’t spied the posters for tonight’s variety show as he’d ridden into town at sundown. The idea of seeing a show, as ever, had enticed him. The performances, as always, had given him the illusion of energy. But he really was beyond tired now. And so, the wry smile he wore as he waited to leave was only partially due to the taste of sour grapes.

He nodded to a few familiar faces in the small lobby of the music hall, and stepped out of the crowd and into a cool evening. Once on the street, he paused to send a rueful glance back to the stage door that he saw being opened to admit a few well-dressed gents from out of the cluster of men that waited there. He shrugged and began to stroll back to his hotel. Only to stop abruptly when he heard his name called.

“Hey, mister,” the boy who’d chased after him said. “You Mr. Dylan? Well,” he said as Gray nodded slowly, his hand at his hip, because being suddenly called out in the street, even in a big town like this, even by a boy, was not always a welcome interruption in this part of the country, “then Miss Joy says how come you didn’t come back to say hello like she ‘spected you to? She seen you at the door, and then seen you leavin’, and she’s said as how I should run and catch up and tell you she’s awaitin’…By ginger!” he cried, catching the coin he was tossed. “This is mor’n I got for puttin’ up all them posters! Thanks, mister!”

Pandering oughtn’t to pay more than hard work, Gray thought bemusedly, a bit shamed at the lesson he’d just taught the boy. He was still thinking it when the guard at the stage door let him in at the mention of his name, while a few dozen other fellows were left clamoring for entry. The coin he slipped the man was worth more than the one he’d flipped to the boy, and though the smile it was greeted with was not as wide, the coin disappeared just as fast.

He touched his hand to his hat, as he paused at the opened door to the crowded roomful of shockingly half-dressed girls, his quick glance netting him a deliciously bewildering display of pink flesh, sequins, and dark tights, along with the scents of competing perfumes and the glimpse of so many different smiles, shapes, and colors of hair and lips and…

“She’s next door. Cowboy,” the woman nearest to the door answered after she quickly looked him up, priced him, and turned him down, all with a regretful smile, and all in a moment, as a practiced member of the chorus had to learn to do.

“Well, but the last time we met, you shared a dressing room just like that one,” he explained when he turned and saw the small, voluptuous titian-haired woman standing in the doorway of her dressing room next door, watching him with a slight frown on her lovely painted face.

“Umm,” she said thoughtfully, trying to remember if that was so, and deciding it might well be, for though she’d never forgotten him, he’d a way of making her forget her circumstances every time they met. She relented, put up her cheek for him to kiss, and deciding to challenge him just for the fun of it, murmured sweetly, “Yes? Was that in Denver? Or Leadville?”

He touched her proffered, powdered cheek with his lips, and grinned down at her before he took her into his arms and took her lips at the same moment as answer, because he didn’t remember, or care to. Or need to. Because it was a long moment before she heard some of the girls from the adjoining room giggling and remembered where they were, even as she forgot all her anger at him. She stepped back from his embrace, and pulled him into her room, closing the door behind them. He took off his hat and held it in front of him, as though he were bashful and contrite, not just because the room was so small there was nowhere else he could put it.

“Your own room! You’re going places, Joy,” he said admiringly, letting his glance rove over the tiny room as though it were a palatial suite he was viewing. And then he stood and gazed down at her with such appreciation it was almost as sweet as applause to her.

She looked away from where he stood, his fair hair glowing in the lamplight, his lean face showing clear and clearly sensual appraisal. “But…your clothes, Gray,” she said slowly, to pay him back for almost making her forget that she knew he could act as well as she could. “What has happened, my dear?” she asked. “Are you coming down in the world?”

It almost didn’t matter if he was when he looked at her that way. He grinned, causing two lines to appear in the tanned cheek to the left of his quirked smile, and one to the right of it.

“Aw, honey, it’s so sweet of you to care. But it’s only that I rode into town today with some cattle. There’s a man I want to see about a bull—improving the breed, dull stuff to you, I know—and by the time I’d got them settled, and myself as well, there was no time to change and still see the performance. But I didn’t want to miss you,” he said, staring down at her lips.

“But…I’m not mentioned on the bill. Gray,” she said softly, clutching her dressing gown closed at the neck, turning aside as though she were hurt and not just trying to show him her left profile, her best side.

“And I wasn’t with ‘Henderson’s Touring Revue’ when we last met, either,” she added with a little broken catch to her voice to cover the slight gasp she gave as she felt his large, warm hand come to rest lightly on her shoulder.

“Didn’t you think I’d ask?” he murmured, letting his lips brush the charming profile she showed him.

She didn’t and he hadn’t, and they both knew that, but they were both enjoying the game they were playing. He turned her around and kissed her for a very long time, long enough to undo her robe, and almost undo her entirely. But, he noticed, when he opened his eyes to look for a place to be more comfortable with their sport, the room wasn’t big enough for them to lie down in, even if there’d been a bed in it. The wall was likely too thin to take the pounding it would get if they leaned up against it, and he doubted very much if she’d let him take her onto his lap even if the spindly chair in the room had been strong enough to support the two of them. In any event, he was sure she’d insist on the usual procedure: dinner and flirtation, offers, rejections, and more fervent offers, and then, and only then, when honor and illusion had both been satisfied, could he be. Because only then could there be a trip to a room and a bed. It had been, after all, weeks since they’d last met. Or months, he couldn’t quite remember. He sighed and drew back from her, glad that he’d at least been able to remember her from her name after the boy had told it to him.

“Where can we be alone, darling?” he asked.

It took her a moment to recover herself enough to answer. He always did that to her, that was almost the nicest thing about him.

“Dinner?” she asked.

“Yes,” he agreed. “Where are you staying?” he asked eagerly, because he doubted Henderson’s Touring Revue could afford his hotel, and didn’t want her there anyway because that would mean his room, and he wanted to get some sleep tonight, after.

She smiled coyly and turned, drawing her dressing gown up over her shoulder again, and peered at him over it. “Oh, but think of my reputation,” she breathed, using the exact words, tone, and stance of the ingenue in Her Atonement, before she asked slyly and in a more natural voice, “Where would you suggest?”

“Then never my place!” he exclaimed, with an almost believable show of horror. “Not if it’s your reputation at stake!”

She scowled at how ill her art had served her, and thought of how to get around the trap she’d set for herself. A night in his bed might lead to another, since she knew that a clever woman installed in a man’s bed might maneuver herself into becoming a permanent fixture there—or a semipermanent one—at least until the end of this run. And who knew what might happen after that?

“How about that handsome dining parlor up the street?” he volunteered enthusiastically.

Her eyes narrowed.

“How about Folgers?” she snapped, because that was the most expensive hotel in town, and she thought he was probably staying there, too.

“But I’m in all my dirt!” he protested.

She smiled in spite of her chagrin.

“How you do talk,” she said, shaking her head. When he looked at her curiously, she explained, “I know it’s only that your daddy was English, but sometimes when you say something like that I swear I think we’re doing Romeo and Juliet.”

