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        Mississippi

      

    
    
      The engagement party was proving to be a success. Families from the nearby plantations, dressed in their finery, had come to celebrate the future wedding of Pernetta Sutton to Ford Josiah Rutledge and the joining of two immense plantations.

      At nineteen, Pernetta was considered a tad old to be a first-time bride, but that was no matter. Everyone knew that Pernetta Sutton was all about appearances, like her mother, Lucille, and Pernetta would do whatever it took to remain mistress of Evergreen Plantation, including marrying a man she didn’t exactly care for.

      Lucille Sutton wore a wide smile upon her face as she greeted their guests. She looked fondly at her eldest daughter and then at Ford as they circulated the room. Many women were quite envious of the engagement and the upcoming marriage—especially the wedding night.

      Ford Rutledge was everything a Southern gentleman should be. He was educated, proper, refined, loving to his family, and handsome. His brown hair and hazel eyes had many ladies of the county swooning, and it was even whispered behind fans that several of the young widows had been his lovers. Though nothing was confirmed.

      Pernetta, in sharp contrast to her soon-to-be husband, was not considered a beauty. She was tall and thin with a sharp nose and thin lips, resembling her mother, though Lucille thought her eldest daughter a “lovely creature.”

      The patriarch of the Sutton family was Earl. He was a kind man who was often in town on business, leaving Lucille in charge of running the plantation, which she did very well. If there was one burr under Lucille’s saddle, it was her youngest daughter, Ruby Mae. Ruby had been spoiled by Earl since the moment she was born. She was the apple of his eye, and he doted on her, as did the servants and everyone in town.

      If Pernetta was considered a “lovely creature” by her mother, Ruby Mae truly was. With blond hair and gray eyes set in an oval face, Ruby Mae was beautiful. Folks wondered if that was the real reason behind the anger Lucille directed at her youngest child and the reason Pernetta hated her. It was well known that the women of the Sutton family disliked Ruby Mae intensely. Ruby Mae was spirited and outgoing and constantly embarrassed her proper Southern mother and sister.

      The recent announcement of the engagement had caused an upheaval in the Sutton home, for Ruby Mae had decided long ago, when she was eight years old, that the only man for her was Ford Rutledge. At the time, eighteen-year-old Ford had been highly amused by the little girl’s attention.

      Everyone in town had smiled at the puppy love and declared she would certainly grow out of it. She didn’t. And when the announcement was made that Ford and Pernetta would marry, Ruby went into a rage. The fifteen-year-old smashed her sister’s full-length mirror and declared that she would never speak to her again.

      Pernetta had merely smiled and said, “Seven years’ bad luck, Ruby Mae.”

      But as much as Ruby was against the upcoming marriage for her own selfish reasons, Ford was not thrilled either. As he walked through the throng of people and greeted them all with a glass of whiskey in his hand, he appeared calm and serene. But he was not.

      His father, Marshall Rutledge, was a good man, but not the most astute of businessmen. He wanted their plantation Antebellum to live on into the next century, and he was certain the best way to do so was to join it with the Suttons’. That could only be achieved through marriage, and Pernetta was the obvious choice as Ruby was too young and wild.

      Ford’s mother, Faylene, had agreed with her husband while his younger sister, Jessbelle, who only wanted to see her brother happy, had no say in the matter. But Ford didn’t love Pernetta. In truth, he didn’t even like her.

      She came across as nasty and mean and lacked any semblance of Southern charm. If she participated in the women’s club or gave of her time at the local charity, it was only so she could be seen and acknowledged—not to help the greater good. The marriage was a predicament he found himself in with no way out. He felt entirely trapped, and he didn’t like the feeling at all.

      While Pernetta preened and smiled at the guests in her bright purple dress—which was entirely too bright for his eyes—he felt as if he was suffocating. He excused himself to get some fresh air.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ford removed his clothes quickly, leaving them in a small pile on the bank of the watering hole. The humidity and heat were thick in the air, and he knew he would not be missed for a while. Without giving it a second thought, he jumped into the cool water.

      At twenty-five years old, Ford was terrified that he was making the biggest mistake of his life. He would be tied to a cold, mean woman for the rest of his days, and everyone around him was thrilled. As heir to the large cotton plantation his family had owned for over fifty years, their joining with the Sutton plantation would make it the largest in the state. But was that reason enough to sell his soul into a loveless marriage?

      He moved cleanly through the water. He swam the length of it once and then kicked at the muddy bottom and moved across it again. Off in the distance, he could hear the band from the house. The moon was bright, and he could see clearly, but suddenly he glimpsed a flash of white moving through the trees.

      It had to be a trick of the light. No one would be out here. Everyone was inside enjoying the music, champagne, and sweets. When he heard a splash, he knew he had not imagined it, and when he turned around, he came face-to-face with Ruby Mae Sutton.

      At fifteen, Ruby looked fresh and innocent with blond hair curling about her face and inquisitive gray eyes. Her hair was slicked back now, and there was a look of longing in her eyes.

      “What are you doing out here, Ruby?” he asked, keeping his distance.

      “I followed you,” she said with a smile.

      “You followed me. Why?”

      “You aren’t really going to marry her, are you, Ford? Not Pernetta!” she said softly.

      “Ruby, it’s more business than anything. Merging our two plantations. Not everything is about love and romance.”

      “Well, it should be. Especially if you are to marry for life,” she returned.

      “You live in a fantasy world with all those books and magazines you read,” he said kindly, shaking his head.

      “Harper’s Weekly is perfectly respectable,” she said tartly.

      “It’s a political magazine published in New York. What would your Momma say?” he teased.

      “I can read what I like. Daddy allows it.”

      Ford smiled. “I’m sure he does. Because you have him wrapped around your itty bitty little finger.”

      “That’s not true. He loves me. He wants me to be happy.”

      “Of course he does, Ruby. He’s your father.”

      “I wish you were wrapped around my finger,” she said suddenly.

      Ford never had a woman speak to him as Ruby did, and she was only a young girl. At fifteen, she said whatever came to mind and damn the consequences.

      “Don’t start that. There was a time when the whole town thought the way you followed me about was cute. Now enough is enough. I’m going to marry Pernetta, and you need to accept that.”

      “Never!” she said passionately.

      “Damn it, Ruby!” He swore and then cursed himself. A gentleman should never swear in front of a lady, even if she was as crazed and flighty as Ruby. “You need to stop all this nonsense, you hear?” He moved toward her in the water.

      Not thinking, he grabbed her by the shoulders to make the point. He realized with a shock that she wasn’t wearing her chemise. In fact, she was completely naked. He could see her budding breasts that would soon mature, and he swallowed hard.

      “My God, Ruby! Where are your clothes?”

      She seemed completely oblivious to the seriousness of her actions. “Over yonder next to yours,” she said, jerking her chin up.

      “Ruby Mae Sutton! Have you lost your senses? You can’t go into a swimming hole naked with a man!”

      “You can’t marry her, Ford. It’s wrong. She’s not the woman for you. She only thinks about herself. You’ll be miserable.” Her gray eyes seemed so dark in the night.

      Suddenly not caring about her state of undress, his hands slid down her slender arms, and he jerked her to him.

      “You need to stop this! You need to think about yourself and the future for once. Don’t you want to marry? Don’t you want a family? You need to keep your reputation pristine!”

      “I want to marry you,” she said, her eyes meeting his. “I love you, Ford.”

      He believed her because she believed it. She had all the brazen desire of a young girl completely in love when she didn’t even know what love was. He knew he had to stop this.

      “Ruby, both our families are for this marriage. Pernetta wants the marriage, and so do I. You must see reason. This was nothing but a childhood fantasy of yours,” he said, trying to soften the blow.

      Ruby looked shocked and then hurt. Her eyes teared up as she looked at him. Ford couldn’t deny that she was a lovely girl with her blond hair that normally glistened in the sunlight and her gray eyes, so expressive they hid nothing.

      “You want the marriage too?” She repeated the words in a whisper.

      “Yes,” he said, though it was a lie.

      “A childhood fantasy?”

      “Yes, Ruby. You’re a child. A fifteen-year-old girl.”

      “I’m not a child, Ford. And I love you. Doesn’t that mean anything?” she whispered to him.

      Then, without warning, she broke free from his hold and wound her slim arms around his neck, pressing her naked breasts to his chest.

      Ford was shocked. His hands skimmed her back and then moved down to cup her small bottom in his hands. As her mouth touched his, his cock immediately filled with blood. It was a sweet, innocent kiss, and he could tell she had no practice. He realized what he was doing and jerked away from her. She was a temptress.

      She met his eyes and then looked down at his cock. He was willing to bet she had never seen one in an aroused state.

      “Am I still a child?” she asked, taunting him.

      He ground his teeth together. How many men would throw her down upon the wet, muddy bank and take her virginity right there? She was playing with fire.

      “No, you aren’t,” he said, watching her eyes darken with desire. “You’re a witch.”

      Suddenly, they both heard a cry and turned to see Pernetta, clutching her fist against her mouth, with Jessbelle standing beside her on the bank of the watering hole.

      “You . . . you slut!” Pernetta cried out at Ruby before turning to run back to the house.

      Jessbelle didn’t seem to understand what had happened, only that her dear friend Ruby had been found in the arms of her brother, and Ford knew it did not look good.

      “I . . . I’ll go after—” She didn’t finish the thought before she turned and flew after Pernetta.

      Ford turned to look at Ruby, whose eyes seemed huge in the darkness.

      “You need to get dressed,” he said sternly. As she moved toward the bank, he turned away to avoid the sight of her naked body.

      Giving her enough time to dress, he made his way to the bank and saw that she was gone.

      By the time Ford returned to the party, the engagement was over. Pernetta was in a state, calling Ford a “scoundrel” and her sister a “whore.”

      Their guests were awkwardly leaving as the carriages were called forth. There was much low chatter, and all anyone seemed to know was that the engagement had been called off and Ruby was the reason.

      Ford felt an immense sense of relief at the broken engagement but also great sympathy for the idyllic Ruby, who believed in fairy tales . . . and who loved him.

      As his carriage drew up, he turned to see Ruby making her way toward the house. Her hair was wet and falling down her back, and she was shivering. He had the intense urge to wrap her into his coat and kiss her forehead. He could see the outline of her legs against the gaslights of the house, and he swallowed at the sight of her.

      Someone called her name, and she moved out of his sight. In the carriage, he leaned back and sighed. He could still remember her hands around his neck and his own hands as he skimmed her sleek, wet curves. He closed his eyes. She was only a girl now. What would she be like when she grew older and her beauty became all that more apparent? He shivered himself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ruby walked into the plantation house, where the butler informed her that the family was waiting for her in the large front parlor. She nodded. Her hair was wet, but she didn’t care. She knew that whatever was about to be said or done, she probably deserved. She had behaved badly, but she couldn’t help herself. Not where Ford was concerned. She loved him.

      As she opened the door to the parlor, she took a deep breath. Seated on the couch were her mother and sister while her father stood before the fire, sipping a glass of his beloved bourbon whiskey.

      “I’m sure I don’t even know where to begin,” Lucille said, shaking her head and looking first at her beloved eldest daughter and then at her husband. Finally, as if it took a great deal of effort, her eyes flicked briefly over her youngest daughter.

      “Momma—” Ruby began.

      Lucille put out a hand to stop her. “No, Ruby. I need you to take a seat. There is no doubt in my mind that you did exactly as Pernetta says. You are a willful girl. The whole county knows that you are half-mad for Ford. So you deliberately set out to seduce him and in turn end the engagement and ruin your own reputation in the process.”

      Ruby shook her head. “No, Momma.”

      “I said hush!” Lucille turned away from her. “Earl?”

      Earl was staring into the fire. He was gone often and left much of the running of the plantation to his wife and their overseer. The household was entirely Lucille’s domain, as was their daughters’ upbringing.

      “It will be as you say, my dear,” Earl said wearily.

      Lucille smiled and turned to Ruby. “Since you have seen fit to embarrass yourself and your family in this matter, your father and I have made a decision. I have been thinking about it for some time and made the arrangements before this. However, your behavior this evening has made everything clear. You cannot go on any longer as you have been. You will be sent to Miss Porter’s School in Connecticut.”

      “Connecticut?” Ruby whispered. “That’s so far.”

      “That’s exactly the point, my girl. Since you can’t seem to control yourself in Mississippi, maybe Miss Porter’s will do it for you. You’ll receive an education, and you’re even to perform chores there, as I have asked them to instill some sort of responsibility in you.”

      “Daddy?” Ruby asked, looking at him.

      “Ruby, honey—”

      “No! Earl, don’t involve yourself in this. We discussed this already. Tonight was the final straw, Ruby Mae. I have thought long and hard about sending you away, but tonight proved how unruly you have become. I mean, when I think of what you did tonight—it’s absolutely scandalous!”

      Pernetta shot her sister an angry look and stalked out of the room. Lucille went to stand beside Ruby and grabbed her by the arm.

      “What on earth was going through that empty head of yours? Swimming naked with a man? Throwing yourself at him like some lowborn tramp? No daughter of mine will ever behave like that!” She released her, and Ruby sank into the sofa.

      “And I tell you this, Ruby Mae Sutton. You are going to Connecticut to be educated and learn some manners. If you can’t behave and conduct yourself accordingly, then you can stay there for all I care,” she said and left the room in a huff.

      Ruby watched her mother abandon her and turned to her father. She loved him. He was a kind man with a sweet soul, but he was completely dominated by his wife.

      “Daddy?”

      “Oh, honey.” He took the seat vacated by his wife and enveloped her in his arms as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I looked into the school. It’s very good. You’ll learn a lot, and three years will come and go so quickly—”

      “Three years?” Ruby said, looking into his eyes.

      “Come now. What else would you be doing? You’d be stuck here with your Momma and sister and pining away for Ford. That’s not right. You’re young and pretty, and you’ll find a man to love you. That won’t be the problem at all. It will be picking the right one. Now dry your tears. You’ll write to me, and I’ll write to you. I’ll even visit you, Ruby Mae.”

      “Promise?” she said softly.

      “Promise.”
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      Ruby settled into life at Miss Porter’s in Connecticut. Nothing was as bad as she had expected, and she made friends with girls her age and even found much in common with many of them. She had the distinct impression that her mother had told the school outrageous lies because the teachers treated her as if she were a three-eyed monster. She had chores, which she didn’t mind, and as the weeks turned into months, she settled into a routine.

      While at Miss Porter’s School, Ruby took music lessons and began to cultivate a lovely singing voice. She had always sung at home but had often been quieted by her mother or sister. But here in Connecticut, she was encouraged and complimented. The girls often praised her singing voice and made much ado about her looks.

      As the first year passed, she began to blossom. Her blond hair curled becomingly, and her figure filled out. She didn’t realize that when she went into town to look at the latest dress fashions or to choose a new hat, she received male admiration wherever she went. Her friends giggled, but Ruby tended to ignore it.

      At night, alone in her bedroom, she devoured the latest Harper’s Weekly and enjoyed reading about the world around her, delighting in the foreign news, the essays, the illustrations, and the humor.

      In one issue, there was a picture from The Highwayman being performed at the Broadway Theatre in New York, and the thought of being onstage excited Ruby. Music had always surrounded her, whether it was the plantation workers singing as they toiled in the fields or the country dances with the fiddle playing in the summertime.

      She knew she had a fine singing voice and was considered pretty, and so she wondered if both could be used to her advantage. The more Ruby pondered the thought, the more she decided it was what she wanted to do. She didn’t want to go back to Mississippi with her overbearing mother and nasty-tempered sister. Even her sweet father was not reason enough to make her return.

      It was then that one of the girls mentioned the term “vaudeville.” Vaudeville. The name itself sounded odd and foreign on her tongue. Vaudeville. She soon discovered it was a variety of acts grouped together and performed on the same bill. Vaudeville could consist of dancers, comedians, magicians, singers, and acrobatic acts. The idea of going onstage as a vaudeville singer thrilled her.

      With a new goal in mind, Ruby struggled to excel at her music lessons, to learn as much as she could in her time spent at Miss Porter’s. Her music teacher was traditional and detested the “music hall” songs that were so popular onstage and with the common people. But Ruby learned several songs in secret that she had heard from her friends. She also worked on her posture and tried to cultivate elegance in her movements.

      One long weekend, several of the older girls in Ruby’s group, along with two adult chaperones, visited New London in Connecticut and saw a small vaudeville show at Lyric Hall. Ruby was captivated. The show was mesmerizing with three men on bicycles, an acrobat team of dwarves, and a singer who commanded the stage as Ruby hoped to one day do. The singer held the audience in thrall, and Ruby knew then that there was no turning back.

      She was silent the rest of the way back to Farmington while all the other girls chatted about their trip and the items they had purchased in New London. Ruby’s mind was too occupied with her future. She needed to find a way to make her dreams come true. She received a small allowance from her father, but that only covered her clothes and other small necessities. She needed to save money so that she could afford the train ticket to wherever she decided to go. She immediately thought of New York.

      Though other cities had theaters and music halls, New York was the center of it all. She knew she would be new and very green, but she planned to work hard and become a star. A shiver of anticipation raced through her.

      When she returned to Miss Porter’s, she asked to speak to the Head of School. She had worked hard and caused no problems since she had been enrolled, and she was well liked by both teachers and students. With the Head of School’s assistance, she was able to secure a job helping the teachers with chores to earn a bit of money. She would put every penny aside and only purchase a new hat or gloves if absolutely necessary. Everything must now go toward her goal of New York.

      She heard from her father monthly, and he kept her abreast of the news back home. She was not surprised to learn that Pernetta remained unmarried. Her mother never wrote to her, though her father always included her love in his letters. He never mentioned Ford, and she never asked, but she continued to write to her friend Jessbelle, who would sometimes mention her brother. They had traveled together to Europe, and though Jess wrote that the trip was exciting, she didn’t elaborate.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Everything had gone according to Ruby’s plan, and suddenly three years had flown by and she was now in the final month of her time at Miss Porter’s School. The school, which she had once looked on as a prison, had become a haven. She had worked hard in her studies and was an excellent student. More importantly, she had cultivated a fine singing voice that everyone agreed was special.

      The school gave seasonal recitals, and Ruby had been the star of the last three. She loved the attention and the applause that came with being onstage, and she lapped it up. Long denied any sort of affection at home except from her father, she suddenly found herself basking in the glory of it all. And she knew it was not enough. Not enough by half. She had diligently done her homework and now had the money she needed for the train trip to New York as well as money for a room in a boardinghouse for at least two months.

      She planned on finding a job onstage once she reached New York, and from there she would work her way into a troupe. She wanted to find a small troupe where she could slowly climb the ranks and become the top performer on a vaudeville bill. She had grand ambitions, and she knew it. But she was extremely determined and knew that she could be patient.

      In the final month of winter, she received a summons to see the Head of School. She immediately set off to the large office, where she was told that a family member wished to speak with her in the front parlor. She knew it must be her father. She hadn’t heard from him in over a month, and they had last seen each other when he had visited her before Thanksgiving.

      Her family life had all but dissolved since the disaster at the engagement party. Pernetta had completely turned her back on her, and her mother had followed suit. Her father, not wanting to stir up more problems, had sided with his wife, though he continued to write to Ruby and sent her money. He had visited her several times, but they never spoke about her mother or sister, and she had only once asked after Ford.

      At eighteen years old, Ruby was ready to face the world and everything that lay in New York, but she was saddened that her own family seemed bent on turning their backs on her.

      She touched a hand to her hair and paused before the looking glass. Her blond hair was pinned back, and she wore a light pink linen dress with a square neckline and long sleeves. She had grown into a lovely young woman with high cheekbones and lush lips. She gave herself one last look before she opened the door and swept inside.

      “Daddy!” She turned excitedly about the room, looking happily for his beloved figure.

      The room was dimly lit, and the gray winter light was streaming in as she saw the figure standing beside the fireplace. When he turned to her, she felt her heart skip a beat.

      “Hello, Ruby.”

      Ruby’s step faltered. “Ford. Hello.” She tried hard to mask her utter surprise followed by the flood of warmth that seeped inside her. She hadn’t seen him since their parting three years before.

      “Why are you here? In Connecticut?” she asked as she moved to stand before him.

      Ford looked at Ruby and then gestured to the sofa. “I came to see you.”

      Ruby smiled brightly as they both sat together. “Indeed? That is mighty gracious. When they told me I had a visitor, I was absolutely certain is was Daddy. I can’t say I ever expected to see you here.”

      Ford glanced at the door while Ruby admired him. She had thought him handsome as a young girl and had wondered if her desire for him had been a fantasy, as he had once called it. Perhaps half fantasy filled in by a young girl’s longing. But seeing him before her now, she knew that was not the case.

      Now, at twenty-eight years old, Ford was even more handsome. He had broad shoulders beneath a gray suit and a large overcoat. He looked utterly masculine, and nothing about him seemed changed except that he was more aware of himself. And Ruby realized with a sinking heart that she still loved him. But now the girlish love was suddenly replaced with a woman’s desire. She wanted him. Nothing had changed.

      “Ruby, I . . .” he began to speak but seemed at a loss for words. He glanced around the dark room decorated in forest green and wood paneling. “Are you allowed to leave the school?”

      Ruby looked into his face and laughed. “I’m not a prisoner, Ford. I can leave. I often go into town to shop with my friends.”

      “I mean with me. With a man. Can you go into town with me? Perhaps for dinner? I need to speak with you. Alone.”

      Ruby blushed at the suggestion. “You aren’t just a man. You’re practically family. I can ask the Head of School’s permission. If you would like?”

      Ford suddenly shook his head. “I’ll ask. Go get your coat. A warm one. It’s cold outside.”

      Ruby frowned but did as he suggested. She ran to the building where the dormitories were housed and made her way upstairs. She looked at herself in the mirror in her room and saw a flushed face and bright eyes. She smiled as she brushed her hair and placed a ribbon through it, letting it fall down her back.

      She pulled on a warm coat followed by her gloves and hat. When she made her way back downstairs, she saw Ford speaking with the Head of School, and she nodded to them both.

      “Take your time, my dear. There is no need to rush through your dinner,” the older woman told her kindly.

      Ruby nodded and was helped into a waiting carriage by Ford.

      “Let’s go somewhere quiet. We can have a good meal,” Ford said softly.

      Ruby nodded. “Yes. Whatever you like. You still haven’t told me why you are here. It’s such a shock!” She smiled.

      “After dinner,” he assured her.

      Ford settled back into the carriage and tried not to focus on his reason for being in the cold little town. He looked across at Ruby and then out the window at the snow falling all around them. He had wanted to make the trip and had done so, but he had not expected to see Ruby and feel as he did now.

      She was altogether changed. She was a girl no longer. Instead, in the girl’s place was a young lady with breeding and elegance and supreme beauty. There was no denying that when he had held her once in the dark moonlight there had been an attraction. But at fifteen, Ruby had been trouble and not much else.

      Now she was a woman that men would want. And not only other men, but he wanted her, and the thought was unsettling. She had matured into a feminine creature with a pleasing manner, and he wanted nothing more than to pull her into his arms and comfort her. She would need it soon enough.

      “I am staying at the inn. I believe there is a restaurant inside it,” he said, pulling his attention away from her.

      She nodded. “I believe so. I have never been to it.”

      They dined at the inn with very few other couples. A storm had begun the day before, and most of the residents of the small town opted to stay indoors. The food was delicious, and they both said very little as they ate.

      After dinner, Ruby had a coffee and Ford sipped his brandy. Then he cleared his throat as he looked around the small dining area.

      “Perhaps we could move to the parlor,” he suggested.

      For the first time, Ruby noticed how uncertain he seemed, and she wondered if the reason for his visit to Connecticut was not a pleasant one. A chill crept inside her.

      “Ford? I do appreciate the meal and you taking the time to make me feel comfortable. I understand now that you have traveled to Connecticut for a very important reason or you wouldn’t be here.”

      “That is correct.” He released a heavy sigh.

      “Then by all means. Please tell me.”

      “Ruby.” He looked away and then met her eyes. “I really don’t know how to begin.”

      “For goodness’ sake, Ford. Just tell me.”

      “Ruby,” he looked across at her and took her small hands in his, “I am sorry to be the bearer of bad news. I thought coming from me it might soften the blow. But that just isn’t possible. Your father has passed away.”

      “What?” She pulled her hands from his. “Daddy?”

      Ford nodded and came to stand beside her. “Yes. Honey, I’m sorry.”

      Ruby felt a tightness in her chest and couldn’t breathe. “I can’t . . . I can’t . . .” She pressed a hand against her chest.

      When she swooned against him, Ford caught her easily in his arms.
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* * *

      “Ruby.”

      She heard her name and felt the cool cloth on her forehead. She opened her eyes and felt the room spin slightly, so she closed them and then opened them again.

      “Here.”

      Ford handed her a glass of brandy, and she took a sip of it to revive herself. She coughed as the liquid warmed in her throat.

      “Ford?”

      “Yes, Ruby,” he said softly, coming to sit beside her.

      “It is true?”

      “Yes, Ruby. I’m sorry. It’s the reason I came to tell you in person. Your mother wanted to write you a letter, and Pernetta even suggested a telegram. I offered to tell you in person. I wanted you to hear it from a friend.”

      Tears formed in her eyes, and Ford enveloped her in his arms. “Shhhh now. Your father loved you, Ruby. He loved you so much. You were all he ever talked about. You know that.”

      “He was the only one who loved me,” she said quietly.

      “You know that’s not true. You are loved by many people. Jessbelle worships you. When she gets one of your letters, the whole house hears nothing but Ruby this and Ruby that,” Ford said.

      “Your sister is very kind. She always has been.”

      “There now? See?” He brushed her hair away from her forehead.

      She looked around the room and realized they were no longer in the restaurant.

      “Where are we?” she asked, sitting up.

      “I carried you to my room. I didn’t think it seemly to remain with you as you were in the restaurant. I know my room is equally inappropriate, but as you said, we are practically family. We almost were family,” he said, smiling.

      “I’m glad you never married Pernetta. She would have made you so unhappy,” she said as she stared into the glass.

      “Never mind all that, Ruby. You’ve had a shock. Drink up and sit back. When you feel up to it, I’ll take you back to the school.”

      Ruby took a sip of the brandy and placed the glass aside, leaning her head against his shoulder. Ford didn’t move, and she remained as she was.

      “Thank you for coming to tell me. You were always good to me, even when I annoyed you.”

      “You never annoyed me, Ruby.”

      “You know that’s not true. What about the time I followed you into town and hid behind the flour and sugar sacks while you tried to say hello to—what was her name?”

      Ford laughed. “You were a bothersome creature, Ruby Mae, but never annoying. I confess I thought you were cute.”

      She looked up at him. “You did?”

      “Yes. Following me about like a lost kitten with those big gray eyes.”

      “I suppose being called cute isn’t bad.” She smiled a little.

      “You’re no longer cute, Ruby.” He sipped his own drink.

      “I’m not?” She looked up at him again.

      “No, you aren’t.” He said nothing else, and Ruby was crestfallen.

      “You’ve grown beautiful,” he told her softly.

      Ruby smiled, and when she looked up into his face, his eyes met hers.

      “Ruby.”

      His hand cupped the back of her head as their lips met. Ruby was startled and placed a hand against his chest, but she didn’t stop him. She heard the thump of the glass hitting the carpeted floor and knew he had dropped his drink. When she moved against him, he broke their kiss.

      “You should stop me, Ruby. I’m taking advantage.”

      “I’m not a child, Ford. I’ve loved you all this time. It’s always been you,” she whispered. “You know that.” She meant every word.

      He pressed her into the sofa, kissing her lips, her neck, the tops of her breasts. When he picked her up, she knew he was taking her from the small parlor to the adjoining bedroom. She didn’t stop him. There was nothing on earth that she wanted more than to be with Ford. She had nursed her childish dreams for so long that now the reality was everything to her.

      He shrugged off his suit jacket, but her fingers trembled as she tried to rid herself of her own clothes. Her thoughts raced, and she tried to focus on what was about to happen, but she pushed it from her mind. She knew what lay before her. She would go to New York and find a life onstage, but tonight, this was all she wanted.

      Ford knelt before her and unbuttoned her dress quickly while Ruby smiled shyly at him. She stood before him now wearing only her chemise and drawers, which were laced lined with a pink ribbon.

      “You are so lovely,” he said as she touched his cheek and moved her hand through his hair.

      “Ford.”

      He stood before her and removed his shirt as she pulled the chemise over her head. She looked away nervously, as she had never had a man look at her before. She was completely naked to his gaze, and it unnerved her.

      She tried to move to the bed and away from his gaze, but he pulled her to him. His hands caressed her back and then moved farther down to cup her bottom.

      “Just like that night,” he murmured into her ear. “Only now you are a woman.”

      She closed her eyes. She remembered that night as if it were yesterday. The water all around them and his hands cupping her as he did now. She had wondered if this day would ever come. She had thought he might be married with children by now, but no. He had said so over dinner. No one had tempted him to marriage.

      And yet here he was, touching her and talking to her as if they were a married couple about to consummate their love. Though they were not married, they were about to be joined together, and she was about to give Ford her virginity. She would never regret it.

      He was kissing her again. This time with more passion and heat as she wrapped her arms around his neck. He backed her up to the bed, and they fell together in a tangle of limbs. When Ruby felt his tongue twirl and tease one of her nipples, she bucked against him.

      He smiled down at her. He kissed her belly, her thighs, and was suddenly breathing against her most feminine part.

      “Ford, no!” she cried out.

      He didn’t say anything, only continued to move his hot breath over her until he replaced it with his tongue. Ruby trembled and then closed her eyes, giving herself up completely to the man she had loved for so very long.

      With her legs splayed open, Ford deftly touched a finger inside her warmth and then replaced it with his tongue. Alternating between the two, he watched as Ruby bucked against him and moaned. He finally unbuttoned his trousers and kicked them off, covering her naked body with his own.

      The feel of his naked body against hers was intoxicating, and Ruby opened her legs wider to accept his body.

      “Don’t be frightened, darling,” he whispered.

      Ruby shook her head, and her eyes sought his. “I’m not.”

      Using one arm to brace his weight, he moved slightly to the side and used his other arm to take his cock in hand. She was wet and ready, but he knew it would be her first time, and he didn’t want to cause her any additional pain. Moving slowly, he guided himself inside her.

      She was very tight, as he expected, but also slick from his attention. She closed her eyes as he moved deeper inside her.

      “Ruby,” he said softly as he felt the tightness of her body completely surround him.

      She relaxed and accepted him, and felt the sharp pain as her virginity was no more. She moved her legs up to surround him, and he glided his cock gently in and out of her, allowing her to get used to the intrusion of him.

      She held him tightly to her as he took one nipple in his mouth and then kissed her neck and bit it lightly. She gasped aloud as a wave of exquisite pleasure crested over her, and it was then that he pulled out of her, emptying himself into his palm with a groan.

      Ruby lay on her back in the bed as Ford moved about the room. He cleaned himself off with the pitcher and basin and then pulled on his trousers. When he returned to the bed, Ruby was on her side watching him.

      She looked lovely with her blond hair tousled and her gray eyes bright in the dark room. She looked like she had just been made love to. He swallowed lightly and came to sit at the edge of the bed.

      “Ruby . . . I—”

      “Can I have my chemise?” she asked.

      He looked around and found it on the floor. He handed it to her.

      “Thank you.” She pulled the garment over her head.

      “Ruby, I don’t know what to say.”

      “About?” she asked, confused.

      Ford closed his eyes. “I have behaved badly. I’ve taken something that by rights should belong to your husband. We should marry as soon as possible.”

      Ruby licked her lips and stared at Ford. It took her a moment to realize what he was saying, and she was torn between smacking his handsome face and laughing.

      “How did you behave badly? Are you apologizing for taking my virginity?”

      Ford winced. “I’m not apologizing. It was wonderful.”

      “Then?”

      “You know what happened between us should not have, therefore we must marry.”

      “Says who?” Ruby asked him innocently.

      Ford gritted his teeth. “Don’t be absurd, Ruby. You know there is no other option but to marry.”

      “I entirely disagree,” Ruby told him as she searched for her petticoat and dress.

      “Jesus, Ruby! This isn’t the time to be argumentative!” he said harshly.

      “I’m not being argumentative. I knew exactly what was happening, and I wanted it. Now it’s over.” She pulled on her dress and buttoned it as she spoke.

      “So what are you saying? We make love and that’s it?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is ridiculous. You’re being ridiculous.”

      Ruby laughed. “So what? You’ll be the first man to have a shotgun wedding where you’re the one holding the shotgun?”

      “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

      “Ford, I can explain everything. I have dreams and desires. I want a different life. My last year at the school ends in a few weeks. Once it does, I plan to leave Connecticut for my new life. Nowhere in my plans does it include returning to Mississippi as your bride.” She stepped into her shoes.

      Ford was stunned. “As a gentleman, I must accept the outcome of this evening and do the right thing.”

      Ruby smiled. “You once held me in your arms and called my love for you a childhood fantasy. Then you called me a witch. This evening, we both tasted what it can be like. But that’s all it was. What it could be like. Not what it is.” She tried to brush past him, but he grabbed her arm.

      “You said you loved me.”

      “That hasn’t changed,” she said, looking into his eyes. “I’ve always loved you, Ford.”

      “Then why won’t you marry me?”

      “You don’t love me. You desire me, but you don’t love me. And that’s not enough. I must chase my dreams. They’re all I have now.”

      Ford felt a strange sensation inside him. She was serious. If he knew anything at all about Ruby, it was that she was rash and reckless. She would leave him, he had no doubt.

      “Where are you headed? What dreams?” he asked, still holding her arm.

      “I’m going to New York.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yes. I’ve made plans.”

      Ford pondered her words and then narrowed his eyes. “I’ve no doubt that you’ll go to New York alone. You’re just crazy enough to do something like that. But you are right in one thing. I do desire you, Ruby. And after what just happened, you are absolutely crazy to think I’ll let you go so easily.”

      Ruby smiled as she picked up her coat and hat. “But you never really had me to let me go. Did you?”
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      No one questioned her late arrival coming home that evening because no one was about. When Ruby took off her clothes to change into her simple chemise for bed, she saw her breasts were pink in some places where his kisses had become very passionate.

      She blushed in the gaslight of her room. She had given herself completely to Ford, and she had absolutely no regrets. She had long loved him, and that he should be the one to claim her virginity she thought fitting.

      But she had lied to Ford about many things. She had been thrilled at his desire to wed her and had wanted nothing more than to lie in his arms that night and marry him the next morning. But she couldn’t. She knew he didn’t love her, and she had to follow her dreams.

      She looked about her small room and remembered with a heavy heart that her father was gone. He had probably long since been buried in the family plot. He was the only person in her life that had loved her unconditionally. Now that he was gone, she felt even more alone in the world. But the more she thought about the death of her father, the more she realized she was on the right path.

      She would never return to Mississippi. There was nothing for her there but a cold, unloving mother and a nasty-tempered sister. She knew now that her future lay in New York, even if it was an uncertain one.
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* * *

      Saying good-bye to the friends she had made over the past three years at Miss Porter’s was difficult, but each young woman now had a separate path to take. The teachers wished her well, and she traveled to New Haven to catch the train bound for Manhattan.

      She settled back into her seat and thought about the journey. She had coolly explained her plan to Ford, and he had almost laughed in her face. He had said she was crazy to travel all alone to New York, and perhaps she was crazy. But deep inside, she was also frightened to death.

      Her small suitcase was next to her feet, and she clutched her purse with both gloved hands as if it might be snatched from her at any moment. She wore a blue-and-gray-striped traveling suit, and her hat was pinned at an angle. She looked every inch a lady and hoped that no one would bother her as she was traveling alone.

      She glanced around the compartment and saw an elderly couple seated together, a young couple seated farther back, and a young man studying the newspaper, completely oblivious to the world around him.

      Ruby fiddled with the tips of her gloves and opened her purse. She had placed a few dollars inside, but the rest of the money was in the bottom of her shoe. She had heard stories about people stealing purses and luggage, but no one would steal her shoes, she thought, smiling to herself.

      She had embarked on a grand adventure, and she felt the thrill of it all. When she leaned back and closed her eyes, she thought of that night once more. Ford seemed to always be with her, especially at night. She dreamed of him kissing and touching her, his warm body covering hers.

      She knew she had done the right thing. There was no going back to Mississippi. What would she even do there? Become wife to Ford, and then what? Spend her days embroidering and taking tea with the other matrons? Raising two or three children? No. That was not the life she envisioned for herself.

      Ruby had done her homework and knew a little bit about the areas in Manhattan and where the theaters were situated. She knew, of course, about Broadway and the vaudeville theaters that had begun springing up in the past twenty years. She had marked on a piece of paper the addresses of the various vaudeville theaters and planned to visit each one.

      Some of the theaters she had read about, and others she had heard mentioned in passing by a teacher or students who had been to New York. She was excited to visit the theaters and find one that she liked and that looked respectable. Once she achieved that, she would introduce herself to the manager and ask for a job. She knew she might start out at the bottom doing errands or other menial work, but she was willing to do it.

      She looked around the compartment again, but nothing had changed. Still the two couples and the one young man, who slowly turned the pages of his newspaper. She saw he had sandy blond hair, and their eyes met briefly before he returned to his news.

      She had not written a word to her mother. She didn’t feel bad about the separation; she felt nothing at all. She had always felt that she was a great disappointment to her mother, and she was sure her disappearance would not be missed. In fact, she was certain her mother and sister would welcome her absence.

      When the train finally pulled into Manhattan, she exited with her small suitcase. Grand Central Station had recently been renovated, and Ruby tried not to stare at the grandeur of the huge building that surrounded her.

      She asked a porter for directions to Broadway, and she was able to find the street easily by walking. She was greeted by tall buildings on either side of her as she walked along the busy street. She saw several theaters and restaurants and watched the horses clip-clopping along with their carriages. She even saw a streetcar move quickly past them all.

      She stopped before a smaller music hall, not because she wanted to but because the wad of money in her laced-up boot was making it difficult to walk. She looked down the busy street and decided to turn into the alley at the side of the theater to remove the money.

      She placed her suitcase next to her and sat on it. She was about to unlace her boot when she heard two people arguing.

      “Come on, Archie. You know I’m right. We didn’t leave little nowhere Kansas to end up in a two-bit music hall,” a female voice said.

      “I agree, Bessie. But it pays the rent and feeds us. That’s good enough for now,” the male voice responded.

      “Oh Christ, Archie! You’ve been saying that for six months now, and nothing has changed! We need to audition at a bigger theater and try our luck,” the female said, exasperated, as they rounded the corner and stumbled upon Ruby.

      “Excuse me,” Ruby said in embarrassment while Archie’s eyes were glued to Ruby’s exposed calf.

      “Are you lost? Hurt?” Bessie asked kindly.

      “Oh no. No,” she said, flipping her skirt down over her leg. “I was resting. I’m new here. To New York, that is.”

      “New to New York? What are you doing here? Are you a performer?” Bessie asked.

      “Well, I’ve never been on the stage, I mean professionally. But I want to. I sing,” she explained awkwardly.

      “You sing?” Archie asked.

      “Yes.” Ruby nodded.

      “Are you any good?” Bessie asked, looking her over.

      “My friends at school said I was. I don’t know if I’m good enough to be onstage,” she admitted.

      “Come with us. We were about to get something to eat. Our rehearsal just ended,” Bessie said, taking her by the arm as Archie picked up her bag.

      “I—don’t know—” Ruby said, staring at Archie and then Bessie.

      “Don’t worry. New York is full of thieves and criminals, but it’s also filled with kind people as well. I’m Bessie Moore, and this is my brother, Archibald, though everyone calls him Archie.”

      “I’m Ruby. Ruby Mae Sutton.”

      Bessie smiled as she linked her arm through Ruby’s. “You’re from the South. I love your accent. I have an ear for accents.”

      “I am. I’m from Mississippi.”

      “Far from home. Like us. We’re from Kansas.”

      “Kansas?”

      “Yes. We are in a vaudeville show. We dance, my brother and I. We call ourselves the Dancing Duo.” Bessie smiled, and Ruby smiled back.

      Ruby allowed them to steer her into a small delicatessen on a side street near the theater, and they all ordered sandwiches and coffee. Bessie seemed very intrigued by Ruby while Archie only stared at her and then looked away when she looked at him.

      “Are you staying with relatives? Do you have a chaperone or someone with you?” Bessie asked.

      Ruby smiled as she looked at the brother and sister. They looked similar, both tall with long arms and legs and red hair, but while Bessie’s was curly, her brother’s was straight and slicked back.

      “I don’t know anyone in New York. I came from school to follow my dreams. I want to be in vaudeville.”

      “You don’t have anyone here?” Bessie said with awe in her voice. “You came to New York all alone?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m impressed. We came from Kansas, but we’ve always had each other to lean on. You have no one.”

      “Well, don’t be too impressed. Some might say following my dreams is crazy and maybe downright dangerous. I didn’t think I would meet anyone as kind as you all are.”

      Archie studied Ruby’s face while Bessie patted the young woman’s arm.

      “Well, there’s no doubt you’re pretty enough, Ruby. I’ll say that much.” Bessie nodded.

      Archie said little but seemed to agree with that statement.

      “As I said,” Bessie began, just as their sandwiches and coffee arrived, “we are members of a small vaudeville group.”

      “Very small,” Archie said drily.

      “Our manager is named Vernon. He calls himself Vaudeville Vern,” Bessie said, smiling and biting into her sandwich.

      “He’s been around for years and knows everyone. I could introduce you to him. He’s decent and won’t try to climb up your skirts like some managers would,” Bessie said bluntly, and Ruby blushed.

