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            “Yes?” I smiled.
What in the world?

“Your dresses seemed to have changed.” He looked down at his shiny black hat as if he feared he might offend me.

I made my best disappointed face. “It’s a shame, isn’t it?” I said. “Propriety has eroded so much.”

“Please don’t think I blame you,” he said quickly. “After all, you’re a lady no matter what circumstance forces you to do. I’m just sensitive to your feelings.”

“It’s true,” I said shaking my head, embracing my role.

“Is it… is Gavin making you do it? Because I could speak to him if you
’d
like.”

“Gavin does make the final decisions, but he’s controlled by the desires of the audience. I think he’d argue it’s keeping up with the latest trends in theater.”

“I suppose you’re right. But I don’t want you to think I’m not sensitive to your feelings. If you’re uncomfortable in any way—”

“I’ll try to manage.”

“Excellent. Because I thought you looked fantastic. Amazing.”

His enthusiasm was back, and I smiled as he pulled my hand to his lips again. Then I tensed as I noticed Beau in the passage behind him. He was watching our exchange with curiosity, and something in me didn’t want him to see this little
tête-à-tête
.

“I hate to say it,” I flutter
ed my hand to my forehead, “b
ut I’m simply exhausted.”

Freddie straightened up at once. “Of course you are, darling. After your illness and all, I don’t want to tire you out. I hope you’ll let me visit you again tomorrow night?”

“You’ll be back?” I tried to sound delighted, not distracted by Beau somewhere nearby in the shadows listening.

“I couldn’t stay away. I meant it when I said I could listen to you sing for the rest of my life. You must know how I feel.”

I smiled and pretended to be shy. “Oh, Freddie. You’re too kind to me.”

He
stepped in close and lifted my hand to his lips where he held it. “It’s simply the truth,” he murmured, his breath tickling my fingers.

I rose on my tiptoes, drawing closer to where his lips lingered on my hand. His grey eyes blinked to mine, and the air between us grew still. I parted my lips, and I could see him struggling against grabbing me and exploring what lay between them. My curiosity was equally strong, and I
almost
hoped he
would
drop his iron-clad restraint. Instead he lowered my hand slowly.

“Good night, my love,” he sighed.

I
exhaled and nodded my assent, leaning against the doorframe and watching as
he made his way to the exit
. I wondered
how my life would be with him
, i
f I’d always be acting. If he’d always be so controlled. Then I thought of the other figure waiting in the shadows. I stepped out again, closing the door behind me so
Rosa
couldn’t overhear. I looked up and down the passage, until finally I called his name softly. Beau emerged from the shadows, and I couldn’t suppress a smile at seeing him.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to lurk. I wanted to congratulate you.”

“For what?”

“You did it. And you were so brave after what happened.”

His compliment caused such unexpected pride in me, I was sure my cheeks had turned pink. I watched his lips as he spoke about how when one fell off a horse, one had to get right back on, and I acknowledged the truth. Of all the lips I wanted parting mine, his were at the top
of the list, not Freddie’s. I suspected restraint would not be an issue with Beau, and my need to find out if I was right was sparkling hot.

“Don’t you think?” His voice interrupted my fantasy, making me jump.

I blinked. “What?” I had no idea what he’d just said.

He smiled. “It’s alright. You’re tired. We can talk about it later.”

He started to back away, but I couldn’t let him leave. Desire
was swirling in
my mind, pushing me forward, and I didn’t want to stop it.

“Wait!” I took a step and caught his arm. “I know you said not to mention it, but I have to thank you for saving my life somehow. It’s only right.”

I moved even closer, still holding him. The warmth of our bodies so close flooded my senses. I could barely breathe.

His expression changed. “What did you have in mind?”

Images of our lips crashing together, tongues curling around each other, me stripping his shirt open, him pushing his way into my dressing room, bolting the door, fumbling to the bed. Would I be on top? Would he?
Rosa
’s books had described so many options.

“At the very least, doesn’t the hero get a kiss?”

I lifted his bandaged hand and lightly touched my lips to his fingers, just above the dressing. His breath caught, and quickly the hand I’d kissed went to my waist and pulled me against him. My heart squeezed as his face lowered to mine, warm lips almost touching, when a loud, female voice cut through.

“There you are!” Minette cried.

I jumped back, and she stepped forward, pulling Beau’s arm. She was still in her dancer’s costume, a bright blue corset similar to mine, but I saw she had removed her fishnets. Beau stepped back, my frustration mirrored in his eyes.

Minette wrapped his arm around her waist. “I’ve been waiting and waiting for you to come,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” he glanced at her. “What did you need again?”

She giggled and
then
inhaled, lifting her torso against him. “Oh, Beau, the
thing
in my dressing room? It has a problem only
you
can fix?”

I turned from the hall quickly, but I looked back over my shoulder into his violet-blue eyes. I thought of our near-kiss, of us holding hands high above the audience.

Minette interrupted. “Don’t you have other business, Hale?” She tried to sound friendly, but I caught the edge in her voice.

I nodded. “Just saying thanks.”

Beau seemed reluctant, but Minette pulled him away. Frustration surged through me as I quickly closed the door, but I knew I should be thanking her.

What was wrong with me? I might be overdue for a love affair, but getting involved with a stagehand was a misstep I would
not
make. I went to my dressing table and ran a finger down the sparkling, crystal comb.

 

 

Chapter 6
 

 

 

Sundays were our only breaks during the week. Not because any of us were particularly religious, it just happened to fall at the perfect time. With our next performance days away, we could take a breather.