He’d forgotten that he’d ever told her that, it had probably been at a moment when he wasn’t responsible for what he was saying. It bothered him, he wasn’t used to being intimate to women he was only intimate with, so he said quickly and in a deeper western accent, “I only meant that it’s a fancy place, honey, they’d never let me in dressed like I am. Let’s try that place up the street, I’m starved, I can’t wait…for dinner,” he said passionately, giving her a heated, all-encompassing look.

“My hotel’s got better food, and it’s not fancy,” she said curtly, giving it up because it was true. She was withal realistic, before she chided him by protesting, “It would never do to be seen just up the street with you so late at night,” because she was, even so, always an actress. “Now, scoot, I must dress,” she said on a teasing smile, giving him a gentle push to the door, because she knew that the getting into clothes was never so pretty a procedure as the getting out of them, especially since she’d have to lace herself up tightly if she wanted her new blue gown to look good. And she wanted to look very good to him.

He waited outside her door, seemingly oblivious to his surroundings. Which was more than could be said of those around him. One of the members of the chorus peeped out their dressing-room door to see if the gent she’d agreed, by note, to an assignation with, had arrived yet, and seeing Gray standing there, drew in her breath. Then she wilted. He couldn’t be her gent, of course, because he was no gentleman. But she couldn’t help staring.

He wore the everyday working garb of an ordinary ranch hand, the kind of man that filled all the theaters around here, the kind her more experienced friends told her to stay away from, since they didn’t have more than the clothes they wore. But the way he wore those clothes! His broad shoulders filled out his cowhide jacket, his lean hips and long legs made the common denim trousers he wore seem as elegant and graceful as if he were in evening dress; she caught a glimpse of an ivory handle at the wide belt that circled his narrow waist, so it might be that he wore a gun as well as boots and spurs. But it was difficult to fault any kind of clothes when they adorned such a form.

It was more than what he had on, his face was too tanned and scarred to be that of a gentleman. Although, she admitted on a stifled sigh, the white scar on his chin only called attention to its perfect shape, just as a longer, darker one on his cheek spoiled its symmetry but emphasized his high cheekbones. His nose was long and narrow, his lips, full and shapely, if he’d had a beard and burnside whiskers instead of only a mustache as flaxen as his thick overlong hair, she supposed his scars would have been concealed, but then the clear, clean shape of his face wouldn’t be as visible either. And then, there were those sky-blue eyes.

There was too much character in that face for him to be a villain, even if there was too much experience in it for the young hero. He wasn’t quite an Adonis, although he looked quite a man: too hard-bitten for Hamlet, she mused, staring at him from the concealment of the door, fascinated, too young and attractive for Rip Van Winkle, but maybe an Enoch Arden, she decided, and certainly a swell Mr. Rochester for Jane Eyre, and a peach of a boyfriend for The Bride Forlorn.

But then she stopped casting him in her private play. Because Miss Joy Fenwick, their newest ingenue, stepped out of her dressing room and took the cowboy’s arm.

The chorus girl gasped, causing her bosom friend, Miss Daisy Denton, who was preparing to accompany her tonight with her own admirer—at least so far as dinner—to look at her curiously.

“Miss Joy’s taking a vacation, do you think?” she asked her friend, to cover over the way she’d been caught goggling at the fellow. “It isn’t like her to give up profit for a pair of blue eyes.”

Miss Denton squinted into the faint light of the corridor to watch the departing couple, and saw the slight hitch in the man’s gait as he dipped his fair head to hear something the woman said.

“Some vacation!” she said, as much in chagrin as admiration. “I’ll bet it’ll just feel like a week in the country, too! Trust her to know how to combine work and play. Only two years in the chorus, and her singing’s no better than her acting, if you can call it that—and she’s got her own dressing room. Now this. She was born lucky. And smart! Don’t be a dopey. That’s Gray Dylan.”

“Who?” her friend asked.

“He owns everything hereabouts,” Miss Denton said enviously.

“A dopey, am I?” her friend asked on a sniff. “Well, how should you know. Miss double-dopey, when we’ve only been here for a day. This is not New York, you know.”

“He owns everything there, too,” Miss Denton sighed.

“Oh,” her friend said sadly, though still not quite convinced, since in her experience, and it was considerable, a gentleman with money looked like one— which was to say, not very much like a gentleman, and not at all like a leading man of any sort, and so not in the least like Gray Dylan.



She hadn’t wanted him to leave, which was flattering. But the sight of the number of bills he’d left on her dresser had soon consoled her, which was decidedly less so. Still, Gray thought much later that night as he lowered himself to his own blessedly big, empty bed at Folger’s Hotel at last, it was money well spent. Miss Joy Fenwick had been as pretty as a man could want, even more obliging than pretty, and as appreciative of his talents—or talented enough to seem to be—than any man had a right to expect. When the time came.

But that time had been a long time coming, he thought on a sigh. Because it only came after a long dinner, longer strings of compliments, and other intricate wordplay meant to convince him she didn’t usually do the kind of thing she usually did, and to convince her that he didn’t doubt it for a minute. That was tedious, but it was also a form of theater, and necessary for both of them. Without it, she’d be purely a woman who sold herself for money, and not what she was: an actress, who could almost beguile him and herself into believing that was all she was. That, after all, was what he valued most about her, and all her kind.

Pheasant, steak, wine, conversation, and compliments—it was a long way around to get to what he could have for less money, and a short walk up a gilded staircase in any one of a number of elegant houses not a block from his hotel. But then there’d be no way to escape knowing he’d only rented a body for however many hours it took him to ease his own. There wasn’t much choice in such matters. A good woman didn’t lay herself down without getting a man’s legal promise that he’d keep her doing it until death did they part. If a bad woman didn’t charge for her services, she’d either have an angry husband or some other problem a careful man wanted no part of. And any kind of woman at all was a rarity in this part of the country, Gray thought, and he was a bachelor and this was, after all, a short business trip that a man might lighten with pleasure…

He looked at his watch and frowned at how his unusual disquiet was keeping him awake, even after his hard day and his evening’s exercise. And then took a cue from his actress friend by pretending it had all been exactly what he’d wanted. And by welcoming one illusion, he found it simpler to slide into less deliberate dreams, and so got down to the business of the night at last, and slept.



They leaned on the rail fence and watched the cattle, and pretended that was all they were considering. The thick-bodied older man beside Gray was dressed no differently than he or any of the workingmen on his ranch, even though between the two of them they’d enough money to trade and buy diamonds and rubies instead of the heavy-necked cows they were studying.

“I see what you mean,” the older man said eventually. “Not enough in the hindquarters compared to your lot. But mine got them deep chests, and real power in them back legs.”

“Sure,” Gray said. “Their chests are as pretty as any chorus girl’s, John, but now, those legs…steaks don’t need muscles.” He shook his head, and as the other man turned bemused eyes to his. Gray added, “Now, you get a spur from the railroad nearer to here, John, and you can do without those powerful legs and let even more go to the chest and flank, where it counts.”