      Bessie took another bite of her sandwich. “I can’t promise anything. We do have a full act now. We have a comedian, a magician, a Hungarian sister dance act, us, and then our resident Italian diva. But maybe he could find something for you. It wouldn’t hurt to ask.”

      “No, it’s wonderful!” Ruby said, clutching her hand. “Thank you! I’m so lucky to have met you both.”

      Archie eyed her intently. “Where are you staying?”

      Ruby reached for her coffee. “I do need to find a place. I was thinking my first night I’ll stay at a hotel and then afterward find a boardinghouse.”

      “So you have no definite plans?” Bessie asked.

      “No, I don’t. I guess I was filled with dreams and grand ambitions. Now that I’m here, I see how big this city is and how everyone is just bustling about attending to their business,” Ruby admitted. “I feel a little naïve.”

      Bessie smiled broadly. “Well, then, that’s perfect! We rent rooms at a nearby boardinghouse. It’s run by a woman and her husband, though the husband is ill. He hurt is back or something. But Mrs. Hodges is a nice enough woman and an excellent cook. There is also a maid who helps keep the home clean.”

      “That does sound perfect,” Ruby sighed as her mind eased.

      “Several of us from the vaudeville show stay there. The Vadas sisters, us, of course, and Max. He is Vern’s assistant. Poor thing. Vern runs him ragged.”

      “Is there a place for me? An empty room?” Ruby wondered.

      “Yes. There was a fellow living at the end of the hallway on the second floor. He was separated from his wife. Apparently, they have reconciled. Good luck. They fought like cats and dogs.” She shook her head, looking at her brother, who nodded.

      Ruby smiled and could feel the dollar bills at the bottom of her boot. She would be able to pay in advance. She felt a weight lift off her shoulders.

      “I don’t know how to thank you, Bessie,” she said sincerely.

      “Oh, never mind all that. You needed a place to stay and you need work. One can easily be taken care of, and tomorrow we’ll take you to the theater.”
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* * *

      “Pretty girl,” Mrs. Hodges said as she looked Ruby up and down. “Who did you say she was?” She turned again to Bessie, who was standing beside Ruby as the middle-aged woman scrutinized her.

      “She’s my cousin from Mississippi. She’s going to audition tomorrow for the show. I thought I told you about her,” Bessie said the white lie easily.

      “Hmph! No, you didn’t,” Mrs. Hodges said.

      Ruby tried to keep her eyes downcast and appear as submissive as possible. She needed the place to stay, and she didn’t want to seem bothersome.

      “Well, I suppose she can have the empty room upstairs at the end of the hall. She seems clean enough.”

      “I am,” Ruby said softly.

      The three mounted the stairs as Mrs. Hodges began her welcome speech. “Breakfast is at six thirty. There’ll be fried eggs, bacon, toast, and coffee. Some houses do up a lunch, but I don’t. You’re on your own for lunch.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Dinner is served at five. I know some of you folks are in the theater, so I’ll place a bit of food away, but there’s no guarantee. Dinner is usually stew with cornbread. Something hardy that will stick to the stomach.”

      Ruby nodded as they walked along the hallway.

      “Each room contains a bed, dresser, table, and chair. There is a basin and pitcher for water, and the bathroom is at the end of the hall.”

      She opened the door to the room, and they stepped inside. The room was at the end of the hall and was larger than the other rooms as it curved outward with a large window seat that overlooked the street. It was a charming little room.

      “I run a respectable house here,” Mrs. Hodges continued. “We have a full house and that includes men and women under this roof. If you decide to conduct yourself as anything less than respectable, you will be asked to leave. If you have a gentleman caller, you have him wait downstairs in the parlor and meet him there.”

      “I understand, but I don’t know anyone in New York besides my cousins,” Ruby said, smiling.

      Mrs. Hodges looked Ruby up and down and sighed. “My room is downstairs at the back of the house. My husband, Mr. Hodges, is quite ill, so you won’t see him often except at dinner. You can settle the first week’s lodging with me later this evening.”

      Ruby moved to the window seat and brushed back the curtains. She smiled as she unpinned her hat and looked out onto the street. The boardinghouse was on a smaller side street, and opposite her room was a grocery and candy shop. There was a young man looking up at the building who looked vaguely familiar, but she knew that wasn’t possible as she had met no one.

      “It’s a good room, Ruby. The best one on this floor.” Bessie joined her at the window.

      “I am so grateful to you, Bessie. I really am. You have been so kind to me,” she told her new friend.

      “Stop all this now,” Bessie implored her. “I’m happy to help. And tomorrow you’ll meet everyone, and we’ll see what Vern says.”

      Ruby nodded, and when Bessie left, she placed her suitcase on the bed and began unpacking. There was a cool breeze in the air, and she suddenly smiled. She had set out to chase her dreams, and now she was here in New York with it all just within her grasp.
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* * *

      Ford settled into the downstairs parlor, waiting for his family to rise for the morning. He had spent time in Boston visiting Pietro and Lily after he had given the news to Ruby about her father’s death. He and Pietro remained on good terms, and Ford had joined the Pinkerton Detective Agency after meeting him.

      The plantation he would inherit from his father was well run, and he had felt idle. After the trip to Europe, he had decided to join the agency and had seen much and enjoyed the action.

      “There you are, my darling. How was Boston?” Faylene Rutledge entered the parlor with her arms outstretched. “When did you arrive home? I didn’t hear a carriage.”

      He was enveloped in her arms, and the strong scent of lilac, which she always wore, surrounded them.

      “Last night, Momma.”

      She called out to their housemaid to bring coffee just as Marshall entered.

      “Hello, Father,” he said as the two shook hands.

      “Ford, my boy.”

      Marshall immediately lit a cigar and looked his son over. “Well, apparently that agency is doing well for you. You look fit as a fiddle.”

      Ford smiled. “I enjoy the work. Though it’s not as exciting as most people think, not by a long shot.”

      Faylene balanced herself on the edge of the chair while her husband paced the room. From outside the parlor, they heard someone bounding down the stairs, and soon enough Jessbelle was inside the room in a blur of pink and white.

      “Ford!” She threw herself at him amid tears, and a handkerchief, which seemed to appear out of nowhere, was suddenly in her hand. “I did miss you!”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Jessbelle. Calm yourself! Ford was only in Boston, not fighting in the Spanish-American War!” her mother admonished her.

      Ford kissed his sister’s hand as Marshall smiled.

      “Don’t be so harsh, Faylene. Your daughter adores her brother. That’s as it should be.”

      “I did miss you, Ford,” Jess said with her eyes wide.

      “And I missed you, brat.” He smiled.

      His decision to join the agency had not been a rash one, and he had been assigned several small cases but also several important ones. Much like Pietro, he made a name for himself as a trustworthy and conscientious detective. He followed the rules and always performed exactly as expected.

      One particularly high-profile case had taken place in New York, in which he and another detective were hired to protect a priceless diamond tiara owned by the Astor family. A well-known jewel thief had his sights set on the “Astor Tiara,” and Ford had helped bring the thief to justice while also keeping the Astor family happy.

      He became a known name in the influential upper classes, and his services were requested again and again. He had relocated to New York and worked with a variety of different people. The agency now had two thousand active agents with offices throughout the United States, and Ford had become an integral part of the machine.

      When he returned home to visit with his family, he left behind a team of fellow detectives who viewed him as a brother and member of their esteemed group.

      Ford looked around the plantation home and saw that nothing had changed. Antebellum Plantation was run by servants and paid workers who lived at the back of the property in small cabins. Many of them had been with the plantation their entire lives. Several families left when the Emancipation Proclamation was declared, but just as many had stayed.

      The Rutledge family always treated their people fairly, so that as the South changed, many families remained with them. They were given fair wages for their work and treated decently. As such, their production was high and their workers not unhappy. Ozella, their cook, had been at the plantation Ford’s entire life and his mother’s ladies’ maid at least fifteen years.

      Ford looked across the parlor at his family and swelled with pride. He had not gone to New York to find himself and get away from his life here. He had wanted to see something of the world, and the agency had given him that opportunity.

      He watched as his mother moved a stray curl back behind Jess’s ear while his father was talking to them about their neighbors.

      “What did you say, Father?” Ford asked.

      Marshall puffed on his cigar while Faylene looked at it with distaste.

      “I said that with Earl now dead, Lucille and Pernetta are running their plantation all alone.”

      Ford glanced up at his father. “All alone? Surely they have an overseer.”

      Marshall shrugged. “You know how that woman is. Stubborn as a mule. I can’t help but think you were lucky not marrying into that family. Even if it would have doubled the size of our plantation.”

      “How was Ruby when you saw her, Ford? Did she look well? When is she coming home?” Jessbelle asked one question after the other.

      “She looked fine enough.” Ford answered, trying not to focus on the rush of desire as he recalled Ruby’s naked body entwined with his own.

      “Did she say when she was coming home? Surely she should be home already,” Jessbelle persisted.

      “We didn’t talk much about her plans, Jess.” He saw no reason to elaborate on Ruby’s crazy scheme to travel to New York and go onstage.

      “Of course they didn’t,” Faylene interrupted. “Her Daddy died. She was distraught. Am I right, Ford?”

      Ford could still see Ruby lying naked in the bed and in his arms. He coughed suddenly. “Yes Momma. That’s right.”

      Faylene turned to her daughter. “Stop pestering your brother with all your questions, Jess.”

      “No, Momma, it’s fine. I just don’t have that much to add.”

      Ford remembered Ruby’s words and wondered where she was. He must send a telegram. He needed to know she was safe. He should have gone himself, but she would have spotted him. At least she was not alone.

      “Do you think Lucille and Pernetta will be able to run the plantation alone, Marshall?” Faylene asked.

      “I truly don’t know. That Lucille is determined. I’ll say that much for her. I don’t see why not.”

      “I suppose I must send another card to convey our sympathies. I believe I did when Earl died, but she never responded,” Faylene said to no one in particular. “I’ll invite them for tea or lemonade.”

      “Of course she didn’t respond, Momma! Her youngest daughter was caught in the watering hole with your son whilst her eldest daughter was supposed to be marrying him. They hate us!”

      “Hush your mouth, Jess,” Faylene said, shaking her head. “My goodness, Marshall! Where does this child get her sassiness from? I honestly couldn’t say.”
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* * *

      Lucille and Pernetta Sutton entered the parlor in a swish of silk gowns. Faylene welcomed them and asked the ladies to sit down. A maid entered with a tray of lemonade and freshly baked miniature cakes and placed it in front of them.

      “Lucille, I wanted to tell you in person how sorry I was for your loss. Earl was such a fine man,” she said softly. “We didn’t get to speak at the funeral.”

      “Yes, he was. And of course we received your note and flowers, but I have been rushed off my feet. Running the plantation and looking after Pernetta,” Lucille responded.

      “Of course you were. I understand,” Faylene said, leaning over to pour several glasses of lemonade.

      She handed one glass to Lucille, who took it in her gloved hand, and then handed the next to Pernetta, who took a sip and then immediately excused herself to get some air.

      “I’m sure you’ll be pleased to have Ruby back home. Ford didn’t say much about his trip to Connecticut, but I’m sure she’ll be home shortly.” Faylene smiled.

      “Honestly, Faylene, I’m not so sure about that,” Lucille said, eyeing the room around her. “I love my family—God knows I do. But that girl has been a burr under my saddle since the day she was born. That is the truth. And I can’t help but wish she would stay in Connecticut. I really do.”
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* * *

      “Hello, Ford.”

      Ford turned to see Pernetta standing behind him on the veranda. Her wavy brown hair was pinned at her neck, and there was a flush on her cheeks. She wore a yellow dress that did not enhance her coloring nor her flat bosom.

      “Hello, Pernetta.” He nodded to her.

      She moved to stand beside him, and together they looked out over the vast cotton fields that belonged to the Rutledge family. She removed a handkerchief from her skirt pocket and dabbed at her face.

      “You broke the news to Ruby about Daddy. I’m sorry you had to go. A telegram or letter would have sufficed,” Pernetta said.

      “A telegram would have sufficed to tell a young girl her father is dead?” Ford asked quietly.

      She dabbed at her face and then at her eyes, suddenly filled with tears. “She’s a harlot, Ford! I’ll never forgive her for ruining our engagement party and throwing herself at you like that! She’s nothing but a common tramp!”

      “How can you be so ungracious? She was a child! She was fifteen years old. She thought she was in love.”

      “In love! She’s like a bitch in heat. Momma and I pray every night that she stays in Connecticut and gets a job as a governess or teacher. We don’t want her back, Ford. She isn’t decent, and she shouldn’t be around decent folk.”

      Ford gave her a cold look. “I pity both you and your mother, Pernetta. Ruby is filled with nothing but kindness and generosity. And it seems she was right. The only person who truly loved her is gone.”

      “Daddy didn’t see her for her true self. He was blinded by her beauty, like all men are.”

      “Her beauty isn’t just skin deep. She is a good person while you seem filled with hate. I think I should thank Ruby for that evening at the watering hole. She saved me from making a huge mistake. If you’ll excuse me.” Ford inclined his head slightly, leaving Pernetta to stare after him.
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      Ruby dressed carefully in preparation for her meeting with Vaudeville Vern. She had slept well, and unlike the last several weeks, her dreams did not revolve around Ford. She had not seen him since their night together in Connecticut, and since she had left school, he had no way to reach her.

      She had decided after much thought that she would not tell her mother or sister of her plans. She was of age, and there was nothing they could do to prevent her from following her dreams. She was actually quite sure that given their need for appearances, they would probably try and find some way to stop her. So rather than risk their displeasure, she did not contact them.

      She had not taken any fancy gowns with her to school, so when she traveled to New York, the dresses she brought with her were modest. She pulled one out and then another and laid them upon the bed.

      She realized as she started out on this new journey in her life that she had grown up rather pampered and catered to. On the plantation, she had servants to attend to her needs—a maid, a butler, a cook. Now she was alone. But the thought of being alone in this large city was not frightening as it had once been. She had already made friends and found a place to live.

      A knock fell upon her door, and no sooner had she said enter than Bessie did just that.

      “Morning, Ruby,” she said warmly. “How did you sleep?”

      “Well. Very well,” she greeted Bessie though her thoughts were consumed with looking at the dresses and making a decision.

      “The pink day dress,” Bessie said simply.

      “You think?” Ruby turned to her.

      “Absolutely. The color suits you and makes you look feminine and young. That’s all that matters onstage.” Bessie laughed. “And sometimes a little talent.”

      Ruby moved to change into the day dress as Bessie averted her eyes.

      “Is there anything I should know about Vernon? I mean, what to say or do to help me get into his good graces?”

      “Graces? Vern? I doubt it. The man is middle-aged, never been married, and devoted to the theater. The only thing that Vern cares about is being the top theater in New York. I would say relax and be yourself.”

      “Okay.” Ruby said, smoothing down the front of her dress.

      “You look lovely, Ruby. Really lovely,” she said as Ruby pulled on her gloves and pinned on her hat.

      “You may have to wait until after rehearsal. I’m not sure what is planned today. Sometimes we rehearse, sometimes not. And it all depends on Madame Diva!” Bessie said as they joined Archie downstairs.

      “Madame Diva?” Ruby asked.

      “You’ll see.” Bessie nodded with a smile on her face.
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* * *

      The boardinghouse was a ten-minute walk from the theater, and Bessie chatted about Kansas while Archie remained silent, walking behind them. They entered through the front foyer and walked into a darkened theater. Ruby saw several people standing around onstage while a man was standing in front of the first row, gesturing.

      “Have a seat here, Ruby. When the time is right, I’ll call you,” Bessie whispered to her.

      She nodded and watched as Archie and Bessie walked down the long aisle and mounted the side stairs to the stage.

      “Goddamn it!” Vern yelled to no one in particular.

      Ruby looked at the stage, but none of the people seemed at all disturbed by his outburst.

      “How many times have I told her? She gets top billing, the largest dressing room, everything she asks for, and she can’t make it on time to rehearsals!” he bellowed.

      Vern turned to the small man seated next to him. “Max! Write this down. Fire Zeta.” He said the last two words with heavy emphasis.

      At that exact moment, a woman who could only be Zeta Riggi, the Italian diva, threw open the doors to the theater and came strolling down the aisle wearing a bright blue gown and a fur cape. Her hat was outrageously large with several ostrich feathers sticking out of it.

      “I am here! I am here!” she said to everyone as she approached the stage. The other performers looked on passively at her approach.

      “You’re here? You’re late, Zeta!” Vern yelled back.

      “So? Am I here? Or am I here? I’m here!” As she spoke, the feathers in her hat danced along with her movements.

      “How many times do I have to tell you that money is time, and you waste it!” Vern told his prima donna.

      “Oh, I waste it? I waste it? Or do I make you money so you can go visit those brothels and your puttanas down on Houston Street?” she said spitefully, pronouncing the name as howston.

      Vernon looked at her and then muttered, “Bitch!”

      “Eh? What? What did you say?” Zeta asked. “What did he call me?” she said, looking around at her fellow troupers.

      Vernon said nothing, and then Zeta threw everyone a look. “Oh, okay! You call me names—me! The star of this ridiculous show? Then you know what, Vern—I quit! Do you hear me? I quit! Yes! We’ll see how you do without Zeta Riggi, the greatest soprano ever to have lived! Yes, I quit!” She made her way back down the aisle, passing an astounded Ruby as she went.

      Vernon looked like he wanted to slap her, and Max was already bounding down the aisle, calling after her.

      “Signorina Zeta! Wait!”

      “Up yours!” Everyone heard her say.

      Ruby sat quietly in the empty audience as the performers onstage began to disperse. Bessie smiled as she made her way back to Ruby.

      “W-was that part of the act?” Ruby said, her eyes wide.

      “What? Vern and Zeta? Not at all! That’s just Zeta throwing her weight around and Vern not caving in. They do that performance at least once a week,” she said, laughing.

      “How does it end?” Ruby wondered.

      “Usually after Max and Vern have groveled enough, Zeta will return. But she should be careful. She’s almost thirty-five, and this can’t go on forever.”

      Ten minutes passed, and Vernon made his way to where Bessie sat with Ruby. He eyed Ruby with interest but spoke to Bessie.

      “I swear, Bessie. Someday that woman is going to drive me into an early grave,” he said coldly.

      “Vern, do you have a minute? I would like to introduce you to someone,” Bessie asked.

      “Sure, sweetheart. For you, anything.” He lit a cigar that he pulled from his shirt pocket.

      “This is my dear cousin, Ruby. She’s come to New York from Mississippi.”

      Both women had agreed that to save time and questions Ruby would be “the cousin from Mississippi.” Ruby didn’t mind, and the white lie hurt no one.

      “Ruby, this is Vernon—” Before she could finish the introduction, the manager was already eyeing Ruby with renewed interest.

      “Ruby, huh?”

      “Yes, sir. My name is Ruby Mae Sutton. Everyone calls me Ruby.”

      “Well, Ruby. You are quite the looker. An ingenue if ever I saw one,” he remarked.

      “Ingenue?” she repeated, unsure of the word.

      “A young and pretty actress,” Bessie explained.

      “What do you do, Ruby?” he said, puffing on his cigar.

      “I sing. Though I don’t know if I’m any good,” she admitted.

      “Well, let me tell you something, Ruby. A typical vaudeville show has nine acts, but I only have five acts, though the sisters, Bessie here, and Zeta perform twice. Our top billing is Zeta. She is well liked by the audiences, and they come to see her perform. Why, I’ll never know. But there it is.”

      “I understand, sir.” Her hopes were dashed. There was no place for her here after all.

      Vernon was studying Ruby. “You’re young and fresh. You have a trim figure. Turn around,” he told her.

      Ruby flushed pink, but Bessie nodded to do as Vernon asked. Ruby made a small circle and felt uncomfortable as she did it.

      “I’ve got an idea,” he said, smiling. “You can be our card girl.”

      Bessie smiled, but Ruby was lost. “Card girl? What is that?”

      “Simple. Before each act, you’ll come out carrying a card with the next performer’s name.”

      “That’s it? That’s all I need to do?” Ruby asked, hopeful again.

      “Sure. But you’ll need to wear something nice. Something that shows a bit of leg. Maybe a corset and some stockings.” Vernon smiled, warming to the idea.

      “You want me to go out onstage before perfect strangers in my undergarments?” Ruby asked, mortified.

      Vernon frowned. “Now you listen to me, missy. My show may not be the best in town, but I have top-notch performers. Zeta may be a pain in my ass, but she has performed in London and Rome, and you have performed absolutely nowhere, correct?”

      “Except at Miss Porter’s School,” Ruby whispered.

      “Miss Porter’s—oh Christ! Miss Porter’s School! Take it or leave it,” Vernon said before stalking away.

      Ruby turned her tear-filled eyes to Bessie. “I can’t go onstage in my chemise and corset!”

      “Come on, Ruby. It isn’t all that bad,” Bessie said. “We’ll find you something nice to wear. He just wants you to show a bit of leg to keep the audience from leaving. Sometimes they do in between performances. But you’ll keep them glued to their seat.”

      Together, Ruby and Bessie went downstairs to where the costumes were kept.

      “You know it isn’t what you think, Ruby. Everyone wears less clothing onstage. That’s part of the reason we stay afloat. Wait until you see what the Hungarian sisters wear; you’ll be shocked. And even me, my dress shows my ankles, and Zeta wears revealing dresses. It’s what they want to see,” Bessie explained. “A little flash of skin, it doesn’t hurt anyone.”

      They found a striking dress that had a tight corset with off-the-shoulder sleeves, and though the skirt was long in the back, it opened in the front to reveal her knees and ankles. Ruby felt naked, but Bessie was pleased.

      “It’s perfect, Ruby! It shows off your small waist and legs, but not too much.” Bessie smiled.

      “Not too much?” Ruby looked at herself in the mirror, entirely unconvinced.

      The material was striped pink and white satin with the corset nipping in her already small waist. The off-the-shoulder sleeves were attractive, but her legs were completely bare from the knees down, though the skirt protected her backside all the way to the floor.

      “Let’s show Vern. He has final say on all costumes,” Bessie said.

      Vernon smiled broadly when Ruby walked in wearing the satin gown. “Oh yes! That is perfect, sweetheart. What did you say your name was?”

      “Ruby, sir.”

      “Excellent. You can start this Friday,” he directed and then told her the amount of her wage, which seemed pitifully small.

      The wage was lower than she had expected, but she could manage. She had saved up enough for her room and board, and the job would help.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      When they returned to the costume room, Ruby thankfully pulled on her simple day dress, happy to have her body covered once more.

      “Take the costume with us. We need to clean it,” Bessie told her.
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* * *

      When they returned to the boardinghouse with the costume in tow, Ruby finally came face-to-face with the Hungarian sisters, who also roomed at Mrs. Hodges’ and were in the same show as Bessie and Archie. She had not had a chance to meet them earlier at the theater due to Zeta’s outburst.

      “Disgraceful,” Olga Vadas said as she entered Ruby’s room uninvited. Olga and her sisters, Blanka and Greta, had left behind their native homeland of Hungary to come to America to take to the stage. They performed risqué dances to music hall songs and were very popular with the male audience members. They had been performing for several years. Olga was a curvy woman with a large bosom and small lips.

      Ruby occupied the window seat while Bessie was at the table studying the gown for stains and repairs.

      “What is disgraceful, Olga? Have you met Ruby?” Bessie said without looking up.

      “Hello, Ruby. I am Olga Vadas. Disgraceful is the way that pompous prima donna has everyone in the theater falling over themselves to do her bidding. She should be careful. She is of an age,” Olga finished ominously.

      “Of an age?” Ruby asked.

      “Yes, my darling girl. She is of an age. That age when women are no longer looked at as beautiful, and thus—poof—they disappear from the stage,” she said dramatically.

      “That’s awful,” Ruby sighed.

      “But true,” Bessie chimed in.

      Another knock came, and Blanka rushed in. She was the eldest Vadas sister and looked the exact opposite of Olga. Blanka was slender with large blue eyes and frizzy brown hair. She was briefly introduced to Ruby before she turned on her sister.

      “Olga! Where have you been?” A rush of Hungarian filled the air as the two women went back and forth.

      It was an old argument that needed no translation. They had somewhere to be, and Olga was not ready. In a flurry of words in both English and Hungarian, the two women soon left the room together, bidding Ruby and Bessie good-bye.

      “You’ll soon meet everyone in the show. Most of them are good people, and many of them have been in the business for a long time. Our comedian, Lou McDoo, has been in vaudeville since the 1880s and even worked with the great Tony Pastor,” Bessie explained.

      Ruby raised her eyebrows. Everyone in vaudeville knew of Tony Pastor. He had been a circus ringmaster and then a theater manager who started the vaudeville shows. In 1881, he staged a clean vaudeville show in New York, hoping to draw females and families to his doors. It worked.

      “Why did he leave Mr. Pastor?” Ruby asked.

      Bessie shrugged as she threaded a needle from her sewing kit to fix a small tear in Ruby’s costume.

      “I think they didn’t get along. This is a wonderful business, and the applause is great, and for a while you can be on top of the world. But it’s as Olga said. For women especially. Beauty and youth are prized. But that’s something you don’t need to worry about for quite some time.”

      Ruby ignored the compliment and looked out the window at the passersby. “Is it like that for everyone?”

      Bessie pondered the question. “Comedians are exempt. I’ve seen fat, slobby men who are middle-aged and older who still command the stage. Some of the singers like Zeta go on for some time because they have fans who adore them.”

      Ruby nodded and looked out the window and saw a man staring up at their building.

      “I think that’s the key,” Bessie explained. “You must be like Zeta. Once you have star billing, you must cultivate your audience and make people return to see you.”

      “Look at Lillian Russell! People come from all over to see her, and you are much younger and prettier than she is,” she told her new friend.

      Everyone had heard of Lillian Russell, a popular singer who performed at a local music hall in New York. She had a long career, and Ruby envied her longevity.

      “There!” Bessie said as she finished embroidering the small tear and held it up for Ruby to see.

      “It’s so gaudy,” Ruby said as she looked at the distasteful garment once more.

      “Yes! It is gaudy! Look, I don’t mean to sound harsh, Ruby, but here goes nothing. If you want to dress normally and be respected and revered, then go on the stage as an actress. You can do comedy, drama, Shakespeare, or whatever takes your fancy. But you told me when we first met that you want to be onstage in vaudeville and sing.”

      “I do,” Ruby said, nodding.

      “Then stop worrying and show a little leg. You aren’t selling your body to men—”

      “Bessie!” Ruby said softly.

      “Well, you aren’t, but it will get you noticed,” she said the last words with emphasis.

      Ruby nodded and picked up the repaired garment. She moved her hand along the silk bodice and resigned herself. Bessie was right. A little leg was nothing, and it would get her noticed.
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      Ruby briefly met the performers of the vaudeville show before her first entrance onto the stage as the “Intro Act” card girl. Everyone introduced themselves to her before going off to their dressing rooms. The Vadas sisters greeted her warmly and spoke Hungarian as they ambled off while the comedian, Lou, kissed the back of her hand and then dropped an egg into it.

      “Ah!” she cried out, but the egg wasn’t real.

      “Welcome, my dear,” he said, smiling and throwing the egg into the air and then catching it.

      Lee Chen was a magician from China who no one knew anything about. He wore a long black traditional Chinese gown that Ruby would later find out was called a changshan. He seemed very mysterious, and when she introduced herself to him, he only bowed slightly and said nothing.

      Besides the dancing siblings, the only other performer she had yet to meet was Zeta Riggi, the Italian singer. But Zeta had top billing and would not deign to meet a lowly card girl. Many theater managers used card girls to keep the audience interested between acts, and they often looked like Ruby: a young, trim girl wearing a revealing gown to keep the audience engaged.

      Ruby was nervous as she waited backstage for her first card entrance. She watched as “Vaudeville Vern” welcomed the audience and talked a little about the acts to follow. He was wearing the black-and-white evening clothes of a gentleman, and she was surprised to see the audience’s response to him. The moment he stepped onstage, the house fell silent.

      Ruby liked being backstage. She liked to watch the bustle of movement as the stagehands moved along the fly to change scenery or drapery, and the small orchestra pit in front of the stage filled with musicians who played for each act.

      She tried to stay out of everyone’s way, and when Vern announced the first act, Lou McDoo strolled onstage wearing an outrageous costume of humungous pants, a shirt and vest, and a tiny hat on his head. He garnered a large laugh from his costume alone.

      “What are you doing here? I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Bessie whispered to her.

      “I wanted to watch the show from the wings.” Ruby turned to her friend, who wore a glittering gown of light blue. “You look like a fairy princess, Bessie. So pretty.”

      Bessie looked down at the gown. “I do? That’s funny. I’m so used to it.”

      “I think it’s so fitting that you’ll be the first act I introduce. Since I owe this all to you,” Ruby told her friend.

      “Nonsense! When you are like Zeta with top billing, then thank me.”

      More laughter came from the audience as Lou managed to ride a tiny little bicycle across the stage. When the final applause ended and Lou exited the stage, Ruby picked up the large card that read, “The Dancing Duo” and walked out onto the empty stage.

      Ruby held the card at waist height so the people could see her lovely face, the card, and her legs. She was supposed to walk the length of the stage and stop, then walk the length again to where she had started and exit. It was quite simple and she was to smile the entire time.

      But as she reached the end of the first length, a huge catcall came from the audience. It was shrill and high and followed by several others. Ruby’s smile faltered, but she continued quickly across the stage, and when she reached the end, she made a jaunty little curtsy before exiting.

      “Come back!” yelled one audience member as Ruby stumbled into Archie backstage.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, steadying her.

      Ruby dropped the card at his feet. “Yes. It—it was just a bit much.”

      Archie smiled. He was tall and slender, and his red hair looked dark in the dim light. “They liked you though.”

      “They like my legs is all. Anyone can do that,” she returned tartly.

      “Really? I don’t think anyone in this building would want to see Vern’s legs.”

      Ruby laughed as Bessie joined them. “Come on, brother of mine. Let’s make magic!”

      Ruby watched the siblings move effortlessly across the stage, and she smiled at them. They were good people. Kind people. She was so grateful to have met them both.

      She picked up the next card, which bore the name “The Mysterious Chinaman.” She saw him backstage wearing his long black gown. His eyes were closed, and he seemed to be in a trance with his arms dangling at his side. No one bothered him as the stagehands moved about, and several minutes passed before the Moore siblings exited the stage.

      “Lively audience tonight!” Bessie said breathlessly.

      “They are! Nothing worse than a cold crowd,” Archie agreed.

      Ruby took a deep breath and entered the stage with her new sign. Everyone clapped, and Ruby smiled brightly as she crossed the stage. When she moved back across, someone shouted, “Don’t go!”

      Ruby performed her little curtsy and winked at the audience, who roared their approval.

      “Well, if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em,” she told the old stagehand backstage.

      He winked back at her and grinned.
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* * *

      Ford read the telegram, which was brief and to the point. Ruby was working at one of the theaters in New York and had found a room at a nearby boardinghouse. Ford placed the telegram aside and smiled to himself. He wasn’t exactly surprised, but Ruby was a woman who did the unexpected. He had almost laughed at her when she told him of her desire to travel to New York.

      Women of her breeding didn’t do such a thing. They married young and had children. But she was a firebrand, and it was something he had always admired. Their night together had changed everything for him. He knew he cared for her, but she had been dead set on leaving. He had discreetly asked one of his fellow detectives to follow her from Connecticut, and so he had.

      He was a nondescript fellow with sandy blond hair, and Ford knew no one would look twice at him. He had followed Ruby since she had left school, and finally Ford had received the update via telegram. It was time he was getting back to New York himself. He had enjoyed his time in Mississippi, but his work required him to be in New York. He would telegram the agency, find out his next assignment, and take the next train back.
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* * *

      Ruby watched from the wings as the Vadas sisters performed onstage. Their song was the popular “Ta-ra-ra Boom-de-ay" that had been made famous by Lottie Collins almost ten years earlier.

      The sisters moved about the stage in a sensuous manner and flung their skirts over their backs to expose their ruffle-clad bottoms. Ruby had never seen anything like it, and she was mesmerized, her eyes wide and staring at the sisters as they pranced about the stage. And how the male audience members loved the sisters! They whistled and yelled as the chorus began and then quieted down when each sister sang a verse.

      A sweet tuxedo girl you see, A queen of swell society, Fond of fun as fond can be, When it's on the strict Q.T.

      I'm not too young, I'm not too old, Not too timid, not too bold, Just the kind you'd like to hold

      Just the kind for sport I'm told.

      The lyrics were extremely suggestive, and the men whistled and clapped and seemed to love every second of it. When the sisters flew offstage, breathless and laughing, after their song, the cat-calls continued for them to return.

      When Ruby came onstage with her card, it bore only two words, “Zeta Riggi.” As the audience saw the name, they clapped and clamored for the star of the show.

      Vernon and Max had groveled enough to have Zeta return, and as always, she had agreed. She waited until the applause died down before she entered. The applause came again, and Zeta put a hand out to wave to them. She also acknowledged the conductor of the orchestra, who in turn nodded to her.

      Ruby watched as Zeta completely commanded the stage and everyone was silenced by her. She wore a gown of emerald satin and long black ostrich feathers in her hair. A string of pearls dangled to her waist, and she looked stylish and elegant.

      “The Boy I Love Is Up in the Gallery” was her signature song and had been for almost ten years. It had been made famous by Marie Lloyd, who was a contemporary of Zeta’s. Even though the song was about a young girl and her love, Zeta refused to give it up. She even began to make small changes to the song that made the audience laugh.

      I was a young girl, having just come over, Over from the country where they do things big, And amongst the boys I've got a lover, And since I've got a lover, why I don't care a fig.

      The boy I love is up in the gallery, The boy I love is looking now at me, There he is, can't you see, waving his handkerchief, As merry as a robin that sings on a tree.

      Her voice was not as high and clear as it had once been, but she was well loved in New York, and the audience flocked to see her. As she sang the line about the boy in the gallery, she waved her hand up to it, and several people waved back.

      When she had finished her song, she exited the stage with wild applause following her, not even casting a glance at Ruby. Ruby sighed. She wanted to be exactly like Zeta. Center stage and adored.
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* * *

      That night after the performance, she lay on her back going over everything she had seen from each act. They all had something that drew the audience in. The magician was mysterious while the comedian made everyone laugh, and the sisters were sexy and fun. The dancing duo danced as most people never could while Zeta commanded the stage.

      She had memorized several songs while at school, but none of them were special. She needed a song to learn and practice so that when the time was right she could perform it onstage. She would ask for Bessie’s help. She would know what to do.

      The next morning after breakfast, Ruby and Bessie ventured to a side street off of Broadway to a well-known music store frequented by many of the vaudeville troupers. The store sold a wide range of instruments as well as sheet music, and as they entered the shop, a bell over the door sounded their arrival.

      “Hello,” Bessie called out.

      A slender man with black hair parted down the middle emerged. As soon as he saw Bessie, he smiled. “Miss Moore. A pleasure.”

      “Please, Ezra. I’ve told you to call me Bessie.”

      “Bessie. How may I help you and your friend?” he asked politely.

      “This is Ruby. Ruby, Ezra. He owns the finest music shop in Manhattan.”

      Ezra grinned at the compliment. “Well, if Miss Bessie says it, then it must be so.”

      “I’m looking for some sheet music. Perhaps something that is not overly used. Something special,” Ruby told him.

      Ezra nodded and moved to the back of his shop. He brought forth an unopened box and set it before the ladies on his counter.

      “You ladies look well this morning,” he said shyly, though his eyes were entirely focused on Bessie, who smiled back at him.

      He opened the box, and a dozen or so sheets of music spilled forth. Together, the three of them began to look through the songs.

      “No, that won’t do,” Bessie said, tossing aside a minstrel song.

      They discarded one after the other until Ezra stopped.

      “How about this one?” he asked, holding up the sheet music to a song called “Mighty Lak' a Rose,” which was very new.

      Ruby looked it over and smiled. “Can you play it? Let me give it a try.”

      Ezra moved to the upright piano and placed the sheet music on it. He began to play the simple piece, and Ruby sang the song but in a lower key so that it was not so shrill and high.

      “Sweetest l'il feller, Everybody knows; Dunno what to call him, But he mighty lak' a rose!

      Lookin' at his Mammy, Wid eyes so shiny blue, Mek' you think that heav'n, Is comin' clost-ter you!

      W'en he's a dar a-sleepin', In his li'l place, Think I see de angels, Lookin' thro' de lace.

      When de dark is fallin', When de shadders creep, Den dey comes on tiptoe, Ter kiss 'im in his sleep. Sweetest l'il feller, Everybody knows; Dunno what to call him, But he mighty lak' a rose!

      “Ruby,” Bessie said softly. “You can sing.”

      Ruby smiled. “Well, that’s good to know.”

      “I think it’s perfect for you. It’s written in the dialect style, but you can change that. Sing it normally, and it will be lovely,” Bessie told her.

      “I agree. It’s perfect for you.” Ezra nodded.

      “I’ll take it,” she said.
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* * *

      That night, Ruby studied the sheet music for “Mighty Lak' a Rose.” It wasn’t a difficult song, and once it was sung normally without the dialect, and in a lower voice register, it was quite pretty. She didn’t know when the time would come, but when it did, she wanted to be ready. She wanted to show Vernon and the other troupers that she could sing. She wanted to be a true part of the show. She wanted to be a performer.

      She tried to save as much of her wages as she could. She had the savings she had brought with her from Connecticut, and she didn’t spend any money on dresses, hats, or gloves, and though she loved pretty ribbons in her hair, she denied herself this small pleasure. She must conserve her money until she was making more.

      One of the things Ruby loved to do was visit the theater before performances. Sometimes she would go to the theater very early and wander the length of the long aisle and walk the stage alone in the dark. The stagehands ignored her, or maybe they thought she was simple. She didn’t care. It was the calm before the storm that she enjoyed. She never saw any of the other performers. They usually arrived an hour or so before they were to perform.

      As she stepped onstage, she looked around and saw no one about. The audience was dark, and one spotlight was directed at the stage, though Ruby stood to the left of it. She made a small curtsy and smiled to herself. She was behaving silly, but she liked it. The thrill of being watched by so many eyes must be exhilarating.

      When she began to sing, it was as light as a whisper: “Sweetest little feller, Everybody knows, Don’t know what to call him, but he’s mighty like a rose,” her voice trembled a bit, but she kept singing until she grew stronger.

      She only sang another line before she heard voices backstage and moved quickly offstage so as not to be discovered.
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* * *

      “Christ! He’s postponed our meeting twice, and now he wants me to attend some blasted party tomorrow,” Vernon cursed as he read the telegram out loud to Max.

      A man of very little speech, Max merely shrugged his shoulders.

      “I suppose I ought to invite that damned bitch Zeta and Lou. The two of them are thick as thieves these days, but they might actually help.”

      Max remained silent.

      “Maybe I should bring Ruby along as well. She’s easy on the eyes, and you know he likes the women.” Vernon smiled.

      Max nodded.

      “You’re right! Brilliant! I’ll bring her!” Vernon said, delighted.
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* * *

      “I don’t have anything to wear.” Ruby was not exaggerating as she looked through her sparse closet.

      “What did he say it was for?” Bessie asked as she sat on Ruby’s bed, flipping through Harper’s Bazaar magazine.

      “Vern said he was attending some party at an investor’s house and that I would be a welcome addition,” Ruby said, pulling out another drab-looking dress.

      “An investor?” Bessie perked up. “I wonder if he’s talking about King Parker.”

      “King Parker? Who’s that?”

      “King Parker? Who’s that? Where have you been living? In a convent?” Bessie laughed.

      “Close to it. A girl’s boarding school in Connecticut,” Ruby said, smiling.

      “Well, to begin with, his name isn’t really King. It’s William. But he owns half of New York and is involved in politics and supports the arts. He has the Midas touch. I’m surprised the newspapers don’t call him the golden boy. Anything he touches turns to gold.”

      “So what business does this man have to discuss with Vernon?” Ruby asked.

      “Well, even though Vern is stuck in that run-down theater now, he’s always been ambitious. He wants to take the show to London on a grand tour, but he lacks the finances. Maybe King Parker owes him a favor or something. Don’t underestimate Vern. He’s surprisingly creative when it comes to getting what he wants.”

      “I still don’t know why I’m going. I’m a card girl. I’m the lowest rung in the theater world.”

      “Hmmm . . .”

      “Hmmm, what?” Ruby asked.

      “King is known for his wealth, politics, and support of the arts. But he is also known for his love of the ladies. Especially young beautiful ones such as yourself.”

      “What am I, bait?” Ruby asked, shocked.

      “Don’t look at it that way, Ruby. In fact, you should be pleased. This party will bring together all sorts of people, and you will be seen. That’s important. You know you don’t want to stay a card girl forever. So let’s find you a dress. And by dress, I mean a dress! And not here,” Bessie said as she threw her magazine down and grabbed Ruby’s hand.
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* * *

      Bessie and Ruby walked down the long aisles of costumes inside the theater as Ruby shook her head.

      “Nothing suits, Bess. Everything is too flamboyant. It’s meant for the stage.”

      Bessie heaved a huge sigh as she joined her. “Listen, Ruby. I know you came from a sheltered life in Mississippi, and besides Connecticut, you haven’t seen much of the world, but life is a stage! You have to show your best side and wear clothes that accentuate your curves and make you stand out. Like this!”

      Bessie pulled a gaudy dress from the rack and held it against Ruby. The dress was bright blue and yellow with puffy sleeves and altogether not anything Ruby wanted to wear. Bessie looked down at the gown and seemed to guess Ruby’s thoughts.

      “Well, perhaps this is more Zeta than you.” She put it back.