Most of us still drifted to the stage for stale breakfast and camaraderie just like every other morning, and when I opened my eyes, Teeny was already gone, no doubt in hopes of finding Beau. Just thinking his name made my stomach flutter, but I refused to indulge such foolishness. It had all gone perfectly these past few evenings with Freddie, and as I walked through the backstage corridors, I was confident a proposal or at least a promise of one would be forthcoming in the near future. Before long, we would be bidding this place
adieu
.

“…it was all so magical, I couldn’t stop gasping.” I heard Teeny’s giggling voice as I walked to the tables that held our food. “I almost gave myself the hiccups!”

As I expected, Beau was there, listening to her enthusiastic report with an amused grin. When he looked up and saw me, however, it changed to more serious interest. I fought to ignore the jump in my pulse at his response. Teeny followed his eyes, and when she saw me, she frowned.

“Good morning,” I said, picking up my cup.

“How was Freddie last night?” Teeny asked. “I hate that I missed his visit. You know I love to watch him adore you.”

“He was… the same,” I said, not wanting to discuss Freddie in front of Beau.

“Did he give you any more gifts?” She continued.

I shook my head. I wouldn’t allow myself to be irritated with her. After all, Freddie was the focus of my affections. I had to secure our future.

“That was the fellow at your door?” Beau asked. “The one with the letter?”

“Freddie is not just a
fellow
,” Teeny jumped in with a reproving tone. “He’s going to be Hale’s rich fiancé. If all goes according to plan.”

“Teeny.”

“What? It’s no secret. One day Freddie’s going to propose, and then Hale will marry him and be a lady with a house in
Paris
.”

“
Teeny
.” My voice grew stronger.

“He’s been visiting her for months, and she’s already said he could be the one. You know what
that
means.”

“Mother of God, Teeny!” The stage fell silent. I never swore, but this was too much. “Stop discussing my private affairs!”

Teeny’s eyes were wide, and she jumped up, winced, and then limped off the stage in the direction of our small room. I could tell she was close to tears, so I got up to follow her. Beau stood with me.

I paused, but I didn’t know what to say. Not after last night.

He finally broke the silence. “You know, it’s not such a bad plan.”

Our eyes met, and his understanding smile sent a pain through me. All my fantasy images of us together flooded my brain, begging to be fulfilled, but I only nodded and tried to smile back. It would not do to indulge those feelings. They would ruin everything. I turned to the passage leading to the room I shared with Teeny, and as I left, I heard the metal exit door clang behind me. I glanced back, and Beau was gone.

 

* * *

 

Teeny was lying on our shared bed running her finger along the seam of our quilted coverlet. If she was crying it was her own fault, but I still felt guilty. I went and sat beside her, smoothing her strawberry locks behind her ear.

“You wouldn’t’ve even noticed him if it weren’t for me,” she sniffed. “Now you’re falling in love. And of course he loves you back.”

“That is just not true,” I said. “No one’s falling in love.”

She rolled her watery eyes away from me. “I’m not dumb.”

“Teence, if I’m going to fall in love, it’ll be with Freddie. Freddie.” I tried my best to convince her with my tone. And me. She continued sniffling. “But I am sorry I shouted at you like that. In front of everyone.”

“So why did you?” Her eyes were accusing. “If you’re so in love with Freddie.”

I exhaled. “You can’t say things like that, Teence. You can’t let people know I have a plan.”

“Why not?”

“Because no one likes to be manipulated. And the truth is, I don’t really love Freddie yet.”

She groaned and breathed loudly, “I knew it!”

“But I’m trying. And if somehow he got the wrong idea, well, that could ruin everything.”

She sat up and sniffed. I caught her arm on the way to her face and handed her a handkerchief.

“Don’t use your sleeve.”

After blotting her damp face, she slid off the bed and limped to the other side of the room, where she pretended to be very focused on examining the hem of one of her dresses.

“I’m grateful to Beau for saving my life, but Teeny,” I stood and walked to where she was. “That’s all it is. I
have
to care about Freddie.”

She pursed her lips and sat on the bed.

I frowned and walked back to her. “Are you hurt?”

“Because you stole my Beau?” Her little voice was sarcastic.

I cleared my throat and sat beside her on our small bed. “No. Why are you limping?”

“These shoes.” She slipped one off and started rubbing her toes.

“Are they too small?”

“I guess.”

I couldn’t believe it. My old shoes had always been sufficient for her. Now I was afraid
I
might start crying. I reached down to her other still-shod foot and felt her toes. They were curled in the ends.

“How is it possible for you to be smaller than me and have bigger feet?”

“Maybe I’ve got a growth spurt coming,” she gave me a little smile.

I was relieved she wasn’t pouting anymore, but now this? The feminine towels were expensive enough!

I rubbed my forehead and groaned. “It seems you’re growing everywhere. You’d probably be taller than me if you hadn’t starved for so long.” The
emaciated
little girl Rosa and I found in the alley flashed across my memory. “We’ll have to buy you a new pair of shoes.”

At that her tears were completely forgotten. “New shoes!” She squealed, bouncing on the bed. “I’ve never had anything new!”

“There’s a reason for that.”

I rose and stepped over to my dressing table, then I bent under it and started digging in the basket hidden behind the drape. A small box all the way at the bottom contained the few valuables my parents left me.
Rosa
put them away to protect them from theft, but now they were all I had to pawn for money. I dug past a set of earbobs that wouldn’t fetch anything to a cloisonné pen that might be valuable. It had been my father’s.
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