“And you might be able to arrange that?” the other man said.

“Might,” Gray agreed, nodding, turning back to look at the cattle again.

“If I send over a bull or two—so you can keep experimentin’ with your herd the way you do,” the other man said casually.

“Hell, no!” Gray said, turning around as if amazed, his sky-blue eyes lit with seemingly innocent wonder. “That’d be fine with me, John, but what would Josh say? My big brother’s a New Yorker now, the only bulls he’s got any interest in are on Wall Street! Hell, no,” he repeated with much regret. “Be more than fine with me, but my brother doesn’t concern himself with any cattle that can’t pull his fancy carriages down Fifth Avenue now—and you know how big brothers are.” He sighed.

“Might be interested in mines, though, do you think?” the man he’d called John said after a long silence.

“Might just,” Gray agreed absently.

“Say—The Gypsy Queen up in Ashcroft?”

Gray said nothing for a moment, then shook his head.

“No, doubt he’d go for it,” he answered. “Word is that Ashcroft’s just about played out.”

“Ah,” the older man said, “not many people know that, keeps himself up on such things, does he?”

“You bet,” Gray said with animation. “No flies on Josh. But now, maybe…that new one up at Aspen, The Silver Girl, why that one might take his fancy.”

“ ‘The Girl?’ With all the silver it looks like she’s going to be spittin’ out? For just a word in a railroader’s ear about a spur?” the other man asked with incredulous laughter in his voice, before he spat on the ground.

“Well, seeing as he’s on the board of that particular railroad…” Gray answered, before he added, “Plus say, some thousand—maybe, thirteen hundred shares in it. No more, of course, because Josh don’t own the damned thing, just some of it. Doubt he’d offer more. You know him. But, of course,” he said with more vigor, “I’d throw in some of these gorgeous girls of mine that we’re looking at for you to add to your herd. Say…aw, what the hell, all of them. I’m not such a hard businessman as my big brother.”

“Hard man, all right, your brother,” the other man said after a while, and then stretched out a calloused hand. “Done, then.”

“Well, fine,” Gray said, shaking his hand.

“Of course,” he added slowly, still holding the older man’s hand, “if you wanted five hundred more shares, you could offer a half interest in that other mine up at Aspen—The Big Time. It hasn’t shown much, still Josh is a gambler, sometimes.”

“Didn’t know anybody knew about The Big Time.”

“Well, I was out at Aspen and had a look around. I like to gamble, too. Can’t afford to like my brother, of course, but I’d bet he’d offer you another five hundred shares for a straight partnership in it,” Gray said.

“It ain’t safe since that cave-in…you must been the damn fool they told me was having a crawl through there last week!” the older man said with a frown.

“Well, she needs some new timber, all right, and new blood to explore some more, but I’d guess my brother would think she might just do.”

The older man nodded and shook Gray’s hand once more, before they unclasped hands.

“Your brother’s a shrewd one, lucky for me you’re the one I had to do business with. Gray, ain’t it?” he said after they fell to studying the cattle again. “He’s sure clever—never would think you’re the one he sent to college back East.”

“Yeah,” Gray said sadly, “he kept me a schoolboy for years. Never will let me grow up.”

“Shame,” the older man agreed, keeping his face still, although his eyes sparkled. “Still, you’re a man grown, Gray. Ah, speakin’ on that, care to stay to dinner?”

“Thank you kindly, John,” Gray said with every evidence of sincerity, “but I got to get back home. Royal’s watching the place. He’s a good man, but Josh’d skin me if I went larking off too long.”

“My Melanie will be disappointed, you’ve always been a favorite of hers, you know.”

“I’ll be sorry to miss seeing her,” Gray said with evident dismay, “but like I say, I got to get back.”

“She up and got herself engaged to Duane Carter last week, sure I can’t talk you into stayin’, after all?” the other man asked with only the slightest hint of a smile.

“Little Melanie? Why, she can’t be more than…Lord! She’s got to be nearing nineteen now. Congratulations, John,” Gray said, taking his hand again, though he frowned as he did. “Damn!” he said. “Just think, all this time I thought of her as a little girl. Guess I let her slip through my fingers, didn’t I?”

“Guess so,” the other man agreed. “Don’t know who was sorrier about that, her ma, or her. But she couldn’t wait forever. Surely is a good thing your big brother is such a fiend with numbers, Gray, since I remember you was at her eighteenth birthday party just last spring. Didn’t happen to take any drama classes back at school, did you, son?” he asked, not bothering to conceal his smile now.

“Me?” Gray asked, grinning back at him. “No, my interest in the theater is strictly that of an appreciative audience, John.”

“Awful appreciative, from what we hear.”

“The only thing sadder than a heifer without her calf,” Gray said solemnly, “is an actress without an audience.”

“Damn, but I’m glad Melanie got herself hooked up with that Duane, after all,” the other man said, shaking his head as he nonetheless smiled.

And so was Gray glad as he rode away. Melanie was a nice girl, which made her about the only kind he didn’t need.

But a few days later, as he neared his home, he wasn’t so sure just what it was that he needed. It had been a long and tiring journey back. No roads could make fast work of the trip across the mountains, and somehow, no matter how he yearned for home, it was hard to hurry when he was riding through them. The smell of the pines—the air itself made him as drunk as anything he’d ever had from a glass. Still, he’d made decent time, because he’d been so preoccupied with his thoughts that the beauty of the land around him didn’t distract him as much as it usually did.

Melanie getting married! He couldn’t stop thinking about it. Not that he minded. He was genuinely glad for her, she was a sweet child, and for all she’d grown up handsome enough, she’d not been either clever or handsome enough for him to take for more than an hour at a time. And while that was enough of a span of time for his commerce with most women, it would never be enough for marriage, and that was all that was good enough for a good girl like her. She’d certainly wanted that, it had been in her every word and gesture at her birthday party—Lord!—she’d been sweet on him ever since he could remember—but the problem now was that he was forced to remember a time before she’d even been at all. He’d been ten years old the day he’d heard she was born. Now she was going to be married and would soon have children of her own. It was so sobering a thought, it robbed even the intoxicant of the high reaches he traveled through of its power to lift his spirits. But there was another he looked forward to.

He’d been riding the edge of his own wire for hours, and when he finally looked up to the endless blue sky to see that he was riding under the high wooden arch that bore the name and symbol of his home again, he waited for the familiar surge of exhilaration he always felt at coming home. It came. But more faintly than usual, and he’d a disturbing notion that it might be because it felt too familiar.

Maybe, he thought, it was diluted because it was becoming too commonplace an experience. He’d just come up from Denver and Aspen and Leadville, but he’d traveled up past Fort Laramie, then across the Casper just this past summer, too, and before that to Chicago and New York only last spring—all for business and pleasure—and down to New Orleans for pure pleasure just before that. But lately it seemed the pleasure had been tainted by the fact that he’d been seeking it so hard, and the business itself was no longer the pure pleasure it had been.