      Suddenly, they came upon a stunning satin lilac gown with a tight bodice and off-the-shoulder sleeves. The minute Ruby saw it, she smiled widely.

      “Perfect!” Bessie concurred. “Try it on!”

      Ruby moved behind the screen at the end of the costume room and discarded her day dress for the lilac gown. Bessie helped tie the laces in the back, and she was transformed. There was a lavender sash around the waist, and the bodice was edged in tulle, which only served to make the dress seem all the more feminine.

      “Oh, Ruby.”

      “What?” She turned to her friend. “What’s wrong?”

      “You’re lovely. We’ll put your hair up and borrow some rhinestone hair clips from the costume department, and you’ll be the belle of the ball.”
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      Ruby lay on her back on her bed staring up at the ceiling. She had already bathed, and soon Bessie would come to dress her hair as promised, and Vern would pick her up to take her to the dinner party.

      She was nervous. Besides Vernon, Zeta, and Lou, she would know no one at the party, and she felt out of her element. At home in Mississippi, when her mother threw a party or her family attended one, she knew everyone and had known them all her entire life.

      She was Earl’s daughter, Lucille’s girl, Pernetta’s baby sister, and everyone smiled at her. She was in her element in the South, surrounded by her own people. But New York with its fast ways was foreign to her, and she worried about setting a wrong foot forward and appearing awkward and country backward.

      She wanted to be liked, and she wanted to succeed. There was no alternative. Her mother and sister didn’t want her back home, and there was nowhere else to go. She would play the part of the ingenue, as Vernon had called her, and one day she would actually be the ingenue and play it no more. She must watch and wait for the right moment when she could step onstage and hear the roar of applause that would be entirely for her.
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* * *

      Vern picked her up promptly in a hired Electrobat taxicab. Ruby’s father had owned an automobile back home, so she had been inside one, but she was still amazed at their speed and uniqueness. Vernon had a different opinion.

      “These things,” he pointed to the car, “a passing fancy, I tell you. They go too fast and aren’t safe,” he complained. “I’m surprised we aren’t all run over on the streets!”

      “Then why did you hire it?” Ruby said, trying to hide her smile.

      “Because we must arrive in style. Appearances are everything. And may I say you look absolutely charming.” His eyes took in her lilac gown.

      “Thank you. You didn’t tell me much about this party. Who is giving it?”

      Vernon winked at her. “Ah, my dear! Just wait! You are about to meet one of the wealthiest men in New York. His name is William Parker.”

      “King Parker?” Ruby asked, remembering Bessie’s words.

      “Just so, Ruby. Just so. He’s quite influential. I met him at a poker game. We got to talking, and he seemed interested in our little theater group. He wanted to meet our newest rising star.” He smiled.

      “Star? Hardly that. I’m a card girl, Vern. Nothing more.”

      “For now. But let’s wait and see what fate has in store for both of us,” he said mysteriously.

      The taxicab pulled up to their destination, and after Vernon paid the driver, they stepped out in front of a brick and limestone mansion on Fifth Avenue.

      “My goodness!” Ruby breathed out as she looked up at the façade.

      “I suspect goodness had very little to do with it,” Vernon murmured under his breath.

      A stately butler greeted them, and once their names were given, they were admitted inside. The mansion was filled with dark wood paneling, marble floors, and footmen moving through the crowd of people carrying silver trays filled with champagne glasses.

      The ladies were dressed brightly with jewels dripping from their throats, hands, and ears while the men looked strangely similar in black-and-white evening clothes. Vernon procured two glasses of champagne and handed one to Ruby.

      “Don’t worry about names and faces. Just smile when you meet King, and for God’s sake whatever you do, don’t get on the dragon’s bad side if you meet her.”

      “Dragon?”

      “His mother. His wife is ill, so his mother often acts as hostess for these events. She’s very protective of her son.”

      “Of course she would be.”

      Ruby sipped the champagne but didn’t care for it. It was sickly sweet, so she just held on to the glass as she looked at the people about her. Across the room was a woman who wore a dark blue dress that contrasted prettily with her darker skin tone.

      “Who is that woman, Vern?” she asked quietly. “She’s lovely.”

      “Hmmm? That’s Lourdes. She’s King’s mistress.”

      “His mistress? You said he was married.”

      Vernon didn’t even bother to contradict her.

      “There are stories that she’s from some eastern land or that she’s half-Spanish and that she’s bewitched him,” Vernon told her.

      Ruby laughed. “What nonsense.”

      A man with black hair graying at the temples approached them, and Vernon seemed to stand at attention while Ruby did as she was told and smiled.

      “Hello, Vern. Glad you could make it. When I told you to bring a guest, I didn’t anticipate she would be quite so beautiful.” His brown eyes were directed at Ruby.

      “Allow me to introduce you. William Parker, this is Ruby Sutton. She’s a singer. Ruby, this is William Parker,” Vernon said smoothly.

      “Mr. Parker,” Ruby said even as the man bent over and kissed the back of her hand.

      “Please. No one calls me that.”

      “William?” she asked.

      “Reserved only for my mother. Call me King. It’s a nickname of sorts.” He smiled.

      Ruby looked into his dark eyes and nodded. “King.”

      “And this lovely jewel of womanhood, where have you been hiding her?” King asked Vernon.

      “She’s from Mississippi originally.”

      “Aha! I thought I detected a Southern accent. You are very welcome to our party this evening, Ruby.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Come, Vern. We can chat over a whiskey,” King said as he led Vernon away from her.

      Ruby saw Vernon speaking animatedly to the financier as the two men moved away from the crowd. She wasn’t aware she was being watched until she turned slightly to see an older woman standing beside her.

      The woman was dressed in a satin gown of deep burgundy, and the diamonds she wore glittered in the low gaslight. Her brown hair was threaded heavily with gray. She carried a glass of champagne in her hand.

      “Good evening.” She smiled at Ruby.

      “Good evening.”

      “Are you enjoying the party? So many people,” she said softly.

      “It’s very extravagant. And the mansion is breathtaking,” Ruby said.

      “Yes. It is. I believe firmly in doing something right the first time and doing it well.” She nodded to Ruby. “Forgive me, I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Alice. Alice Parker.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you. I’m Ruby Sutton.” Ruby suddenly realized she was speaking to the “dragon” she had been warned about.

      “Ruby? Pretty name for a pretty girl.”

      Ruby smiled, but some reason she felt extremely on edge. “You’re very kind.”

      “Not at all. We give so many parties here, and they are often extremely dull. But William does love entertaining, even if Caroline does not.”

      “Caroline?”

      “My daughter-in-law. A sickly little thing. She brought enough money to the family but little else.” Alice laughed, but there was no warmth in it. “There’s never been any children from the union.”

      Ruby felt a little uncomfortable at the very personal nature of this conversation with a stranger.

      “That’s unfortunate,” Ruby said.

      “Isn’t it though? And then I have to contend with his dalliances with that mulatto. Shocking! But I think he does it only to irritate me.” She smiled at Ruby, though she had said nothing amusing.

      Ruby had often heard the words “mulatto” and “quadroon” thrown about. In the South, there were all sorts of names given to people with mixed blood. That King’s mistress was of mixed blood didn’t concern her. But apparently it did his mother, and of course no child of the union would be blessed; in fact, they would most likely live on the fringes of polite society.

      “I really don’t know what will come of this family if an heir isn’t produced.” Alice sighed heavily.

      Ruby decided the older woman had been drinking and was saying things she probably kept to herself most of the time. Ruby ignored her last comment and remained silent.

      “Well,” she said, eyeing Ruby. “It was lovely meeting you, Miss Sutton. Enjoy the party.”

      Ruby watched the woman go with a sense of relief. King and Vernon were nowhere in sight. She moved past the piano, where the man was playing a classical piece that she couldn’t name.

      The party was a success if the amount of people and food consumed was any indicator. She tried to compare it to the parties back home. In the South, the parties were filled with lively music, dancing, food, and laughter. This glittering Manhattan party seemed filled with people talking and not much else.

      She set her champagne glass down and moved into the next room. Everything about the mansion spoke of wealth and extravagance. Even in Mississippi, their plantation home had been carefully decorated but was not ostentatious. This mansion, however, was a showpiece. A place to proclaim to the world, look at me. Look at me.

      “There you are, my dear,” a voice said smoothly, and Ruby turned to see William Parker standing in the doorway.

      “I was admiring your lovely home.”

      King threw a glance about the room and seemed unimpressed by it all.

      “Mother likes to show off.” He shrugged.

      “And you?”

      “I like to live. And make money.”

      “I think you’ve succeeded,” she said, casting her eyes about.

      “Come. Let me show you the rest of the house,” he said, placing a hand at her lower back.

      “My father was not as successful, and a son always wants to do better than his father. What I didn’t realize was that by doing better than him, I began to look down upon him, and I think he realized it. Terrible thing, that.”

      “Yes, it must be.” Ruby wondered if maybe these Parkers said what they thought and to hell with social niceties. If so, it was very disconcerting.

      “He’s been dead many years, but I still think about him. I wonder if I could have been different. But the past is the past, and it’s best not to dwell on it. Now what do you say to that?” he said as he propelled her into a glass conservatory.

      There was a simple fountain in the middle of the glass and iron room, surrounded by plants and French doors leading to the gardens outside. She saw prettily colored lanterns outside and footmen carrying their silver trays with a few guests walking about.

      “Very picturesque.” Ruby nodded.

      “I’m going on a picnic tomorrow. A ride into Central Park to take in the air. I would like it very much if you joined me,” he said suddenly.

      Ruby was caught off guard. She had only heard of his reputation from Bessie, who probably read about it in some gossip column. But what possible reason could she give to refuse?

      “That’s very kind of you. I-I don’t—”

      “Splendid. I’ll send my car around to your lodgings at eleven.”

      Ruby looked into his brown eyes and nodded. “Very well.”

      “Have you been to Central Park?”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Excellent! Then I’ll be the first to show you the beauty of it. Trees and green lawns and sheep! Sheep graze there, can you imagine? In the middle of all this bustle!”

      They had moved outdoors, and they stood gazing at the brightly lit lanterns set against the night sky.

      “Sheep? In Manhattan? No, I can’t imagine.” Ruby smiled.

      “Well, tomorrow you will see it for yourself. And now if you will excuse me, I have guests I must speak with.” He bowed slightly and kissed her hand.

      Ruby frowned when he left. It was as Bessie had said. King liked women, and she had attracted his notice. When she heard the rustle of silk, she turned her head to see the lovely mistress, Lourdes, standing beside her. They nodded at each other, but neither said a word as they gazed out into the night sky.

      “Do not read too much into this little excursion,” the woman said softly.

      Ruby noticed her voice was tinged with an accent, but her ear couldn’t quite place it.

      “I’m sorry. Do I know you? I’m not certain what you mean,” Ruby said sincerely.

      “His wife is ill, yes, but not deathly so. And I have been his woman for several years now. There is no place for you,” she returned.

      Ruby looked into the woman’s dark eyes and saw hatred in them.

      “Thank you for your concern,” Ruby said coldly. “I have no desire to be his woman now or in the future.”

      When Lourdes smiled and departed, Ruby shivered in the cold night air. The evening had not gone as she had thought it would. She had not expected to make such a conquest with King, nor did she welcome his advances. She didn’t know what his intentions were and felt apprehensive about it.

      When she moved inside again, she looked for Vernon but didn’t seem him in the large parlor. She walked along the hallway and heard voices and suspected it was King. He was in the library speaking to a gentleman whose back was to her.

      “Ah, are you leaving so soon?” King said when he saw her in the doorway.

      Just as she was about to answer, the second man turned to face her, and Ruby felt her world tilt as she stared into the face of Ford Rutledge.

      “Y-yes. I was looking for Vern. Have you seen him?”

      “I haven’t, but I’ll have a footman find him. Oh, allow me to introduce you. This is my colleague, Ford Rutledge. Ford, this is a new acquaintance of mine, Ruby Sutton. If you’ll both excuse me one moment,” he said and quickly left room.

      “Hello, Ruby.”

      “Hello, Ford.”

      Ford could hardly believe his eyes. Long gone was the awkward teen, and even the young woman he had held briefly in his arms in Connecticut couldn’t compare to the woman who stood before him now. She was a beauty with shimmering blond hair and expressive gray eyes, and the gown she wore clung to her delicious curves in all the right places.

      “What brings you here?” he asked.

      “I’m a guest. And you?”

      “As King said, we are colleagues.”

      Ruby wondered at the vagueness of his answer, but before she could ask him any further questions, King returned.

      “All set. Vern is found, and a car is waiting to take you home when you so choose.”

      “Thank you,” she said, trying to pull her eyes from Ford.

      “Until tomorrow, Ruby.” King bent over her hand and kissed it lightly.

      “Until tomorrow.”

      After Ruby left the room, King poured two whiskeys and handed one to Ford.

      “Charming woman. I think I’m captivated already,” he said, smiling.

      Ford said nothing and kept silent about his relationship with Ruby. She had not said anything, so he would follow her lead and do the same. Instead, he said, “The agency said you had a job for me.”

      “I do. You were quite impressive with your last assignment, so I thought who better than Rutledge to handle this?”
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* * *

      “He’s invited me to the park tomorrow on a picnic,” Ruby told Vernon once they had settled into the taxicab.

      “That’s excellent, Ruby! Excellent,” he said, rubbing his hands together.

      “Vern, I want to be onstage, and I want top billing like Zeta has. But I’m not a prostitute. So if you’ve promised anything to King in return for services rendered, you’ll both be disappointed,” Ruby said, flushed and angry.

      Vernon looked at her in confusion and then laughed. “Oh, my dear, you have it all wrong. King and I were discussing a possible venture this evening. He wants to back a tour to London. He was quite taken with you, and I told him where you lived so that he could send a car for you tomorrow. Other than that, nothing was promised. I can assure you.”

      “Oh. I see.” Ruby nodded.

      “Furthermore, King did say that you should have a place in the show, and I agree. I want you to open the second act.”

      “Open the second act?” Ruby felt her heart beat faster inside her chest. “You haven’t even heard me sing!”

      “I did. You sang to the empty audience when you thought no one was around. I was in the back taking a nap. You woke me, and I was never more surprised in my life.”

      Ruby thought back to the moment she had been singing to the empty audience and grinned. “Thank you, Vern.”

      “As to what you and King do, that is your own affair. I never interfere with love and relationships. Theater? Yes. Love? Never.”

      Ruby smiled as she looked out the window. Opening the second act? How exciting! She could barely contain herself as she thought of standing on the stage in front of all those strangers.

      “Maybe I’m not ready,” she turned suddenly to Vernon in concern, “to go onstage!”

      “You’ll learn. You’ll do fine, kid. No one goes onstage with a perfect act. It takes time. Give the sheet music to the conductor, and we’ll work on it next week. I’ll have Bessie watch as well. She can help you move the right way and show yourself off.”

      “Thank you, Vern. You’ve been very helpful to me,” she said sincerely.

      “I’ve been in this business a long time. I worked with Tony Pastor, and he taught me how to spot a star, Ruby. And you’re it,” he said quietly.

      “Me? I’m a star?” Ruby smiled. “How can you tell that? You don’t know me at all.”

      “It has nothing to do with that. It has to do with the face, the body, the way you move. On top of all that, the audience loved you. Even carrying a card and doing nothing, they responded to you. That’s a beginning. That’s what we build on!”

      “Well, I’m grateful to you.”

      “Don’t be grateful. Be loyal. And work hard,” he told her.

      “I will,” she promised him. “I will.”
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      “I know it’s not much, Rutledge, and not very prestigious, but I would be grateful. My wife’s brother has been nothing but a thorn in my side since the day we married. His gambling debts are enormous. But I need to make certain this new club he joined is on the up-and-up. If they are just taking him for a ride to get to my money, I need to know,” King said.

      “Of course. We may have a man already inside. I’ve heard the club’s name mentioned before.” Ford nodded and sipped his whiskey.

      “Excellent! I knew you were the man for the job.” King rang the bell, and a butler appeared with Ford’s overcoat and hat.

      “I’ll get in touch with you once I have something concrete,” Ford said as he took the coat and hat from the elderly butler.

      They shook hands, and Ford stepped out onto the sidewalk, looking for a taxicab to hail.
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* * *

      “Pleasant party?” Alice asked as she entered her son’s study.

      “Pleasant enough. I hired Rutledge again. That damned ass Harry! Causes nothing but trouble.”

      “You always bail him out,” Alice said. “Try not bailing him out for once.”

      “And have our family splashed across the newspapers in a scandal? Why can’t the man behave himself? Instead, all he does is find trouble.”

      “I met the lovely Miss Sutton,” Alice said, changing the subject.

      King didn’t respond.

      “I don’t think Lourdes was at all pleased at the attention you gave her,” Alice continued.

      “As you’ve mentioned time and again, Mother, if Caroline cannot produce an heir for this family, Lourdes is equally out of the question.”

      Alice’s eyes widened. “What are you saying?”

      “Nothing. Stating the obvious.”
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* * *

      Instead of being alone with only Vernon and Bessie to practice her new song, Ruby handed the sheet music to the piano player and took center stage in front of the entire vaudeville group. Vernon had assured her there was no reason to be concerned as the theater group was there to support her, and Zeta, the reigning diva, was nowhere in sight. She knew the words by heart and waited until Vernon nodded at the piano player.

      Ruby wet her lips and looked out into the auditorium. She was nervous and willed herself not to wring her hands or fidget. Ruby had agreed with Bessie that the song should be sung without the dialect, and she had learned it that way. She took a breath and looked out into the near-empty theater.

      “Sweetest little feller, Everybody knows; Don’t know what to call him, But he’s mighty like a rose!

      Looking at his Mammy, With eyes so shiny blue, Might you think that heaven, Is coming close to you!”

      Her voice was clear and sweet, and when she finished the song, silence filled the bare auditorium. She turned to see Vernon staring at her while Bessie looked as if she had tears in her eyes.

      “What? What’s wrong? What did I do?”

      “I say,” said Lou as he stood leaning on the piano.

      “What?” she asked, perplexed.

      “No, my dear. You were—” Bessie tried to find the right word.

      “Perfect,” came the word from Lee Chen, who usually never spoke at all.

      Everyone turned to the Chinese magician, who held his deck of cards in one hand. Vernon grinned, and she remembered their conversation in the taxicab home.

      “You’ll open the second act, Ruby,” he said loudly so everyone could hear, and Max was immediately writing the direction down in his small notebook. “Starting next Friday.”

      Vernon looked her up and down and said sharply, “Follow me, kid.” He led her to the costume department. “You need something special. Something different. The card girl costume won’t do.”

      He rummaged through the different trunks and dresses that were hanging until he came upon what he wanted. It was an off-the-shoulder evening gown with a cream-colored bodice and an orange skirt. It was decadent and bright and would attract the eye.

      “Can you sew?” he asked, quickly taking the dress and handing it to her.

      “Yes.”

      “Ask Bessie to help you find the loose rhinestones somewhere around here and sew them into the bodice,” he directed. “It will make you sparkle under the lights onstage.”
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* * *

      Ruby dressed warmly in a brown and blue traveling suit with a small hat and gloves for her picnic with King. She was picked up promptly at eleven, and he was already inside the car waiting for her.

      “I value promptness,” he said, smiling as she joined him.

      He explained that his car was a Mercedes Benz and that he had paid an exorbitant amount for it, but Ruby only feigned an interest. He seemed to like his wealth only because he was able to purchase the most expensive items and display them to the world.

      The picnic basket lay on the floor at his feet, and he told her he’d had his cook prepare something especially for her. She smiled at the thoughtful gesture, and when the park came into sight, she saw that it was indeed a green jewel amid the concrete chaos.

      “I would never have guessed this was here.” She smiled.

      “Exactly so.”

      He helped her down from the car and took the basket in hand. “You pick the spot.”

      Ruby found a large tree on a sunken bank, and he took the blanket he held and placed it on the ground. When they settled upon it, he took out the different items his cook had prepared. Among the delicacies were fried chicken, cheese, bread, and beer. There were also tart green apples and oranges.

      “I believe the fried chicken is for you. I told Cook to prepare something Southern,” he beamed, “for you.”

      “That was very thoughtful, King.”

      When the meal was consumed, they remained seated on the blanket in silence until King looked over at Ruby. “I told Vernon I would give serious contemplation about financially backing the tour to London. And I am. But I want you to have a role in the show, and if we tour Europe, an even bigger role.”

      “You hardly know me,” Ruby said, looking at him.

      “I’m smitten, Ruby. That’s the truth. I’m smitten with you.”

      “Will—I mean King. You don’t know me. You shouldn’t say these things, especially as you are married,” Ruby said, feeling uncomfortable.

      “I’ve succeeded because I can see things that most people can’t. I see what will be—long before anyone else. I see you. I see the star you were born to be, Ruby. And right now all I ask is that you allow me to help you. Nothing more. And allow me to admire you. From afar.”

      “King—”

      “As to my wife, Caroline, she and I married as a business transaction. Her family came from money, and I have my own. It was never a love match, but I have given her a home and my name. But she is ill. She has consumption. We will never have any children, as it could kill her.” He looked away and seemed lost in thought until he remembered her seated next to him. “But enough of this. The afternoon grows late. Let’s get you home.”
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* * *

      As Ruby opened the door to the boardinghouse, a quiet stillness surrounded her. Then she remembered today was Mrs. Hodges’s quilting circle, and most of the vaudeville performers spent the afternoons out shopping. She climbed the stairs to her room with her thoughts focused on the afternoon she had just spent with King.

      He was a powerful man, willing to help her. If it was true that he asked for nothing, then she could hardly push him away, especially if it meant the other troupers would benefit from her association with him.

      She was so deep in thought that she didn’t hear her name being called. When a hand reached out to touch her shoulder, she whirled around.

      “Ruby!” Ford said.

      “Ford!” She was shocked to see him there. “What are you doing here? Luckily, Mrs. Hodges is out this afternoon. She’s very particular. She doesn’t like us to have gentlemen callers.”

      She unlocked her door and entered her room, and he followed.

      “And how many gentlemen callers do you have? I mean besides me and King,” he said, and Ruby recognized the jealousy in his voice.

      She unpinned her hat and took off her gloves. “How did you find me?”

      “I have my ways.”

      Ruby turned to him and tried not to focus on his broad shoulders and handsome face. She had always liked her room with the hardwood floors and the curved window seat that overlooked the street, but with Ford in it, the room seemed small.

      “You said you were colleagues when we met. What does that mean?” she asked.

      “I do jobs for him sometimes. I joined the Pinkerton Detective Agency. He’s a client.”

      “You’re a detective?”

      “Yes.”

      “But why? You have the plantation. You’ll inherit it.”

      “As fascinating as it sounds to sit around watching crops grow and drinking mint juleps for the next ten, twenty years, I need a little bit more excitement in my life than that.”

      “So you’ll return eventually to Mississippi when you tire of the excitement?” Ruby asked.

      “Something like that.”

      “I’ll never return,” she stated firmly.

      “Don’t kid yourself, Ruby. At heart, you’re a Southern belle.”

      “Maybe. But there’s nothing in Mississippi for me now.” She flushed and watched as Ford moved about the room.

      “You still haven’t told me why you’re here.”

      “I came to warn you,” he said softly as he stood before her.

      “Warn me?”

      “Yes. I’ve worked several jobs in New York, including high-profile ones, and I’ve worked for King, so I’ve seen it firsthand. He has a reputation.”

      “A reputation?”

      “With the ladies.”

      Ruby looked into Ford’s handsome face. “What has that to do with me?”

      “I know you went to the park with him today.”

      “Are you spying on me?”

      “And he’s captivated by you,” he continued. “Which isn’t hard, I know.”

      Ruby heard something in his voice that made her stop. “He’s in talks to finance a tour to London with the vaudeville show,” she explained.

      “And the price of his backing is what? You?” he asked coldly.

      Ruby wanted to slap his face, but she didn’t. “Don’t presume to know me, Ford. You don’t at all.”

      Ford grinned and took a step toward her. A blond curl had untangled from her ribbon and he tucked it behind her ear. “I don’t know you? I think of all the men in New York, I know you only too well.”

      Ruby stared into his hazel eyes. “That was one night.”

      “You want another?”

      “You come to warn me and then insult me?”

      Ford gave her a hot, searching glance and then turned away. “You’re right. My manners are lacking. I apologize.”

      “I am capable of taking care of myself, Ford. As it is, King said nothing to me today other than wishing to be my admirer. I could never be anything more. He’s married, and I even told him so.”

      A light smile touched Ford’s face. “I’m sure he loved that. The first woman ever to refuse King Parker.”

      “I didn’t refuse him. He offered nothing.”

      “I’ve worked with him before, Ruby. He has a wayward brother-in-law named Harry who is often in trouble, and his wife was once blackmailed for something. For the most part, he seems a good man. But he has more money than is safe. And when people have that kind of money, it makes them think they can buy anything. Including people.”

      “Well, there is nothing for sale here,” Ruby returned tartly.

      Ford was silent for a moment before he spoke. “I’ve been worried about you, Ruby. Since that night . . .” He let the rest of his words fall away.

      “You shouldn’t have been. As you see, I can take care of myself.”

      Ford smiled. “You’re a spitfire, Ruby Mae. A true, honest-to-goodness spitfire.”

      Ruby tried to ignore the way her heart flip-flopped when he spoke her full name that no one else ever used. “Maybe I was just too much for Mississippi.”

      “I think you might be too much for New York as well.”

      “Ford?”

      “Yes, darling?”

      She knew he let the “darling” slip as a Southern endearment. It meant nothing to him. But his honeyed words caused a shiver of desire to race through her.

      “Thank you for caring. I know it was daring to leave everything behind, but you see now. You see I had to go. There’s nothing for me there. Nothing at all.”

      “Well you know, Pernetta. God love her, but I think your Momma must miss you.”

      “Maybe. Maybe when things are settled, I’ll write to them. But with Daddy gone, I just couldn’t face the two of them together.”

      Ford nodded and picked up his hat.

      “Just know that you aren’t alone in New York. I’m here for you. Whatever you need, I’m here. I want you to know that. You can always reach me through the agency.”

      “Thank you, Ford.”

      He reached for her, and when he enveloped her in his arms, she closed her eyes, relishing his masculine smell. She loved him still. Nothing had changed.

      When they separated, he kissed her lightly on the forehead and then departed.
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      Ruby sat down upon her bed after Ford left. She must move forward. Whatever else Ford thought about her, their one night of passion had obviously been a mistake in his eyes. Perhaps the alcohol and the loss of her father had made her seem pitiful to him. She must not make any more of it. He viewed her as a family friend and nothing more. She must bury her love for him deep inside her heart.

      She moved to the closet and pulled out the orange-and-cream-colored gown. She picked up her small sewing kit and the small bag of rhinestones she had been able to procure from the costume department and took them all to the window seat.

      She had threaded the needle and begun to place the rhinestones strategically along the bodice when a knock sounded at the door. Bessie entered and joined her at the window seat.

      “What a beautiful gown, Ruby!”

      “Vernon helped me pick it out. He said I needed something special to wear onstage.”

      “Well, this is it!”

      Ruby placed the rhinestones where she thought they would get the most light along the neckline and bodice, and Bessie made suggestions as well. When she was finished, she slipped into the gown and waited for Bessie’s reaction.

      “I can’t wait to tell everyone I was the one who discovered Ruby Sutton,” Bessie giggled as Ruby twirled around in her dress.

      “Do you really think so, Bessie? Truly?” She had stopped moving, and her eyes were upon Bessie.

      “It’s true that you are no one now, but we all start out that way. Do you think Sarah Bernhardt became the most famous actress in the world overnight? Or Lillian Russell? Of course not. Even those who seem to rise to fame quickly do not. It takes time.”

      “I suppose.”

      “And just like our reigning diva, Zeta Riggi, who has been on the stage for twenty years, it has taken her time to gain a following and have people want to see her. You will be the same.”

      Ruby looked down at the gown that fit like a glove, rhinestones glittering on the bodice. The bodice skimmed along her curves, showing off her breasts, and the skirt flounced out in a bright orange flash of color.

      “You’re a vision,” Bessie assured her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day, she received hand-delivered red roses with no note, but she knew they were from King. When Bessie joined her for their morning coffee ritual, she saw the roses and asked after them.

      “They are from King Parker. I did meet him at the party, and we had a picnic the following day.”

      “King Parker? The man you didn’t know from Adam, and now he’s a conquest of yours?” Bessie exclaimed.

      “Hardly a conquest.” Ruby smiled.

      “Tell me all about it! Every detail in detail,” she said excitedly, sitting on Ruby’s unmade bed.

      Ruby told her about their meeting at the party, her brief introduction to Alice Parker, as well as the mistress, Lourdes, and their picnic.

      “You’ve kept too much to yourself, Ruby! You met Alice Parker? She’s a legend too! They say she’s like a modern Catherine de Medici, always scheming and plotting for her son.”

      “She seemed quite normal to me, though a little too indiscreet with her thoughts,” Ruby supplied.

      “I’ve read about Lourdes in the gossip columns. She’s beautiful, yet no one knows where she came from, and she’s very possessive of King,” Bessie said.

      “I honestly don’t care a fig about King, his plotting mother, or his jealous mistress. My only concern right now is making sure I don’t fall onstage or disgrace myself my first night,” Ruby said.

      “Absolutely not possible. We’ll practice until you feel secure. Remember to keep your head held high and your posture erect,” Bessie directed as Ruby moved across the room, speaking her song, holding her head high, and keeping her back straight.

      “And if anything does happen, God forbid you fall or stumble, just keep right on going and be saucy about it. Wink at the men and they’ll love you for it,” Bessie told her.

      Ruby rolled her eyes as she strolled across the room. “Wink at the men if I stumble? Really, Bess? Why?”

      Bessie laughed. “Because it will show the audience that you are having fun. That you are human. You aren’t taking yourself seriously.”

      Ruby did a quick turn in the room, and Bessie nodded. “Exactly. Very elegant.”

      “I always thought being onstage was simple, but so much goes into it,” Ruby replied.

      “You’re right. People think it is simple, but besides a degree of talent, there is the costume, the makeup, and for singers and dancers, we need to have a presence. Sometimes it can be learned over time, and you will. But some performers just stand in one place, which bores the audience. You need to move about. To entice and beguile and entertain.”

      Ruby giggled. “Entice? Beguile?”

      “Of course. As you sing, pick someone in the audience to sing to and then someone else. Connect with them. And when you catch a woman’s eye, smile. Don’t alienate the women. They will love you and support you just like the men.”

      Ruby practiced walking and singing before her audience of one, and Bessie clapped.

      “You’re ready. And don’t be nervous. I mean, it’s natural, but don’t let it control you. As you go onstage again and again, it will get better. But don’t let it overtake you.”

      Ruby moved to Bessie and embraced her warmly. “Thank you, Bessie. For everything.”

      Bessie seemed embarrassed but also pleased. “Be yourself, Ruby. Your talent and loveliness will shine through.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ruby waited backstage as the theater came to life. She was nervous and twisted her fingers over and over as she could do nothing but wait. Lou passed her in his costume and smiled at her in greeting.

      Lee Chen exited the stage after his act, wearing his long silk black robe and black boots with white soles that Ruby had never seen on anyone else. He nodded to her politely and moved on his way.

      As the second act opened, Vernon took to the stage dressed in his black-and-white evening clothes. He greeted the audience and hoped they were enjoying the show. He asked that everyone give a warm welcome to their newest vaudeville trouper, Ruby Sutton, the Southern Belle.

      Ruby tugged at her long white gloves and pressed the orange silk skirt down as she heard her name being said.

      The curtains opened to the full audience as Vern disappeared backstage. The orchestra struck up the first chords as Ruby stepped into the spotlight. There were whistles and shouts at first, but suddenly the entire theater was silent as she began to sing.

      “Sweetest little feller, Everybody knows; Don’t know what to call him, But he’s mighty like a rose!

      Looking at his Mammy, With eyes so shiny blue, Might you think that heaven, Is coming close to you!”

      She sang the words quietly and with love as she gazed out over the audience. She caught the eyes of several people and smiled, as she had practiced. She moved gracefully across the stage, and the rhinestones along her bodice sparkled under the spotlight. The cream-colored bodice and orange skirt made her stand out like never before, and the audience was transfixed.

      “When he's there sleeping, In his little place, Think I see the angels, Looking through the lace.

      When the dark is falling, When the shadows creep, Then they come on tiptoe, To kiss him in his sleep. Sweetest little feller, Everybody knows; Don’t know what to call him, But he’s mighty like a rose!”

      When she finished the song, she stood still in the center of the stage amid the silence. She looked backstage and saw Bessie and Archie standing together, Bessie with tears in her eyes. Standing next to them was Zeta, who was also staring at her before she turned away, and in that instant, the theater erupted into applause.

      Several people were standing and clapping with others pounding the theater floor with their feet. Ruby curtsied delicately just as the curtain closed, and she slipped behind it.

      “My word!” Bessie whispered, taking Ruby’s hand in hers. “I haven’t seen that in a long time!”

      “What?” Ruby whispered back.

      “You mesmerized an entire audience. They were speechless!” she said quickly before she joined her brother for their next performance.

      When the show was finished, everyone crowded around Ruby, congratulating her on a fine performance. Several people had managed to come backstage, including King Parker. She was in her tiny dressing room when a knock sounded on the door.

      “Ruby?” He poked his head in as she was changing behind the dressing screen.

      “What are you doing here? I’m changing!” she said, horrified.

      She watched him take a seat on the small couch, light a cigar and place his cane and top hat beside him, surveying the small room as if he owned it all.

      “Calm yourself, Ruby. I only wanted to be the first to congratulate you on a fine performance. You had them eating out of the palm of your little hand.”

      Ruby moved from behind the screen, tying the belt of her robe tightly about her.

      “Thank you, but it wasn’t all me. Bessie helped me with my posture, and of course there’s the costume—”

      “Which is all well and good, but nothing compares to your songbird voice and delicious figure,” he completed.

      “King!” she said, embarrassed by his direct words.

      “You need to think about the future, Ruby,” he said, puffing on his cigar. “I want to help Vern and the show and back the trip to London. And not just London, but Paris as well. But I want you to have a larger role in the show. That will be my stipulation.”

      “I see. And what do I need to do in return?” she asked, clutching at the robe’s ties.

      King eyed her body. “Nothing, Ruby. As I said before, I am your admirer. Nothing more.”

      Ruby looked at the figure he cut with his expensive evening clothes of the finest quality. He was a man used to getting what he wanted.

      “Very well.” She nodded.

      “I’m famished!” he said, picking up his hat and cane. “I know a supper club a few blocks from here. Put on a nice gown and I’ll take you to celebrate. I’ll be outside.”

      Before Ruby could respond, he was gone. She moved behind the screen again and pulled on the cobalt-blue gown that she had worn to the theater. It was not a fancy evening gown, but if she kept her hair styled as it was with the rhinestone clips, it would have to do.

      When a knock sounded again, she bid whoever it was to enter as she threw her robe over the screen, standing in only her chemise and corset.

      “Hello, Ruby.”

      Ruby glanced over the screen to see Ford standing in the room.

      “Ford! Don’t come any closer! I’m only wearing my chemise,” she practically squeaked.

      Ford gave her a lopsided smile. “I’ve seen you with much less, Ruby. In fact, I think you’ve seen me with much less.”

      “Even so,” she said stiffly even as her heart skipped a beat at the sight of his handsome face.

      He took the seat only recently vacated by King. “I saw the performance, and I saw King in the lobby. It seems he is quite the admirer.”

      “What did you think?” Ruby asked as she pulled the blue gown on. “About me?”

      “I thought you were mesmerizing,” he said softly.

      “Really?” she asked, peeking over the screen with a smile.

      “Really.”

      She moved away from the screen and stood before him. “Can you do the ties in the back?”

      He nodded and moved to stand behind her. He saw the pinkness of her skin and the white lace chemise she wore underneath the dress, and he suddenly ached to touch his lips to her skin.

      She turned to look at him over her shoulder, and he realized he wasn’t moving.

      “Sorry,” he said softly as he began to tighten the laces on her dress. When he finished, she turned to face him.

      “You were wonderful, Ruby,” he said hoarsely. “The audience loved you.”

      “I was nervous, but it didn’t seem to matter. Once I was onstage, everything seemed to come together.”

      Ruby was conscious of his body so close to hers and the handsome face that she had loved since she was a child. But they hadn’t married, and there was no happily ever after. In fact, they seemed more apart now than ever. They were on completely different paths.

      “I must dash. I’m having supper with King.”

      “You’ll remember what I said about him?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      Ford disappeared as Ruby picked up her wrap to take with her to sup with King. When she greeted King in the lobby, he was talking to Vernon, who was smiling. She passed several audience members, who complimented her on the song and her performance, and she thanked them for attending.

      “Ah! Here she is! The woman of the hour,” King proclaimed.

      She blushed a little but was secretly pleased with the attention. She was no fool and realized that with King’s support and finances, she could be a star.

      “We must be off,” he said as she took his arm. “We’re late. I made reservations at Delmonico’s.”

      Once in the chauffeur-driven car, they headed to Delmonico’s, a high-end restaurant that had been in New York since 1827. The staff at Delmonico’s greeted King as an old friend, and he ordered for them both: cream of artichoke soup, sirloin of beef with mashed carrots, salmon with tartar sauce, asparagus tips, brandied pears, champagne, and coffee to follow afterward.

      “Peach pie for dessert,” he told the waiter. “In honor of the Southern belle,” he said, lifting his champagne glass in a toast to her.

      He never opened the menu, and Ruby realized that King probably knew the menu by heart. She wondered how many times Lourdes had been on his arm here and if he had ever taken the sickly Caroline to dine as well.

      “How is your mother?” Ruby asked considerately. “Well, I hope?”

      “Oh yes, that’s right. You met Mother at the party.”

      “I did.”

      “She is well. Always busy.” King smiled as he lit a cigar. “She likes to keep busy.”

      Their artichoke soup arrived, and King waved a hand at it. “These are my favorite dishes, Ruby. But if you don’t like one, just say the word and back it goes,” he instructed.

      “I’m sure everything will be delicious.”

      She knew that King was a man used to getting his way. He took control of any situation and dictated where they would go and what they would do. She knew the women in his life had allowed it, or had not cared to alter it. Ruby remained thankful that she was not in his life in that capacity.

      “I was speaking to Vernon just before we left. I’ve decided to back the tour to London and Paris,” he said, smiling as he puffed on his cigar.

      “That’s wonderful! I’m sure he was thrilled.”

      “I want you to have two more songs in the show. I told Vern. You need songs that will engage the audience, though honestly you do that just by crossing the stage,” he admitted

      Ruby was thrilled at his words but felt a sudden stab of regret. “What of Zeta?”

      King seemed confused. “What about Zeta?”

      “What will happen to her? Will she be dismissed from the show?” Ruby asked, staring down into her soup.

      “Not at all! She’ll still headline, especially as she has performed in London before, so she’ll be known there. You’re to be the show’s ingenue,” he explained.

      Ruby felt relieved. She had no wish to profit at the expense of someone else’s downfall.

      “You know, Ruby,” King said softly and reached across the table for her hand. “You should focus on your own career, my dear. It’s commendable that you care about others, but you must put yourself first.”

      Ruby nodded but was still relieved that she would be an addition to the show and was not Zeta’s replacement.

      “Did you have any songs in mind? Songs that might fit me?” she asked him as she took her hand back.

      King beamed. “As a matter of fact, I do!”

      Ruby tried to hide her smile. “Do tell.”

      “I think we should show off your Southern charm, and so I picked songs that are older but could be easily revived. Have you heard of ‘All Things Love Thee, So Do I’?”

      Ruby shook her head.

      “It’s a sweet song. We could see about getting the sheet music in town.”

      “I know of a place,” Ruby said.

      “Excellent. The other song I found is called ‘Kiss Me Quick and Go Away,’” he laughed. “The men in the audience will love it! You can have fun with it. The audience likes to have a good time.”

      “I’ll try to get them both,” she said, pleased at the time and effort he must have placed on finding her songs.

      “You can slow the song down if you like, or do what you wish,” he explained. “These are your songs and your time to shine.”

      “Thank you, King. For everything.”

      “And believe me, Ruby, you will shine. I have no doubt about that.”
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      As Bessie and Ruby entered the theater from the side street entrance, there was an excitement in the air. Bessie knew about the supper the night before with King and that he had agreed to back them financially for the European tour.

      They greeted the old man, Lewis, who kept an eye on the door and made sure that the performers were let in and the fans kept out. Suddenly, they heard loud voices onstage and looked at each other.

      “What do you mean she’s going to have two more songs? She’s going to have three songs? The same as me?” Zeta confronted Vernon, her voice getting louder.

      “Yes, Zeta. I already explained it. King Parker wants to fully finance the tour to Europe, but his condition is that Ruby is given more songs.”

      Max was standing near Vernon and wisely began to inch away from them both.

      “I heard you the first time and the second time, and I still don’t understand why? Why? Perché? If it is only because King wants it, then simply say no,” she reasoned.

      “And lose the financial backing for the tour?” Vernon said, sighing.

      “So? Get the money somewhere else.” Zeta faced him with her hands on her hips.

      “You know I’ve tried, Zeta. This is the first time someone has stepped forward to finance the tour to London and even Paris! Don’t you know what this means? A chance for us all to be seen. For you to be seen,” he said smoothly.

      “At my expense! I’m the star of this show, and suddenly this little peasant comes out of nowhere, and now she has three songs! I don’t think so.”

      Ruby remained behind the curtains, standing in the wings with Bessie while Zeta threw her hands up onstage.

      “You know very well I have been with you for ten years. Ten years! I have fans who come only to see me, and now this? You cast me aside like day-old bread?” Zeta said, dramatically flinging her arms out.

      “Zeta, stop the dramatics! You aren’t being tossed aside! For you, nothing has changed. You still have top billing, and you still have the same amount of songs as you had before,” Vernon said calmly.

      “Oh yes. You think I’m stupid! I know you very well. You are grooming her. So she gains experience and spends time onstage until she is very good. And then—poof! I’ll be gone.”

      “You’re being irrational,” Vern told the diva.

      “Irrational? I am being what? Max! Max!” Max scurried forward as Zeta called his name. “Irrational? What is this word? Tell me!”

      “I’m right here, Zeta. I said the word. Ask me,” Vern said coldly. “It means you are being unreasonable.”

      “Ha! That’s right! I’m supposed to sit back and watch as little by little the clodhopper takes over my place in the show and my life. Does she want my dressing room? Huh? Does she want my comb and brush? My costumes? My hairpieces? Tell me! What else does she want?” she yelled to the empty audience.

      Several seconds ticked by.

      “Are you done, Zeta?”

      “It seems I am.”

      “You might try and look at this in a positive light. A tour to Europe benefits us all,” he said as Zeta whirled away from him.

      Flinging the curtain back, she came face-to-face with Ruby and Bessie. Her dark eyes bore into Ruby’s even as Ruby tried to smile at her.

      “Chi la fa l' aspetti,” Zeta said in a cold voice before she moved past them to her dressing room.

      “What did she say?” Ruby asked.

      Bessie shook her head. “I’ve heard her say it before. Something to the effect of ‘what goes around comes around.’”

      Ruby sighed. “Great. Making friends wherever I go.”

      Bessie placed an arm around her friend’s shoulder. “Don’t take it to heart, Ruby. Show business is like this. It can be crushing, but you heard Vern. Zeta isn’t cut; in fact, she’s lost nothing. Yet. But it’s all the more reason why you need to shine brightly.”

      Ruby took the sheet music she had purchased from Ezra’s shop and walked onstage. She handed both songs to the piano player and took center stage.

      Bessie took a seat facing Ruby. “Now when you sing, remember: keep your head up, posture erect, and your eyes engaged with the audience.”

      Ruby nodded as she began to follow Bessie’s direction.
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* * *

      Lourdes brushed her long black hair in front of the small vanity table and looked into the mirror. She could see King sleeping soundly in the bed, something he always did immediately after they made love. She knew that King was quite taken with the woman that she had met at the party. The singer.

      She smiled smugly. Although Caroline Parker was certainly ill and had been for some time, she was going nowhere, and King would never divorce her. He would not want the scandal, and even if divorce did cross his mind, Alice would forbid it. Besides, Lourdes surmised, she must wait and bide her time. If she could become pregnant, everything would change and mostly for her own good fortune. She may only be the mistress now, but with the Parker heir in her belly, everything would revolve around her, and she would have nothing to fear.
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* * *

      Ruby had performed several times onstage and was getting more used to the oddity of singing to strangers who had paid for the privilege to hear her sing. She took Bessie’s critiques to heart as Bessie watched her from the wings and would then make suggestions on her performance.

      The more she performed, the more quickly Ruby became the target of young men and their attentions. The first time it happened, she was walking down Broadway when a man whistled from a passing streetcar, calling her by name. She had never met the man, but then she realized he had called her “Ruby the Southern Belle,” her stage name.

      She didn’t know quite what to make of it until she told Bessie and the other woman just laughed. As they entered the side door to the theater with Archie, Lewis pointed to a bouquet of wilted daisies wrapped in newspaper on the table next to him.

      “For you, Ruby.”

      Archie was already walking toward his dressing room as Ruby picked up the wilted flowers.

      “Who brought them, Lewis?”

      “Some fool young man. He wanted to wait for you, and I told him on no account. So he thrust those at me and said, ‘Tell her I want to marry her,’” Lewis said, all the while he scanned the newspaper in his hand.

      Bessie burst out laughing.

      “What did you tell him? I mean about the marriage part?” Ruby asked, bewildered.

      “I told him to come back and ask you to marry him when he could afford some better flowers,” he huffed, and Ruby smiled at the old man.

      “Oh, Lewis.”

      Ruby put the sad little daisies in water in her dressing room as Bessie sat on the couch.

      “How does it feel? You have fans, Ruby Sutton.”

      Ruby sat before her dressing table. “It’s so strange. Suddenly, I’m on the street and people know me, but they are complete strangers to me. It’s very odd.”

      “It’s also fun. Wait until you become really famous. You’ll get gifts and real offers of marriage. Well, but then you already have. Look at what King has done for you, and you haven’t given him anything. Have you?”

      Ruby flushed as she turned to Bessie. “Of course I haven’t! I’m not a light skirt! We’ve been to the park and supper. He says he is my admirer.”

      Bessie surveyed Ruby’s trim figure. “Admirer. Just beware. He’s safe enough with a wife and mistress. But should they ever go . . .”

      “You don’t need to worry about me, Bess. I’m not giving anything to anyone. I’m here to sing. It’s all that I want.”
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* * *

      Ruby was busy scrubbing her laundry and hanging it out to dry in her little room. She had been spoiled at home, and now everything that had once been taken care of by others, she did herself. She felt a slight tinge of regret. She wondered about her sister and mother from time to time, but she had not written to them. She had not even sent a note to dear Jessbelle in a few weeks and wondered if Ford had told his sister that she was here in New York.

      She thought fleetingly of Ford. Mostly she thought of him at night when she was drifting off to sleep. She kept their one night close to her heart, as it obviously meant nothing to him. They had never spoken of it beyond that one conversation. He had meant to do his duty, and she was bent on New York.

      But she thought of him often. She wondered how different her life might have been had she married him and traveled back to Mississippi. Would he have abandoned her there to return to New York and the agency? Or maybe she might have traveled with him? Either way, none of it had happened, and they were bent on living separate and different lives.

      When the knock on the door sounded, she went to answer it. Mrs. Hodges held a note in her hand.

      “Yes?” Ruby asked.

      “This was delivered for you,” she said, handing it to Ruby and leaving.

      When she opened the note, she was shocked to see it was an invitation to take tea with Alice Parker. How had the woman even known where to find her?

      The invitation was for that afternoon, so Ruby immediately went to her closet and pulled out a modest light blue linen dress that was two years old. Ruby had continued to squirrel away her money, and her dresses bespoke it. When she pulled on the dress and pinned up her hair, she thought she looked passable.

      With her small straw hat, white gloves, and purse, she left the boardinghouse for the Parkers’ grand mansion on Fifth Avenue.

      Ruby was greeted stiffly by the butler and shown into a cozy back parlor that was decorated in dark woods. The floors were covered in beautiful carpets to protect the parquet floors, and a large arrangement of flowers stood near the windows.

      Ruby looked around, but no one was inside. She took the chair nearest the windows and could smell the scent of lilies floating about the room.

      “There you are,” Alice Parker said as she entered the room. “Punctual. I like that very much.”

      Ruby looked at the older woman, wearing a tight corset and dress about ten years out of style. She imagined Alice Parker liked the tightness of the corset and the secure way it made her feel. Ruby was the opposite. She always felt the corset was constricting and suffocating.

      “Tea,” she instructed the maid who came into the room and then disappeared after Alice spoke the single word to her.

      “Come sit here next to me on the sofa,” Alice directed, and Ruby did. “It’s much more comfortable.” She looked Ruby up and down and nodded. “You’re a lovely girl, but then I’m sure you’ve been told that many times.”

      “Indeed, no,” Ruby said softly.

      “Really?” Alice seemed surprised. “I was once very pretty too. But of course that was many years ago.”

      The tea arrived, and the polished silver set was placed before Alice. The maid poured out two cups using the strainer, and Ruby was handed the first cup as the guest. Alice received her teacup, and the maid departed, closing the door behind her.

      Alice sipped her tea. “Was my invitation surprising?”

      “Yes, I confess it was. I’m a stranger to you.”

      “Perhaps. But not to my son.”

      “No. Your son has been very kind. He is backing our tour to London and Paris. I’m sure you’ve heard.”

      “Hmmm.” Alice smiled. “My son. He always had an eye for beauty.”

      Ruby looked down at her gloves. She saw she needed new ones. Her white gloves were discolored from use and the dirt of the city, and she suddenly felt uncomfortable in this grand house wearing her drab dress and old gloves.

      “He’s mentioned you several times,” Alice continued.

      Ruby set the cup and saucer back on the tray. “Has he? I’m sure I’ve done nothing to warrant it.”

      “Come now, Miss Sutton. Ruby, if I may?”

      Ruby nodded. “Please.”

      “You don’t need to be coy. As I said, you’re a beauty, and male attention follows beauty. I know all about you. You aren’t some little theater tart trying to steal my son. In fact, you are much more on the same social standing as us. Second daughter of Earl and Lucille Sutton. Born and raised in Mississippi. Educated in Connecticut at Miss Porter’s School.”

      “All that is true,” Ruby confirmed, though she felt uncomfortable as to the reason why King’s mother had chosen to find out so much about her.

      “Of course it is. It’s also true that my daughter-in-law is ill. Quite ill.” She selected a small iced cake that had been placed before them on the tea tray.

      “Yes, you mentioned that before.”

      “I must have grandchildren, Ruby. It’s essential. And William must have a son. An heir.”

      Ruby swallowed lightly. The room felt stuffy, and the tea seemed bitter. “I’m sure your daughter-in-law will recover.”

      “She won’t. The doctors all agree.”

      Ruby looked at the lilies in the window and saw that one petal had fallen onto the table. It was such a small thing, but it seemed to add a bit of disarray to the pristine room. Ruby liked it. It made her feel at home.

      “My son is quite taken with you. Why do you think he’s financing this tour?”

      “I had heard he was a patron of the arts.”

      “That’s quite true. He is. However, I think this time he wants something more.”

      “Madame—” Ruby began.

      “Come now, Ruby. There is no need to blush and stammer. My son is attracted to you. That much is clear. And you are lovely and young, and I’m sure you’ve had admirers.”

      “Not really.” Ruby shook her head.

      “I want you to keep an open mind is all. Half the battle is finding a suitable young woman, and the other half is finding someone that William likes. Caroline was lovely too when she was younger, but she was fragile. I warned him. She had three miscarriages, and then that was that. He could no longer bed her. But you are strong. I see that.” Alice’s eyes flicked over her.

      “Mrs. Parker . . .” Ruby tried to still the conversation, but the older woman would not be stopped.

      “We don’t have time on our side. I want you to look at William as a possible future husband. You will give him heirs, and in turn your life will be comfortable. You will have everything you desire. What more could a young girl want?”

      “I desire to be on the stage,” Ruby said in a strong voice.

      Alice seemed amused. “Onstage now, yes. But in ten years? Twenty years? What then? Your looks will fade. And another young beauty will take your place.”

      Ruby looked down at her shabby gloves and dress. She felt out of place, and the words shocked her. King’s mother wanted her to contemplate marriage. She would be the breeding mare to the stallion, yet the wife lay upstairs somewhere in a large bed, wasting away.

      “I really don’t think this is the time to speak of such things. As you said, ma’am, Caroline is ill. But miracles do happen.”

      “Not in New York they don’t,” Alice said.

      “I should go,” Ruby said softly. “Thank you for the tea.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you, Ruby. Just to lay the facts before you. Caroline will die and soon. You could take her place and in doing so have an easy life. Open your heart to my son.”

      Ruby shivered as she made her way out of the mansion. Alice Parker’s daughter-in-law lay dying, but all she saw was the future—a future where Caroline was already dead. It horrified Ruby.
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* * *

      Ruby waited outside the mansion for a taxicab, and when one pulled up, she rushed inside it just as a man was exiting.

      “Ruby!”

      She heard Ford’s voice and turned to him.

      “Are you ill?” he asked, seeing her pale face.

      “No. No, I’m not,” she said, a little disjointed.

      “I was to meet King in ten minutes, but I’ll see you safely home first. Drive on,” he directed the driver. “What has happened? Why are you here?”

      Ruby shook her head. She looked at Ford’s handsome face. The face she loved.

      “I hardly know where to begin,” she said.

      “Tell me, or I’ll think the worst.”

      She quickly relayed the invitation to tea and the bizarre conversation that had just occurred.

      “Well. It seems as if you’ve caught the eye of King Parker and in doing so, that of his mother.”

      “Do you know about her?” Ruby asked.

      “There isn’t that much to know. She came from a wealthy family in Rhode Island and brought money to the marriage. King’s father was weak and liked to drink. When he died, she poured all of her energy into King, her only child.”

      “And Caroline?”

      “Almost the same story. An heiress. I’m not sure if she came from Boston or someplace else. Sickly. Or so I’ve heard.”

      “I didn’t even know what to say to her, Ford. King has said nothing to me, yet she seems to want me married and bedded already,” she flushed as she said the words.

      “She is what she is. A meddling woman who wants grandchildren. Pay her no mind.” Ford took her hands in his, and she closed her eyes.

      She could feel his warmth seep into her cold hands, and she was comforted by him.

      “I should have refused the invitation, but I didn’t think it wise. He’s doing so much for the show,” she explained. “He’s financing our tour to London.”

      “The show, Ruby. Not you. You don’t owe him anything,” Ford told her.

      She looked down at their hands entwined and remembered his hands on her body and his body over hers. She had to tear her thoughts away from that night when she had given him everything.

      “No, I don’t. You’re right,” she agreed.
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      King poured out two large whiskeys and handed one to Ford.

      “Thank you, Rutledge. For handling that business with Harry. Damned nuisance!”

      “It was easily taken care of,” Ford returned.

      Both men sipped their drinks, and Ford waited. King had sent a note through the agency that he wished to see him.

      “I’m certain one day Harry is going to get himself into a mess that I won’t be able to bail him out of. But such is life,” King said, taking the large chair behind the desk and gesturing to the seat in front of it.

      Ford took the seat facing King, though his mind was still on Ruby. She had seemed jarred by the conversation with King’s mother, and it worried him. He liked King well enough. His work with him had been pretty standard, and he seemed decent enough. But King liked the ladies, and once he set his sights on one, he chased her until he bedded her. They didn’t last long, as he was Catholic and divorce was out of the question.

      Lourdes was his longtime mistress, and so the new women he kept for only a few months and then sent them on their way. He usually never dabbled with innocent young women; rather, married society women were more his standard. Either way, he would never allow King to treat Ruby as a plaything to be used and discarded. He cared too much for her, he thought in a flash of possessive jealousy.

      “You know about this tour I’m financing,” King said, waving his hand about.

      “Yes. You mentioned it to me.”

      “I think the young singer Ruby will be a great star. She has the talent and the looks. By God, she is a looker.”

      Ford feigned indifference. He didn’t want King to know about their past. Information was power, and Ford wanted it kept secret.

      “She doesn’t know it yet. But after we tour London and Paris, I want to build an entire show around her in New York. The finest show ever with costumes and scenery. It will be grand!” King said excitedly.

      “Is she your mistress?” Ford asked, dreading the answer. He thought he knew the answer, but he wanted to hear it from King’s own lips.

      “Not at all! She’s innocent. She even rebuked me. Because I’m married.” He smiled, and Ford did as well.

      “No. I’m an admirer and nothing more. I want her to rise through the ranks and be a great star!”

      Ford wondered at King’s motives. He was spending much and receiving little. Even if he received a percentage of the ticket sales, that would be mere pocket change to a man like King.

      “So how can I help?” Ford said, placing the empty glass beside him.

      “I’ve decided to travel with the show to London, and I want you to come with me.”

      Ford looked up. “Why?”

      King shrugged. “I’d feel safer. Not so much a bodyguard, but you can keep an eye on things. Keep an eye on Ruby. Make certain no young man catches her eye.”

      Ford bristled at the assignment, but he said nothing. Normally, with anyone else, he might have turned the job down flat. But he wanted to be near Ruby. He wanted to keep an eye on her for no other reason than to keep her away from King.

      “All right.” Ford nodded.

      Ford thought about that night in Connecticut, as he had done so many times. He had handled the aftermath all wrong, but that night with her had been so right. He remembered in perfect detail her soft skin and delicate body. At night, when he was alone, she was always with him in his memory.

      “I’ll make the arrangements and inform the agency. Your expenses will be paid, of course. Your ship’s passage and hotel,” King confirmed.

      “Very well.”

      “And if anyone should ask, you can say you are my business associate.”
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* * *

      When Ford returned to his lodgings, he placed his coat and hat aside and went to the small bar he kept and poured himself a bourbon. He would do as King wished and gladly. He wanted to keep an eye on Ruby for his own sake and her safety. He would have her best interests in mind, even if King didn’t.

      But he kept his true feelings at bay whenever they were together, and it was hard to fight. He wanted her still. He wanted her as he had never wanted another woman before. She haunted his dreams at night, and in his waking hours, he ached for her.

      He had seen her onstage and had not been surprised at the way she easily captured the hearts of men in the audience. Her sweet face and smile were only the beginning, followed by a lush body that he could still remember under his hands.

      It had been heaven and then hell to know that she was not a woman to cry at him and try to wring a marriage proposal from him. Indeed, Ruby had almost laughed at him and wanted nothing from him, which was all the more frustrating. Even though he had never said another word, nothing had changed from that night. He wanted her still.

      He had watched her from afar and had his colleague follow her to keep her safe. He had seen her perform and applauded with everyone else. But he was not like everyone else. And in his heart, he had never let her go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You had tea with Ruby Sutton? Why?” King asked when Ford left and was replaced by Alice, who had told her son the very thing he had just asked.

      “To meet her. I know you like her. She’s lovely.”

      “Don’t interfere, Mother. Not in this.”

      “I didn’t at all. How could you think that?” she said soothingly.

      “At this point, I am backing the tour and nothing more. I also intend to travel to London with the troupe,” he explained.

      Alice looked sharply at her son but said nothing. “I’m to stay here with Caroline?”

      “Of course. Who else?”

      Alice was about to speak and then changed her mind. “Of course I will stay to look after Caroline. And you must do as you please, my dear.”

      King smiled. “I know you were curious. But really, Mother, nothing is happening that concerns you. It is business. That is all.”

      “One that is taking you to London,” Alice stated.

      “Just so.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Zeta is looking for new material,” Bessie told Ruby as they walked together to the theater. “Ezra told me.”

      “I suppose that’s good for her,” Ruby said.

      “She’s terribly threatened by you, Ruby.”

      “I can’t help that. I only got the three songs thanks to King, but I’m grateful to him. But I can’t help what he does any more than I can help my age or hers. I don’t want to feel sad because of it.”

      “Nor should you Ruby.”

      “But I do. I hate feeling that my rise may be her downfall.”

      “No. You do your very best and leave Zeta to Zeta. Whether she continues or falters will be on her. You concentrate on yourself. And just think. London! I never thought it possible until you came along.”

      “We owe it all to King.”

      “No. We owe it all to you. Our good luck charm,” Bessie said, hugging her friend.

      When they entered the side door to the theater, Lewis was sitting in his usual spot reading the newspaper.

      “For you,” he told Ruby and pointed at the wilted daises beside him.

      “Again?”

      “Guess so.”

      “Did he say anything?” Ruby asked, picking up the pathetic-looking flowers.

      “Nope. And I told him to be on his way.”

      “You weren’t harsh, were you?”

      “Nope. But you’re out of his league, and that’s a fact.”

      “We’re all human, Lewis.”

      “Maybe. But you have breeding. Class. You’ll go far,” he said gruffly.

      Ruby smiled. His kind words warmed her heart. “Don’t go getting attached to me, Lewis. I’m off to London soon,” she teased.

      “Attached? Hmph! I’m not attached to anyone, let alone some pert miss young enough to be my granddaughter.”

      Ruby smiled as she moved away from the old codger. She put the little daisies in water as soon as she entered her dressing room. When she sat down upon her chair, she gazed into the mirror and turned around in alarm.

      “No need to be frightened of me,” Zeta said as she reclined on the sofa. “I am just Zeta.”

      “I-I’m not. I just didn’t expect you.”

      “I’ve been waiting for you. It seems all I do is wait these days. Wait for things to happen,” she said, sitting up to face her.

      “You wanted to speak to me?” Ruby asked.

      “I’m almost forty, you know. Forty in this business for a woman almost equals death. The men, they want to see a flash of leg, a pretty smile, and if she can sing, that’s okay.”

      “I don’t understand.” Ruby shook her head.

      “But I will tell you this, little peasant. I don’t care if you’ve slept with King Parker and a dozen like him. I have top billing, and I am the star! Do you hear me?”

      Ruby flushed pink and stood. “I heard you quite clearly, Zeta. And allow me to clarify that I have not slept with King, nor will I. And I got here because of my talent and nothing else!”

      Zeta stood as well and snorted. “We’ll see. When a man spends so much money and then asks that he make love to you, it will seem a small thing, no?”

      “No,” Ruby said firmly. “Not to me. I have my pride.”

      “Pride?” Zeta laughed. “Pride is the first thing we women lose when we try to rise. Trust me. I know it better than anyone.”

      When Zeta was gone, Ruby sank back into the chair. She felt a sense of loss. She understood for the first time that Zeta had given up much to forge a place in the vaudeville world, and she viewed Ruby as a usurper.

      When rehearsal resumed, Ruby took up another song in the first act but did not perform the third song. The other performers watched as Ruby glided across the stage with an ease and elegance she had not had before.

      She sang quietly so as not to strain her voice for the actual performance, and when she was finished, she made a little curtsy to the empty audience.

      “Well done, Ruby,” said one of the Vadas sisters.

      The late afternoon was setting in when Ruby returned to her dressing room. It was quiet backstage as many of the stagehands had left after rehearsal for the local bars. As she stepped inside her room, she saw Ford sitting quietly on the sofa.

      “I had to see you,” he said swiftly.

      “Is there something wrong?”

      “No, not exactly. King has decided to go to London with the show.”

      Ruby looked down at the worn rug. She didn’t like it. She didn’t want to spend nights upon nights aboard a ship with King Parker. It was almost as if Zeta’s prophecy had come true. All the money he lavished on the tour, how could she refuse him her body? How could she ever give him her body?

      “Has he?” She turned from him.

      Ford stood up and came to stand behind her. “It’s only a matter of time, Ruby. He may be willing to wait now, but eventually he’ll want more. I know him. I’ve seen it.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I won’t be his mistress.” She turned to stare at him.

      “And if his wife dies? If Alice Parker invited you to tea, it was because she’s looking you over. Don’t be fooled. King is King, but Alice is much more. King may control Manhattan, but Alice controls King.” Their eyes met.

      “Well, neither controls me, Ford. I want none of these machinations. I want to perform. I want to sing. That’s all.”

      “Don’t be such a child, Ruby. There is a price. You know that.”

      “What price? To sleep with him because he finances the tour?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I should back out now. I won’t do it,” she said stubbornly.

      “I’m going to London too. King has asked me to go. To keep an eye on things. That’s why I’m here. To tell you we are both going.”

      “To keep an eye on things? Do you mean me?” she asked suspiciously.

      He said nothing.

      “My God! Does King know he’s given the thief keys to the jewelry box?”

      “If that’s your absurd way of asking if he knows about us, then no. He does not.”

      Ruby had been disturbed by the news that King would be traveling to London. But now to hear that Ford would also be going, she was torn. Days and nights spent on board ship with Ford just beyond reach. It was torture.

      “He doesn’t know about us?” Ruby lightly touched his collar. “When I say us, I mean that night in Connecticut.”

      Ford tried to stem the flow of irritation and desire that flooded into him. “I said no.”

      “That night was so long ago. I can hardly remember it.” She moved her hand along his collar and moved her fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck as his eyes darkened.

      “Really?”

      “Truly. I remember your room and the cool cloth on my forehead, but I don’t remember much else. Perhaps that happens with men and women,” she said softly, her lips so close to his.

      Ford smiled but with no warmth. “Pity you don’t remember.” He backed her up into her vanity table. “I remember everything in perfect detail.”

      “Do you?” she whispered.

      When her bottom touched the edge of the table, she fell back, and he moved between her legs. He pulled up her skirts to reveal her woolen stockings and lace garters that were feminine and lovely.

      “You are a witch, Ruby.”

      When his mouth touched hers, he pulled her tightly to him as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “Am I?”

      “Yes.”

      She could feel his mouth on her neck, kissing the tops of her breasts. “Ford.”

      When had she become a temptress? Ford wondered. He had only ever known the young Ruby from childhood and then the student in school. She had been awkward and unsure of herself. But now it seemed she knew exactly what she wanted, and it was obvious she wanted him. He held her tightly against his chest but stilled his hands and heart.

      “I care for you, Ruby. You know that. But we can’t do this,” he said softly.

      Ruby felt the sting of rejection but said nothing.

      “It’s not that I don’t want—” he started.

      “No, I understand. I’m still that bothersome child who followed you about,” Ruby said softly.

      He shook his head. “You aren’t. If anything, I don’t know who you are.”

      “I’m the same.”

      He pressed her skirts down and helped her stand before him. He stood looking down at her, not sure what to say or do. He felt desire for her, but he also wanted to do the right thing. He didn’t want to take advantage of her feelings for him.

      “Remember, Ruby. I’ll be with you on board the ship. King doesn’t know that we know each other. We’re strangers.”

      Ruby nodded. Strangers. This man that she had loved her entire life had rejected her because she was just Ruby Mae Sutton. The bothersome girl who had followed him around, nothing more. He may care for her out of some misplaced duty, but he didn’t love her. Her heart felt heavy.

      Ford said nothing as he looked down into her beautiful face. She had woven a silken web around his heart, and he didn’t know how it had happened.

      “I should go,” he said softly.

      She nodded, and he was gone.
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      “Ruby.”

      Ruby jerked awake when she heard her name being called. She looked up to see Bessie standing before her. She felt disoriented and suddenly remembered falling asleep on the sofa in her dressing room after Ford had left. It was now the next morning.

      “Did you sleep here last night?” Bessie asked.

      Ruby nodded and moved to her dressing table to run a brush through her hair.

      “I must have been tired.”

      “You should dress. Remember, today is the run-through for the new show. I understand King will be here to watch.”

      “Oh yes. I had quite forgotten.”

      King and Vernon had met after his decision to finance the tour and decided that everyone needed a fresh act. The Vadas sisters had been excited to try out a new seductive act with eastern-type veils and gauzy costumes to entice the men.

      Lou had added two new acts that everyone laughed at when he performed privately for them, and the mysterious Lee Chen had added another magic act. Zeta had remained top billing and added several new songs, though she refused to give up her old songs.

      “People love them! They love me!” she had proclaimed hotly.

      Bessie and Archie had added a ragtime dance to their repertoire as well as a new dance called the “tango,” which was sexy and exotic. The music that accompanied it was equally foreign. Ruby was sure the first time they performed it the audience would be stunned, and she was happy to see her friend shine.

      She pulled on a blue cotton dress that was frayed at the cuffs and slipped into her low heels. She knew she would have to dip into her savings for the tour. She would need at least four dresses for casual sightseeing, two fine evening gowns, a new pair of gloves, a hat, and shoes. She might even need a warm coat as the one she had taken from home was over five years old and looked quite shabby.

      She tallied the amount in her head that she would need for the new clothes and grimaced. It would be more than she wanted to spend. She thought about asking Ford for the money, but she wouldn’t. She would spend the money and damn the amount. Besides, if things kept looking up, she would soon be making enough money if she was second billing beneath Zeta.

      “Come on, come on!” Vern said as they all entered the stage. “Take your seats to the side.”

      Max had placed chairs for them all, and Ruby looked out into the audience and saw the lone figure seated smack-dab in the middle of the theater. He balanced a hat on his knee, and his large overcoat was thrown over the back of the chair next to him.

      Vern began calling out the new lineup so everyone would know when they performed, and then he stopped when he came upon the end of the first act.

      “We’re ready when you are, Mr. Parker,” Vernon called out.

      A curt nod from King, and the rehearsal began.
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* * *

      When the rehearsal was finished, Max bounded off the stage to King’s side. He returned with a handwritten list as King donned his coat and hat and left the theater.

      “It seems our patron has some corrections and changes,” Vernon said as he scanned the paper.

      “I don’t see why I should have to bow down to his wishes,” Zeta said, scowling. “I’ve been on the stage long enough to know what works and what doesn’t.”

      “Well, by all means, Zeta. When next you see him, please relay that sentiment to him. Hopefully, it won’t be hard to find new work,” Vern said as the Vadas sisters giggled.

      “It seems he had no suggestions for you, Ruby. Only noted here that you were sublime,” Vernon said wryly.

      “Sub-leem?” Zeta said, pronouncing the word incorrectly. “What is that? What does that mean?” she asked those around her.

      “It means, dear Zeta, that our patron has a muse,” said Lou quietly.

      “Oh yes? Big surprise there!” Zeta laughed lightly. “Subleem! He made the word up!”

      Ruby quickly left the stage and tried to fight the rush of color that filled her cheeks.

      “Don’t pay her any attention, Ruby. You know where it stems from,” Bessie said as she followed her backstage.

      “I know. I just wish King wouldn’t give them cause to talk. I don’t like anyone thinking I’m here because I’ve slept with him.”

      “I know the truth. And if I hear anyone say otherwise, I will correct them,” Bessie assured her.

      They both entered her small dressing room, and she turned to her friend.

      “He’s coming with us to London, Bess. I heard it.”

      “He is? How odd.”

      “Is it?”

      Bessie surveyed her. “Well, most financiers don’t give quite so much personal attention to their projects.”

      Her meaning was clear. Ruby was the reason that King was taking a firsthand interest in the show, and it made her uncomfortable. She wanted to rise to be a star, but not at the expense of her dignity. In her heart, she had only ever loved Ford, even if he didn’t love her.

      “Yes. I’m aware of that. Little did I know that when I set out for New York I would be encountering such a lovely brother and sister as well as the King of Manhattan.”

      “I don’t think you’ve encountered him, Ruby. I think he’s captivated.”

      Captivated, Ruby thought. Ford had used the same word when talking about King’s fascination for her. She closed her eyes. Her only safeguard was that King was married, and she was pleased to no end that it was the case.
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* * *

      Alice moved into the dark room that faced the garden. The curtains were drawn, and the smell of medicine and decay seemed to permeate the air. The sister they employed from the nearby abbey was garbed in her nun’s habit and sat by the bedside, reading to herself.

      Alice looked over Caroline’s small body and sighed. She was getting much worse. She looked pale and thin and hadn’t left her bed for a week. Consumption. They all knew it was only a matter of time. Alice was angry with herself. She had handpicked Caroline from all the women in their social circle.

      Even at that time, she knew King to be overbearing and demanding. He loved beautiful objects and beautiful women. Even as a small child, he had loved to hold and acquire precious objects and then squirrel them away in his room.

      With Caroline, she had thought they would be the perfect match. She was not overly educated, so she wouldn’t contradict him. She was lovely enough to hold his attention but would not flirt and attract other men. Jealousy was an ugly thing, and in King it was murderous.

      But Caroline’s fragility had been her undoing. She didn’t enjoy King’s large sexual appetite, and after the first miscarriage occurred, she all but pushed him into his current mistress’s bed.

      Alice had tried to counsel her daughter-in-law. The family needed an heir, and she had begged her to be kind and loving to her son. But she called King a monster. She said he wanted her to do disgusting things and she would not. When the second miscarriage happened, she told Alice she was glad. She claimed king had raped her in a violent rage.

      Alice had laughed at her. No husband could rape a wife. It was impossible. Alice was a Victorian woman through and through and always deferred to the man of the house, be it her son or husband.

      After the second miscarriage, things grew worse between the couple, and Caroline’s health deteriorated. Another pregnancy that ended in another miscarriage had been the final straw. King demanded Caroline be placed in the back of the house and watched over by a nurse. He never visited her, and he wanted nothing more to do with her.

      The sister nurse caught Alice’s eye and nodded. She placed the book aside and left the room. Alice often visited in the afternoon, so it was nothing out of the ordinary. She sat in the vacant chair and looked down at Caroline.

      Once so fragile and pretty, now she was wasting away. It was no way to live, and her son needed an heir. She took the small vial from her skirt pocket and opened it. She poured the contents into the pitcher of water. It was a clear substance, and it mixed well with the water.

      When she looked down at Caroline, she saw her eyes were open. She was staring at her. Alice smiled kindly.

      “I’ll call the nurse, Caroline. You need some water. Come. Let me help you sit.”

      “Nurse!” Alice called out. “Help Mrs. Parker with the water.”
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* * *

      Lourdes moved down the length of his body. She moved slowly, taking her time as she knew he liked this best. There were many women that didn’t like the act of fellatio. Some viewed it as demeaning. The act of taking a man’s cock into their mouth while on their knees was viewed as subservient, but Lourdes enjoyed it. Some felt that sex was for creation only, and if the seed was ingested by mouth, there was no chance of a child, and thus it was a vile act.

      Lourdes disagreed. And she was rewarded handsomely. King had given her jewels and furs. He had purchased a small town house for her and furnished it completely, and in return she gave him her body. It was a simple exchange, and he was not the first.

      Lourdes had been born on a tropical island and traveled to New York with her family when she was five. She had dark eyes, dark hair, and a darker skin tone that men of a certain class seemed to be fascinated by. She had worked in a brothel at sixteen before she had caught the eye of an older gentleman and become his mistress.

      When he tired of her, there had been another man, who had been a friend of King’s. She had met King at a party, and that had been it. They had been instantly attracted to each other, and she had ended up with her skirts flung up over her head as King had taken her from behind on a billiard table.

      He was a man who liked to be in control all the time, and Lourdes understood that. He liked his women submissive and docile, and Lourdes did as he wanted. He wanted her always at his beck and call, and that was the reason he purchased the town house for her. He was also jealous and controlling and did not allow her to have any lovers besides him.

      Lourdes accepted all of this. She allowed him the control he needed, and she gave him access to her body. If the acts he performed were degrading, she didn’t complain. She knew that if he found something that displeased her, he would do it all the more. But he was fascinated by Lourdes and her dark skin tone and her thick, wavy hair.

      Lourdes’s only wish now was to conceive a child for him. She knew that his wife had become pregnant several times but never carried a child to full term. So obviously the blame was not with King.

      She had no bargaining chip to hold over his head. He had wealth, power, and control, and she had nothing. But a child. A son. That would give her everything she needed.

      She moved her lips expertly over the pink head of his cock, and he moaned. When she moved her lips along the shaft, she felt him buck.

      She had grown increasingly worried about his attachment to the young singer. It was widely spoken of. She was fresh and innocent and everything she was not. If ever she did become his mistress, King would probably spend weeks alone with her in a bedroom somewhere far away, pumping her until her belly swelled.

      Lourdes moved her hands to the base of the shaft as her mouth took more of his cock. She moved up and down until he was finally spent. She never liked to swallow the seed, but King demanded it. She did it now because his eyes were on her.

      He smiled and settled back into the bed while Lourdes thought again of the young singer. Ruby. She must find a way to get rid of her rival or at least provide King with an heir. She knew what they said. That any child of hers would be an outcast. He would never fit in either world because of his dark complexion. But that was ridiculous. King longed for an heir, and she would provide him with one.
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* * *

      Alice clutched the white handkerchief tightly in her hand. She looked at the sister nurse, who sat with her hands together in prayer, and at the doctor, who was bending over Caroline.

      “Doctor? Please! Tell us what happened!” Alice said in a broken voice.

      The doctor listened to her heart with his stethoscope and then turned to Alice. “I am deeply sorry, Mrs. Parker. It seems her heart gave out. Too much for her,” he said quietly as he pulled the sheet up over her head.

      Alice gasped while the sister nurse crossed herself and then brought her hands together again.

      “Oh no! It’s dreadful! My son will be so distraught. We had thought she might recover,” Alice told the doctor.

      He came toward her and laid a hand upon her shoulder. “Let’s go downstairs. The deathbed is no place for a lady. A glass of brandy will help you.”

      Alice nodded, leaning on the doctor slightly as they walked from the bedroom. “I cannot believe dear Caroline is gone,” she said, dabbing at her eyes with the handkerchief.

      Downstairs, the gray-haired doctor poured a brandy for himself and Alice. “I can stay and break the news to King if you like.”

      The doctor had been their family physician for many years and knew King personally.

      “No. I’ll do it. I’m his mother. He should hear it from me,” she said softly. “But thank you for offering. You have always been good to our family.”

      She walked the doctor to the door, and he smiled kindly at her. When she closed the door behind him, she smiled broadly. At last, she thought. Now they could begin to live again.
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* * *

      King handed his coat and hat to the butler as his mother greeted him warmly.

      “Ah, there you are. You’re late this evening,” she said as she followed him into his large library.

      Almost like clockwork, he poured himself a whiskey and his mother a small glass of sherry. Taking a sip, he eyed his mother.

      “Is there something you wish to discuss?” he asked. “You seem to have something to say.”

      “Nothing to discuss. Caroline is dead.”

      King had his glass halfway to his mouth before he stopped.

      “Caroline is dead? You’re sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. The doctor was here. He pronounced her dead. I’ve already contacted the funeral home.”

      “How did it happen? I thought she might linger on for years,” he said, twirling the liquor in his glass.

      Alice shrugged her shoulders. “Her heart. You know she was never strong.”

      “Well, this is most unfortunate.”

      “Unfortunate?” Alice’s voice rose. “You’ve been waiting for years. I daresay hoping for it.”

      “Yes, Mother. But now I must mourn. In fact, the whole house will be in mourning. You will need to don black—”

      “Oh, William! Surely not!” Alice objected.

      “Yes, of course we will mourn, Mother. It’s a nuisance, but we all must seem to mourn, including the servants,” he proclaimed.

      Alice rolled her eyes. “Oh no.”

      “The blinds must be pulled down, the front door knocker tied with a piece of crepe,” King dictated.

      “Yes, yes.” Alice nodded. “I’ll place the death announcement in the newspaper.”

      “And you must write to all our relatives and friends—” King instructed.

      “You as well,” Alice interrupted.

      “I will write to our close friends and her family.” King nodded.

      Alice tried to stem the irritation she felt at the entire prospect of mourning. Six months of mourning for a daughter-in-law. It was ridiculous! The servants would also mourn, and their mourning items would have to be provided by the family. Outrageous!

      “To the outside world, we must appear to mourn,” King said solemnly, staring into his liquor. “Even if secretly we will now finally begin to live,” he said, echoing his mother’s thoughts exactly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

      

    
    
      Bessie and Ruby exited the streetcar together.

      “Are you sure you know where you are going?” Ruby asked her friend.

      “Yes. I’ve been here several times,” Bessie said self-assuredly. “Most people I know shop here. It’s convenient.”

      “What is the name of the store?” Ruby asked.

      “It’s called Bloomingdale’s. They’ve been here at this location for almost fifteen years. They sell all sorts of garments that you can purchase ready-made.”

      “Purchase and then wear?” Ruby asked. “Ready-made?”

      “Of course, Ruby. You sound exactly like the Southern belle you are.”

      “Well, back home, we had everything made for us,” Ruby declared.

      Bessie tried not to smile. “Of course you did. Your family had money. But when money is tight and people work, they can’t afford a dressmaker. So stores like this provide garments already made and ready to be worn right then.”

      Ruby thought about it and then smiled. “That sounds exciting!”

      “Back home in Kansas, we ordered from the Sears catalogue all the time! My Momma loved ordering new things about as much as my Daddy hated paying for them.”

      Ruby laughed. “I’ve seen the catalogue, but I never ordered from it.”

      “I remember those catalogues coming in the mail, and my Momma turned those pages so many times she wore a hole in them. She loved to look at the pictures and tell my Daddy what she wanted. A new dress, a pair of gloves. Archie wanted a pistol one Christmas, and Momma said no.” Bessie smiled at her. “Here we are.”

      Ruby looked up at the impressive building and watched several people enter the store ahead of them.

      “You’ll love it, Ruby. They have nice things and worth the money. Everything I buy from here lasts.”

      Once inside, Ruby was caught by surprise. Though she had spent time in Connecticut, her school had been situated in a small town with no grand stores such as this. In Mississippi, their dressmaker had come to the family, or they visited her small shop in town. But the Bloomingdale’s department store quite overwhelmed her.

      There was a wide array of items being sold for ladies. Plush wraps trimmed with silk, heavy woolen jackets, ladies’ suits, underskirts, drawers, and nightgowns as well as a wide selection of corsets and dresses.

      She lingered longingly over the fur muffs, which were satin lined. She had never even heard of American lynx. She ran her hand over the fine Siberian beaver. Immediately, she was asked if she required assistance, but she declined.

      “You only have to say the word, and King would buy you a dozen,” Bessie whispered.

      She shook her head. “No, Bess. The price would be too high.”

      By the time they left several hours later, Ruby had purchased everything she needed, and the packages would be wrapped and delivered to her the following day.
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* * *

      Vernon had finally been able to secure a theater for their show in Paris via telegram. It had originally opened in 1889 as the Montagnes Russes but was renamed the Olympia in 1893. Vernon was excited to discover the theater as it had been founded by Joseph Oller, one of the creators of the Moulin Rouge, a nearby cabaret.

      The Olympia music hall was easily recognizable by its giant red letters announcing its name, and it played host to circuses and ballets and was delighted to welcome the American vaudeville show.

      The music hall recommended the small Hotel Chopin, located near the theater. They had been in business since 1846 and had a good reputation, so the theater told him. He knew it might not be as extravagant as some might hope, but he didn’t want to be too free with another’s man’s purse.

      With both the London Matinee Theatre and rooms at Durrants secured as well, Vernon was ready to alert everyone that they must begin packing. He would then secure passage on the appropriate ship once King had approved everything.