What he needed. Gray decided as he rode down the long road to his home, was none of the things he’d sought, neither drink nor sex nor triumph at business— but good hard physical labor. Because work, like all those other diversions, drove everything from a man’s mind but his performance of it. Only it left a man feeling good about himself afterward.

He paused at his house just long enough to drop off his carpetbags, leave his horse at the stables, and get on another. Then he rode out toward the northern reaches of his land, where he knew the men would be. This time of year they’d be moving the herd in closer to home, preparatory to selling off excess stock and weaning the last calves, in order to thin the herd down hard for winter. Those ranchers who had survived it had learned some bitter lessons during the terrible winter two years ago. But he’d not gone far before he saw a familiar paint with a tall, thin rider coming his way.

“You’re back,” the man said when they came abreast, and they clasped hands hard as the man’s thin, solemn face broke into a wide white smile.

“And ready to go. What can I help you boys with?” Gray asked, with a matching smile.

“Nothing. The weather’s been real soft and easy, and we got most everything nicely in hand, boss,” the thin man said.

He was a tall and rangy man, with the sort of outsize bones that would never have enough flesh on them. His hair was a dusty brown beneath his Stetson, and his clean-shaven face had a leathery tan, he’d a wide, narrow-lipped mouth, and a thin narrow nose to match his other spare features; only his surprisingly expressive hazel eyes gave his face animation.

“Well, but the ‘boss’ wants some work to do. Royal,” Gray said on a laugh.

“Just lazied around up in Aspen, did you?” Royal asked. “No climbing down mine shafts or crawling up mountains, as usual? Guess you got all those scrapes on your cheek playing, huh?”

“I went to the theater near there,” Gray said agreeably. “Actresses are so fierce…oh come on, Royal, what are a few scrapes? You know climbing and tunneling isn’t work for me. ‘Fie upon this quiet life—I want work’! Boss me no bosses either, there never was a ranch that couldn’t use an extra hand, especially in the autumn.”

“You said it pretty enough, but I guess you got a first,” Royal answered, as he guided his horse back toward the main house, “because I was just coming in for the day.”

“And if you’re coming in, I can bet my immortal soul there’s no more work,” Gray sighed, and turned his own horse to accompany him. “So be it. You can catch me up on what’s been going on here.”

“Let’s see,” Royal said. “Old Henry’s got a sore tooth and has been taking down about a quart a day for it, so I guess if you really want work bad enough, you can bully him into getting the damned thing drawn before the other boys knock it out—along with some others—because all he’s been doing is whining. Boyd got something interesting at Celia’s house in town, so everybody’s staying away, and Celia’s almost as sore about it as he is, which is to say, considerable. Steady had another litter, and they’re all spoke for already… And there’s a couple of letters from your brother waiting for you on the hall table.”

“And they all say, ‘Come to New York,’ ” Gray sighed.

“Wouldn’t know,” Royal said.

“Yes, you would, without looking,” Gray said with some annoyance, “because they always say the same thing. ‘Opportunity’s here, society’s here, civilization’s here—you’ve got an education, and a good man to take care of the ranch, so what are you doing back there?’ Lord, he’s the best brother a man could have, but for all I make sport of it, he never does forget he’s a big brother.”

“Maybe it’s just that you never do,” Royal said.

“Maybe it’s the same thing, then,” Gray said.

“There’s that,” Royal agreed.

They rode on in silence until Royal spoke again. “Well, maybe you can tell him that you may have to run the place yourself soon,” he said softly.

Gray slewed around in his saddle to stare at his foreman.

“I’m thinking of buying that land I’ve been thinking on. One of these days I’m going to have to go off on my own,” Royal said.

“What for?” Gray asked, amazed.

“Well, I’m not getting any younger…”

“You’re two years younger than me!” Gray exclaimed, “You’re only twenty-seven.”

“But that’s considerable. Time for a man to be thinking about settling down and making his own home. Hell, don’t look at me that way, Gray, I know I owe you and Josh…”

“Owe what?” Gray interrupted. “You’ve been working for us over ten years, since you first drifted in here, and working as hard as either of us, too. Whatever you’ve gotten for it, you deserve. I never saw anyone work so hard, even when you were just a skinny kid you shamed me with it.”

“You?” Royal laughed. “I think if you could figure out a way to work in your sleep you would. Gray.”

“But I always knew you had to work. That’s a big difference, you know,” Gray said quietly.

“Always seemed to me you thought you had to, too,” Royal said with equal seriousness. “They tell me you was trying to break horses when most boys were trying to get up on ponies. I’ve seen you hanging out with the hands when you could’ve been giving orders from the front porch. I learned from you as much as I worked for you—both of you. Not only did you take me in when I had nothing…but I’ve got a good bit of money now, and not just from my work. You and Josh showed me how to invest…Lord, what ordinary ranch hand knows about investments?”

“You were never an ordinary ranch hand,” Gray said. Then he said impatiently, “All right, who’s the girl? And where in hell did you meet her? If you say Celia’s or Big Sally’s, I’ll have to pound some sense into your head. A man gets lonely out here—but not plain crazy. You can’t settle down with a whore.”

They’d reached the house now, but Royal only reined up and stared at Gray.

“What girl?” he asked, genuinely startled.

“The one you’re going to settle down with and leave us to build that home for,” Gray said.

“Well, I ain’t met her yet,” Royal said. “I’m only saying that I got to thinking it’s time I did.”

Gray sighed again and stared at him, before he slid down from the saddle and threw his reins to Royal. He laced two hands at the small of his back and stretched. “No, it’s time you did something else,” he said, wincing as he looked up at Royal. “When was the last time you took a break? Thinking about women is one thing, but when a man starts to thinking about settling down with one that he hasn’t even met, it’s sure that he needs to do more than think about them. Next time I leave this place, you’re coming with me.”

“I don’t think theaters and whorehouses hold my answer, Gray,” Royal said with a smile.

“They sure as hell might help you ask a better question,” Gray said as he limped away to the house.

Royal’s smile slipped as he watched the fair-haired man make his painful way up the short stair to his house. When Gray limped as badly as that, it meant he was in considerable pain; he must have done some hard traveling.

Gray took the three steps to his porch, silently cursing each one as he did. His leg ached most, but it was only adding its bit to the symphony of discomfort he felt. But for all he wanted a seat that didn’t move beneath him, he wanted one in a hot bath first. He paused in his hallway before he attempted the long stair to his bedroom. Not because of the pain in his leg. He picked up the letters from the hall table, and stood holding them in his hand as though weighing them, although there was nothing he wanted more at the moment than to read his brother’s words. Because there was no one he loved more on the earth.

His brother was a decade older than he himself. A self-made man, one who’d gone to work at men’s jobs when he’d been a boy; a man who’d given up his youth so that his younger brother could have a chance to enjoy his, a man who’d sacrificed what he’d wanted most in life: an education, so that his brother could have one. Now Josh Dylan was one of the richest men in the country, and so then, too, was his brother. And now Josh lived in New York City, where he directed the family fortune he’d made, and he wanted his brother to come live with him—to help him, as he said in every letter he wrote. As if Josh needed any help, Gray thought with a wry smile.