      He knew that King wanted to be involved in all aspects of the upcoming tour, and though it irritated him on some level, he was also thrilled to be living his dream. He was finally able to tour London and Paris, all due to the little blond who had been an absolute stranger to him.

      He didn’t know exactly what Ruby had done to secure the tour, and he didn’t want to know, but he was extremely grateful to her. She had made a lifelong dream of his come true.
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* * *

      When Ruby returned from shopping at Bloomingdale’s with Bessie, a handwritten invitation had arrived for her to dine with King that evening. She sighed heavily. She wanted desperately to be onstage, but she didn’t welcome King’s attention. She donned the simple evening dress she had that wasn’t at all formal and took a taxicab to his opulent house.

      When she knocked on the door, she noticed black crepe adorning the knocker, and her heart thudded inside her chest. Was it possible that Caroline was dead? She must tread softly. He was in mourning.

      When she was shown into the library, King was already there, enjoying a glass of liquor. He came forward to greet her, kissing her on the cheek.

      “Dearest Ruby. You are always prompt,” he said as the clock chimed the hour.

      “I didn’t expect the invitation. I saw the door. You’re in mourning. I am very sorry.”

      King nodded and gestured to the bar. “What will you have?”

      “Nothing. Thank you. Was it, the death, was it sudden?”

      “Her heart, apparently. So the doctor said.”

      “Poor lady.”

      “Yes, but if I’ve learned one thing in life it is that we get only the one. We must not squander it.”

      He waved a hand before them, and as she walked to the dining room, she felt his hand at the small of her back.

      “Of course, now we are all in mourning, you understand. The servants, me,” King said as he helped push her into the chair, even though a footman stood behind them.

      “How long does the mourning last? I’m not being morbid, but curious to see if it is any different from the South,” she explained.

      King nodded. “Six months.”

      They dined quietly and retired to the small parlor. He poured a whiskey for himself while Ruby was content with coffee.

      “I wanted to dine with you to tell you in person about the death. So you would know,” he added.

      Ruby frowned. “I see . . .”

      “Also to let you know that once the mourning period is over, I would like to court you. Properly,” he said, smiling.

      Ruby stared at him. “C-court me? I don’t understand.”

      “I’m very fond of you, Ruby. You’re lovely and talented. You deserve to be mistress of a large house like this, not onstage for every man to drool over you.”

      “How can you offer to court me?” Ruby asked, shaking her head.

      It was King’s turn to frown. “My wife is dead. There is no hindrance.”

      Ruby closed her eyes. It was her very worst nightmare. Caroline was dead, freeing him to make a new marriage.

      “I enjoy being onstage, King. Very much so.” Ruby smiled. “I don’t think the men drool, as you say, as much as they enjoy the performance and being in the theater.”

      “Of course you enjoy it. It’s a fancy of yours.” He moved to sit beside her on the couch and took her hands in his. “But surely you can see it’s not right. Men stare at you, dear Ruby. They leer at your breasts and body. It’s unseemly,” he said, licking his lips.

      “I don’t think of it that way,” she said, a little frightened. “Perhaps some men do, but—”

      “Of course you don’t. You’re an innocent.” He brought one of her hands to his lips and kissed it lightly. “As my wife, it would not be proper for you to be onstage. It just isn’t done. You see that, surely?”

      “You attend the theater as well,” Ruby said, sidestepping his words about being his wife. “You don’t leer.”

      “Well, I’m different. I enjoy attending theater and supporting it. I always have. But as my wife,” he squeezed her hand, “I would never allow it.”

      She felt his other hand wander to her knee, and through the fabric, he squeezed it. She was taken aback by his actions and didn’t know how to react.

      “But I’m not your wife, King,” Ruby whispered, her throat suddenly very dry.

      “Not yet,” he said, smiling at her. “Not yet.”

      He dropped her hand suddenly and rang for the butler.

      “I’ve spoken to Vern and understand that everything is ready for the tour. We can talk more of this later. As I mentioned, my mourning period must be observed, so nothing can be discussed presently.”

      Ruby nodded woodenly but felt everything spinning out of her control. She knew without a doubt that she had no wish or desire to marry King. It was out of the question. But suddenly she felt compelled to play along for as long as she could because she owed him so much. Not only did she owe him, but the entire troupe was relying on him for the finances.

      “I must say it’s a damned nuisance. I was telling my mother—”

      “Ah, here you both are.” Alice came in at the exact moment King was speaking of her.

      “Allow me to offer my condolences to you,” Ruby said softly.

      Alice seemed confused and paused to lock eyes with King. She appeared startled and then regained herself.

      “Oh yes! Yes! Thank you, my dear. It was a shock to us all. Poor darling Caroline. She was like a daughter to me,” Alice said, sniffing. “A lovely girl.”
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* * *

      King led Ruby out into the foyer and bid her good night. The door had not been closed a full second before he turned on his mother.

      “Laying it on a bit thick, weren’t you?” he said.

      “I don’t want Ruby to think I’m unsympathetic.”

      King gave her a cold look. “It seemed for a second there you didn’t even remember we were in mourning.”

      “Well, I have a lot on my mind,” Alice complained. “Much of the funeral arrangements fall to me. It’s tiring. Meanwhile, you’re off to London.”

      “Yes,” King said in a long drawl. “But I too still have certain arrangements to make before I go.”
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* * *

      The next day, Caroline Parker’s obituary was printed in The New York Times, and much of New York was talking about it. King had amassed his wealth through certain business practices, many of which were honest, but a few were of not-so-honest means. He had many enemies and almost immediately there was talk that Caroline had died under abnormal circumstances.

      When Ruby awoke the next morning, she lay in bed listening to the bustle outside the window and tried to focus her mind. She had hoped stupidly that her rise to fame would be her own doing and she would be proud of her achievement.

      But now it seemed she had fallen into a web of which she wanted no part. True, she wanted King to financially back the tour, and she wanted to shine, but she certainly wouldn’t give him anything short of her appreciation. She would never allow him access to her body simply for his help, and marriage to him was unacceptable.

      When the knock sounded, she bid enter as she flung back the bed covers.

      “Still in bed?” Bessie asked, carrying two cups of coffee with the newspaper under her arm.

      It was their ritual now to meet in the mornings over coffee and the paper. Bessie had asked Mrs. Hodges if she could prepare their coffee, and in lieu of a larger meal, she had agreed. Their landlady was happy to accommodate as the two women never caused her trouble.

      “I’m up,” she said, gratefully taking the coffee offered her.

      “Have you seen the paper?” Bessie asked as she handed it to her.

      “You mean the one you just handed me?” Ruby asked, smiling and taking both paper and coffee to the window seat.

      Bessie sat next to her. “Yes. That one.”

      “Silly you,” Ruby said, smoothing out the newspaper and sipping the coffee.

      When she came upon the obituary for Caroline Parker, she nodded. “Yes, I know.”

      “You know? How?”

      “I had dinner last night with King.”

      “Dinner?”

      “Yes.”

      “His wife just died,” Bessie said, her voice filled with accusation.

      “Believe me, it wasn’t my choice. I don’t welcome his attentions,” she told her friend. “In fact, the whole thing preys on my mind. I want to be onstage, and I want top billing. What I don’t want is to be King’s wife.”

      “His wife?” Bessie sounded shocked.

      “Yes. He’s made his intent clear.”

      “He could give you such a life,” Bessie added. “Are you certain you don’t want it?”

      Ford’s handsome face flashed into Ruby’s mind. “I’m absolutely certain. I know what I want. What I don’t want is King Parker.”

      “Hmmm. This is a pickle. He obviously desires you. What do you plan to do?”

      Ruby scanned the paper. “I’ve given it some thought. He has to remain in mourning. To do anything less would appear disrespectful.”

      “That’s true.”

      “I must bide my time. Tour London and Paris and hope that his desire wanes and that I can be free from his unwanted attention.”

      “It’s doubtful it will wane. He seems to be a man who gets what he wants. After all, he is the King of Manhattan!” Bessie said.

      “Well, King or no King, I don’t welcome his attention. And since I don’t want to put the tour in jeopardy, I’ll wait.”

      “I agree. You should wait. After all, he hasn’t done anything but talk. But what if waiting doesn’t work? What if after the period of mourning, he still wants you?”

      Ruby cast a glance out the window and pondered her words. It was easy to say she didn’t want King and that she would never be his wife. But such a dominating man wasn’t used to the word no. She wasn’t frightened, but she didn’t like the position she was in either. She would do what she must. She would go to Europe and keep King at arm’s length. She didn’t like to seem disingenuous, but she also didn’t want to be forced into a situation.

      “I don’t know, Bess. For now, I must wait.”
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* * *

      Lourdes was pleased to see King as he entered the foyer of her town house and dismissed the butler immediately.

      “You didn’t send word, darling,” she said sweetly. “You usually do. Brandy?”

      He nodded. She poured two glasses and handed him one as she sipped the liquor from the other. She sat beside him on the small couch and ran her hand up his leg, touching his cock. He removed her hand.

      “Did you come to talk?” she asked, sitting back.

      “Not really. I always liked the way you decorated this parlor. Simple yet elegant.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      “Caroline is dead.”

      Lourdes heard the words, but it took her a moment to understand their full meaning. “I see.”

      “No soft words of condolence for me? About your rival’s death?”

      “She wasn’t my rival, King. She was your wife.”

      “Exactly so. You should show some respect.”

      Lourdes bowed her head a little. “I am sorry for your loss.”

      “You aren’t at all,” he sneered.

      “King—”

      “But never mind all that. She is dead, and there’s an end to it.”

      King stood suddenly, gulping down the drink and placing the glass aside. When she stood next to him, she tried to place a hand on his shoulder, but he shook it off.

      “As I said, I didn’t come here to talk.”

      With no soft words or kindness, King spun her around to face the sofa. Pulling up her skirts, he unbuttoned his trousers and kicked her legs apart.

      “King—” She tried to turn her head to look at him, but saw the darkness in his eyes.

      She knew better. He was in one of his moods, and the best thing to do was be silent and let him have his way. His hands grasped her hips as he thrust inside her.

      She felt one hand move to her hair, and suddenly he was yanking on her hair, pulling her head up sharply. She hated this side of him. When he was like this, there was no affection or kindness, just sex. And when he took her as he did now, she felt like a whore, bought and paid for.

      His hips slapped against her ass again and again. He didn’t care for her release, and she knew there would be none. This night, there would be no pleasure for her, only his.

      When he climaxed, he did so in several grunts, spilling his seed inside her. She prayed the seed would take root and give her the son she longed for. When he moved away from her, she stood up and smoothed down her skirts even as she felt his seed slide down her inner thigh.

      “You can keep the town house. I will make sure the deed is in your name,” he told her absently.

      Lourdes smiled. The deed had always been in his name. He was being generous.

      “Any jewels, furs, and such you can keep as well. It will be a clean break,” King said, picking up his gloves and hat.

      Lourdes clutched the side of the table as she heard the cold words. “What? King, what are you saying?”

      “Caroline is dead. So much the better.”

      “Yes, but how does that affect us? We can go on as before.”

      “Not as before, my dear. As I said, it must be a clean break.” He chuckled. “I sincerely doubt my new bride would like a mistress between us. Besides, I doubt I will want one for some months to come. She’s young and beautiful.”

      Lourdes felt a chill creep down her spine. The young singer. The blond. He was speaking of her.

      “You plan to marry already? Your wife is not yet cold in her grave,” Lourdes said hoarsely.

      King turned and advanced upon her. “You keep the town house, the furs, the jewels.”

      Lourdes nodded. She would say nothing more. She knew to argue with him now would be futile. He had a mean streak and could be violent. She had been bruised more than once by his hands.

      His fingers traced her lips, and then he pinched them shut. “And you keep that pretty little mouth shut. Understood?”

      Lourdes nodded as King smiled.

      “Good girl.”
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      Ruby surveyed the borrowed trunk that lay on the floor of her room. She had brought a small suitcase with her from school, but this trunk was larger and more suitable for ship traveling, and Bessie had graciously lent it to her. Ruby didn’t have that many clothes to choose from, but she was pleased to see her newly purchased clothes among the faded older ones. She had thought it odd to purchase the ready-made garments from the department store, but they were just as good.

      She was sure her mother and Pernetta would disagree, but she had enjoyed the entire shopping experience at Bloomingdale’s. Her clothes, gloves, and coat all lay in the steamer trunk as she looked about the room to see if anything else remained. They were leaving in two days.

      She had a few books that she had brought with her from Connecticut and her toiletries, but that was pretty much it. She was a little disheartened to realize that her whole life could be packed away into a single trunk.

      Meanwhile, down the hallway, she heard the Vadas sisters arguing over what they would take and what they should leave behind. Between the three sisters, they had enough garments to fill ten trunks, possibly more.

      Bessie knocked and entered the room. “You should hear the sisters fighting over their clothes. They are hilarious!”

      “I did hear them. Fighting over a dress or a garter. Ridiculous.” Ruby laughed.

      “You never had to fight over clothes?” Bessie asked.

      “I did. I had my older sister, Pernetta. Since she was older and my mother’s favorite, she got whatever she wanted. If she wanted a new dress, she only had to say so,” Ruby recalled.

      “And you?”

      “I wasn’t into dresses then. I only ever wanted one thing,” she said wistfully, thinking of Ford. “But my Daddy was generous with me. I never wanted for anything.”

      Bessie cast a glance at the trunk, which looked half-empty. “Are you missing something? Your trunk looks bare.”

      “I don’t have that much to pack. Besides, onstage I’ll be in costume. That reminds me. We need to stop at the theater to get the costumes to pack.”

      Bessie nodded. “We’ll do that after lunch. I’m starved.”
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* * *

      After lunch, Ruby and Bessie stopped by the theater to pick up their costumes. Ruby had three costumes, including the orange and cream gown and a new red one with a plunging neckline that Bessie had handpicked for her. King had not seen the gown, but Vernon had whistled lowly when she modeled it for him.

      The third gown she had chosen was a striped gown of green and black that showed off her figure and had feathers along the bodice. It was pretty yet elegant, and she placed them together in her dressing room to pack them in the trunk.

      She knew Bessie was somewhere in the theater picking up hers and Archie’s costumes and she would be finished soon enough. It was late afternoon, and she settled onto the sofa, closing her eyes. She would rest until it was time to go.

      The sound of voices outside her dressing room door woke her. Ruby stretched and yawned but didn’t think anything about them. When the conversation continued, she listened absently, thinking perhaps Bessie was outside talking to someone.

      “I’m tired of all the attention she gets. Why? Because she is pretty and can sing passably?” Ruby sat up as she immediately recognized Zeta’s accented voice.

      “Well—”

      “And because she’s King’s mistress,” Zeta spat out.

      “Perhaps.” Ruby recognized Lou’s calm voice.

      “Perhaps? Of course she has spread her legs for him. He finances this entire tour to Europe on nothing? I don’t think so,” Zeta said spitefully.

      “It’s possible.”

      “And now that he’s killed his wife—”

      “Zeta! Be quiet!” Lou demanded. “We don’t know that!”

      “The New York Post said so! I believe them. What rich man wants to be tied to a dying wife? And now Miss Peasant is situated to be the next Mrs. Parker!”

      “Zeta!” he hissed.

      The voices moved away, but Ruby remained sitting upright on the sofa. She felt faint. Was it true? It couldn’t be true! Had King killed his wife? She felt light-headed. No. He would never kill his wife. It wasn’t possible.

      But then she thought of Zeta’s hateful words and the truth in them. Yes. What rich, powerful man would want to be tied to a sickly wife? Very few. Even if King had loved Caroline, she had provided no heirs, so that had been denied him.

      She was suddenly frightened of him. She would have to spend five days on board ship with him, but thankfully Ford and the other performers would be there as well. She felt the sensation of being trapped. King had financed the tour, and she was indebted to him. Not only for herself, but for everyone in the tour. She would do what she must. Bide her time and wait.
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* * *

      The Oceanic ocean liner was part of the White Star Line and would take them from New York to Liverpool. At the time of its launching, it was the largest ship in the world.

      Ruby had never before been on board a ship and was fascinated by it all. She knew that the Vadas sisters and several other performers were sharing rooms with each other, but for some reason, she had a first-class room all to herself. Zeta and Bessie also had single rooms while King had a suite that he had insisted upon.

      She watched as Max walked by carrying a small suitcase, followed by Vern making a fuss about his room arrangements.

      “I don’t intend to spend the next five days listening to you snore,” he told Max sharply.

      Bessie smiled and nudged Ruby as they stood together at the ship’s rail.

      “I heard that Vern was supposed to be in his own room, but instead he’s rooming with Max. He’s livid!”

      Ruby smiled as the cool breeze hit her face. She was happy to have a room to herself. She would spend the next five days trying her best to avoid King and getting herself mentally ready to take on London. She glanced across at the ramp and saw several people walking onto the ship, including Ford.

      He looked terribly handsome in a gray-striped suit and hat with a suitcase in one hand. He caught her looking at him and smiled as he continued on his way. Ruby felt her heart catch as she watched him disappear. Even now, after all these years, she still adored him. He had captured her heart long ago without even trying.

      “Zeta, you, and I all have our own rooms. I wonder why? We will room together in London, so why not now?” Ruby asked as she looked out over the pier with everyone still milling about.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. I intend to enjoy every minute aboard ship and think about absolutely nothing.”

      “Easy for you to say. You won’t spend your days hiding from King,” Ruby complained.

      “But he’s in mourning! He won’t come near you,” Bessie said. “And what with the papers and their foul gossip? He definitely will not be making any advances now.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You’ve heard about the gossip?” Bessie lowered her voice.

      Ruby nodded. “About his wife’s death?”

      “Yes,” Bessie confirmed. “That he may have had something to do with her death.”

      “It can’t be true. It’s just as you say. Gossip. He wouldn’t harm his reputation by hurting her, and he wouldn’t kill his own wife.”

      “Unless he really wanted her gone and divorce was not an option.”

      “Don’t say that Bessie! You make it seem as if I was his motive!” Ruby was alarmed.

      “I didn’t mean that. You’ll be fine. It will be okay,” Bessie said as they both looked out over the pier as people waved good-bye to their loved ones.

      “I do hope so, Bess.”
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* * *

      That night at dinner, everyone dressed in evening clothes for their meal of barley broth, beef steak, oyster pie, roast pork, and boiled potatoes, followed by apple tart and coffee for dessert.

      The dining saloon was situated on the upper deck and extended the full width of the ship, seventy-five feet. It could seat over three hundred people beneath its domed skylight with stained glass in the center of the saloon. The ceiling was white and gold, and the walls were paneled with elaborate figures, carvings, and moldings. Ruby had to stop herself from staring all around her like the country bumpkin Zeta always called her.

      She discovered that the ship had a first-class library and smoking room, which they could retire to after dinner, and she wanted badly to explore the ship. She noticed Ford at another table with Blanka Vadas drooling over him, but she didn’t see King at all. She wondered if he might be dining alone in his room.

      She excused herself from the table and went out on deck. It was a cool, clear night, and she felt the slight breeze as the ship moved through the Atlantic. She closed her eyes and thought in excitement of what was soon to come. She would be in London performing her three songs before the British people.

      “You make quite a pretty picture standing here at the rail,” Ford said as he joined her.

      As she turned, the wind ruffled her hair, and she tucked a lock behind her ear. She hadn’t seen him since their last encounter, and she thought suddenly of his mouth on hers and the rush of desire that moved through her.

      “Are you excited to be going to London?” she asked.

      “I’ve been before. This trip, my only concern is watching over you.”

      “Do I need to be watched over?”

      “No. In fact, I don’t think I know a more capable woman. Perhaps I should rephrase and say I want to keep an eye on King for you,” he said.

      Ruby’s smiled faltered, and she nodded. “Yes. You are the one reason I could move forward, knowing that you would be here as well.”

      Ford touched her bare arm. It was cool to the touch. “Has something happened, Ruby?”

      “No. Just that he’s made his intentions clear.”

      “His intentions?” Ford felt an intense surge of jealousy at the thought of King with Ruby.

      “He wants to marry me.”

      Ford said nothing.

      “Of course I won’t. But I’m worried. After all the money he has spent on the tour, I feel obligated to—”

      “You feel obligated to what?” Ford demanded.

      Ruby flushed. “Not what you think!”

      “I don’t think anything. Tell me.”

      “I just feel obligated to be . . .” Ruby struggled for the words as Ford glared at her.

      She saw a muscle tick in his cheek, and she knew instinctively that he was jealous.

      He waited.

      “To be nice.”

      Ford looked across at her and nodded. “You need to tread carefully. He’s a powerful man. He doesn’t like the word no.”

      “So I gathered.”

      “Has he done anything?”

      Ruby thought of King’s hand on her knee, but she shook her head.

      “Good. Just keep your distance. We only have five days on board ship.”

      “I’ve thought of all this. I intend to do exactly that.”

      “On top of which, he’s in mourning. So he must appear to be in mourning, even though he’s probably glad she’s dead.”

      Ruby blanched. “Is he glad?”

      “She was sick for some time. I think he was probably relieved more than glad.”

      “I read about the rumors,” she lowered her voice. “About the death. That he might have had a hand in it.”

      “No,” Ford disagreed. “I’ve worked for the man. He despises scandal. That’s why I was always bailing Harry, Caroline’s brother, out of one scrap or another. He wouldn’t have harmed her.”

      Ruby was comforted. “Thank heaven for that. I was beginning to think my benefactor was a monster.”

      “He’s not a monster. Just a man.”

      “I must go. It’s getting chilly,” she said, rubbing her arms.

      Ford gave her a parting glance. “Sleep well, Ruby Mae.”

      Ruby turned and smiled at him. She hadn’t been called that in a while. “And you, Ford.”

      They parted on deck, and Ruby moved along the passage to her room. Once inside, she sighed at the loveliness of the room that was all her own. She moved to the window to look out to the sea and turned to see flowers on the table.

      She had never traveled on board a ship, let alone first class, and she was impressed with the grandeur of the room. She inhaled the scent of the blooms and saw the card lying next to them.  It read: To the beginning of our journey. K.

      Ruby placed the card back and closed her eyes. She wanted to forget about King and his money and his recently deceased wife and focus on London and Paris. She pushed the flowers back on the table as she pushed King from her mind.
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* * *

      She wore a sky-blue linen dress the next morning for breakfast. She missed her morning ritual of seeing Bessie and chatting over coffee. When she arrived at the dining saloon, Archie was sitting at one table with Greta Vadas while Lou and Zeta sat at another table.

      Ruby chose grapefruit, toast, and coffee while Bessie enjoyed griddle cakes and tea. They were soon joined by Max and Vernon, who bid good morning to both ladies.

      Max said little as he sipped his coffee and munched on toasted cornflakes while Vernon piled his plate high with bacon, fried eggs, and toast. He then complained about the food not being hot enough.

      King and Ford entered the dining room together while everyone was finishing breakfast and making plans for the day. King nodded at Vernon and several of the performers but made a special effort to seek out Ruby.

      With Ford standing next to him, he bid Ruby good morning as she smiled at both men.

      “Did you like the flowers?” King asked her.

      Ford’s eyes were on Ruby’s face as the table went suddenly silent. Max and Vernon looked on as Bessie carefully watched her friend.

      “Yes. Thank you. They were lovely and unexpected. You shouldn’t have,” Ruby said as she looked around the table.

      “Of course I should have. Beautiful flowers for a beautiful lady.” He smiled, and the two men moved away to their own table.

      Ruby hadn’t liked the look King had given her, nor the way he seemed to publicly want to display his affection for her. But more than any of that, she had been mystified at the way Ford had eyed her with a mixture of intense irritation and jealousy.
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      After breakfast, Ruby and Bessie explored the ship that was to be their home for several days. They stumbled upon the library situated on the promenade deck with its folding doors of mahogany and comfortable nooks for reading or quiet conversation. There was an alcove in the room and an octagonal skylight arching to over twelve feet above them.

      The ceiling had scroll ornaments and delicate decoration, which contrasted nicely with the dark mahogany of the tables and bookcases. Ruby loved the room instantly.

      “It’s absolutely beautiful,” she whispered to her friend.

      Every place they discovered seemed to convey a sense of luxury and elegance. She knew that she was fortunate to be on board the ship and headed to London to tour, but once again she felt the dread and apprehension mixed together with the thought of King’s generosity.

      When she entered her cabin, she had only been inside a moment before a knock fell on the door. She opened the door thinking it was Bessie, but instead Ford entered.

      “Ford! What is it? What are you doing here?” She peered behind him into the empty passageway.

      He stepped inside her cabin, and she could see his face was set with anger.

      “What is going on with you and King?” he demanded.

      Ruby frowned. “What do you mean?”

      He advanced toward her. “I’m a man, Ruby. I’ve seen the way he looks at you, and I hear him when he speaks to you. Hell! Even when you aren’t around, he talks about you.”

      “You know I haven’t done anything to warrant his attentions. I told you I’m only humoring him.”

      “So you just exist.”

      “Yes.”

      “I wonder that I don’t believe you,” he said softly.

      “Well, that’s not my fault.”

      “Would you tell me if there was something going on between you? Perhaps you want to play us both. Me for nostalgia, our past for protection, and King for money.”

      “You make me sound so calculated! So conniving! I’m not like that,” she said angrily.

      “So you aren’t lovers?”

      “Of course not.” Ruby felt the heat of his words, and in his eyes the jealousy was plain enough.

      “I can’t imagine a man like King would go to all this expense and even travel to London for what? His admiration of you?”

      “I don’t pretend to know why he does what he does,” Ruby contested. “But there has been nothing between us.”

      “You must be blind, Ruby. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Damn it! The whole dining room saw the way he looked at you during breakfast. He was practically stripping you naked with his eyes!”

      “That isn’t so! He was merely inquiring about the flowers!”

      “You must be out of your mind! He’s marking his territory.”

      “I don’t care! Let him strut about like a rooster. All I want to do is get to London and perform. It’s my dream.”

      “And if the price of your dream is to give yourself to King? What then?” Ford demanded.

      Ruby flushed under his scrutiny. “I’ve already answered you. And what business is this of yours to ask these questions?” Ruby challenged. Ford grabbed her arm and pulled her toward him. “You aren’t my husband or my father to demand such things of me! I can do as I please!”

      “You can do as you please?” he asked.

      “Yes!” She thrust her little chin up to meet his gaze.

      He looked down into her flushed face, and a sudden desire to hold her tightly and feel her against him rushed over him. He knew he was jealous. Painfully so. Whenever King mentioned Ruby, he wanted to smash his fist into his face.

      When he sought her out to give her attention in front of everyone, he was marking his territory. It was clear enough. He was telling the entire vaudeville group that Ruby was his. It could be no plainer.

      He hated King for it. He had known Ruby her entire life, and he had not taken her virginity lightly. He had wanted to do the right thing, but she had been set on her dreams of the stage. Now here they both were, far from home, and nothing was in his control. She was correct. She could do as she pleased. He had no hold over her, and he hated that feeling.

      “So if King demands payment for all of this, what will happen then?” Ford asked, looking down at her.

      Ruby looked away. “I don’t intend to give him anything. I could never—never do that with someone I don’t love.”

      Ford felt a shiver of possession. He knew what she was saying.

      “Ruby . . .” He was suddenly thinking of that night in Connecticut when he had covered her naked body with his. “Do you know what it’s like to sit through a meal and have him talk about you? Hear him praise you? Knowing all the while that I’ve been inside you. I’ve tasted you. I took your virginity.”

      Ruby shook her head. She couldn’t breathe. “Don’t. You can’t speak to me this way. I’ve done nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing.”

      Ford fought the desire to kiss her. He wanted to taste her lips and push himself inside her, but he wouldn’t. He was losing control. He was fighting himself and Ruby. He wanted more than he could admit, and he had not been honest with himself. He came to his senses and released her suddenly.

      “Ruby.” He reached out to touch her but dropped his hand. “I’m sorry for what I said. I’m concerned for you. That’s all.”

      Ruby met his eyes and nodded. “I know.”

      He moved toward the door but turned back. “Just tread carefully. He has his sights set on you.”
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* * *

      Before dinner, Ruby and Bessie walked along the deck in the early evening air. Neither woman spoke much, and Ruby’s thoughts were a jumbled mess. She tried to focus on London and steady herself for what was to come, but she also was plagued by King’s attentions and now Ford’s strange jealousy.

      She had always been in love with Ford, but he had viewed her as a child. When they had made love in Connecticut, she had been thrilled, but her plan had already been set by then.

      Now they were both bound for London and tied together by another man’s will. Ford should know her better. She had no intention of giving in to King’s desire. She would not be his wife. She would not be his mistress.

      But what had surprised her most that afternoon was Ford’s behavior. Ford, who was normally so calm and cool, had been completely out of control with his emotions. She didn’t understand. He had offered marriage in Connecticut because of his chivalrous sense of duty. He had never claimed to love her, but now he seemed to be acting like the jealous husband. It was odd.

      The two women moved indoors and walked along the passageway toward the dining room. She had seen several of the other performers on board ship, including Lou and Zeta, who preferred each other’s company as they had long been involved.

      Lee Chen and Archie played cards and strolled the deck while the Vadas sisters were like bright flowers among drab daisies. They seemed to catch the attention of every single man on board ship from eighteen to eighty.

      Dinner was delicious, and afterward many of the men retired to the smoking room for cigars and brandy. Ruby was approached by a waiter who had an invitation from King to join him for an after-dinner drink.

      Bidding Bessie a warm good night, she made her way to the smoking room, which was graced with two large domes and a delicately carved ceiling with molded ribs. She was wearing a lavender-colored gown with a V-neck and off-the-shoulder sleeves as she joined King and several men.

      She noticed Vern sat on the long sofa with a glass of port with King in a chair facing him. Ford was seated nearby, and Max was also in the circle. King stood when he saw her, and the other men followed suit. She took the couch opposite Vern.

      “Please don’t let me interrupt you.” She smiled at them all.

      “You aren’t, Ruby. After all, I invited you,” King said.

      Ruby saw the dark look that passed over Ford’s face before he shuttered it. King waved over a waiter and asked Ruby what she would like to drink.

      “A brandy please,” she said.

      “We were talking about London. We’ve all been, apparently. Ford with his sister, Vernon when he was a child, and I on my honeymoon. Have you been?”

      “No, I haven’t. In fact, besides my hometown, my school in Connecticut, and of course New York, I’ve never traveled.”

      “Your family didn’t like to travel, my dear?” he asked, leaning toward her.

      Ruby noticed Ford’s jaw tense while Vern focused on something Max had said.

      “No. My Momma liked being at home, and so home we stayed,” Ruby explained.

      “You have a most charming accent, I’ve always thought. Alabama? Georgia?” King asked.

      “Mississippi.”

      “Ah, yes. Mississippi. You’re from Mississippi as well, aren’t you, Ford?” King said, turning to look at Ford.

      But before Ford could answer, Vern and Max bid them all a good night, leaving the threesome behind.

      “I’ve never been. To Mississippi, that is,” King said as he sipped his drink.

      “You should come visit. Southern hospitality is unparalleled.”

      “Is it indeed?”

      “Yes.” Ruby smiled. The brandy warmed her.

      “Perhaps I can visit your hometown.”

      “I doubt there is anything of interest to see.”

      “Nonsense. It is your hometown.”

      Ford stood suddenly, almost knocking his chair back. “If you’ll both excuse me. I have things that I must attend to. King.” He nodded at his employer. “Miss Sutton.”

      He was gone no more than a minute when King touched Ruby’s hand. “Let me walk you back to your cabin. You’ve been so generous with your time.”

      Ruby felt the tingle of the alcohol in her veins, and she nodded. “Thank you. I accept.”

      She took his arm, and together they strolled along the deck, admiring the dark sky and the twinkling stars.

      “A lovely night,” he said as his hand dipped lower on her back.

      “It is.”

      When they finally stopped walking, she realized they stood before his suite.

      “Come in for a drink. One more won’t hurt,” he said softly.

      Ruby looked at his face and nodded. “All right.”

      She knew she shouldn’t, but the brandy had gone to her head, and the reservations she might have felt disappeared. She felt warm and alive.

      Inside his suite, she looked around the sitting room and saw the bedroom through the open door. He poured two glasses and handed her one.

      “I’m afraid it’s whiskey.”

      “That’s fine,” she said, but when she sipped it, she shuddered. “Oh!”

      King laughed. “It’s a little rough. It takes getting used to.”

      “Yes, I can see that.”

      He sipped his whiskey and studied her in the low gaslight. “You are a lovely woman, Ruby.”

      “Am I?”

      “Don’t be coy.”

      “I’m not. My mother always preferred my sister, and I always had the impression I was an ugly duckling.”

      “Not at all, my dear.” King moved to her, and when he caught her in his arms, she yelped and immediately pressed her hands against his chest.

      “King!” she said softly.

      “I’m smitten, my dear! It’s only a matter of time until this damned mourning is done, and then you will be my wife.”

      “No, please—”

      Just then, a hard knock fell on the door, and Ford came in without being bid to enter. King and Ruby sprang apart, but not before Ford had taken it all in. Ruby wrapped in King’s arms with a pink face. Meanwhile, King looked like a cat who was about to taste all the cream.

      “I apologize. I didn’t see you in the smoking room and wanted to make certain you were all right,” Ford said gruffly, but nothing was further from the truth.

      “That’s fine, Ford, my boy. That’s fine. I was just complimenting Ruby here. She’s a lovely creature.” King chuckled.

      Ruby realized that King had had too much to drink. He slumped onto the sofa as he waved a hand at them both.

      “See Ruby back to her room, Ford. My legs have given out. Damned nuisance!”

      “Of course, King.”

      Ford’s hand was at Ruby’s back as they exited the suite. He said nothing as he walked her back to her own cabin. When she stepped inside, he was right behind her. Suddenly, he was jerking her to him, his face a mask of anger.

      “What the hell was that?” he said lowly.

      “He invited me into his suite for a drink.” Ruby fought the urge to press into him.

      “My God, Ruby! Did you see him? He had his hands all over you! He wanted to bed you!”

      “He was drunk.”

      “Don’t defend him! If he’s drunk, that’s even worse! Then he can forget his manners and behave like an animal!”

      “And you? You’re behaving equally bad. Let go of me.”

      “Am I?”

      “Yes. You have no right to touch me!”

      “No right?” He pulled her flush against him.

      She could feel the tension in his entire body, and she closed her eyes as his mouth dipped near her ear.

      “I’ve no right? I remember your sighs in my ear when I entered you. I remember my cock stained with your virgin blood. I have no right?” he repeated again.

      Ruby closed her eyes at his coarse words. “You’re being vulgar, Ford. Disgusting.”

      “No, Ruby. I’m just not going to stand by and watch King fawn and fuck you when by all rights you belong to me.”

      Ruby shivered at his words. You belong to me. “You’re drunk too.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe I’ve just begun to realize what I really want.”

      “Which is?”

      “You know. You knew before me.”

      “What do I know?”

      “It’s always been you, Ruby. And it’s always been me. Since that night long ago in the watering hole when you were seducing me and you didn’t even know the meaning of the word.”

      “That was a childhood crush.”

      “And Connecticut?” he asked roughly.

      “A mistake.”

      He paused for a second. “I won’t let him have you, Ruby. You are mine. You gave yourself to me in Connecticut. You knew what you were doing. Sure, the timing was all wrong and you were grieving for your father, but don’t hide behind that.”

      “I’ve never hidden my feelings. You’ve always known I loved you.”

      “Do you love me still?” he asked hoarsely.

      “I think it was as you said long ago. A childhood fantasy. Maybe half wanting you as a crush and the other half not wanting Pernetta to have you,” she lied, not daring to believe that he had suddenly fallen in love.

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “I loved you for years, and now because another man is giving me the slightest attention you decide, what? That you love me?  That you want me?”

      Ruby tried to jerk her arm away, but he held her tight. “I’ve always wanted you, Ruby.”

      He wanted to kiss her so badly. He wanted to feel her soft lips against his. He wanted to feel those delicious curves under his hands. He wanted those legs wrapped around his waist and her sighs in his ear.

      “You should go,” she whispered.

      He gave her a scorching look, as if he barely had control of his emotions, but said nothing more and left.

      When he was gone, Ruby felt her legs give way, and she leaned against the dresser. She had been so close to throwing herself at him and making a fool out of herself once more. She longed for him and knew that in her heart there was no room for any other man.
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      Ruby stared out into the deep blue sea as she waited for Bessie to join her so they could take breakfast together. She thought of the night before with King, who had been drunk and not behaving like himself. But she wasn’t as concerned about him as she was about Ford.

      His behavior worried her. His dark eyes and his words burned into her brain, and the desire and the heat of him had completely dissolved the normally cool man she had grown up with. He seemed to be consumed by a jealousy that she didn’t understand. He wanted her. He had said as much, but there was an underlying need mixed with regret that she didn’t understand.

      “Ah. The little peasant,” Zeta said, joining her at the ship’s rail.

      “Good morning, Zeta.”

      “Yes. Yes. It is a good morning. Clouds roll by, and the blue of the sky stays.” Zeta waved at hand at it.

      Ruby smiled at the poetic words. “Indeed.”

      “I wonder that you are up so early.”

      “Really? I didn’t know that you noticed my schedule. It is breakfast time, is it not?”

      “Oh yes. Si. It is. I should correct my comment and say, a woman who juggles two men must be very tired. I would have guessed that you would be in bed still. Although whose bed, I really couldn’t say.”

      Ruby felt herself grown warm and turned to the diva. “What are you insinuating?”

      “Oh, but no, little one. I’m not insinuating anything. I saw you in the smoking room surrounded by your admirers. So sweet! Then you are in King’s cabin. What you do there is your own business, of course.”

      “It is my business. And so you know, I went in for a drink.” Ruby corrected her. “At his request.”

      “Oh, good. Excellent! I would use that excuse myself.” Zeta nodded approvingly.

      “It’s the truth!” Ruby fumed.

      “Oh, I see. Then the other one comes along. The good-looking one with the broad shoulders and sexy mouth.”

      Ruby knew she was speaking of Ford, but she said nothing.

      “Suddenly, you are no longer with King but with the other one in your own cabin. Another drink?” Zeta smirked.

      “No. We were talking about—”

      “Talking?” Zeta let out a sharp laugh. “No, no, no. That won’t do. No one would believe that story. A man and a woman alone in a cabin late at night talking? Maybe you needed help reaching something high up.” She arched an eyebrow.

      “This is ridiculous. I don’t need to explain myself to you.”

      Zeta smiled, but it was a cold one. “No. You don’t. Not to me. I don’t care who you spread your legs for. But King might.”

      Ruby was about to speak, but Zeta continued.

      “Men are so territorial. Are they not? They want to be the only one. They want to be the first. The last. I think this King spends money to impress you. To obtain you. I don’t think he’ll like you giving yourself to the other one.”

      “Nothing happened,” Ruby repeated angrily.

      “That could be. It’s possible.” Zeta moved away from the railing. “But who would believe you?”

      Ruby watched Zeta leave and closed her eyes. She knew Zeta well enough. She was baiting her. She would say nothing to jeopardize the tour. She hadn’t even been with Ford that long, but she must tread carefully. She must be careful when she was with Ford in company and appear to be the strangers they were supposed to be.

      Bessie joined her soon enough, and they moved into the dining room to sit with Vernon and Max. Max nodded happily at them while Vernon seemed highly annoyed.

      “Shhhh!” he told them both. “My head is pounding!”

      “Too much to drink?” Ruby asked.

      “You think?” he said irritably and left the table.

      Archie and Lee Chen replaced him just as Ford entered the dining saloon. He looked handsome in a dark blue suit, and when he walked past the table, their eyes met briefly. She saw Zeta behind him with a knowing smile on her face, and she turned her attention to her breakfast.

      When she finished her toast and coffee, she quit the saloon. She felt a headache coming on. She was tired of the intrigue that seemed to surround her. She passed by the library and saw King alone, reading the paper with a brandy at his elbow.

      “Is that your breakfast?” she asked, smiling.

      He smiled as well. “Hair of the dog and all that rubbish. Join me.”

      Ruby sat across from him and arranged her skirts.

      “Do I need to apologize for anything last night, my dear? I’m afraid I consumed too much of this damned stuff.”

      “Not at all. You were the perfect gentleman.”

      “Was I? I’m sorry to hear that!” he teased her.

      “We had a nightcap, and then I left. That was all.”

      “Excellent. I must say I would hate to think of a night spent with you and not remember it. That’s a crime!”

      “King,” she lightly admonished.

      He moved to sit beside her. “I’ve been so long with a certain type of woman, Ruby. I forgot that they could be innocent and fresh.”

      He touched her hand. “I know Vern made arrangements at some hotel in London.”

      “Yes. Durrants.”

      “I have a town house in Mayfair. It’s close to Hyde Park. It has six bedrooms with a morning room and everything else you could wish.”

      “It sounds quite nice.”

      “I purchased it years ago before I married. I entertained there and used it as my base when I was in London. Half the time it stands empty. Damned shame.”

      “An empty house is lonely.”

      “I would like to ask a great favor of you.”

      “Please do,” she said unsure of his question.

      “I will need to entertain once I settle in. Small dinner parties and such. For business. I would like you to act as a hostess with me. Greet the guests. Mingle. I have servants, but a beautiful woman is essential.”

      “King—I’ve never done anything like that.”

      “Surely you had parties back home?”

      “Yes. But my mother and sister were the center of attention. Not me. I was still young.”

      “Exactly. Now you can be. Don’t say no. You will meet influential people. I’ll schedule them around your performances. I’ll buy you the finest gowns, and all you need do is smile and be yourself.”

      His hands gripped hers, and she felt him tightening his hold on her. She felt obligated. Suffocated. Once again, she knew that his generosity came at a price.

      “Of course. Of course I’ll help you.”

      King leaned in and kissed her cheek. “You’ll see. You’ll enjoy it. It is the life you were meant to have, Ruby.”
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* * *

      King puffed on his cigar while Ford twirled the brandy in his glass across from him. They sat together in the library waiting for dinner to be announced.

      “She’s agreed to act as hostess for the London parties. It will be perfect,” King announced to him.

      Ford was miles away. He had dreamed again of Ruby last night. She had been naked and wet in the watering hole, but not as a girl. She was a woman grown, and he had taken her. He had woken with a fine sheen of perspiration all over his body and his seed in the bedsheets. He hadn’t done that since he was a young boy. He vaguely heard King speaking, and he turned to him.

      “I’m sorry. Who will act as hostess?”

      “Ruby. It’s perfect! Can you imagine her as hostess to the Mayfair parties? It will only be a small step toward her becoming Ruby Parker. Although she’ll have to give up this ridiculous stage business.”

      “Will she?” Ford said wryly, thinking of Ruby’s stubborn will.

      “Of course, man! I can’t have my wife onstage, leered at by every man. It’s indecent. That’s why I’m allowing her this tour. Her last tour. She can go out on top!”

      “Very generous of you,” Ford said drily.
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* * *

      “He’s asked me to act as a hostess for him in London,” Ruby told Bessie as they strolled along the promenade deck.

      “Hostess?” Bessie turned to her.

      “Yes.”

      “Won’t you be too busy performing?”

      “He said he’ll schedule entertaining around the performances.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      Ruby fingered a bit of lace along her dress. “I feel obligated, Bess. He’s done so much. How can I say no?”

      “I see that, Ruby. He’s financed everything. The ship’s passage, the hotel rooms. The tour.”

      “Don’t say it aloud. It sounds immense,” Ruby complained.

      “I’m sure it’s a small fortune,” Bessie said quietly. “But when you think of it in his terms, it’s probably a drop in the bucket.”

      Ruby remained silent.

      “And if he’s doing it to win you over, it’s much nicer than chocolates.”

      Ruby laughed. “To help my career onstage? Much nicer!”
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* * *

      When the note was delivered to her cabin, she read it with dread. It was an invitation to dine privately in King’s cabin that evening. She pulled her gowns out to view them and looked at each one with a critical eye.

      One gown had a low-cut neckline, and she didn’t want to entice him. Another gown was perfect, but it had a small rip that needed to be repaired. One dress was white linen but more suitable for afternoon tea. In the end, she chose that one and dressed quickly. She combed her hair and pinned back her blond curls. She wore her favorite diamond earrings, which had been a gift from her father on her sixteenth birthday.

      When she entered his suite, she saw happily that they were not alone. A waiter was pouring champagne into two glasses, and King handed her one.

      “That dress, my dear, most charming,” King said as he sipped the liquid.

      “I don’t have that many gowns. I know it’s more suited to afternoon tea—”

      “Not at all, Ruby. You do it justice. Any gown you wear, you only serve to enhance its beauty. Not the other way around. Some women need flashy gowns and jewels. You do not.”

      Ruby smiled at the compliment.

      “However, that being said, I know a seamstress in England. She is French by birth but lives in London. Her gowns are exquisite!”

      “I’m sure I could not afford her,” Ruby said as she took her seat opposite him. The waiter disappeared.

      “Perhaps you can’t afford her now. But once you achieve fame, fortune follows, does it not?” He winked at her.

      “I hope it does.” She smiled.

      “Perhaps you might allow me to introduce you to Madame Bineaux. You can see her work and meet her and then decide.”

      “Perhaps,” Ruby said as she toyed with the champagne glass.

      “Excellent. Then it is settled. You can order as many gowns as you like. When she sends you the bill, you send it to me. What could be easier?” King waved a hand at her.

      Ruby was growing annoyed. She didn’t want to be any more beholden to him than she already was. “King—” Just as she was about to tell him how she felt, the waiter returned carrying plates of food under silver domes.

      He uncovered the plates, and King smiled approvingly before the waiter disappeared again.

      “King, I can’t accept such an offer.”

      King took a mouthful of salmon. “You just did.”

      “Very well. But I will pay you back. I must insist.”

      “Insist?” King frowned and then smiled. “Of course. I understand. You want to be independent. Charming.” He nodded.

      Ruby tried to enjoy the meal, but she felt more and more that King was placing her in a position where she was at his mercy. She owed him so much already.

      They finished their meal with a walnut cream tart and coffee, and afterward he poured them both a brandy, and they sat on the sofa.

      “I received a telegram from my mother today. You met her,” he stated.

      “I did.”

      “She took care of the funeral arrangements for dear Caroline. She was devoted to her.”

      “Of course she would be.”

      “Caroline was such a sickly thing. I didn’t understand things like that then. When I married her. I thought breeding and money and, of course, beauty was all that was needed in a wife. It’s not.”

      Ruby looked down at her hands. “What is needed?”

      “Only one thing matters, Ruby. Sons. An heir. If a woman can’t be bred for sons, then she has little value.”

      Ruby realized that he had consumed several glasses of champagne and now a brandy. She had only sipped the one glass of champagne through dinner and had barely touched her brandy.

      “You make it sound a little like Thoroughbred horse breeding,” she said, smiling, though inside she was shocked at his attitude.

      Suddenly, King was smiling too. “That’s exactly what it is like, Ruby! My God, you’re an incredible woman!”

      “It is like horse breeding?” she said, grasping at his words, trying to get him to focus on the conversation and not her.

      “What? Well. Yes. You want a woman who can give you sons, but she must be healthy and strong to achieve it. And that is where breeding comes into play. Beauty is simply what I must have.”

      “Beauty is so important?”

      He set aside his glass and moved closer to her on the sofa. “A beautiful woman is an aphrodisiac in itself. To know that you can claim and love such beauty is a feeling of immense power. But then, you aren’t a man to understand such things.”

      “No,” Ruby breathed out. “I’m not.”

      “I will give you everything you want, Ruby. Jewels, gowns, furs. We will travel. And once you bear me a son—”

      “Please, King,” she said, feeling more uncomfortable with each passing second.

      “Of course. I spoke out of turn. I must wait.” He kissed the back of her hand. “And I will. For you are worth waiting for.”

      Ruby looked away from him. It seems they were both waiting. Ruby was waiting for this infatuation of his to pass. While King was merely waiting for his mourning period to be over before he pounced.
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* * *

      The moment Ruby left King’s cabin, she gulped in huge mouthfuls of air. It was dark, and the night sky was a blanket of ink. There was no one about, and she guessed it must be after midnight.

      She moved along the deck and shivered. King’s words repeated in her ears, and for the first time she thought of disembarking in London and returning straight home. She could find another way. She could join another troupe. She could find her way alone without King. But no. That would never work. He would be angry. Even vindictive. He might even stop her career altogether.

      She walked along the entire deck of the ship until she came to the stern. She stood at the railing and looked out into the black water. She felt a deep sense of frustration. She didn’t want to be at King’s beck and call. She didn’t want to feel beholden to him for so much, and now it would even be for the clothes on her back. No, she told herself sternly. She would not visit the dressmaker he mentioned.

      She couldn’t go to Vernon or Bessie. Everyone wanted the tour to be a success, and her pleasing attitude to King depended on it. She couldn’t even go to Ford. With Zeta watching her every move, she had to keep her distance. She closed her eyes against the cool wind. She must be agreeable. She must wait. She must do as King wished—within reason.

      She felt so tired. She should be thrilled with the upcoming tour, but instead King’s dominating personality overshadowed everything. It was not as she wanted. Instead of focusing on their London and Paris tour, she was now trying to placate a powerful man who wanted her.

      “You’ll catch cold,” Ford said as he came to stand next to her at the railing.

      She wasn’t surprised to find him standing beside her. She knew he was keeping an eye on her. She breathed out, and her breath came out in a cold fog. “I’m going in soon.”

      “How was dinner?” he asked, though it came across more as an accusation.

      “Fine. A pity you didn’t see fit to interrupt us this time.”

      “Was there something to interrupt?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Don’t deny it quite so much. I might believe you.”

      “You believe what you will. Meanwhile, I must act as his hostess when we arrive in London.”

      “Yes. He mentioned it to me. Hostess. That’s quite cozy. And when do you become his mistress?”

      “When should I?” She lifted her chin up. She would not be cowed.

      It was Ford’s turn to smile. “Whenever you wish, Ruby. You do exactly as you please, don’t you? You always have.”

      When he turned abruptly on his heel, Ruby had the strange sensation of wishing to slap his face while at the same time wanting to bury her head in his shoulder. She felt safe in his arms. Soon they would be in London. Soon.
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      Ford threw his evening coat onto the chair and poured himself a whiskey. The trip had not turned out at all how he had planned. He had taken the job because King paid well and it was an easy enough assignment. Shadow King and watch Ruby, though neither really needed him.

      Instead of secretly keeping Ruby safe from King and keeping King ignorant of their past association, it was all topsy-turvy. King had become more engrossed with Ruby, though she did not view him in the same light, and Ford himself was fighting his own feelings for her.

      It was getting harder and harder to be near her and not crush her against him. When they were younger, he had viewed her with a mixture of annoyance and delight. She had always had a quick mind, and Ford knew that she was neglected at home by her mother and despised by her sister.

      But as a young woman, she was enchanting. He only had to watch her enter a room to see all eyes turn to her. It was exciting. And when he had watched her onstage, she held the audience enthralled. She moved across the stage with an easy elegance, and no one could look away from her lovely face and trim figure.

      He took a long sip of the whiskey and closed his eyes. As a Pinkerton detective, he had never become emotionally involved with his clients or their problems. He maintained a cool distance and kept a calm head. This time, everything was different. He felt himself falling in love with a woman he had known his entire life, only now it seemed like he barely knew her.

      He tried to forget that night in Connecticut. He had behaved badly. She had seemed so lost and alone that night. He should not have taken advantage of her, but her plump lips and the feel of her skin underneath his hands had been his undoing.

      She was unlike any other woman he had ever met. A delicious mix of independence and innocence. Most women wanted to marry and have children. But Ruby seemed to dismiss it all. Instead, she was traveling to London with the vaudeville troupe to chase her dreams.

      He thought of King. He knew him well enough to know that he was serious in his desire for Ruby. She may not understand men like him, but Ford did. Even if it meant staying close to them both to protect her, Ford would. He would ignore his own feelings and desires just to make certain that Ruby was safe. That was all that mattered.
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* * *

      Ruby and Bessie sat in their deck chairs taking in the midmorning sun. Ruby had laid aside her novel while Bessie was trying to crochet a pair of mittens. She was learning how to do it, and her mittens were badly misshapen.

      “Oh, this is hopeless!” Bessie said.

      “Practice makes perfect, Bess,” Ruby encouraged her, though she smiled at her attempt. “I’m sure Ezra will like them.”

      Bess gasped. “How did you know?”

      Ruby shrugged her shoulders. “Who else?”

      Greta Vadas strolled by on the arm of a man they didn’t know, and Bessie  rolled her eyes.

      “They work fast, those sisters,” she murmured.

      “Well, after all, it’s only a five-day journey. They don’t have much time,” Ruby replied.

      Bessie laughed until they saw King and Ford walking toward them. Both men looked handsome in light gray suits, but Ruby was always drawn to Ford. He was a little taller than King and younger, and she admired the cut of his cheekbones and firm lips.

      “A lovely morning, ladies,” King said smoothly.

      “Yes, it is,” Ruby said, looking up and shielding her eyes with her arm from the sun.

      She glanced once at Ford, but he immediately looked away.

      “I’m organizing a game of whist after lunch. Do you ladies play?”

      They both nodded, and King grinned. “Excellent. Come to my suite after lunch.”

      Ruby sighed when they had moved out of sight.

      “Is that awkward? King and Ford?” asked Bessie, who knew about her dearest friend’s first love.

      Ruby settled back into her chair. “Certainly not. One is from my past, and the other is helping me with my future.”

      She picked up her novel, The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne, and turned back to the page she had left off. But she wasn’t reading. She remembered the searching gaze Ford had given her just then and his words last night: You do exactly as you please, don’t you? You always have.

      She had almost laughed at his words then. She felt as if she was being pulled left and right with no control over anything.

      “You didn’t have to say yes to the game,” Ford said suddenly, taking the deck chair next to her.

      “Didn’t I?” Ruby glanced at him.

      He kept the brim of his hat low to escape the sun’s glare, and when she looked at him, he looked away.

      “You have no idea what you are doing,” he said softly.

      “And you do?”

      He looked at her. “Yes.”

      “What am I doing?”

      He seemed to think about his words. “You’re making a man fall in love with you.”

      “I’m not doing that. I only want his support, not his love.”

      Ford said nothing, and when Ruby turned to look down the deck, he was gone. She closed her eyes in frustration. The end of their time on board ship could not come soon enough.
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* * *

      King greeted both ladies warmly and offered them a drink. Bessie asked for a sherry, and Ruby took a brandy. Ruby surveyed the table that had been set up for their game while King nursed his own drink and Ford had his usual whiskey.

      Ford seemed distant and aloof and barely acknowledged Ruby. He wasn’t overly friendly to Bessie either, but he was at least polite.

      “So. Who will be scorekeeper?” King asked.

      “I will,” Bessie said, smiling.

      “Good. I hate keeping score.” King laughed.

      They all drew cards, with the two highest cards drawn playing against the two lowest. King and Ruby partnered against Bessie and Ford, and they sat facing their partners.

      King designated himself dealer, and no one disputed him. Ruby watched as he handed the cards to Ford, who shuffled them expertly. He then handed the cards back to King.

      “You shuffle very well,” Bessie said, admiringly.

      “Thank you. I believe in trying to do most things well,” Ford returned.

      King smiled while Ruby frowned. Was Ford flirting with Bessie?

      Bessie cut the cards, and King dealt them out, starting with Ford. Each card was handed out one at a time, facedown, until each player had thirteen cards. The final card, which belonged to King, was turned face-up to indicate which suit was trumps.

      The turned-up card would remain face-up on the table until it was King’s turn to play the first trick. At which point, he could pick up the card and place it in his hand.

      “We never played much cards at home,” Ruby said, looking at King.

      “Why was that?” King asked as he looked at his hand.

      “My mother didn’t approve of cards. She thought they were unladylike.”

      She met Ford’s eyes across the table and then looked away from him.

      Ruby didn’t like cards. As she had not played them as a child nor in her later years, she found them boring and much preferred chess or dominoes. She liked a game of strategy. She had learned chess from her father, and he had boasted that she was superb player. She had played once with Ford when she was younger, and he had won the game, though barely.

      She remembered that Ford was an excellent card player. He had a keen mind, and his memory was outstanding. He could remember exactly what had been played, and when he and Bessie won, she was not surprised. They played another game of men versus women, and thanks to Ford’s skill, his team won again.

      “I forgot how good you were at cards,” King told Ford as he refreshed everyone’s drinks.

      “It helps pass the time. Being a detective is not as exciting as everyone seems to think,” Ford said absently as he shuffled the deck.

      “Except for that baroness—in Ireland, wasn’t it?” King smiled widely.

      “Perhaps. But she wasn’t a baroness. She was a marchioness. And she lived in Scotland,” Ford corrected him.

      Ford’s dark eyes met Ruby’s, and she looked away from him almost immediately.

      “Yes! That’s right!” He clapped him on the back as he handed out the drinks. “The women do seem to love Ford. I think it must be that Southern charm.”

      Ford looked at the drink King held in his hand but continued shuffling.

      “Do you believe in Southern charm, Ruby?” King asked.

      “I suppose I must since I’m a Southern girl. But I think what most people call charm is really good manners and treating people with respect.”

      “Ah, I would agree with you. Except, I think, when it comes to women and Ford; they want more than his good manners and respect. If you get my meaning.” He took a large gulp and then laughed.

      Ruby had come to realize that King liked his drink and much of it. They ignored his remark, and when he joined the table, the teams were Ruby and Ford against King and Bessie.

      “If Ford wins again, I think this might be the last round,” King chuckled.

      Ruby arched her back from the chair. She was now sitting across from Ford, and she felt his eyes on her as King dealt the hand out. She pressed one foot out to stretch and connected with the table. She looked at Bessie, who was staring at her hand, and at King, who was sipping his drink and smiling at his hand.

      When she moved her toes to stretch again, she moved them along the table but then realized with a sense of horror that she was pressing her toes into the calf and knee of another person. She froze and looked at Ford.

      She met his gaze, which was hot—almost smoldering—and she withdrew her foot immediately. She wanted to mouth “sorry” but felt stupid and childish. Had he thought she was doing it on purpose?

      Bessie stifled a yawn as Ford and Ruby won the third round. “We should leave. It’s near dinnertime, and we need to dress,” Bessie stated.

      “Is it really?” King set his glass down and looked at the clock. “So it is! Time does fly when you are in the company of such lovely creatures.”

      King said the words to include Bessie, but his eyes were fixed on Ruby. “You’ll join me at my table, won’t you?”

      He rested his hand on her shoulder, and she nodded. “Of course. If you like.”

      “Most assuredly.” She felt his hand slide down her arm and looked at Ford.

      Ford was standing up to escort Bessie to the door. She stood as well and saw King lick his lips. She felt the blush across her cheeks as she walked to the door.

      “I’ll escort the ladies to their cabins,” Ford said.

      “Southern charm! You see, Ruby? And I’ll see everyone at dinner,” King said in a dismissal.

      As they walked to their cabins, Bessie said, “There is to be a small band tonight! I think there will be dancing as well.”

      “Dancing? That’s charming,” Ruby said as they came to Bessie’s cabin.

      “Isn’t it though?” She let herself in. “See you soon.”

      “I can manage alone,” Ruby told Ford over her shoulder.

      “Can you?”

      “Yes.”

      “It seems you can’t manage much alone. You seem to delight in flirting with King in front of me.”

      “I wasn’t!” she said fiercely.

      “Shhhh!” Ford said as they rounded the corner and he all but pushed her inside his own cabin. “Don’t make a scene!”

      “You’re the one making a scene! I wasn’t flirting with him. He touched my arm.”

      “He caressed you.”

      “You’re seeing things that aren’t there,” she protested.

      “Oh yes?”

      Pulling her to him, he caressed her arm as King had done, and she struggled against him. “Stop it!”

      “What? King merely touched your arm, you said. I’m doing the same.” As he spoke the words, his fingers were moving along her arm in a slow stroke.

      “He didn’t do that,” she whispered.

      “And what was that you were doing with your foot?”

      “That was a mistake. I was stretching, and I thought I hit the table with my foot.”

      “That’s your excuse?”

      “It’s not an excuse. I was going to say sorry, but then you looked away.”

      He released her, and she moved away from him. “Run along and change, Ruby. I’m sure King will be waiting.”

      “If you hate him so much, why do you work for him?”

      “Who said I hate him? I actually respect him. He’s a fine businessman.”

      “Then?”

      “There is no then. Go get changed. Soon enough, we’ll all be together again,” he added cryptically.

      Ruby sensed a tension between them that had never been there before, and she didn’t know what to do. She left his cabin, and when she stepped into her own minutes later, she poured herself a glass of water and saw her hand was shaking.

      She looked at her dresses and had a sudden yearning to look and feel desirous. She pulled out a garnet-colored gown that hugged her body like a glove. It had a plunging v-neckline and off-the-shoulder sleeves. She would wear her hair up with ruby drop earrings and no other jewelry.

      Tonight, she wanted to turn men’s heads. Tonight, she wanted to play the star.
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      When Ruby stepped into the lounge, she saw that a wide-open square was now available for dancing while dinner was still being served in the dining saloon. The ship used this expansive room for dancing, and many passengers were delighted to hear the musicians begin tuning their instruments.

      The first-class lounge was a chief indoor gathering spot, and the ship’s orchestra of professional musicians made for a pleasant evening’s entertainment. She heard the familiar piano music of Scott Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag,” and the orchestra played along as well in a delightful accompaniment.

      Several couples were already on the dance floor, including Archie and Bessie, Zeta and Lou, and one of the Vadas sisters with a man she didn’t know. It was a catchy song, and everyone was dancing quick steps to the lively tune.

      She saw King sitting with Vernon and Ford at a corner table, and as she walked toward them, she could feel the stares of everyone, especially the men, as she passed by.

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” Ruby said softly, though her voice could hardly be heard above the music.

      King stood. “My God, woman! Who made that dress? They should be whipped!”

      “Why is that?” Ruby asked, smiling.

      “Because we poor mortal men can only take so much beauty,” he said, kissing her hand and then waving to get the waiter’s attention.

      Vernon also stood and smiled a greeting at her, but Ford didn’t. He seemed riveted to the spot, and she felt his eyes take in the cut of the dress, the curves of her body, and her breasts that could just be seen above the low neckline. It was a dress to entice. To taunt. To torment. They both knew it.

      “Damn that waiter!” King said and went in search of him.

      The ragtime song ended, and Bessie and Archie joined them.

      “I say!” Archie said when he neared them and spotted Ruby.

      “It’s just a dress,” Ruby said coyly.

      “It’s quite a dress,” Bessie admitted.

      The orchestra struck up “Harlem Rag,” and Archie immediately pulled Ruby onto the dance floor. The dance was a simple one-step, and Ruby marveled at the way Archie took control. He was a graceful dancer and light on his feet.

      As she moved with him, she saw Bessie and Ford come to the dance floor. Bessie looked pretty in a light pink gown, and Ford looked handsome in his black-and-white evening clothes. She admired the width of his shoulders and felt the sting of jealousy at seeing Bessie in his arms.

      “You do look lovely, Ruby. But then, you always do,” Archie said as he leaned forward so she could hear him.

      She smiled. They had never been as close as she and Bessie, but he had always been kind. She looked at him as an older brother.

      “Thank you. You’re a wonderful dancer,” she told him.

      Ruby moved across the room gracefully and noticed many of the older couples were not dancing. Though she enjoyed ragtime, she knew that many viewed the music as distasteful and brash. She noticed that older people seemed to view it as a sort of nonsense noise to be tolerated but disregarded.

      When the song ended, there was applause from the older crowd as the orchestra struck up “Die Schönbrunner" by Joseph Lanner. Lanner was a Viennese composer who had taken the waltz from being a peasant dance to something high society enjoyed. Several more couples joined the dance floor.

      “Do you waltz?” Archie asked.

      She was about to answer when Ford approached them and asked Ruby to dance. She could think of no reason to say no, and Archie disappeared into the crowd.

      “You waltz?” Ruby said as he took her in his arms.

      “I have many talents.” His voice was ripe with innuendo.

      “I’m sure.”

      She felt his right hand on her left shoulder blade as she placed her left hand on his shoulder. They clasped hands much like they had done with the ragtime dances, but the waltz was smoother and seemed more intimate as he held her.

      “I thought it best to cut in on young Archie. I wouldn’t want people to talk about you two,” Ford said.

      As they made the turn about the room, she saw Archie dancing with one of the Vadas sisters.

      “Very thoughtful of you.”

      She could feel Ford’s eyes on her and the heat from his body. His hand at her shoulder seared into her.

      “You haven’t said anything about my dress,” she said softly.

      “What should I say?”

      Ruby shrugged.

      “It is a beautiful dress, Ruby, but then you know that. It hugs your curves in all the right places. And I seem to remember all those curves very vividly.”

      Ruby said nothing as they made a turn and Ford held her in his arms. Like so many things, he was an expert dancer.

      “What? Nothing to add? I answered your question about the dress,” he said.

      “Yes. You did.”

      “Didn’t you like the answer?”

      She looked at a passing couple and saw Zeta with a smile on her face in the arms of Vernon. Another couple passed by, and she saw Bessie in King’s arms.

      “Hello there!” he called out to them jovially.

      She smiled brightly at King as they passed him. “You don’t need to try so hard. He’s already crazy about you,” Ford told her.

      “Is that was this is about?”

      “What?” he asked.

      “Your comments. Your looks.”

      “What looks?”

      Ruby looked away. “You look at me . . .”

      “Yes?”

      “As if . . .” She tried to find the right word.

      “Go on.”

      “You look at me as if you want me.”

      “Ruby, darling, I’ve had you,” he said with a grin.

      Ruby felt a blush creep into her cheeks. Maybe it was the dancing or the theatrics that seemed to surround her, but she felt dizzy. The way he said darling in his Southern drawl made her ache for him, and his hands seemed to be everywhere. She felt his hot hands on her breasts, her belly, her thigh, and his mouth in places no man should ever be.

      “Besides, we both know you wore that dress for attention, and you got it. Whose attention you want remains to be seen.”

      “Meaning?”

      Every word and every gesture coming from Ford seemed to be geared to annoy her.

      “Come now, Ruby. You like the attention. King fawns over you. You have poor young Archie drooling. You want to add me to your stock of men as well, darling?”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Darling?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmmm,” they made a turn and he smiled, “I think I called you darling that night.”

      “I don’t remember,” Ruby said tartly.

      “I told you not to be frightened.”

      “And I told you I wasn’t. Not then. Not now.” Ruby threw a glance at him.

      Ford grinned and tightened his hold on her. “I thought you said you didn’t remember.”

      Ruby felt his hand curl around hers, and she willed the waltz to end soon.

      “It will end soon enough,” he told her.

      Ruby’s eyes flew to meet his. “How do you do that?”

      “Everything you think is written across your beautiful face. It’s not difficult.”

      Ruby felt a rush at the word beautiful used to describe her face.

      “And I’ve known you your entire life, Ruby.”

      She felt his hand dip to her upper back, branding her as it moved. She was his. She was his. She would always be his. She ached to be his again.

      Ford crushed the thoughts that raced through his brain. He wanted to drag Ruby from the lounge and strip the red dress from her body. He could see the tops of her breasts, the curve of her waist, and he wanted nothing more than to throw her down upon the bed and taste the honey between her legs.

      He knew that King was nearby watching them, and he had to practice what he had learned. He had to shutter his emotions and trap them deep inside. He couldn’t have her. She wasn’t his. She wasn’t his. She would never be his.

      “Ford.”

      He snapped out of his reverie to realize the music had stopped and the couples were leaving the floor.

      “Miss Sutton,” he said formally, dropping his arms to his sides and waving a hand in front of him. “After you.”

      They made their way back to the table, where King was consuming more champagne and Bessie and Archie were listening to an old vaudeville story being told by Vernon. They all laughed at the punch line, though Ruby had missed the joke.

      “Ruby, you looked like a glittering star out there on the dance floor,” King said, smiling at her.

      “Thank you, King. I had two excellent partners.” She looked at Ford and Archie.

      “That’s absolutely correct! Partners! They are so important!” he said loudly and stood up suddenly with his drink. “A toast!”

      Everyone at the table had a drink in hand, and Ford grabbed two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter and handed one to Ruby.

      “A toast to partners!” King said, raising his glass as everyone repeated his words.

      Ford seemed to be studying him, and Ruby watched King as he downed the entire glass.

      “And one more toast!” he said, waiting for his glass to be refilled. “To beautiful women!” He nodded at Bessie, but his gaze lingered on Ruby for far too long.

      Ford stiffened next to her, and he bent down low to whisper something in King’s ear.

      “Yes. Right you are. Let’s take this party back to my cabin,” King bellowed. “My cabin we go!”

      Ruby noticed that King stumbled a bit when he stood, and he was slurring his words. He hung on to Ford and bid several strangers good night.

      But as he passed by, he said, “No, not you, Ruby! Come have a night cap with us!”

      Ruby nodded in agreement and took up the rear as the three left the lounge. When they entered King’s suite, he passed out almost immediately on the couch.

      “King?” Ruby leaned over to check on him.

      She didn’t realize that by bending over him, Ford had a perfect view of her breasts pressed against the neckline and pushed up by her corset.

      “He needs to sleep it off,” Ford said, turning away. “He’ll have a headache in the morning, but he’ll be fine.”

      Ruby moved away from King and walked to the door with Ford directly behind her.

      “I’ll walk you back to your cabin.”

      “Thank you, but I’m returning to the party. Unlike some, I can hold my liquor, and I intend to enjoy myself.”

      They stepped out into the passage, and Ford laughed. “You can hold your liquor because you don’t drink.”

      “That’s not true. I drink. I enjoy brandy or a glass of champagne.”

      “Exactly. That’s a drink. Not drinking.”

      “You prefer I was a lush?”

      “Not at all. Just pointing out that you don’t drink.”

      They turned into the lounge, where once again ragtime was playing, and immediately Ruby took a glass of champagne from a waiter and gulped it down.

      “Happy?”

      “Slow down, Ruby. You won’t like it in the morning.”

      “What happens in the morning?” she asked.

      “Well, that depends.”

      “On?”

      “Are you waking up in your bed or someone else’s?”

      Ruby blushed at his words. “My own, of course.”

      “Well, alcohol has a way of changing that as well.”

      “In what regard?”

      “Alcohol makes you do things you wouldn’t normally do.”

      “Well, I’ve had two glasses of champagne, and I feel nothing,” she proclaimed.

      Ford grinned. “Just wait.”

      They joined Bessie and Archie at the table, and Ruby was immediately asked to dance again.

      Bessie watched her brother and best friend take to the floor and then turned to Ford. “You won’t mind me saying this, but you should be very careful.”

      “Of?” He wondered at her words.

      “Most of the time, you’re very good at hiding what you feel and think. But when you look at Ruby, there are times it’s very obvious.”

      Ford swallowed. “What is?”

      “That you want her. Just be careful. It seems we are all in this web manufactured by King.”

      Ford nodded and took a sip from the glass in front of him. It tasted bitter, but he downed it anyway. “Yes, we are.”

      Ford watched Ruby dance with Max and then Vernon, and finally he replaced them both. He could tell she was startled as she looked up into his face.

      “This is your last dance, Ruby.”

      “What do you mean? I’m having a wonderful time.” She smiled widely.

      “Yes. I can see that.”

      “So? Why do have to be such a killjoy? Let me enjoy myself.”

      “After this dance, be a good girl and say good night. Then I’ll take you back to your cabin and tuck you in.”

      “Will you?” Ruby said saucily.

      Ford ignored her, and when the dance ended, she bid good night to everyone, though a new song had started and no one seemed to notice her absence.

      “Ruby, come along,” Ford said, pulling her along the passage.

      “It seems such a long way, and my feet hurt,” she said, leaning against him.

      “Ruby.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and stopped at his cabin since it was much closer than hers. He unlocked his door as Ruby sank against him.

      He laid her on his bed and removed his jacket.

      “I can’t breathe,” she said softly. “And the room is spinning. Why is it doing that, Ford?”

      She lay on the bed with her arms outstretched as Ford threw his jacket across a chair.

      “Nothing is spinning except you.”

      He watched her breathe heavily and complain again about not being able to breathe.

      “Help me. My laces,” she said weakly.

      Ford went to sit beside her. She sat up and leaned over his lap as he undid the laces at the back of her dress.

      “Better?” he asked.

      She fell back against the bed and sighed happily. “Yes.” Her hands fell above her head, and she suddenly pulled out a long pin from her hair and threw it across the room.

      “What the hell?” Ford exclaimed.

      “It was hurting my head,” she whimpered.

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      Another pin followed it, and Ford cursed under his breath. “Ruby, stop it!”

      She giggled. “Make me!”

      Ford made a quick movement, and suddenly he was on top of her, holding her hands above her head.

      “Get off me!” she said weakly.

      In a quick series of movements, Ford combed through her hair and removed all the pins, placing them out of her reach.

      “No fair.”

      “Go to sleep, Ruby.”

      “I will. But you have to give me a good night kiss.”

      Ford felt his heart pound in his chest. “No.”

      “Yes. Like a good brother.”

      “I’m not your brother.”

      “You almost were! If you had married Pernetta, you would have been my brother-in-law.”

      “In-law is very different from brother,” he said, staring down into her gray eyes.

      “Fine, then. Brother-in-law. Kiss me good night.”

      He quickly kissed her forehead. “Good night.”

      “That’s not a kiss.”

      “It was.”

      “No, it wasn’t. I want a real kiss.”

      He kissed her temple. “Good night.”

      “No. On my mouth.”

      “Is that how a brother-in-law would kiss you?” He could feel the blood pounding in his ears.

      “Yes.”

      He touched her mouth with his in a brief kiss. He knew she was drunk. She was asking for things he shouldn’t give her. It was not right. He was not behaving as a gentleman should.

      “Again.” She almost purred the word in his ear.

      Against his better judgment, he touched his mouth to hers, and when he pulled away, she lifted her head, wanting more.

      “Ruby.” His voice was so hoarse. “No more.”

      “Just one more. Then I’ll go to bed.”

      “Promise?”

      She nodded.

      His mouth touched hers, and he pressed his palms out to entangle his fingers with hers. She opened her mouth slightly, and her tongue pressed into his. He groaned. He could feel her legs trying to separate through the many layers of clothes to accommodate his body. She wanted him. He released her hands, and she arched against him.

      Her arms encircled his neck, and he felt like he was drowning. His cock was hard, and he wanted nothing more than to lift up her skirts and feel her silky thighs wrap around his waist. When she moaned at the back of her throat, it sent him over the edge. His fingers were in her hair, and her own hands had moved from his neck to his lower back. Suddenly, she was pushing her hand between their bodies and pressing it against his throbbing cock.

      “Ruby, don’t,” he said, breaking the kiss.

      “No, don’t stop,” she said, almost begging. “Please.” She wiggled her body against his.

      “Ruby. I can’t. You’re drunk.”

      Ruby pouted like a little girl. “You don’t want me.”

      “You know I do.”

      “Then what?”

      “It can’t be like this. Not when you’re saying things and behaving in a way you normally wouldn’t. Remember? I told you this would happen.”

      “You did this! You got me drunk!” She pouted.

      “I got you drunk?” he said, stifling a laugh.

      “Yes! You taunted me, telling me I had never been drunk before, so I got drunk. This is all your fault. So the consequences are yours as well.”

      He did laugh then. “No, Ruby. The consequences will be yours. In the morning, you’ll have a hell of a headache.”

      “Oh, Ford,” she whispered, turning her head away.

      He moved his hand through her blond hair and watched as she closed her eyes in sleep.
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      Ford laced his hands behind his head and stretched out upon the sofa. The bed was in his line of vision, and he saw that Ruby lay sleeping quietly. He knew it was late. A quiet stillness had settled over the ship, and even the sound of water against the ocean liner was distant.

      He dozed off once, and when he woke again, everything was the same except he saw that Ruby had shrugged out of her dress, and it lay in a dark pool on the floor with her corset. She was only wearing a white chemise and a petticoat, and in her state of undress, she appeared more vulnerable, more desirable.

      She had turned on her side away from him, and he saw the length of her back, her bottom, and her legs splayed a little apart. Her chemise ended at her knee, so her calves were clearly visible to his eye. She had shapely calves and delicate ankles, and he groaned inwardly as his cock lengthened again.

      He didn’t touch himself but only turned his head away from the sight of her lying almost naked in his bed. They would arrive in London soon enough, but there would be more problems in that city. He would be busy with whatever duties King had him perform, but he would also keep an eye on Ruby, no matter if she wanted it or not.

      Another hour passed, and when he woke he heard footsteps along the passageway. Someone was moving about at the very late hour. He suddenly wondered what he needed to do to get Ruby out of his cabin and into her own.

      It would have to be when it was still dark so that no one would be about. He raised himself and looked out the porthole and saw that the sky was still dark. He might have another two hours to decide, and then he would have to wake her.

      He settled back onto the sofa and looked over at Ruby. She had changed positions and was now curled on her other side, facing him. The shoulder strap of her chemise had fallen down on one side and her naked shoulder tantalized him. Her hair was spread out on his pillow, and her legs were tucked into her body. She looked so sweet.

      Any other man might have said to hell with lofty ideals and proper behavior and taken her even if she was drunk. But Ford knew better. Even though he had made love to her once before, he had been racked with guilt afterward, though she had seemed perfectly happy to go their separate ways.

      He remembered coming home after that disastrous night by the watering hole, when his mother and father had both cornered him in the front parlor after Jessbelle had been sent to bed.

      Faylene had seemed a little flustered, but Marshall had poured them all a drink and then summed up the entire night most eloquently.

      “Well, that’s that,” he had said, sipping his whiskey.

      “That’s that? That is what you have to say to our son and this debacle, Marshall Rutledge?” Faylene had said, her cheeks flushed from the heat and the scandal.

      “What should I say Faylene? We always knew Ruby Mae followed Ford around like some lost puppy.”

      “A lost puppy I can handle. A young girl throwing herself at our son while he’s engaged to her sister? That’s a little much.”

      Meanwhile, Ford had stood near the front window looking out. He could still remember Ruby’s lush curves under his hands and his cock aching for her.

      “What do you want, Faylene? You want us to go back to the Suttons and beg Pernetta to take him back?”

      “No.” Ford had said quietly. “That’s something I would never do.”

      Marshall had nodded. “Rightfully so.”

      “I thought this was such a good match,” Faylene had almost sobbed.

      “Honestly, I never did.” Marshall had spoken quietly.

      “You didn’t? Why did you go along with it?”

      “For all the logical reasons. Our two plantations would become one. We’ve all known each other forever. And as the two oldest, it seemed to be the right thing.”

      “But?”

      “Pernetta is a cold one, like her Momma. I never thought her temperament suited Ford,” Marshall had admitted.

      “Now you say that!” Faylene had rolled her eyes.

      “But that Ruby. She’s an awkward girl now, but wait a few years. She’s going to collect hearts like some children collect fireflies in a jar.”

      Ford looked over at the sleeping Ruby. Her arms were thrown above her head, and he had the strongest urge to cover her body with his. It would be like it had been that one night, only this time he would never let her go. He breathed out and closed his eyes in frustration and then looked out the porthole. It was still dark, but it wouldn’t be for much longer.

      There was a grayness crawling into the sky, and they would need to move soon. He sat up and stretched his limbs. He walked over to the basin and poured the cold water from the pitcher into it. He splashed a little bit on his face and then brushed his teeth quickly.

      He didn’t want to wake Ruby. She looked peaceful, like a sleeping angel. He sat on the side of the bed and touched her bare shoulder. It was smooth underneath his hand.

      “Ruby.”

      “Hmmm,” she murmured in her sleep, but it came out like a soft moan.

      “Ruby.” He touched her shoulder, and she moved onto her back, slightly stretching.

      “What?” she asked softly, not opening her eyes.

      “I need you to get dressed.”

      She was still for a moment, and then her eyes snapped open. “What?” She sat up and looked down at her state of undress and scooted away from him.

      “What did you do?” she squeaked.

      Ford decided to tease her for all the torment she had put him through the night before. “Don’t you mean what did we do?”

      Ruby’s eyes widened. “Ford. Tell me. What happened?”

      “What usually happens between two people in a dark bedroom,” he said smoothly, sitting back from her.

      “My God. You took advantage of me!” she hissed.

      “Lower your voice. It’s early in the morning.”

      “Now you are worried about propriety? Now? After you had your way with me?” Ruby clutched at the blankets.

      Ford chuckled. “First, I’ve seen you naked before, Ruby. Second, nothing happened.”

      “Nothing happened? Am I to believe that?”

      Ford jerked his head over his shoulder. “Look over there. I slept on the sofa.”

      Ruby saw the rumpled blanket and the indent of his body upon it. Suddenly, she gasped. “Oh, my head.”

      “Hangover.”

      “It hurts.”

      “Come on, Ruby. I need to get you dressed and back to your own cabin before it gets any lighter.”

      Ruby moved to the edge of the bed while Ford swooped down to pick up her corset and dress.

      “Where on earth did you get this dress anyway? It should be ripped to shreds,” he whispered.

      “And why is that?”

      “Because it leaves nothing to the imagination.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      He pulled her corset around her waist, and she leaned away from him as he pulled the ties tighter.

      “Ugh!” she complained. “I can’t breathe!”

      “Shhh!” he admonished her, throwing the dress over her head and doing up the laces at the back of the dress.

      “My head hurts, Ford.”

      “Soon you’ll be in your own room, and you can sleep the afternoon away like the Southern belle you are,” he teased.

      “You shouldn’t have let me drink so much.”

      “And you shouldn’t have been such a little brat and drank all that champagne. Come on.”

      He pulled her up, and she fell against him. “Sorry. My legs.”

      She slipped into her shoes, and they exited his cabin. Ruby was still a little woozy, but she realized that she had spent a large part of the night in Ford’s cabin. Anyone seeing them would never believe she was innocent and that nothing had happened. Her reputation would be ruined. On top of which, King would probably throw her out of the tour, and Ford might even lose his job if King wanted revenge.

      She felt a wave of panic as they moved along the passageway and heard footsteps and a voice. Ford threw her into a small alcove, and they waited until the passersby had disappeared. He looked down at her.

      “It will be okay,” he assured her.

      When they finally made it to her cabin, she stepped inside, grateful to have made it safely without being seen.

      Ford stepped out onto the deck and took a deep breath. The night sky had turned gray, and a pink sliver was showing itself on the horizon. He leaned against the railing, looking out over the dark water against the lightening sky. Soon they would be in Liverpool. After what had happened with Ruby lying in his bed and in his arms, it couldn’t be soon enough.
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* * *

      Ruby settled into the train car with Bessie seated across from her. She had been so relieved to finally leave the Oceanic. The time spent on the ocean liner had not been overly long, but after several days, she was anxious to be back on dry land, away from King’s interest and Ford’s dark gazes.

      The train from Liverpool to London would take many hours with nothing to do but watch as the countryside flew by. Ford and King had taken a different train in Liverpool, which gave her some breathing room from them both.