There was no man on earth Gray loved more. Yet though Josh had never been less than reasonable with him, there was no man on earth Gray feared more—or at least, no man’s deeds. Because he never knew how he could measure up to him, although he’d spent his life trying. Trying, he thought, as he looked up the long stair he’d have to climb in a moment, even though it seemed he’d have to break every bone in his body to do it, and still not succeed.

No, brother, he thought, sadly staring at the letters, in New York, I’d just be what I’ve been all my life: Josh Dylan’s lucky little brother. Here, I’m your brother, but by God, at least they know how hard I try to be more. He let out his breath and faced the staircase. The horse that had crushed his leg so badly it couldn’t be set right had been too wild for him then; just as the stair in his house was too high for him now. But he’d gotten on one to prove a point, and he’d refused to take down the other to make another.

He gathered up his mail and his carpetbag, and clenched his teeth. And had got halfway up the stairs when he heard his housekeeper cry out in alarm.

“Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?” Mrs. Ryan keened, watching him with distress, knowing too well to offer assistance. “I’ll have old Ryan fetch your bath,” she mumbled as she hurried away, offering the only help she could.

It was only when he was undressing that he found the paper he’d stuffed into his pocket before he’d left town. It was that paper he read as he finally sank into his hip bath. And that paper that made his grave face brighten at last, when he picked it up again after he’d read Josh’s letters.

Because it was a handbill listing new performances to be presented at the theater where he’d just seen that pretty little redheaded actress he’d spent a night with—Josie?—no, Joyce—or something like that, he thought, as the memory of her face receded with her name. The handbill spoke of pleasures even more ephemeral than the meeting of bodies, and yet in a way, more satisfying, because it reminded him of a better way of escaping from himself.

That’s where he’d take Royal, and soon, he promised himself. As he sank into the water and felt it leach the pain from his limbs, he thought with a smile, that with all he had, and that was a lot, he needed more. But that unlike Royal, he knew what it was. And that for both of them, the play would, indeed, be the thing.








Chapter Two


New York, September 1889

The audience was on the stage. There were some four dozen of them, some sitting on folding chairs, some standing, but all appearing to be very much at ease. Because they all were performers of one sort or another, and they were, however anxious to hear what the man before them was saying, on a stage, after all. There was no one in the darkened audience to see them, only some few who’d come along to the theater with them waiting and watching from backstage. But since they were performers, that was enough to keep them on their toes. That, and the presence of each other, of course. And certainly, and most of all, the presence of the dark, thin young man who was addressing them.

“You’ve all been called back today,” he repeated in his rich, velvety voice, “but sad to say, we’ve not reached a final decision as yet. However, fear not!” he said, raising one long, thin hand to quiet the mutterings that had begun. “We do not waste your valuable time. We shall come to that decision later this very day. Our final say is not so important as yours, because in this case, you see, my dear friends, it is your decision we must have first.”

He seemed to approve the murmurings and looks of surprise and confusion the assembled company exchanged with one another, because he let them go on for a while until he stopped them by saying, “Yes. That is so. There are some things about this booking you must know before we take a step further together. Please!” he said imperiously, with nothing of pleading in his voice as some suspicious mumblings began. “Allow me to explain.”

He stood before them, saying nothing, until they were shamed into silence.

He was a slender young man of middle height, dressed all in black, lean to the point of emaciation, or else it was just that his white face and pompadour of thick jet hair emphasized the starved planes of his aesthetic face. It was entirely an actor’s countenance. Because the mobile mouth and flexible brows all acted in concert with the bold, dark eyes and constantly moving body to bolster every word he spoke in his fluctuant, mellifluous voice. A few inches taller and he’d be a matinee idol, some present thought. But then, as he drew himself up and cast them a scornful glance because he’d not gotten the complete silence he’d demanded, they saw their eyes had deceived them—he might already be that few inches taller, and he’d be a better villain because there was so much cruelty in those hard ebony eyes. But when he smiled upon them for their cooperation at last, they realized that they were wrong again, because such great compassion and sympathy was radiating from his gentle smile and limpid, soulful eyes. By the time he spoke again, some had already perceived that he might be anything he wished to be, because although he said he was a producer and director, he might also be perhaps the greatest actor of them all.

“You will note that each one of you has a replica present—or at least, a passable one,” he said on a chuckle.

At that, a little cherub of a girl with fat yellow sausage curls shot a look of purest spite at another child at the end of her row of chairs, this one with a headful of midnight ringlets. A deep-bosomed blond woman narrowed her eyes at a similarly voluptuous dark-haired one nearby to her, and a handsome young gentleman regarded an even handsomer one with more than the usual loathing that competing actors ordinarily display.

“Yes,” the dark young man agreed. “You are rivals. Semifinalists. We’ve not made a final decision because it may not be necessary. Some of you may fail the final audition, but alas! some of you may not have the will to succeed even before that. Because this is no ordinary play we’re casting for. No, this is a tour, and a tour is not like a run anywhere in this great city,” Kyle Harper said in such sudden, booming tones, he startled his audience into disregarding each other and giving him complete attention again.

“Not only does it mean a guaranteed three months’ work, room, and board,” he said as the first disappointed mutterings of “tour” was heard, and then suddenly stilled at the sound of that heart-stoppingly wondrous offer, “but it’s a unique experience. Some of you know this, but others have never gone on the road. I heard someone sneer, ‘tour,’ ” he said, as everyone in his audience cringed, or tried to look innocent or unconcerned, or looked away from his murderously scathing glance altogether. “But mark you, the ‘tour,’ ” he sneered wonderfully, “is not the humble undertaking it once was.”

“Then why didn’t you advertise it as such in the casting call?” a bold gentleman from the back row called out, echoing the unspoken question so many of them had. And then was sorry he had, for bold as he’d been, Kyle Harper’s eye was bolder, and far back as he was, it was not far enough away to escape that withering glance.

“Because, my dear sir,” Kyle said with aplomb, “I am not a fool, and know the reputation of the very word ‘tour.’ And I wanted no second-raters applying for my company. If you are such, please feel free to leave. Ah, but,” he said as the theater remained still as a churchyard, “were you such, you wouldn’t be here now, would you?”

He chuckled and they all felt enormously relieved.

“No,” he went on, “no, the touring company is no longer a pathetic cluster of cannots who slink from the cities to perform before chickens and hogs. No, because America is growing. I grant you it is difficult to believe, but only a small part of it is here in New York City,” he said on an engaging, conspiratorial smile. “And so, I—we—will be bringing theater to America—the newest, richest…”— he paused as if he found the word as delicious as they all did—” yes, richest, Americans—those in the golden West. The mine owners and ranchers, the cattlemen and railroad czars. The Silver Circuit has had the stage to itself out there too long, my friends. Those who join us will also be performing upon the stages of those beautiful new opera houses that have been built in the West—those magnificent new citadels of culture—in such boomtowns as Denver, Leadville, and Aspen, and then will return with me in triumph to begin the new decade in New York! Because those who join us will be members of the new ‘Golden Circuit’!” he cried.