      Bessie had spent much of the train ride looking out the window and commenting on how it looked like this place or that while Ruby was thinking excitedly about their upcoming tour and how they would be received.

      She knew that Zeta was still the reigning diva and top-billed performer, but she now had three songs, which gave her more time in front of the audience and a chance to develop a following in London.

      As the train moved closer to London, she thought vaguely of that night with Ford. She knew she had behaved badly, begging for Ford to kiss her. She cringed. Her only defense was that she had too much to drink and had not been able to hold her liquor, as Ford had correctly surmised. She remembered Ford’s mouth against hers as she wrapped her arms around his neck. She had been ridiculous.

      When the train finally pulled into London, the various performers obtained taxis and made their way to Durrants. She would be sharing a room with Bessie, which she didn’t mind at all.

      Everyone was settling into their rooms when she heard Archie and Max heading out.

      “Come on, Ruby! Archie said they are going to a nearby pub. They invited us along!” Bessie said, heaving her trunk into the corner and grabbing her small purse.

      “What’s a pub?” Ruby asked as Bessie pulled her hand.

      “A public house. A place to meet and drink,” Bessie explained.

      She joined the men as they were moving along the corridor, and Archie winked at her.

      “So! The princess has deigned to be among the common folk,” he said, teasing her.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “I’m as common as anyone.”

      As they entered The Duke, Ruby stared around her at the Victorian interior with rich wood paneling, booths, and a long bar. She admired the molded ceiling, the etched glass in the doors, and the intricate design on the tiles.

      “What are you staring at?” Archie seemed amused.

      “It’s such a lovely room,” she said.

      He ordered pints for everyone as Vern joined them, followed by Zeta and Lou. The Vadas sisters entered, and soon everyone was asking their manager about the theater they would be performing in.

      “What’s it called?” Ruby asked.

      “Matinee Theatre. It used to be called St. George’s Hall.”

      “Can we go see it? Tonight?” Bessie asked.

      Vernon shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t see why not. It’s not in use right now as we have it booked for the next several weeks. They mentioned a stagehand who is always there.”

      Ruby smiled as she remembered Lewis, the old curmudgeon in New York who guarded the stage door as if it was his own private domain.

      After their round of drinks, they took several taxis to the theater and entered by the stage door. A lone man sat reading his newspaper, puffing on a pipe. He greeted them happily, even though the hour was late.

      “Hello. I’m Vernon—”

      “Aye. I’ve been expecting you Yankees,” he said.

      Bessie watched as Ruby stiffened, and she tried to explain. “It’s what they call us. All of us.”

      “I know. It just has a different meaning for me,” Ruby bristled.

      “Go on and sniff the place out,” the stagehand directed. “There ain’t no one here but me.”

      They walked out onto the vast stage looking out over the huge empty audience that could hold up to eight hundred people.

      “Wow!” Bessie said as she and Archie danced across the stage while Ruby walked the length of it.

      “Impressive.” Ruby felt the strange sensation of being frightened.

      Though she had never suffered from stage fright, the immense cavern of people packed inside this theater would be intense. The theater had an elliptical roof of wood with skylights on the side and a balcony that ran along three sides of the room.

      “What is it, Ruby?” Bessie asked, seeing the look on her face.

      “It’s quite overwhelming.”

      Bessie smiled. “It’s no different than New York. Maybe not as big, but no different. We’re here to perform and put on a good show.”

      Ruby nodded. “Yes. You’re right.”

      She cast a final glance at the theater before everyone moved down the aisle to leave through the front doors. She passed by sheets and sheets of bills that would be placed all around London soon enough. She saw her name listed as one of the acts appearing, and she smiled.
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* * *

      When she and Bessie returned to the hotel, she spotted Ford exiting a taxicab. He was alone, and it was then that she remembered King would be staying at his town house. She was glad he was not staying at the hotel. She would be able to focus on her performance until the time came to fulfill her promise and act as hostess to his colleagues.

      Ford tipped his hat at her and Bessie as they moved into the hotel.

      “He is so handsome,” Bessie said, smiling as they took the stairs.

      Ruby said nothing but remembered him leaning over her as she wrapped her arms around his neck and his mouth touched hers. Yes, she thought. He certainly is.
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      The next day, everyone gathered at the theater to do a run-through rehearsal without costumes. King did not make an appearance, but Ford did. He remained seated in the large audience while everyone performed their act.

      Ford had already seen several bills of “The New York Vaudeville Troupe” on the streets, and he thought it smart of Vernon to use New York in the bill. Londoners might be eager to see a vaudeville show, but they would be especially excited to see one from New York.

      Many of the people who enjoyed vaudeville were lower-income and working-class people. They would most likely never travel to New York, but they would be able to see this small portion of it here.

      He watched the acts take their place onstage and then move offstage when they were finished. When he saw Zeta take the stage, she looked like a bright garish flower dressed in pink with a large hat. She began to sing, and Ford had to admire her. Though she was aging, she had talent, even though her songs suited a younger singer.

      Zeta had begun her first song when she suddenly stopped abruptly. “Vernon?” She looked about her. “Vernon!”

      “Yes, Zeta?” he said, moving from behind the curtain.

      “The piano accompaniment! It needs to be forte in the beginning, and then once I sing, pianissimo. I don’t want it too loud! People come to hear me, not him!”

      Vernon looked at the timid piano player and then at Zeta. He moved to the piano player and relayed Zeta’s instructions to him, though he, like everyone else, had heard her perfectly. The man nodded, and Vernon turned to Zeta to see if she was satisfied. When she began to sing again, it sounded just as it had before, but she seemed satisfied.

      Ford watched with amusement as Lou did his comic routine, followed by the Chinese magician and then Ruby. She was wearing a faded day dress that showed nothing of her curves. She sang only a small portion of her song to preserve her voice for the show and then moved offstage.

      Ford watched her move across the stage and could still hear her voice in his ear, “Kiss me . . . on my mouth.” She had been drunk and silly as she tossed her hairpins aside like a child and pouted when he refused to kiss her. Her lips had been so sweet under his, and he had wanted nothing more than to cover her body with his. But the distance between them now was necessary. They both had their roles to play; he the detective, and she the star.

      As Archie and Bessie took the stage, a young man came walking into the theater asking for Vernon.

      “Up here, young fellow.” Vernon waved to him.

      The young man delivered a telegram to Vernon and left as quickly as he had entered.

      “Has someone died?” Lou asked drily.

      Everyone watched as Vernon read the telegram, and then suddenly he called out, “Max! Max!”

      Max didn’t immediately appear, so Archie went backstage calling his name as well. Ford watched the scene with interest. There must be something very important in the telegram, though at the moment only Vernon knew its contents.

      “Damn it all!” Vernon moved backstage. “Where is he?”

      Everyone immediately scattered to find the wayward assistant while Ruby took the small stairs to the right of the stage and walked down the aisle toward Ford. She took the seat in front of him and sat upon it, facing him.

      “How do you like the show? Do you think we’ll be a success?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “We haven’t really spoken since that night you got me drunk,” she said softly, her gray eyes meeting his.

      “I got you drunk?” Ford asked.

      “Of course. You know you did. You wanted to take advantage of me,” she teased him.

      He knew she was teasing. She was like that. An impish child wrapped inside a delicious woman’s body. He felt himself harden at her words, and he casually threw his overcoat across his lap.

      “Actually, I think you wanted me,” he teased her back. “You just couldn’t say it. So you got drunk so you could throw yourself at me.”

      She laughed, throwing her head back, which caused Ford to clench his teeth. What he wouldn’t give to caress her throat and pull her tightly against him and kiss her mouth.

      “Now damn it, where is Ruby?” Vernon said loudly from the stage.

      “I must go,” she told Ford before she stood up. “I’m here, Vern.”

      She walked back down the aisle as Ford admired the gentle sway of her hips and her straight back. Once onstage, Ruby saw Max was pouting.

      “I was cataloging the costumes like you said,” he told no one in particular.

      “All right, all right,” Vern said, raising his hands. “I need everyone’s attention. The telegram concerns us all and opening night.”

      Ruby went to stand next to Bessie and Archie and looked across at Vern.

      “I happen to know that the owner of the theater is very influential. He is good friends with several men who were known to frequent Marlborough House when the king was still the Prince of Wales.”

      “The king visited a house? Is that significant?” Bessie asked.

      “Marlborough House was a gathering place for gentlemen and friends of the prince. They dabbled and drank. They played cards,” Vern explained, irritated by the direction of the conversation.

      “And swapped wives!” Lou said, causing everyone to laugh.

      “Marlborough House. The White House. What on earth is all this nonsense? Please get to the point. We have a reservation to take tea at Claridge’s.” Zeta gestured to Lou.

      “If you would all let me finish!” Vern said, exasperated. “The king is coming to our opening night.”

      For once, Zeta was stunned into silence while everyone else clapped and smiled.

      “Apparently this isn’t that unusual, as the king does enjoy the theater immensely,” Vernon explained.

      “And the young singers,” Lou interjected.

      Vernon ignored him. “Nothing has changed. We still have a performance to put on in three days’ time, and we will kill it. Let’s pick up where we left off.”
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* * *

      Bessie, Ruby, Archie, and Lee Chen went to tea after rehearsal. Though Ruby didn’t spend that much time with the Chinese magician, he was a constant companion of Archie’s, and they made a tidy foursome.

      “What did Lou mean about the king liking singers?” she asked them as their scones were served.

      “He has a reputation. Or he did when he was younger,” Bessie told her. “Although, honestly he’s quite old now. He must be close to sixty!”

      “I doubt age matters,” Archie said, smiling. “And since you asked, Ruby, I think he merely likes the ladies. But as I understand he has a current mistress. Amelia Kollep is her name.”

      “Alice Keppel,” came the quiet words from Lee Chen as everyone else laughed at Archie’s expense.

      Archie slapped him on the back. “You see? Only speaks when necessary.”
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* * *

      Later after tea, the ladies separated from the men and took a carriage to Hyde Park. They walked along the green lawn and took in the sights before returning to the hotel.

      “I didn’t even think of it,” Bessie said absently as she placed her gloves and hat aside once inside their room.

      “You didn’t think of what?” Ruby said as she moved to the window that overlooked the street.

      “Well, it’s all very exciting for the king to come to our performance. That in itself is a coup. But what if we are presented to him? What then?”

      “And if we are presented, so what?” Ruby asked.

      “Curtsy! We need to know the correct way to curtsy!” Bessie exclaimed. “I mean, we’ve both curtsied on stage, which is well and good. But we need to do a proper curtsy.”

      “Do you think we will be presented? It seems unlikely,” Ruby countered.

      “Listen to me, Ruby. Would you rather learn the correct way and know how to do it and never use it? Or not know how and then we might have to do it?” Bessie said logically.

      “We must learn how to curtsy,” Ruby said.

      Both women stood facing each other, and Bessie tucked her right leg behind her left leg and bent her knees.

      “That’s how you do it,” Bessie assured her friend.

      “Are you sure?” Ruby asked. “That looks like what I’ve done onstage. I think it needs to be deeper.”

      Ruby followed her own advice and almost fell over as both women started laughing. A knock on the door sounded, and Archie entered.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “We are learning to curtsy. Your Majesty,” Ruby said as she descended into a curtsy and again almost toppled over.

      “My goodness, Ruby! What are you doing wrong? You look like a newborn colt!” Bessie laughed.

      “I can’t help it!” she said, laughing. “I want it to be perfect and majestic!”

      “I stopped by to invite you both to dinner. But it seems like you two might be at this for some time,” Archie said.

      “No! We won’t be. I’m starving,” Ruby told him. “Come, Bess.”

      “With pleasure, Your Highness,” she said, sinking gracefully into a curtsy.

      “Stop that! You make it look so elegant,” Ruby complained.

      “Well, think of us poor men. Look what we must do,” Archie said, and he performed a low bow to both ladies.

      “Oh, you!” Ruby smacked his shoulder. “How about I’ll bow and you curtsy?” she told him as they walked along the corridor.

      They decided to dine at The Duke again, which was conveniently located, and discovered it was quite full. She saw Ford sitting with Vern and Max as they grabbed a booth and ordered their food and pints.

      “Do you think we will be presented to the King, Archie?” Ruby asked him.

      “I do.”

      “You’re very certain.”

      “Logical.”

      “How so?”

      “The King will not miss a chance to be presented to all you lovely ladies. So if you want my advice?”

      “Which we don’t,” Bessie teased him.

      “Then learn to curtsy.”

      Ruby nodded. “After dinner, Bess. We must perform the perfect curtsy.”
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* * *

      Ford had made it a habit since he had joined the agency to study people. Sometimes body language was easy to read. The Vadas sisters were clustered together with three men, and it wasn’t hard to see that the men hoped to bed the vivacious Hungarian women. They sat close to one another with their bodies turned to them.

      He looked across at Lou seated with Zeta. Theirs was a more complex relationship, he mused. Lou seemed to dote on Zeta while she seemed reserved and cool. It was clear that her heart was not given so easily, or perhaps she was not as invested in their relationship.

      Finally, he turned his attention to Ruby’s table. Their table seemed to be a mix of easy friendship and family. He could tell that everyone was fond of Ruby. Bessie sat nearest her with a shoulder against hers and a smile on her face. The men were animated, but neither man touched Ruby or looked at her longer than was necessary.

      “So what do you think about our news?” Vernon said as he leaned over to Ford, breaking into his thoughts.

      “I think you owe someone a favor,” Ford said as he sipped his pint.

      “Right you are! Truth is, I barely know the owner. Perhaps King had something to do with this. Have you told him the good news?”

      “No. In fact, King had business to take care of, so I’ve not seen him since Liverpool.”

      “Well, if it was his doing, we have him to thank yet again. If he does attend, our tickets will sell like hotcakes.”

      When Ford looked up again, Ruby’s table was empty. After ten minutes, Ford walked back to the hotel. As he turned into the hallway, he heard giggling followed by laughter. Bessie was curtsying to Ruby, and Ruby was doing the same.

      “What are you two on about?” Ford asked in amusement.

      Ruby turned to Ford and laughed. “Nothing.” Then sinking into a curtsy, she said, “Your Majesty.”

      “Ahh. The king’s visit.”

      “Yes!” Ruby said in a delighted voice. “Do you think we will be presented, Ford?”

      “I don’t know the king, but from what I’ve read, he likes the theater very much. He always has since he was a young man.”

      “But that doesn’t mean we will be presented,” Ruby rightfully surmised.

      “He has an eye for the ladies. Especially lovely ones,” Ford said, giving each lady a look before he bowed low to them both.

      “My lady,” he said softly as he bowed to them before he retired to his room.
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* * *

      Ruby was nibbling on her thumbnail the morning of opening night as she looked out the window from her hotel room. Bessie had ventured downstairs for breakfast, but Ruby couldn’t eat a thing. She sat in her chemise, curled at the window, as she had done so many times in New York, watching the pedestrians pass by.

      She could hardly believe that she had come so far in such a short amount of time. It almost didn’t seem possible. She had left Connecticut with no true understanding of life in New York. She knew what she wanted, but how many young people ventured to New York for the same thing and never achieved their dreams?

      She didn’t consider herself any different than those who had failed. She had talent and beauty, but so did many others. She had succeeded because she had been in the right place and met Bessie, who had also seen something in her and had wanted to help. Now with King’s financing . . .

      She let the thought drop and sighed heavily. She hadn’t seen him since their departure from the ocean liner, and she viewed that as a good thing. She didn’t want to focus on him, rather on her performance and what she wanted to accomplish.

      She liked the camaraderie of the other troupe members. She felt a part of a family that she had never known before. She felt a sudden twinge of guilt. She had never written to her mother or sister since leaving Connecticut, and she wondered if they ever thought of her.

      A knock sounded on the door, and Ford entered carrying a tray of coffee and toast. He kicked the door closed with his foot and moved forward into the room.

      “Ford! I didn’t expect you!” she said, pulling on her dressing gown.

      “I didn’t realize. I thought you would be dressed. I saw Bessie downstairs, and she said you were not hungry, so I brought you some coffee and toast.”

      Ruby saw the little tray also held a red rose in a tiny vase. Ruby felt her heart race.

      “That was kind of you. Let’s each have a cup,” she said, moving to the tray and pouring out the coffee.

      Ford saw her hand trembling, and he stopped her. “I’ll do it.”

      He finished pouring and handed her a cup.

      “Don’t be nervous, Ruby. You’ve no need to be.”

      “Don’t I? It’s London. Maybe they won’t like me. Maybe I’ll sing off-key. Maybe they’ll throw something at me.”

      “And maybe they’ll love you,” he said quietly.

      Ruby smiled. “Maybe.”

      “Then stop all this nonsense. You’re a Southern girl. You’ve got grit. You’re strong.”

      “Is that how you see me?” Ruby asked, smiling.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He nodded.

      Ruby laughed. “Then I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      They finished their coffee, and Ford moved to leave but turned to her.

      “About the king. The real king. Don’t worry about being presented to him or performing the curtsy wrong. Just smile and charm him like you do everyone else.”

      Holding on to his hand, Ruby dipped into a delicate and elegant curtsy. When she rose, she met his eyes. “Your Majesty.”

      “My lady,” he said in acknowledgment.
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      Ruby rubbed her hands together as she watched the stagehands scurry about backstage. From her position near the curtain, she could peek out into the theater. The audience was filling up. It was an immense auditorium, and soon there would be several hundred people watching her sing. She shuddered with giddy anticipation.

      Max came running backstage looking for Vernon, and soon the word spread. The theater was sold out, and it was standing room only, which meant that people who had not been able to purchase a seat would be standing in the back of the theater.

      There were now over nine hundred people in the theater, all waiting to see the New York vaudeville troupe. Ruby felt a shiver of dread mixed with delight at the thought. She watched as Vern walked by her wearing full white and black evening clothes. He smiled at her absently while under his breath she could hear him muttering his opening lines.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said as he walked by her. “I would like to welcome you . . .”

      Bessie joined her, looking lovely in her sparkling costume. “Don’t be nervous! I forbid it!”

      Ruby laughed lightly, trying to hide her nervousness. “I am and I’m not.”

      Bessie gave her a quick hug. “They will love you.”

      She hurried away only to be replaced by Lee Chen in his traditional black robe. He bowed slightly to her and moved away as Ruby nibbled on her thumbnail as she looked out over the audience again. It was indeed a packed house. When a hush fell over the assembly, she wondered what had caused it.

      Suddenly, in the balcony, she saw several people enter, and the orchestra struck up “God Save the King.” People in the audience sang along with them. She knew that Edward VII was a popular king. He had waited fifty-nine years to ascend to the throne after his mother, Queen Victoria, the longest wait in English history.

      When the song ended, there was thunderous applause as the king gave a stately wave and took his seat. Vernon took center stage and waited for the curtains to open just as Ruby moved aside.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Vernon began. “I would like to welcome you to the Matinee Theatre!”

      Ruby closed her eyes and took in a deep breath as she heard Zeta introduced. A loud applause greeted her. She knew Zeta had performed in London several times, and she wondered if she would receive the same reaction.

      She paced back and forth as each act was introduced, performed, and completed. She felt the tightness of her corset and the giddiness of being nervous, excited, and feeling a little sick all at the same time. She was next to perform, and she glanced about her. A stagehand was moving equipment, but other than that, she was alone.

      Her first song, “Mighty Lak’ a Rose,” was her most comfortable, as she had been singing it for the New York audiences. She tugged at her off-the-shoulder sleeves and pressed down the front of dress. She peeked out from behind the curtain and saw the crush of people before her. Soon enough, she would be center stage. She closed her eyes.

      She had to steady her nerves. This was exactly the same as New York. People had paid to see her perform, and she would sing and shine. The king of England and his entourage were watching, but so had many influential people in New York. She had performed for high-ranking officials and important businessmen. She had to be calm and collected. She had step out onto the stage and dazzle them.

      “Another round of applause for Lee Chen!” Vernon said loudly to the audience.

      When they quieted down, he spoke again, “It is my pleasure to introduce our newest member of the troupe. She hails from the state of Mississippi, so she is a true Southern belle. But that’s not all! She is a fine songbird, and we are happy to have her here with us tonight. Our ingenue, the lovely Miss Ruby Sutton!”

      Applause erupted, and Ruby came onstage. She looked up to the right balcony and down into the audience, and when her eyes came upon those seated in the left balcony, she gave a small, elegant curtsy to the king just as the music began.

      Ruby smiled as her song began. She moved across the stage effortlessly and tried to make eye contact when she could through the bright electric lights.

      There was a stillness in the audience, and as she glided across the stage, she tried to remember everything Bessie had taught her and what she had done in New York. Straight posture, smile, and make a little turn. And suddenly the song was over.

      Applause filled the theater with several “bravos” coming from the balcony, and when Ruby exited, she wondered if that had been the king.

      When Vernon announced her the second time, it was a simpler introduction. “Allow me to introduce our Southern belle and songbird, Ruby.”

      When Ruby stepped out onstage the second time, the applause was louder than it had been the first time. She realized that the audience had enjoyed her first performance, and they were rewarding her.

      Ruby nodded to the orchestra conductor and began her second song, “All Things Love Thee, So Do I.” This was the song King had picked for her. It was not as well-known as her first song since it dated from the 1830s.

      “Gentle waves upon the deep, Murmur soft when thou dost sleep, Little birds upon the tree,

      Sing their sweetest songs for thee, their sweetest songs for thee.

      Cooling gales with voices low, In the tree tops gently blow, When thou dost in slumbers lie,

      All things love thee, so do I.”

      When she finished, she made a small curtsy, and a single rose was thrown upon the stage at her feet. When she picked it up, she breathed in the scent, and the audience cheered. Bessie was backstage with her brother waiting for their introduction, and she grinned at Ruby.

      “It seems you can do no wrong. They love you.”

      Her final song had also been chosen by King, “Kiss Me Quick and Go Away.” He had been certain that this flirty little song would do well with the men in the audience and that the jaunty tune would be the right note to end her performance on. The song moved quickly along and used the violin to evoke Southern charm.

      “ . . . the more we whispered our love talking, The more we had to say. Kiss me quick and go, my honey! Kiss me quick and go, To cheat surprise and prying eyes, Why, kiss me quick and go.”

      The audience erupted with laughter as Ruby skipped across the stage with a toss of her shoulders and wagged her finger at the young men who clapped and whistled at her. When the song was complete, several people were standing, and the applause was almost deafening.

      She made a final curtsy before leaving the stage, just as Zeta was taking it for the final performance. As she moved backstage, she noticed a man dressed in crisp black-and-white formal evening wear speaking in hushed tones to Vernon. She didn’t know what to make of it, but soon enough she found out. Max was quietly knocking on all the dressing room doors to inform them that after the show they were to all gather onstage as the king would like to congratulate them personally.

      Bessie came running into her dressing room just as Max was leaving. “Did you hear?” she asked, grabbing Ruby by the shoulders.

      Ruby laughed. “Yes. Max just told me.”

      “Can you believe it? Can you? Oh my God! Bessie Moore from Kansas is about to meet the king of England!” she said breathlessly.

      “Well, Bessie Moore, you deserve it! I saw you out there tonight! You and Archie were amazing!”

      “Thank you, dear Ruby,” Bessie said as she sat on a stool next to her. “But I think the amazing one was you. You had the audience in the palm of your hand. Even the stagehands were talking about you.”

      “Is that significant?” Ruby asked.

      “When a crusty stagehand who has seen and heard everything is talking about you? Yes. It’s significant.”

      Ruby flashed a smile.

      “Oh, Ruby. If only I had known when we first met outside the stage door what a lucky charm you were to become.” She leaned down and kissed Ruby’s cheek. “God bless you, Ruby.”

      “How do I look? Good enough to meet a king?” she asked.

      “Better!”

      When the performance ended, the troupe gathered onstage and waited for the king to appear. Bessie clutched Ruby’s hand, and the two women grinned in the dark. The large curtains opened, and though a portion of the audience was leaving, a large amount of people remained behind as the king descended from the balcony with his entourage.

      As he made his way to the stage, Ruby noted that he was wearing evening clothes like the rest of his group, but he was given deference by those around him. He was a big, barrel-chested man with a full beard and mustache, and he walked with a sure stride. There were several men in his party but also a woman dressed in a fine gown with ropes of pearls at her throat.

      “Excellent performance!” the king boomed as he nodded to Vernon.

      Moving down the line, the king greeted everyone and said something complimentary about each performance. When he reached Zeta, he smiled.

      “Alice particularly enjoyed your performance. Did you not, my dear?” he said, turning to the woman in pearls.

      “I did, sir. Very much so.”

      Zeta, for once, seemed at a loss for words.

      “I had the pleasure of seeing you perform years ago in London,” Alice Keppel, the king’s mistress, told her.

      As the two women conversed, the king turned his attention to Ruby.

      “My dear Miss Sutton.”

      “Your Majesty,” Ruby replied, sinking into a low and graceful curtsy.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen such an elegant curtsy in quite some time,” he said, smiling.

      “I’m so glad you approve, sir. I practiced to get it just right.”

      “You practiced?”

      “Yes. When we were told you were coming, I wanted to make sure I did it correctly, sir.”

      The king broke out into a loud laugh. “Talented, lovely, and forthright. What a combination!”

      Ruby blushed.

      “There is to be a ball tomorrow at Devonshire House. I would consider it an honor if you would come as my special guest, my dear,” he said quietly.

      Ruby was stunned by the invitation. “Of course. I would be delighted. Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      The king nodded at the group once more. “Splendid! Splendid! A welcome addition to London theater.”

      As his entourage moved offstage, Ruby saw Alice Keppel glance at her before she turned away. Zeta had not heard the king’s invite to Ruby as she had been engrossed in her conversation with the king’s mistress.

      “Did you hear that?” Zeta said to no one in particular. “She remembered me from my performance years ago. Ha!”

      Ruby clutched Bessie’s hand and turned to her. “Did you hear?”

      Bessie nodded, her eyes wide.

      The king had invited her to a ball. The king! She shivered with excitement.

      [image: ]
* * *

      King Parker paced across the floor of his suite several times in irritation. He had been to see the troupe perform and had been pleased by everything he saw, including Ruby. She was becoming the star she was destined to be. But at the end of the night, he had returned to his town house after receiving an unsigned note that his presence was requested.

      When he had entered his town house, he discovered Lourdes sitting in the parlor waiting for him. She had lied to get in, claiming she was Mrs. Parker from America.

      “I don’t understand why you are angry,” Lourdes said, shaking her head.

      “And I don’t understand why you are here, Lourdes. Last we spoke, I gave you the Manhattan town house as well as all the presents I had given you over the years and spoke of a clean break.”

      “I know, but—”

      “In return,” he continued, “I made it clear that I was going to marry again. A mistress is not something I want to bring into the new marriage.”

      “I didn’t think—”

      “Obviously,” he said, helping himself to a drink.

      She stood and moved toward him. “I missed you. Is that so wrong?”

      King swallowed the brandy and eyed her. “Lourdes, I know the break was not what you wanted, and I’m sorry for it. But it is what I want.”

      He sat on the sofa.

      “You’re still in mourning, King. You can’t do anything yet. Why not enjoy yourself in the meantime?” She moved to kneel between his legs.

      “Hmmm.”

      He watched as she unbuttoned his trousers. Everything she said was true. He might as well take advantage of Lourdes’s considerable skill while he waited for the mourning period to end. He threw his head back against the sofa and closed his eyes. There would be time enough to rid himself of Lourdes and marry Ruby. Yes. And Lourdes was skilled. Very skilled indeed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning, the troupe’s opening night was written about in several newspapers. One reporter named James Mortimer had been born in Virginia and was a known Confederacy sympathizer. He had worked as an attaché for Napoleon III in France and as a journalist in England. He was known for his caustic theater reviews.

      In his review of the troupe, he gave a scathing review of Zeta, calling her “past it” and Lou’s comic routine “at times inventive.” He wrote coolly about the rest of the troupe but took almost two paragraphs to single out Ruby. He called her a “shining star” and a “supreme example of Southern womanhood.”

      Edward Rose was a theater critic for The Sunday Times. His review was much more flattering for everyone, and he highlighted Ruby as “luminescent” and mentioned King Edward VII’s attendance of the show.

      Another influential critic who had been on hand to see the performance was Clement William Scott. He was known to be cutting but also flowery in his critiques and seemed to enjoy all of the acts except one.

      He was known to attack the morals of theater people and especially actresses and had given an interview on the subject in 1898. He said theater warped people’s character, and it was impossible for a pure woman to be successful in a stage career. He further stated that all leading actresses were immoral and could only achieve their success by compliance.

      He later apologized and recanted his remarks and was ultimately barred from theaters, and his newspaper, The Daily Telegraph, fired him, though he freelanced at other papers.

      In his review of the show, he singled out the Vadas sisters for showing too much petticoat and too much leg. He said it was “unseemly” and “unnecessary” and furthermore went on to say that even “the undoubted star of the show, Ruby Sutton” showed “far too much breast.”

      “How dare he!” Ruby said, throwing the newspaper down.

      Bessie bit her lip to keep from laughing. “Ruby, come now! Look at these papers! Everyone is singing your praises!”

      “It’s undignified! My costumes are nothing out of the ordinary. Zeta wears the same.”

      Bessie rolled her eyes. “Zeta is not a beautiful young woman who has captured the eye of the king of England!”

      Ruby was instantly diverted. “Not captured. But he did invite me to the ball!”

      “I’m extremely jealous,” Bessie told her.

      “Don’t be! I’ll probably be bored stiff with no one to talk to.”

      “Ha! More like danced off your feet and fending off the men from all sides.” Bessie took a sip from her coffee cup. “You must tell me every single detail tomorrow morning!”
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      Ruby didn’t know what to expect at the ball. She wore the garnet-colored dress that she had purchased at Bloomingdale’s as she knew it showed off her figure.

      Devonshire House was the London residence of the Duke of Devonshire. It was a grand house where many ostentatious gatherings were held, including a costume ball in 1897 to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. Louisa, Duchess of Devonshire, was one of London’s foremost political hostesses.

      Ruby was greeted by the butler, and when she gave her name—as she had no invitation—he merely bowed and admitted her. Once inside the foyer, she joined many women who were dressed beautifully in all manner of colors, and it seemed as if Ruby had walked into a field of pretty wildflowers. The chandeliers sparkled, and the women in their jewels glittered. She nodded to complete strangers. When a footman passed by with a tray of champagne glasses, she took one.

      She sipped it carefully, remembering only too well the consequences of the last time she had drunk champagne. She recognized no one, but several men eyed her with interest while one old woman took out her quizzing glass to view her. Ruby almost felt like an exotic caged animal. She took another sip, and then a hush fell upon the room.

      The king and queen had arrived. The king looked as he had the night before in his freshly pressed evening clothes while the queen was dressed in a cream-and-gold gown with her auburn hair pulled back. She had a regal and serene way about her, and Ruby watched as everyone bowed and curtsied as they walked through the crowd.

      The king was gregarious and made comments here and there as he nodded to his friends.

      “My dear Alix,” he said suddenly. “I told you about that vaudeville troupe I saw yesterday. Splendid they were!”

      “Yes, Bertie. So you did,” the queen acknowledged.

      “Come. Let me present the star of the show to you. She was most magnificent.”

      The king moved forward, and Ruby had only enough time to put her drink aside before she was facing the king and his wife.

      “My dear Alix. I would like to present to you Miss Ruby Sutton. Miss Ruby Sutton, Her Majesty Queen Alexandra.”

      “Your Majesty.” Ruby descended into her elegant curtsy.

      The queen smiled at her. “Bertie has spoken of little else since he saw the show yesterday. He spoke of a Chinese magician and a dancing duo.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I very much wanted to see it, but I was feeling poorly last evening.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, ma’am.”

      “Perhaps Miss Sutton will favor us with a song,” the king said swiftly, “since, my dear, you couldn’t attend the show. Would you?” he asked Ruby.

      Ruby turned large eyes to the king. “O-of course. I would be honored.”

      The servants scurried out of the way as they headed into the music room.

      “Who plays the piano?” the king asked the guests. “Charles? Henry?”

      A timid young woman came forward. She admitted to playing and took the piano bench. Ruby whispered into her ear the song’s name, and she nodded and began playing the introduction as Ruby stood in front of the piano.

      She sang “Mighty Lak’ a Rose” as it was becoming more well-known and it was her favorite song. She moved little and remained standing near the piano as she sang. She thought she saw King Parker in the back of the crowd, but she knew that was not possible. When she finished, there was strong applause from those in the room.

      “What did I tell you, Alix?” The King laughed heartily as he puffed on his cigar.

      “Charming. Most charming, my dear.” Queen Alexandra nodded at Ruby.

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Queen Alexandra spoke to a man near her, and the king lingered only for a moment to thank her for the song before he also began to mingle with the crowd. When her short moment in the spotlight passed, she decided to explore the grand house rather than remain staring at the walls.

      She walked along the foyer with its black-and-white checkered floor and the magnificent tapestries that adorned the walls. Everything seemed to glitter with an opulence that she had never seen before. She took the red-carpeted stairs one at a time and glanced behind her as if she was a naughty child doing something she shouldn’t, but no one stopped her.

      Upstairs, the walls were decorated in mint green, and a red carpet protected the wood floors. Portraits graced the wall on one side while windows looked out to the street below on the other. There was lovely detail in the home, even in the intricate wood carvings and molding on the ceilings.

      At the end of the hall, there was a door slightly ajar, and she entered not realizing it might be someone’s bedroom or that she might be intruding on a lovers’ rendezvous. But the room was empty, and it wasn’t a bedroom at all but a small sitting room decorated in sky blue and cream.

      Windows lined the front of the room, looking out onto the street below. As she glanced down into the gaslight-lined street, she heard voices in the hallway. She was not worried about getting caught. She would simply say she had been exploring.

      She heard a woman’s raised voice followed by a man’s low voice, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. A door somewhere opened and closed, and then she heard nothing. She walked the length of the small room, which was furnished with several chairs, a sofa, and a table that held numerous photographs.

      She wondered if this might be the duchess’s sitting room. She saw a picture of five children and two adults and knew it was the family. She touched the frame and thought absently of home. She rarely thought of her mother and sister, but she did miss certain things from home.

      She missed the hot, muggy summers and the sweet iced tea. She missed the feel of her Daddy’s warmth and his kind eyes twinkling with laughter. She missed the watering hole, and she missed Ford.

      She went back to the window and rested her forehead against the pane. The cool glass felt nice. She didn’t want to go back to the party. She wanted to stay here in the silence. She wanted to enjoy this time to herself. There was no audience to please and no one to perform for. She was alone.

      She heard voices again, and this time it sounded like two men. She was in the corner of the room leaning against the glass, shrouded in darkness, when the door opened.

      “Christ!” the first voice said as the two men entered the room.

      Ruby shrank against the bookshelf, hoping she would not be seen.

      “Where are the goddamned gaslights?” the first voice spoke again, and Ruby’s eyes widened. She recognized the voice. It was King. King Parker. She had not imagined him downstairs. He was here.

      “I’m not sure.”

      She’d know that voice anywhere. It was Ford.

      “What on earth? Why is she here?” King asked, irritated.

      Ford shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea.”

      Ruby bit her lip. Were they talking about her?

      “You should have prevented it,” King said.

      “How?” Ford said coldly.

      “Well, damn it all, man! You know I’m only waiting for my mourning to be over before I make Ruby my wife. Lourdes ruins everything. I don’t want her here.”

      “It seems like she didn’t take the breakup very well in New York.”

      “I don’t see why not. I gave her the town house, the jewels—”

      “Apparently, she only wants you.”

      “And now she’s followed me here! Jesus!” King cursed.

      “And she’s been drinking,” Ford said quietly.

      Both men were silent as Ruby waited. She couldn’t appear to them now. It would seem too odd. “I’ll handle this,” King muttered. “I’ll take her back to her hotel without making a scene.”

      King left, and then a woman’s voice joined his in the hallway. They must have placed her in a room if she was too tipsy to move about.

      Ruby waited for Ford to leave, but he didn’t. She watched him walk to the window and look out over the street. Was he watching for King?

      “You can come out now,” he said quietly.

      Ruby took in a deep breath. “How did you—?”

      “I can smell your perfume, Ruby.”

      Ruby moved forward. “I didn’t want to come out.”

      “I know,” he said, but he still wouldn’t face her.

      He seemed distracted. Not himself. She tried to change the subject. “Have you heard? About opening night?”

      “I was there.”

      “You were?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you think?”

      “You were wonderful. Perfect. What else do you want me to say?”

      “Don’t say anything if it’s begrudgingly said.”

      “I saw your performance. And then the one after. You have King twisted around your little finger and now you have the king.”

      “You’re drunk, and you’re being rude.”

      “Am I?”

      “Yes.”

      “But I’ve told you the truth. Doesn’t it suit?”

      “If King likes me, I’ve never encouraged it.”

      “Nor discouraged it.”

      “And if the king admires me, well, so be it.”

      “Ah, yes. Ruby Mae Sutton and her admirers.” Ford turned to her then. “How many admirers to do you have?”

      Ruby flushed.

      “Let’s see. There’s King. We all know he wants to marry you. That’s nothing new. Then there’s poor Archie Moore. A puppy love.”

      “You’re being cruel.”

      Ford came to stand next to her. “Then there’s the actual king,” he said, grabbing her arm. “Who meets you one day and suddenly the next you are here at the Devonshire Ball.”

      “And what of it?”

      “Do you have any idea the prestige attached to this house and its parties? Women would probably kill their rivals if they could to obtain an invite to this party.”

      “So?”

      “But you obtained one so easily. I wonder how.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “Nothing. Just that maybe you don’t want to be King’s wife or mistress, but for the king of England, you might just lift up your skirts to show those pretty little legs.”

      “Bastard!” Ruby swore at him, but when she lifted her hand to strike him, he easily dodged the blow.

      He pressed her against the wall, pinning her there. “Maybe you just like attention so much you can’t help yourself. Can you?” He leaned down, his mouth inches from hers.

      “You don’t know me, Ford.”

      He grinned. “Haven’t we been over this? Aren’t you the same girl who stripped naked and went into that watering hole knowing damned well I was supposed to marry your sister?”

      “She was wrong for you. You know that.”

      “Maybe. Possibly. But you still did it.”

      “I don’t regret it.”

      “And then you gave yourself to me in Connecticut.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you think of all the men in your life, I don’t know you?” he whispered.

      She smelled the whiskey on his breath. “Perhaps you do a little.”

      “Perhaps I do a lot. And perhaps I know you too well, Ruby.” He released one arm and brushed his other hand along her collarbone and over the tops of her breasts. Ruby couldn’t stop the little moan that escaped her lips.

      “Moan for me.”

      “Ford—”

      “Just don’t tell me I don’t know you. I do know you, Ruby.”

      His mouth crushed against hers, and when he pulled her against him, she threw her arms around his neck.

      “Ford,” she whispered in his ear.

      He pressed against her, and she could feel the muscles in his chest and arms. He held her so tightly she could feel the tension in him as well. He was jealous. She was joining a world that was far removed from his own, with a king who now admired her.

      Ford was tightly wound. He had spent much of the afternoon with King and all of it had been on his upcoming nuptials to Ruby. Ford knew well that Ruby had no intention of marrying King, yet King certainly wanted her.

      He recalled the opening night performance and how he had watched with a sinking heart as Ruby was presented to the king of England. He was angry with himself. He should have forced Ruby to wed him after their first night together. He was tired of hiding his feelings and tired of watching Ruby move further and further away from him. He knew now there was no other woman for him but Ruby. He loved her. He could hide it and suppress his feelings, but that was the truth. He loved her.

      “Ruby . . .” His fingers trailed into her hair.

      He remembered that night on board the ship when she had thrown her pins at him and then he had taken the rest out. Her hair had fanned across his pillow like a golden wave, and he ached to see it like that again.

      “Ruby, darling.” His voice was husky and his Southern accent even stronger.

      They had grown up in the same little town and in the same small world. They were both Southerners at heart with a love of magnolia trees and sweet iced tea and pecans and tradition.

      “Honey, I’m sorry. I am a bastard. I’m a jealous bastard.”

      Ruby looked up into his eyes, her little mouth red from his kisses. “Why are you jealous, Ford?”

      “I don’t want anyone else around you. It drives me crazy. And I’m behaving like a heel.”

      “You know you don’t have anything to be jealous about. You’re the only one who means anything to me.” Her gray eyes glistened in the darkened room.

      “Ruby, I love you. I do.”

      “You do?” she asked, afraid she had misheard the words.

      “I swear I do.”

      He pressed against her then, kissing her mouth and pulling up her skirts. In a frantic movement, he unbuttoned his trousers and was immensely grateful for her frilly drawers with the open seam. When he eased into her, she was tight and wet, and she threw her head back in pleasure.

      “Ford!”

      When he had buried himself to the hilt, she wrapped her legs around his waist. He wanted nothing more than to strip her naked and spend all night loving her, but it would not be possible that night.

      “Sweet Ruby,” he murmured in her ear as he picked her up and moved her to the sofa.

      Laying her down upon it, he admired her gray eyes set in the small oval face that he had grown to adore.

      “I’ve always loved you, Ford,” she said quietly. “Always.”

      Moving slowly in and out, the sight of her face and the look in her eyes almost sent him over the edge. He could feel the silkiness of her legs wrapped around him even as her upper body remained clothed. When he leaned in to kiss her, he watched her face as the orgasm swept over her, and he easily spilled his seed inside her warm body.

      They lay together on the sofa for several minutes before he buttoned his trousers.

      “Ruby,” he said as she smoothed down her dress.

      “Yes?”

      “I didn’t plan this.”

      “I know that,” she said softly.