He waited until the echoes of his voice had died away. And then spoke into that profound silence.

“Those who come with us will make their names and their fortunes,” he said with such quiet conviction that even those who doubted it did not doubt him. “If…” he said, and paused to smile in a most unpleasant way, “if they’re professionals. Which means in more than their skills. Which means they accept that traveling is not always easy, but that they must perform every day anyway. The show must go on, especially on the road. When we hand out our bills, the audience comes at great expense to themselves, and they don’t like to be disappointed. If they are, I am. And if I am, I promise you, you shall be. For we shall be our own self-contained kingdom, bringing our own sets, stagehands, cast, and crew to create our own wondrous world wherever we go. And since we shall be far from home, I’ll be in the position of being the king of that magic land: I will be your father, your confessor, and your helpmeet. A kind, loving, compassionate one. If you choose to come with me. If I choose you to come with me.”

He could have raised them as an army then, and they would have marched off to war against anyone he pointed at, the young woman watching from the wings thought with sincere admiration. She came from an acting family, and had seen Booth doing Brutus from her cradle, but seldom had seen such a performance. She darted a quick glance to her pupil, Lottie Lesley. Yes, Lottie was watching Kyle Harper as if she were playing Lady Ursula, and he, the lead, in The Mesmerist. Well good, Hannah thought, then Lottie would do her best and she might get the job, and then she’d finally be able to pay what she owed. Which meant, Hannah thought with rising delight, that she herself might at last be able to have a dinner that her landlady hadn’t half cooked.

She was doing sums in her head, thinking of the debts she could pay off if her star pupil finally did pay her accounts in full, when a dissident voice pierced the stillness, and shattered the mood.

“Well, we should never have come if we’d known it was a tour,” the great-bosomed lady in black bombazine cried. “New York is the stage, elsewhere a mere waste of time, and we did not come here to waste our time. Come, Isa!” And rising from her chair like leviathan from the waves, she gripped her umbrella in one hand and her cherubic little blond girl in the other, and marched from the stage, her heels pounding like drumbeats as she departed. The blond child looked back as she was propelled forward, and so saw Kyle Harper’s smile. It might well scar her for life, Hannah thought with unease. If it didn’t, then his comment certainly would.

“Possibly, madam,” he called to her retreating back, “because you haven’t the time to waste. Puberty awaits you in the wings. Infant prodigies ought to be within calling distance of childhood,” he added in a not very confidential aside to the others. “Dear Isa may be playing Little Lord Fauntleroy today, but I’d wager she’ll be ready to stand-in for Lillian Russell by next week.”

When the laughter subsided, he said coolly, “Any others? If you leave now, I promise you may leave unscathed, as well as unemployed, I am a fair man. Fare thee well,” he said with an air of great unconcern as, after a moment’s hesitation, several others slinked away.

“Now then,” he said, as he looked at those remaining, “to work, perchance to be hired, eh?”

“One question, please sir,” a young fellow called out. “I see that grand comedian, Lester Claxon, here. And my old friend, Fay, just there—is a soprano. I see some dancers, as well. And a prestidigitator, I have seen his act. Surely you cannot need us all, I can think of no play that would.”

Hannah was as much struck by this as the rest of them, and she stopped thinking about the much-needed winter coat she’d buy if Lottie got the part, to listen to Kyle Harper’s answer.

“Ah, my observant friend,” he said on a vulpine smile, “I hope you can act as well as you see! But I surely do need you all. New times call for innovations, do they not? We’re going to tour the West to bring them theater: which means all the theater arts. We shall not be precisely a variety show, nor a dramatic ensemble, nor even a burlesque. We’ll present playlets and songs, magic and dance, even humor. Who can resist a night of drama, music, laughter, and tears? We’ll have it all. We’ll give the world a new concept, that new word ‘vaudeville’ an even newer meaning, and ourselves, fame and fortune! But not if we don’t make a beginning somewhere, right? Come, let us begin. Perhaps the actors first, since they are so observant?” he said charmingly.

Hannah occupied herself watching Kyle Harper make swift work of auditions. The inquiring young actor did get the job, his open face made him a perfect stock hero; an older, dignified-looking gentleman who might be anyone’s dream father was hired, along with a skeletal-looking fellow with a lush mustache, who’d make a convincing villain even if he couldn’t act, and a few assorted all-purpose men were signed on as well. Before the female dramatic roles were even heard, the one remaining child, the dark-haired girl, got the nod for infant roles, if only by default. And then those aspiring to ingenue were called forth, and Hannah stiffened.

An ethereally fair young girl did the usual monologue from Romeo and Juliet, but though she was lovely enough to make eyes water, her voice was a thread, the sort, Hannah thought with relief, that no lessons—nothing short of surgery, in fact—could remedy. There was a look of regret in Kyle Harper’s eyes as he let her go and called the next actress to her mark. This was fairer competition, Hannah thought, because the young woman, although only merely attractive, seemed to feel the words she was saying, and made a stylish, if not a beautiful, Ophelia. And then, after dismissing her with a speculative look, Kyle called Lottie up. Hannah actually held her breath. But Lottie said it all perfectly. As if, Hannah thought a bit sadly, it really mattered in her case.

Lottie had worn a vivid peony pink frock, so she’d command the eye, but a man would have to be blind not to note the way she’d cinched in her already tiny waist so that her truly impressive breasts could better be seen. And when she’d whipped off her great belled skirt to show the stage pantaloons she wore for the role she was to do, the gasps the men gave were not so much for the cleverness at having come prepared in costume as they were for the curving hips and limbs that went on display. If not the most impassioned Portia ever, she was probably the most voluptuous one. Kyle Harper grinned.

After a few more girls were scarcely attended to as they tried for the job, Lottie got it. Hannah sighed, now it was entirely possible that she might not only be able to have that lovely restaurant dinner and the new coat, but if she was careful with the rest of the money owed her, she might actually be able to stay on in her rooms until Christmas. She hurried to Lottie’s side as the older women took their turns at auditioning.

“Congratulations!” she breathed as Lottie struggled to refasten her skirt.

Lottie nodded her thanks as Hannah said a little hurriedly, glancing down to check her lapel watch, “I’ll be running along now, I’ve another pupil coming at three…ah, I imagine you’ll be leaving on tour soon, how many more lessons do you think you’ll be able to fit in before you do?”

“Whad d’ya think I yam? Loony?” Lottie laughed. “I got the jarb, did’n I?”

“I mean, that is to say, you’ll get new parts, and you’ll want to get them right, won’t you?” Hannah asked, not liking the supercilious smile on Lottie’s carmined lips at all.

“But I,” Lottie said with great care, enunciating as carefully as Hannah had taught her to do, “cahn do ahlmost anything I attempt, cahn I not? For I am an actress, am I not? Cheez, Hanner,” she said with a more natural curl to her lip, “can’t let a meal ticket go, canya? Gettin’ greedy, ain’tcha?”

Hannah grew pale. “No, Lottie,” she said, “I don’t believe I am, nor do I think you do either, not if you think about it. But it’s not necessary. If you feel that way, now that you have a position, you can pay me what you owe me and I’ll be on my way.”

Lottie stared at her.

“I know it’s a large sum, but you usually get an advance when you go on tour, and if it isn’t large enough, we can work out some sort of payment system, you can mail me what you can from week to week…well, every two weeks then,” Hannah said, as Lottie laughed.

“Here,” Lottie said, reaching into her handbag and drawing out some bills. “That should do it.”

It was Hannah’s turn to stare. “Lottie,” she said when she could, as Lottie turned around to watch the dancers begin their auditions, “this is…this is only payment for three lessons. I’ve been giving you them for weeks…here,” she scrabbled in her own handbag and pulled out a notebook and riffled through it frantically. “August 7th and 9th, two on August 12th, August 14th, and then that long session that I agreed could count as only three on August 16th, and…and…Lottie,” she said, so agitated she stammered. “L-look here, here it is: the total is eighteen lessons. You’ve only paid for three!”

Lottie turned and grinned. “So what?” she said with the impudent smile Hannah had taught her for audition for the ingenue in Springtime Girl.

“So…so…but it’s eighteen!” Hannah said, suddenly seeing a little nasty tilt to the smile that she hadn’t taught, and finally understanding why Lottie hadn’t got that part.

“Yeahr? Well, prove it!” Lottie said triumphantly. “Whad’d’ya gonna do? Sue me? Run afta me? Yeahr. Get owda here,” she scoffed.

Hannah trembled with rage. She’d given Lottie lessons on the understanding that they’d all be paid for when they came to fruition. They’d decided that on the day Lottie had come to her little studio to beg for acting lessons. It wouldn’t be easy for a shop girl who aspired to the theater, yet Lottie’s fervently voiced dream had touched her heart—even if that same rough, coarse voice had grated on her ear. Still, Hannah knew the theater, and knew Lottie’s spectacular looks and natural theatricality would get her in the door, and if only something could be done about that voice…

But she was supposed to be an acting teacher, wasn’t she? It had been a challenge as well as a charity, disguised as a gamble. Now it seemed she’d known more about the theater than human nature. She still couldn’t quite believe it.

“You’re jesting, aren’t you?” Hannah asked with sinking hopes as she saw Lottie’s sneer. “But you owe it to me, Lottie, you do!”

“Wouldya quit it, hah?” Lottie screeched. “Shut yer fly trap! An’ learn me be!”

“How very entertaining,” a not very amused voice cut in. “And here I thought we were auditioning the sopranos after the tenors. Or could it be you wish to sing as well as be our ingenue, Miss…ah, Lesley? But surely that was a burlesque song you were just singing, was it not?” Kyle Harper asked, as silence fell over the stage and the diminished audience of those hired on and those few still waiting to audition looked on.

“Wouldya beleeve it? She gimme a few poynters an’ she wants ta bleed me white fer it ferever,” Lottie cried out in her normal hoarse, flat tones. “The crust of some persons, huh?” she said somewhat more quietly as she saw Kyle Harper’s expression. “It is certainly something, ain’t it…ah…” she said before she fell still.

He passed a hand through his hair as he swung around to see that all the rejected ingenues had left the theater. Then he snatched up a thin book and stalked over to Lottie. Hannah, who’d been standing in the shadows, shrunk even farther back, but his burning eyes were on no one but Lottie. He flipped the book open, thrust it at her, and pointed to a place with one long finger.

“Read!” he commanded.

“Er,” Lottie said, as she swallowed, cast one side-wise look at Hannah, another up to Kyle, and then bit her lip as she looked at the book again.

“…Er, here?” she asked, and as he gave a brief nod, she cleared her throat and read, in a much softer voice than she’d used moments before. “ ‘Tis known before; our prep-preperashun stanze in expectashuns of them,’ ” she read. “ ‘O dear Fodder, it is thy bizz-ness thad I go about, therefore great Franze…’ She stumbled on, until he cried, “Enough!”

“Enough,” he sighed. “Ah, William, forgive us,” he said to the ceiling, before he stared down at Lottie again. “Alas, Cordelia. Cordelia—the very heart of ‘Lear’—’Lear’ the heart of any touring company…you play her like the rump of it,” he said flatly. “And yet, and yet you virtually sang us Portia. How comes this?” he demanded.

Lottie paused a moment, and then, after daring to meet his eyes, said sullenly, jerking a thumb behind her, “Hadda teecha. Her. Miz Roberts.”

“You trained her to do that sublime Portia?” he asked Hannah wonderingly, and then his eyes opened wider as she stepped out from the shadows.

“Well, she really has the most amazing facility,” Hannah said at once, determined to be fair. “Rather like a parrot, actually…”

“Very like a parrot, or some other jungle creature,” he said, taking Hannah by the arm and steering her aside so that he could talk to her privately, and see her in a clearer light. His own face cleared as he did.

The young woman before him was dressed in gray, and more neatly than fashionably, at that. But no garment was needed to point up her loveliness, not to his practiced eye. She was slender enough to scarcely need the stays that held in her trim waist, and yet even the pilgrim color and cut of her high-necked gown couldn’t conceal the lush contours beneath. Still, in her case, the eye was only momentarily distracted by her form. She’d clear white skin and masses of smoky dark hair that neither her strict hairstyle or hat could wholly subdue, since here and there silky wisps, like wanton shadows that mocked her efforts, escaped to tease at the margins of her face. In fact, he thought bemusedly, half her attraction lay in the fact that she seemed made for bed matters, even as the other half sternly sought to repudiate it. She’d winged dark brows and a small, serious nose, and great dark eyes that seemed surprised by her lush pink mouth; it really was the most remarkably sensuous mouth, he thought, nodding his approval at the small sharp white teeth that showed as she spoke again.

“The altercation was because I’d given Miss Lesley several lessons that she decided she need not pay for,” Hannah said worriedly in her clear, expressive voice. “But indeed, I have the records here,” she added, holding up her little leather notebook in one gloved hand.

He disregarded it. “You give acting lessons?” he asked.

“Indeed,” she said eagerly, nodding, because she thought she might yet retrieve something from this disappointing day. One never knew who might send business one’s way, and this gentleman would certainly know a great many actors, many more would-be ones. She extracted a card from her handbag and offered it to him.

“ ‘HANNAH ROBERTS’ ” he read. “ ‘STUDIO FOR ELOCUTION, DRAMATIC READINGS, AND VOICE TRAINING. Special attention given to Speech Impediments, Debilities. Reasonable rates, patient instruction, experienced tuition for Ladies, Gentlemen, and Children.’ And household pets?” he asked gently. “Come, my dear, this is all very well, but it is all nonsense. Why are you not on the stage, where you belong?”

“I have no wish to act,” she said hurriedly. “I quite enjoy my role as preceptor in the theater arts.”

“Perhaps that is because you have no experience of it—or a bad one. My dear,” he said in a softer voice, for when he wished, his whispers could be heard across the room, and now she was sure his voice went no farther than her own ear. “You have a place in my company as of now, you know. As if I would keep on that…that parrot of yours, when I can have an actress such as yourself!”

“Oh no,” she said in a matching whisper, her eyes wide. “I do have such experience—much experience of the theater, Mr. Harper, and want no more, I assure you. I come from a family of actors, but I am a teacher and a good one, I believe, and happy to be so. Or at least,” she said with a small smile that almost beguiled an answering one from him, before he caught himself at it. ‘I’d be happy if my practice of it would just pick up a little bit, and my clients,” she added, casting a significant glance to Lottie, “would pay me what they owe me.”

“What experience in the theater?” he asked, amused, ‘I’ve been in the New York Theater since the day before forever and never heard of a Roberts family. Of course, I do know several ‘Roberts,’ ” he mused. “Let’s see, there’s Winthrop Roberts, but he’s old as the hills and never wed, and…ah yes, Ada Roberts, she’s your age and a professional orphan.”

“My married name is Roberts. I’m a widow. My former name,” she hesitated before she lifted her chin, looked him in the eye, and said, “was…Darling.”

She winced as he blurted explosively enough for all eyes to turn to them, “Darling? Darling? Of course! Those eyes, that hair. You’re his daughter. Good Lord, my child, why not say so at once then?”

She didn’t smile at the sound of a man so near her own age calling her a child. Instead, she flushed, and turning her head, said low enough so that her very tone was a reprimand for his calling attention to their conversation, “Because ‘Roberts’ is my legal name now, and because I wish to prove that I can succeed on my own, whatever my name. Can you understand that?”

“No,” he said honestly, because success was the only thing he did understand, and any road to it not taken amazed him.

“But it’s so,” she said mutinously. Then she composed herself and put out her gloved hand to him, adding, “And so I thank you for your offer, but I must go now.”

“Go penniless, and go alone, and go unpaid for all your pains?” he asked, recovering himself as quickly. “Because even if she agreed to pay you, she could not. Well, but I won’t hire her. Would you?” he asked as she stared at him.

“ ‘O Fodder!’ indeed,” he said with a quirked smile at her distress. “Can you see it? Or rather, hear it? There’s nothing wrong with seeing her,” he said. “Blondes with such, ah, obvious graces can get away with a great deal on the stage. And she has a certain flair,” he conceded, “but not with that voice, and that diction. Even New Yorkers won’t buy a Desdemona who sounds like she comes from a barge in the East River and not Venice. And certainly, a western audience won’t. They won’t understand a word…unless, of course, you’re willing to continue coaching her. For pay,” he said quickly. “Handsome pay,” he added as he saw the hunger for the offer clear in her eyes.

“But she…” she began, as he cut her off to say, “is doubtless vile, and I don’t blame you for not wishing to associate with her again. But if you know the theater, you know that actresses are not valued for their own personalities but rather those that they can put on, and this time you will be working for me, not her.”

It was reasonable and it was fair, and aside from that, she didn’t know how she could go on as she was if she didn’t accept his offer. It was actually a gift from a suddenly attentive heaven, she thought on a sigh.

“Very well,” Hannah said courteously. “I’ll do it. Only give me the parts you wish her to get right, and tell me how much time I have, and I’ll do my best.”

“Ah,” he said, taking her hand in his firm clasp. “But you’ve all the time in the world, my dear, or at least three months of it, which is as you know, almost the same to an actor. Because you’ll be coming with us, of course. Well, we are a repertory company,” he said to her blank stare, “and if I decide it’s time for a change of scene, I can’t have an ingenue who murders Macbeth as she performs in it, simply because her instructor is miles away from the scene of the crime, can I?”

And though it was the last thing she wished to do, she knew it was the very thing she must, because there was no hope for it, she thought dazedly as he shook her hand, he was absolutely right. But that hardly made it better.



Still, Hannah thought when she got back to her rooms, took off her hat, and stood surveying the work she had to do, it could be a great deal worse. At least she’d be able to pay the rent on her rooms and so have them when she returned, and if she didn’t go, it might well be that she’d lose them even before the new year. And then she’d have to go creeping back to her father and mother, begging houseroom…with Father being so extravagantly noble about forgiving her for striking out on her own, and Mother being triumphantly so…No, she thought immediately, stooping to collect her playbooks, beginning the sad business of packing at once instead of after dinner as she’d thought to do—traveling with a dozen Lottie Lesleys would be preferable to that. Anything would. Almost anything, she thought, sinking into a dispirited little heap in the center of the room, all her playbooks in her lap. Because she reminded herself how she’d gotten herself into this very predicament.

Some girls married young in order to run away from home. She’d married early so as to try to have one. An only child of two magnificently self-involved parents, on the move with every new booking they secured, she’d always longed for what she’d seen her parents able to enact on stage, but never experienced in reality: a stable life in a real home. One that would be far from the theater, a place like the ones she read about in Little Women and other of Miss Alcott’s books, or like those she’d seen portrayed behind the footlights since she’d been old enough to dream of a better life. It didn’t have to be an elegant place, such as the kind she’d seen created for School For Scandal or The Mighty Dollar, for example. No, it might even have a humble parlor like the one she remembered the Beacon Theater set up for East Lynne—something filled with samplers and rag rugs and glowing firelight, a home that was so warm and welcoming, the audience could understand, after one look, why a girl would truly weep to be exiled from it. And a kitchen, a real one, only very like the one she’d seen at the Savoy for The Old Homestead: a place fit for unimaginably domestic wonders to be done in; a room in which miraculous things, like the actual baking of pies, could be performed. And a front yard filled with real, not cardboard flowers. But most of all, whether elegant or homely, it would be a home like none she’d ever known: one that wasn’t rented or temporary. With someone in it like no one she’d ever known: someone who’d love her for herself, and not for her reaction to themselves.

John Roberts had come backstage one afternoon when she’d been seventeen. He’d come to deliver a parcel from his mercantile store, only that. He hadn’t even tried to scrape up an acquaintance with any actress there, he’d only ogled them as if they’d been creatures from another world, which of course, they’d been to him. But so she’d found him to be to her. Because they’d started talking. And then walking out together. He was no more than average-looking, and she could not, even now, remember even the cleverest things he’d said. But he’d listened and looked at her as she’d never been attended to before, and he’d said he never cared for any other girl as he did for her. She’d no reason to disbelieve him, because for all he was and was not, he was certainly no actor.

They hadn’t known each other very long, nothing like the year she’d heard girls from the outside world required for a proper courtship, when she decided to marry him, as he had asked. And at once. As he had not. Because when Father had finally noticed their courtship, he’d laughed at the very idea of her making a life with a man from outside the theater, and one with such meager prospects, at that. It had done what John’s courtship had not had a chance to do. It decided her. And so by the time Julius Caesar was done with its run, and it was time to move on, she’d moved out and into holy wedlock with John.
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