      “I meant what I said.” He tucked a curl behind her ear. “I love you. I’ve been stubborn as a mule, maybe not wanting to admit it to myself, but I see it clearly now. I love you, Ruby Mae.”

      Ruby smiled, trying to fight the tears she felt springing to her eyes. “It’s only taken you a decade or so to catch up with me.”

      “None of that matters though. The point is I do love you, and we need to decide what to do next.”

      “What do we need to do?”

      “I want to marry you. I don’t want any other man coveting you.”

      “You mean King Parker.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I know it’s selfish, but can we wait and make our plans after Paris?” she asked.

      Ford smiled and kissed her forehead. “It’s not selfish. I know you’re worried about his reaction, and hell, so am I. But we need to think about the tour and everyone else involved.”

      “So after Paris, then what?” Ruby asked.

      “After Paris, I intend to make Ruby Sutton, Ruby Rutledge.”

      Ruby smiled widely. “Ruby Rutledge. And my career onstage?”

      “We can live in New York. I’ll remain with the agency, and you can return to your beloved stage.”

      “You wouldn’t ask me to give it up?”

      “Of course not. That’s your dream.”

      She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck. “You were always one of my dreams too, Ford. Now I have both.”
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      Bessie pestered Ruby from the minute she entered their hotel room until she went to sleep. When she woke up the next morning, Bessie was there again. What did Devonshire House look like? What did the ladies wear? What was the king like? What did the queen wear? Were they nice? Were they dripping in jewels? Did she talk to the royal couple?

      “Don’t I even get coffee?” Ruby croaked.

      Bessie was already dressed and promised to bring up a tray of coffee with breakfast if Ruby would submit to her questions. She faithfully promised, and Bessie was gone in a flash. Ruby turned over in bed to sleep a few more minutes, but a knock sounded on the door. She wondered what Bessie had forgotten as she threw on her dressing gown to admit her friend.

      “Oh,” Ruby said softly as she came face-to-face with King Parker.

      “Hello, Ruby. I am sorry to intrude on you so early in the morning, but I needed to speak with you,” he said, looking behind him in an agitated manner.

      “Of course.” Ruby tied her dressing gown tightly about her waist. “My roommate, Bessie, has just left to get breakfast,” she explained as King entered and she closed the door behind him.

      “Yes, I passed her.”

      Ruby pulled the covers up on her mussed bed and turned back to King. “You said you needed to speak to me.”

      “I do.”

      Ruby opened the curtains, and light flooded into the room. It was the first time she really looked at King, and she noticed his clothes were crumpled, and he looked as if he hadn’t shaved. He looked as if he had not been to bed the night before.

      “Are you all right, King? You don’t look well. Are you ill?” she asked in concern.

      “I didn’t sleep last night,” he admitted.

      “Should I call for the hotel doctor?”

      “No. No, he won’t help,” he said, shaking his head.

      “There’s no alcohol in the room, or I would offer you a drink. You seem to need it,” she said as she watched him pace the room.

      “A drink? No. I don’t need a drink. Look, Ruby, I must speak with you before your roommate returns.” He caught her hand, and together they sat upon the sofa.

      “King, if it is about our marrying . . .” Ruby began, trying to sound polite.

      “Marrying? No. That’s not it at all.”

      “I’m sorry. Please. Continue.”

      King nodded. “I need your help.”

      “Of course. I owe you so much. How can I help you? What do you need?”

      “There was an accident last night. A most unfortunate accident. The police have been notified. It’s all a big misunderstanding, but I need you to tell the police that we were together last night.”

      “Together?” she asked uncertainly.

      “Yes.”

      “All night?” Ruby frowned.

      “Exactly. This way when they question you, they’ll see that everything is just as I said.”

      “But I don’t understand—”

      “Damn it, Ruby! You don’t need to understand.” He stood up and began pacing. “I just need you to tell them that we were together at the town house. In Mayfair.”

      “Will the police come looking for me?” she asked.

      “Probably. But once you tell them what I’ve told you, everything will be fine. It’s simple. We were together all night. That’s it.”

      Ruby looked away from King and to the floor.

      “Come, sweetheart! I’m not asking you to do anything so awful. Am I?”

      Ruby shook her head.

      “After all the things that I have done for you, surely this small favor is little in comparison.”

      “Of course, King. I’m happy to help you. And the accident you mentioned—”

      “Nothing at all to trouble you. I knew I could count on you.” He kissed her hand before he departed as quickly as he had arrived.
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* * *

      After King left the hotel room, Ruby stared at the door. She didn’t understand what he was asking. The conversation had been bizarre. She didn’t want to confide in Bessie, but she knew that Ford was on the same floor. He would know what to do. She would tell him everything and listen to what he said.

      Bessie returned shortly after with a tray filled with fruit, toast, and coffee. Ruby gratefully accepted the coffee, thankful not to have to go downstairs and face all the people today. When a knock sounded again on the door, Bessie answered it, admitting a hotel porter carrying a large baskets of flowers.

      “Oh my!” she said when the large bouquet had been deposited inside their room. “Quick! Read the card, Ruby!”

      Ruby found the card, and when she read it, she couldn’t help but smile widely. There was a coat of arms and his signature.

      “They are from His majesty, the king,” Ruby said, handing it to her.

      Bessie took it and feigned a bored response. “Oh yes. How tiresome. They are from His Majesty, the king.”

      Ruby laughed at her friend’s air of boredom. “What should I say, Bess? He’s being polite. He asked me to sing last night, and I did.”

      “You don’t think it’s more than politeness?” Bess wondered.

      “No. I met his mistress, Alice Keppel. She’s quite a fixture by his side,” Ruby confirmed. “I don’t think a man his age, and indeed a king, needs a younger woman like me. He wants a woman like Alice, who is more a companion and confidante.”

      Ruby looked down at the card and thought again of the conversation between herself and King Parker. She wanted Ford’s advice. In truth, she just wanted to see Ford and feel his arms around her. She had not told Bessie about their intimate encounter or anything that had happened the night before with King Parker and Ford at the party.

      She wanted to keep her romance with Ford secret until the timing was right, and she didn’t want to involve Bessie in anything unnecessary.

      After Bessie’s numerous questions had been satisfied, Ruby dressed in a light blue frock and pulled on her gloves and hat. The two women had decided to visit the Victoria and Albert Museum and take tea at whatever shop caught their fancy.

      As they were set to leave the hotel, a porter stopped them in the hallway to tell them two gentlemen were downstairs waiting to see Miss Ruby Sutton.

      “Did they say what they wanted?” Ruby asked.

      “No, Miss.”

      “Should I wait for you here?” Bessie asked.

      “No. It shouldn’t take long. Let’s see them together.”

      When they came down the stairs, two gentlemen in dark suits were standing by the front desk. They nodded as the ladies descended the stairs and greeted Ruby.

      “Miss Sutton, I’m Detective Chief Inspector Thompson. This is Sergeant Barton.”

      “Gentlemen. My friend, Bessie Moore. Should we go into the back parlor? I think it’s deserted at this time of the morning.”

      Bessie looked at her friend uncertainly, but Ruby shook her head. Inside the parlor, Ruby and Bessie sat on a small sofa while Thompson took a seat facing them. Barton stood at the door. A waiter came in to ask if any of them wished for coffee or tea. They declined, and he closed the door behind him.

      “Miss Sutton, do you know why we are here?” Thompson asked her directly.

      Ruby tried to feign a look of innocence. “No. I’m afraid I don’t know.”

      “You are currently performing in the vaudeville show at the Matinee Theatre?” Thompson asked, looking through a small notebook he had taken from his jacket.

      “I am a singer. Bessie is in the show as well. She’s a dancer.”

      “I saw your performance opening night! You were wonderful,” said the younger sergeant in a sudden burst of excitement, earning him a stern look from the older Thompson.

      “Sorry, sir,” Sergeant Barton muttered while Ruby bit back a smile.

      Thompson held his notebook and flipped through the pages. “Do you know a man by the name of William Parker? He goes by the nickname King.”

      “Yes, I do, Inspector. He has financed our tour here to London and Paris. Our next city.”

      “Hmmm.” The inspector nodded, scanning the contents of his notebook. “How well do you know Mr. Parker?”

      Ruby met his brown eyes and looked at Bessie and then Sergeant Barton. “I’m not sure I understand your meaning.”

      “Come now, Miss Sutton. We are all adults. And as much as I enjoy the theater too, you ladies have a reputation.”

      “I beg your pardon!” Ruby could feel her face getting red.

      “That is most uncalled for! You know nothing about us!” Bessie said, coming to her friend’s defense.

      “All right. All right,” he said, raising his hands. “I’m not here to judge your actions. Tell me where you were last night, Miss Sutton. I understand you were invited to the ball at Devonshire House.”

      “Yes, I was.”

      “By whom?” he asked, noting their conversation in his little book.

      “The king.”

      “King Parker?”

      “The king of England.”

      He raised his eyes to meet hers, and she nodded.

      “And at the party?”

      She could see the darkened room in her mind’s eye and Ford pressing her against the wall with his hot mouth moving over hers.

      “I sang for the assembly.”

      “Anything else of note?” he asked.

      She remembered Ford lifting her skirts and their combined sighs as he sank into her.

      “No.”

      “Then after the ball?”

      “After the ball?” she repeated, looking at Bessie and then the sergeant.

      A knock fell on the door, and Archie Moore entered. “Bess! I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he said, his eyes taking in the two strangers and Ruby.

      “Inspector, Sergeant. My brother, Archie Moore,” Bessie introduced them quickly.

      “Is there anything wrong?” Archie asked as his sister walked toward him.

      “Nothing is wrong.” Bessie took her brother’s arm, and they left the room.

      When the door closed behind them, Thompson resumed the questioning.

      “After the ball, Miss Sutton?”

      “After the ball, I went to visit Mr. Parker at his town house in Mayfair,” Ruby said, repeating the lie King had demanded of her.

      “How long did your visit last?” he asked, his pen held at the ready to record her answer.

      “I—that is to say . . .”

      “Yes?”

      “I-I stayed the night.”

      “Hmmm.” He recorded her answer. “To read Shakespeare over sherry, no doubt.”

      “If there’s nothing else?” Ruby stood, suddenly flushed.

      Thompson placed his notebook and pen inside his coat jacket and smiled.

      “Nothing more, Miss Sutton. Mr. Parker is quite lucky to have such beautiful women by his side. Oh, did I say women? I meant woman,” he said cryptically.

      The inspector moved forward, leaving the sergeant to trail behind.

      “I did enjoy your performance, Miss Sutton. Very much so,” he said, smiling at her.

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” she said sincerely. “I’m glad you did. Sergeant. A moment. This questioning about where I was. What is it all about?”

      The sergeant looked over at the inspector, who was speaking to the front desk clerk, before he turned once more to Ruby.

      “There was a lady who was killed. She was strangled. We don’t know much about her. She’s apparently a foreigner. There was someone who linked her to Mr. Parker, but he was very firm when we spoke to him that he was with you last night. So now that you’ve cleared that up, he’s in the clear as well.” The sergeant smiled at her.

      “Barton!” came the inspector’s loud voice.

      The sergeant began to move away, but Ruby caught up with him again. “Sergeant. The name. Do you know the name of the woman who was killed?”

      “Yes.” He pulled his own notebook out and scanned it quickly. “Here it is. Lourdes. Lourdes Banegas.”
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* * *

      Bessie rejoined Ruby as she sat in the hotel foyer, feeling dazed.

      “I’m sorry I left you. Archie was going on about—” She suddenly stopped talking, taking in her friend’s vacant look. “Ruby?”

      “Bessie, I . . .”

      “Ruby?” Bessie sat next to her and took her hands in hers. “Your hands are like ice!”

      Ruby looked at her friend and then looked up and down the hotel lobby. She tried to remember what words King had used when he had come to her room.

      “ . . . there was an accident last night. A most unfortunate accident. The police have been notified. It’s all a big misunderstanding, but I need you to tell the police that we were together last night.”

      He called the strangulation of his mistress an accident. A most unfortunate accident, she thought. His words chilled her to the core.

      “I was talking to the inspector,” Ruby said numbly.

      “Let’s take a walk. Even if we don’t go to the museum, you need some fresh air.” Bessie pulled her up, and Ruby let herself be led.

      As they were leaving, she saw King Parker and Ford getting into a taxicab, but neither saw her. She felt haunted suddenly, and when Bessie secured them a taxicab as well to take them to Regent’s Park, she said nothing.

      “Ruby, tell me. What is it? Has something happened? The inspector, what did he want?”

      Ruby shook her head even as she thought of the sergeant’s words. Strangulation. Lourdes.

      “It’s nothing. He was just asking me about Devonshire House,” Ruby lied. “There was a theft. But I didn’t see anything.”

      Bessie dropped the subject, but Ruby felt increasingly ill. More lies. And why? To protect King? From what? she wondered.

      When the taxicab dropped them off, they walked together in silence through the flowers, trees, and expansive lawns.

      They had another week before they set off for Paris, but the thought offered Ruby no consolation. As long as King was breathing down her neck, forcing her to tell lies to the police, she felt trapped. She wondered about Lourdes and her death.

      She could still see Lourdes in the blue dress she wore the night of the party at King’s house, her skin tone a lovely contrast against the splash of color. She wondered how long she had been King’s mistress and why she was even in London. King had not mentioned her, but then, why would he? If he was set on marrying Ruby, he would never tell her that he had brought his mistress along as well.

      She closed her eyes. Strangulation. Her lovely little neck strangled. Such a large amount of hate and violence it must have taken to snuff the life out of a woman so full of life. Hate and that much violence didn’t happen overnight. It took time to nurture and grow. What kind of stranger would come out of the woodwork and kill Lourdes? It made no sense.
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* * *

      Ford looked over at King as they sat in the front parlor waiting for the inspector to arrive. King had not said much, only that there had been an accident and everything would be taken care of.

      Ford knew that King was not a man to overly discuss his private life. He liked it to remain private and only confided in others when it was necessary. When the butler showed the two gentlemen into the parlor, they all shook hands after introductions and sat down.

      Ford watched the older inspector take a small notebook from his jacket pocket while the young sergeant toyed with his pocket watch. He could tell from the way he handled it that it was precious to him. Maybe a father or grandfather had gifted it to him.

      Tea was brought in and poured out for each of them. King added sugar and milk to his before he settled back into the couch.

      “So, gentlemen. How can I help you? Have you spoken to the lady?”

      The inspector nodded. “We did. It seems everything is as you said. She was with you all last night, here in the town house.”

      King smiled. He looked to Ford and then back at the policemen. “Exactly. As I said, this tragedy is just that. A tragedy.”

      The inspector nodded and looked over his notebook as the sergeant helped himself to a cup of tea.

      “Let’s go over this one more time. I understand you are in town on business.”

      “Several items are pressing for my attention. I financed the vaudeville troupe that played before the king at the Matinee Theatre,” he said smoothly.

      “Yes. I have that noted,” Thompson said.

      “I also have some real estate developments that I have been working on for some time.” King sipped his tea.

      “Yes. I have the names of the firms you are working with.”

      King nodded.

      “So the night in question,” Thompson reminded him.

      “Of course. Lourdes followed me to Devonshire House, where I was attending a party. She called herself my wife, and they allowed her in. I didn’t expect her to be there, and a fight ensued.” He nodded at Ford. “Ford was there as well.”

      “Oh yes?” Thompson asked.

      “That’s right. I saw Lourdes at Devonshire House. She was drunk and making a scene.”

      Thompson made a note and then turned his attention back to King. “What was the row about?”

      King shrugged his shoulders. “I ended our relationship before I left New York, and she was taking it badly. I knew nothing of her coming to London, so it was quite a shock.”

      “Go on,” Thompson said.

      “There were words. Thrown back and forth. I’m sorry for it now. I should have handled it better. I escorted her back to her hotel. An hour later, there was a note delivered saying she wanted to part as friends and asked that I come see her.” King looked into his teacup.

      “Yes?” the inspector prompted.

      “I didn’t go,” King said firmly.

      The room was silent except for the ticking of the mantel clock. “I regret that now. Perhaps had I gone, I might have saved her life.”

      The inspector nodded. “Dastardly thing. To strangle a woman and then dump her in the alley. Obviously, some madman got to her. Most unfortunate.” He paused before continuing. “I’ll need you to come down and identify the body. It’s at the local morgue.”

      King looked distraught while Ford watched the movements of the policemen. They were both cool and calm as they surveyed everything.

      “Of course I will.” King nodded.

      As the policemen were leaving, the inspector gave his card to Ford.

      “If either of you remember anything else, let us know.”

      Ford moved back into the parlor and saw that King was resting his head against the sofa.

      “I didn’t want to involve you or the agency, Ford. It’s a mess, but it’s nothing that can’t be straightened out.”

      Ford remembered when he had come upon King and Lourdes fighting in the hallway the previous night. She’d had too much to drink, and she was stumbling. They had put her in a bedroom, and then King had suddenly decided to take her home. That had been the truth. He had been there. But as to the rest of King’s tale, only he and Lourdes knew the real story. And Lourdes was dead.

      “Well. It seems you have a visit to the morgue to make. I’ll leave you to it,” Ford said before bidding him good-bye.
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      Ford placed his hat on his head and went out into the gray London day. He thought back on what had happened the previous night at the ball. Lourdes had followed King to the party and had arrived after Ruby performed. King had never even seen Ruby that night, and Ford had only by accident in the upstairs parlor.

      Lourdes and King had stayed less than a half hour, as it became quite apparent that she was drunk. She had swayed against King and offered herself to him in the hallway, which had been pathetic. Ford had been embarrassed for her.

      He had offered to take Lourdes back to her hotel, but King had given him a hard look and grabbed her arm and flung her into an empty room before he decided to take her back himself. His eyes had been dark and empty as he stared at Lourdes.

      I’ll handle this. I’ll get her home. Without making a scene, King had said.

      King was a powerful man, and not one used to being crossed. What would a man like King do if suddenly a young woman was in the way of what he wanted?

      A light drizzle fell from the sky. He walked along the street with the thought of Lourdes’s cold body lying in the morgue. Before he realized what he was doing, he had asked for directions and found himself walking in the direction of the morgue, though he had no idea what he would say or do once he was there.

      The coroner greeted Ford and waved a hand at him when he tried to introduce himself.

      “Yes, yes,” he said dismissively.

      “I’m here to visit—”

      “Your sweetheart, I daresay,” said the man, chuckling at his own joke.

      “No, actually—” Ford began, but the coroner was moving down the long hallway and gestured for Ford to follow.

      Ford watched as the doctor stopped to take a sip of tea and munch on a biscuit before he led him to the body lying under a sheet.

      “How do you know I came for this one?” Ford asked, not even knowing who was under the sheet.

      The elderly doctor smiled and tapped his head. “Well, for one, she was killed by strangulation. All the other bodies I’ve had recently were natural deaths.”

      Ford nodded in agreement.

      “Two, she’s a foreigner. So I imagine she’s not from around here.”

      “Indeed not,” Ford said, admiring the doctor’s thought process.

      “Here she is.” He pulled back the sheet to reveal Lourdes.

      The red marks around her throat were clear enough and the blade marks across her body revealed the autopsy had been performed. Ford had seen dead bodies before, but the sight of Lourdes lying dead on the table touched something in him.

      “Anything you can tell me?” Ford asked. “I mean other than the obvious.”

      “Nothing that you can’t see for yourself. She died of asphyxiation. Suffocation by strangulation. Straightforward enough.”

      Ford nodded, looking down at the body.

      “Knew her?” the doctor asked.

      “Friend of a friend.”

      “Hmmm. Well, someone strangled her right enough and with large hands, so you are looking for a male. No doubt about that.”

      Ford nodded.

      “Oh, and it seems she put up a struggle. There was skin underneath her fingernails, so the assailant would have marks on his arms.”

      Ford thanked the doctor and turned to leave.

      “One more thing. Probably means nothing to you or anyone else. But she was pregnant. Three months along.”
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* * *

      Ruby tried to enjoy Regent’s Park, and Bessie tried to engage her, but it was difficult. Her head pounded, and she wondered at what she had done. She had agreed to tell the police that she had been with King all night, and she had, but she felt stupid. Used.

      When the sergeant told her the name of the woman who had been killed, a cold chill had settled over her. Lourdes. The lovely, spirited mistress of King. She knew she had to tell Ford.  She had to see him immediately when they returned to the hotel. She would tell him everything, and then they could fix whatever was wrong.

      She nibbled on her thumbnail. What would happen to the tour? They still had to finish their London leg and then move on to Paris. But the more she thought about the inspector and his questions, the more she wondered. Why had King asked her to lie? What was he hiding?

      He had only mentioned an accident, when in truth it was a death. She looked around the lovely park as people passed them by and gentlemen tapped their hats in deference to them. Ladies pushed their baby-filled prams, and the older children skipped and jumped along.

      Everything was so peaceful and cozy, but Ruby was suffocating. King had no right to ask her to lie. If anything, she was angry as well as frightened. He should have told her the truth. His mistress was dead, and he was what? Worried that the police would make a connection and suspect him?

      But already his behavior was suspect. No. She wouldn’t go to Ford. First, she would go to King. She wanted to hear from his own lips why he had not told her the truth. She wanted to know what was going on. It was the least he could do after she had lied to the police inspector.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She spent another hour with Bessie in the park until the rain started coming down, and they ran to catch a taxicab to take them back to their hotel. Once there, she separated from Bessie and took the taxi to King’s town house in Mayfair.

      She didn’t know what she would say to King once she was face-to-face with him, but she wanted to know the truth. The rain had drenched the streets, and everything was gray and drab. When the taxicab deposited her outside the town house, the sky was darkening. She knocked on the door, and a butler admitted her.

      “I’m here to see Mr. Parker,” she said politely.

      The butler nodded. “Very good, Miss. Let me see if he is available,” he said, showing her into the front parlor.

      Ruby shivered slightly. The rain had been unexpected, and she had not prepared for it and carried no umbrella. She saw from the window the streetlamps in the dreary gray light as she heard the butler’s footsteps recede. He had not asked her name, which she thought odd. She warmed her hands before the fire and tried to frame the words she would say in her mind.

      The dark sky and the rain created an eerie setting for the meeting, she thought. She had been placed inside an old Gothic novel, and all that was needed was a flash of lightning and the appearance of the antagonist.

      When the door opened, King entered the room looking disheveled. Ruby was used to seeing him in pressed pants and fine linen shirts. Now he wore a dressing gown over his wrinkled pants.

      “Oh, Ruby!” he said quietly when he saw her standing by the window.

      “King.”

      “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, my dear. My butler is new. He didn’t announce you. In fact, he said very little. I didn’t know who to expect. I thought it might have even been the police again.” He moved to his bar and poured himself a drink.

      Ruby watched him, and when he offered her a drink, she declined.

      “Oh, Ruby. The terrible accident. Lourdes has been killed. I’ve been to the morgue to identify her body. I don’t even know why she was here. ”

      Ruby nodded. “I’m very sorry.”

      “Yes. She was so alive one day and then gone the next.” He shook his head. “Tragic.”

      “King, I—”

      “She came to me. Out of the blue. I didn’t invite her to London. I broke it off with her in New York.”

      Ruby said nothing and watched as he gulped down his drink.

      “I settled the town house on her so that she could live a comfortable life. I thought that would ease the parting.” King refilled his glass. “I guess not.”

      “What did she say when she came to see you?” Ruby asked.

      King shook his head. “All sorts of things. That she loved me. That she wanted a life with me. How could I tell her I was in love with someone else? That I was going to marry someone else?” He smiled at Ruby.

      Ruby ignored his words. “What did you say to her?”

      “What could I say? She was past hearing. She followed me to several parties. I attended a ball at Devonshire House. I didn’t see you there, but I heard you sang beautifully.”

      “I glimpsed you once, but then you were lost in the crowd. The king invited me after our opening night.”

      “She was the reason I didn’t stay very long.”

      “No?”

      “No. She followed me, and she had been drinking. She was close to making a scene. I didn’t even know how she got in until later. She had lied and said she was my wife. I took her back to her hotel. She was in a state.”

      “What did you do after?”

      “After?” He seemed confused.

      “Yes. After you took her to the hotel. What did you do then?”

      “I went home. Here. Why do you ask?”

      “We were supposed to have been together last night?” she reminded him.

      “What?”

      “Remember? You asked me to tell the police that. And I did.”

      “Oh. Yes. Yes! Of course. Of course I did. And you did. Thank you.”

      “Why did you ask me to lie? I wasn’t with you. You didn’t even see me, as you just said. If you dropped her off at her hotel, surely people saw you there. And then once you returned home, your staff—”

      “It’s not that simple,” he explained. “When I dropped her off, it was late. And dark. No one was around at the hotel. And when I came home, my staff had retired for the night.”

      “King.” She came toward him, unsure if she should reach out a hand and touch him or not. She touched his shoulder, and he jerked back. “King, I did as you asked. I told the detective that we were together. I lied for you. When you asked me to, I did. And you never told me why. Now I’m asking. Why? Why did you ask me to lie?”

      King looked at her and then flung himself onto the sofa. “I was frightened.”

      She joined him on the sofa. “Why were you frightened?”

      “Because Lourdes had made a scene at Devonshire House, and then when I dropped her off, she threatened me. And you.”

      “Me?” Ruby asked, eyes wide. “Why me?”

      “She knew you were the one I wanted to marry. She was jealous. Insanely so.”

      “You could have told the police.”

      “I didn’t want her in jail. I cared for her. I thought maybe it was the alcohol talking. I thought she needed a good night’s rest and we could speak better in the morning. I told her that exactly.”

      “And then?”

      “And then I returned home. I didn’t think anything unusual would happen.”

      Ruby waited.

      “But the next morning, the police arrived and began asking questions. You must understand, Ruby. I knew I had done nothing wrong. But from their point of view, who else stood to gain from her death but me?”

      “But what would you have gained?”

      “Well, not necessarily gained, but she was a stranger here. A foreigner. No one else knew her. Why would anyone kill her? So they automatically looked to me. Apparently, she had registered in the hotel as Lourdes Parker and listed me as her husband. That’s how they knew to find me.”

      “So you were worried that because you knew her they would think you had killed her?”

      “Of course! They thought we were married, and then they show up on my door asking all sorts of questions. The inspector was cold and eyeing me up and down. I knew then. They wanted me to swing for this thing.”

      Ruby watched as he drank another glass, and she remembered how he could get when he drank. He didn’t seem to have much control over it. The drink controlled him.

      “King, you have money. You can hire the finest lawyer available.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Ruby. I’m an American. I’m an outsider. They’ll want someone to hold responsible.”

      “You should have told me all this. You shouldn’t have asked me to lie. You should tell the police the truth. That you are innocent.”

      “That I’m innocent, and what? No one saw me come home. No one sat by my bedside until I woke. What are you asking of me?” he said, his voice getting louder.

      “You shouldn’t have dragged me into this. I’m very grateful for your support of my career, and I remain your friend, but this is wrong. You’ve put me in a dreadful position,” Ruby said, her voice almost breaking.

      “I’ve put you in a dreadful position? Even if what you said will clear me?” His voice was growing angrier.

      “And Lourdes? What will happen to her?”

      “I’ve identified the body. She’ll have a proper burial.”

      Ruby tried to stem the feeling of uneasiness rising inside her. “Not her burial, King. Her killer. He’s still on the loose.”

      “I really don’t know, Ruby. I’m not the police. I imagine they’ll continue to search for clues and question people.”

      Ruby felt her head pounding again. Instead of comforting her, the entire conversation with King had caused her uneasiness to expand, and she knew that something was not right.

      “Perhaps you can offer a reward. That might bring people forward,” she suggested.

      “Perhaps you can mind your own business. Lourdes’s death does not concern you. Why should I offer a reward?” he said hotly, and under his breath he uttered, “She was a little tramp.”

      Ruby tried to stem the chill that settled over her. “Offering a reward will make you seem sympathetic. The police will look on it as a good sign,” she whispered.

      In a second, his manner changed. “Do you think so? A reward?”

      Ruby swallowed. “Yes. The newspapers will like it too.”

      King nodded and took his empty glass to the bar. “A reward. Yes. I’ll do that. And maybe even give an interview. I’ll talk about Lourdes and how much I miss her. Yes!” He warmed to the idea, rubbing his hands. “You see, Ruby! You have a cool head, even in a crisis.”

      He came to her suddenly, pulling her from the couch and wrapping his arms tightly about her. Ruby shivered as he pulled back and touched his lips to hers briefly.

      “My dear Ruby. You are a godsend. Indeed you are.”

      “I should return to my hotel,” she said, moving away from him.

      “Yes, yes. Of course with this damned death, we won’t be entertaining. Damned inconvenient! I so wanted to play host and hostess with you.” He grinned.

      The butler had taken the liberty of getting her a cab, and King said good-bye as she sprinted to the waiting driver. As the cab pulled away, she was filled with a sense of overpowering apprehension and felt quite sick to her stomach.

      By the time she arrived back at the hotel in the pouring rain, she knew that she had to tell Ford everything. He would know exactly what to do. But she learned from the front desk that Ford had left the hotel on business and was not expected back for several days.

      Ruby climbed the stairs to her room as she felt a huge weight settle over her. She must continue to perform and play the part while in the back of her mind King’s odd behavior preyed on her. Once inside her room, she didn’t bother to remove her shoes but laid upon the bed and fell into a deep sleep.
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* * *

      The next day, her performance was spotless, and Ruby threw her nervous energy into performing and found that she could funnel herself into the show. The audience loved her as she smiled and pranced about the stage. The hoots and whistles grew louder. She received several baskets of flowers left backstage for her, two notes, a poem, and one offer of marriage.

      As her popularity in London grew, so did Zeta’s disdain for her. She treated her rudely and even barreled into her while backstage, though she apologized weakly.

      It was just another thing to worry about, and Ruby pushed Zeta’s jealousy to the back of her mind. She wondered again where Ford was. She had left a note at the front desk to have him contact her once he was back in town, but so far she had not heard from him. She thought it odd. After what they had shared and their mutual desire to wed, his sudden disappearance disturbed her.

      After the next evening’s performance, she returned to her dressing room to find King waiting for her. He had removed his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves and was dipping his hands into the basin of water. He threw the water onto his face.

      “Ah, Ruby! There you are! I was just availing myself of the water. Refreshing,” he said as he took a small towel and dabbed at his face and hands. “I thought we could sup together.”

      “I’ll need to change,” Ruby said, though in truth she didn’t want to dine with him.

      “I was thinking that we should marry in New York, Ruby. We can have a society wedding. A grand wedding. In fact, in Paris we will visit the House of Worth and have them make your wedding gown! After all, I can’t have my wife seen in anything less,” he said, rolling down his sleeves and picking up his jacket.

      Ruby noticed some marks on his forearm but paid it no attention. “King, I’m very grateful for your support. You’ve been very generous,” Ruby began.

      “It’s the reason I like money,” he said, smiling. “You can spend it on people you care about.”

      “I’m sure that’s true. However, I cannot marry you,” she said quietly.

      “Ruby. Come now. Let’s be serious. From the beginning, I’ve planned that we should marry after the tour. It’s the reason I arranged it in the first place. To give you something to enjoy. Because after we marry, you will no longer be onstage.”

      “Yes, King, and that’s just it. I have no intention of giving up the stage. When I return to New York, I want to plan a US tour,” she said, facing him squarely.

      “It’s ridiculous to think I would allow my wife to sing onstage like some organ grinder’s monkey.” King laughed.

      “And I would never allow my husband to force me to give up my dreams,” she said quietly and then softly, “I don’t love you, King.”

      King’s eyes watched her for several seconds. “I understand what this is,” he said, nodding.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “You’re angry at me. For having you lie to the detective, and now you are punishing me.”

      “No. That’s not what’s going on. You see your future wife one way. And you deserve whatever you wish. However, I want something different. So there’s an end to it.”

      King took two steps to reach her and grabbed her arms. “Do you have any idea what I have invested in you?”

      Ruby had given this argument some thought. “I will pay you back. When I can. I promise you.”

      His hands increased their pressure on her. “I’m not just talking about money, Ruby.”

      “What, then?” she asked.

      “Things done . . .” he said haltingly. “In order to . . .”

      Ruby willed herself to remain calm and not tremble as he suddenly stopped squeezing her and moved his hands along her arms.

      “Come, Ruby. Let’s not quarrel. You are overwrought. The tour has taken its toll on you.” His hands almost caressed her. “I can give you such a life. Queen of Manhattan,” he said in a whisper.

      “King. I cannot marry you. It is not possible,” she said with finality.

      King smiled and picked up her hand. He kissed the back of it, and she could feel his warm breath on her skin.

      “You are working too hard. You aren’t thinking clearly. I understand, my dear. We’ll discuss this later when you are more yourself.”
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      As each night passed with Ruby center stage, her star rose higher. People came to see her, people recognized her on the street, and the hotel staff treated her differently.

      She laughed out loud when she read an article in one newspaper that proclaimed she was actually a Celtic princess reincarnated and therefore belonged to the people of Britain.

      People waited by the stage door to see her, and men continued to send her flowers and notes.

      On the night of their final performance in London, the troupe had been given a standing ovation, and everyone decided to take their cheerful group to the fancy restaurant Simpson's-in-the-Strand for a farewell dinner. They would be traveling to Paris the following afternoon, and Ford had not yet returned.

      Ruby spent an hour with the troupe but then returned to the hotel. The exhilaration of performing and being admired and loved was now replaced with the feeling of desolation and despair as King preyed on her mind. She wished again that Ford was there. As she walked down the corridor to her room, she saw a figure at the end of the hallway leaning casually against the wall. He appeared to be waiting for someone.

      As she moved closer, she saw the figure more clearly, and her heart hammered inside her breast. Ford! She dropped her little bag and threw herself into his arms.

      “Darling. What is it?” he whispered into her ear.

      His accent reminded her of home, and she closed her eyes as she wrapped her arms tightly about his neck, willing herself not to cry.

      “Dearest Ruby,” he said, kissing her cheek, and then his lips brushed hers again and again.

      In his arms, she felt safe.

      She picked up her bag, and he led her farther down the hallway to his room. “Ford, where have you been?”

      “I’ll tell you soon enough,” he said, opening his hotel room door.

      Once inside, she pulled her gloves off and placed them aside. “I’ve been waiting for you since you left. I placed a note downstairs with the front desk.”

      “I know. I received it today when I checked in.”

      He pulled her close to him and smelled her hair and kissed her temple. She let him hold her tightly until he released her.

      “I’ve missed you, Ruby.”

      “I’ve missed you too. So much.”

      “I should have told you where I was going and why, but I thought it best not to.”

      “You thought it best not to? Why? What’s going on?”

      Ford turned away from her and walked to the window. “I’ve been with the agency for a year or so. I’ve made friends in that time. And when I had a hunch, I asked them if I could follow it. Even though it wasn’t something we would normally involve ourselves with.”

      Ruby nodded. “Go on.”

      “You see, Ruby, I’ve spent a lot of time with King Parker. I’ve done jobs for him, and I always liked him. Though he’s a powerful man, and men like that are usually a law unto themselves. I suppose you don’t get to own all of Manhattan by being choir boys. You take my meaning?”

      “I do.” She nodded solemnly.

      “He seemed straightforward enough. What you see is what you get. Owned real estate and had his mother and wife.”

      “Yes.”

      “When he took to you and started courting you, I didn’t like it, I’ll admit. But he was married, and I knew you would never be a man’s mistress. So I left well enough alone.”

      Ruby nodded.

      “When his wife died suddenly, I thought it was strange. Too convenient. Much too convenient. But again, I kept my feelings to myself. And then King wanted me to come to Europe with him.” He looked out the window.

      “Ruby, when I asked the agency to do some digging on my own, they didn’t know the nature of it, and I wanted it kept secret, so I was happy when they asked no questions.”

      “Yes?”

      “So I did,” he said quietly.

      “And that’s where you’ve been?” she asked.

      “Yes. Looking for answers.”

      “And the question?”

      “Who killed Lourdes.”

      Ruby nodded and felt the tears well up.

      He knelt before her. “Ruby. Calm yourself. Why are you crying?”

      “You don’t know what I’ve done. You don’t know what he asked me to do,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Who asked you?”

      “King.”

      Ford stiffened. “What did he ask you to do?” he asked hoarsely.

      Ruby shook her head even as Ford clasped her to him. “Shhh. It’s okay. Whatever you did can be undone. I’m sure of it. Tell me,” he whispered into her ear.

      “He came to me,” she sniffed, “and asked me to say that I was with him all night. He said there had been an accident. I knew nothing more than that. The police arrived the morning after the Devonshire Ball and asked me. And I lied. I told them I was with him. When in fact, I had been with you that night.”

      “Christ!”

      “It wasn’t until the inspector and the sergeant were leaving that I asked them what it was all about. That was when I heard that a woman had been strangled,” she shivered, “and that it was Lourdes.”

      “Oh, Ruby.” He held her to him again. “I should have been here to protect you.”

      “No. It’s as you said. What I’ve done can be righted. What did you find out?”

      Ford sighed and took the seat next to her. “A motive and the means.”

      “What motive could he have had? He told me himself that he broke with her before he left New York. He gave her a town house. She would be able to live comfortably,” Ruby argued.

      Ford looked over at Ruby and then away. “I spoke with the coroner. Lourdes was pregnant.”

      Ruby leaned her head back against the sofa. She felt the tears in her eyes and wiped them away with her hand. “He would not want a child by his mistress in the world. He cares about appearances too much. He doesn’t even want me onstage. He told me so. It wouldn’t be appropriate for his wife.”

      “Yes, he mentioned that to me once as well.”

      “And the means would be easy. He has more money than the real king of England. He can do what he likes,” Ruby reasoned.

      Ford nodded. “But that isn’t all.”

      “No?”

      Ford shook his head. “I knew King employed a man at his Mayfair house who had been his butler for several years, but I discovered he had suddenly been fired. I wondered why, so I tracked him down to Devon. He had a story to tell about the night Lourdes disappeared.”

      “Did he?” Ruby asked apprehensively.

      Ford nodded. “Apparently, the night Lourdes died, he heard a large fight. Now King told the police there was a fight and that afterward Lourdes left. Later, she sent a note asking him to come to the hotel to meet her, but King did not. I could not find anyone who had delivered such a note, and in the middle of the night, that would have been unusual.”

      “Why did he lie about the note?” Ruby asked, confused.

      “Because it was his way of making it seem as if Lourdes had left his house alive.” His eyes met hers. “Of course, I think she never left.”

      Ruby shivered as his words sank in. “What else did the butler say?”

      “His hearing is not so good, but he heard raised voices and then dishes being broken. He said there wasn’t much else but that King definitely left the flat sometime after two in the morning.”

      “Why?”

      “To dump the body.”

      Ruby put her hands to her face. “And that was all he could tell you?”

      “He also told me the next morning he was pouring warm water into King’s basin for his morning toilet, and he saw marks on his forearms that had not been there the day before. Shortly after that, he was fired.”

      “Is that significant?” Ruby asked, her throat closing up.

      “When I spoke to the coroner, he said the killer was most certainly a man and that the man would have marks on his arms, as Lourdes had managed to claw him before she died.”

      Ruby stood up abruptly and walked to the window. Flinging it open, she gulped in several deep breaths.

      “I can’t breathe,” she said, gasping for air.

      She pressed a hand to her stomach as she tried to calm her breathing.

      “Ruby!” Ford followed her immediately. “What is it?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Please wait.” She closed her eyes, and when she spoke, it was barely a whisper. “I saw his arms. I saw the marks, Ford. I saw them!”

      Ford clasped her against his chest. “Darling girl.” He kissed her temple and moved a blond curl behind her ear. “Darling Ruby.”

      She closed her eyes, feeling faint from the array of emotions that assaulted her.

      “Just hold me. I feel safe when you hold me.”

      Ford stroked her hair. “You are safe, Ruby Sutton. I won’t let anyone harm you. You know that.”

      She looked up into his hazel eyes and smiled. Ford. Ford Rutledge. The man she had always loved. The man who loved her.

      His mouth touched hers, his arms wrapped around her body. She was safe. She was loved.

      “I love you, Ruby,” he whispered to her.

      His hands were moving down her back, and she clung to him. He untied the laces on her dress, and suddenly her dress, petticoats, corset, and chemise were lying in a small heap at her feet. She stood naked except for her stockings and garters.

      “You are a beautiful sight,” he said, catching her in his arms and carrying her to his bed.

      He laid her upon the bed lovingly, pulling off his own clothes before joining her. Pressing her into the soft bed, his mouth was on every inch of her body, kissing her belly, her thighs, her breasts. Capturing one tight nipple in his mouth and then the other. He moved between her legs, separating her naked thighs, delicately touching his tongue inside her.

      She arched against him as Ford continued the delicious assault. When he finally moved over her, she pulled him tightly to her.

      “Ford, I love you so.”

      He looked down at the blond beauty and thought himself a fool seven times over. She had been under his nose his entire life, and he had never really noticed her, but now he did. Now he loved her so fiercely he would do anything to protect her.

      “In Paris. We’ll marry in Paris. Will that make you happy?”

      She nodded even as he slid smoothly inside her, filling her up. He pressed her hands above her head and held them there as he moved in and out of her. He watched her face flush against the white of the pillow, her gray eyes on him.

      Suddenly, she gave a sharp little cry and shuddered, and Ford pushed himself over the edge, spilling himself inside her. When it was over, he gathered her in his arms.

      “What will happen now, Ford? With King?” she said in the darkened room.

      Ford’s hand wandered along her spine, resting at her lower back.

      “I don’t know. I’ll speak to the inspector in the morning. I liked King, and he never gave me any cause to distrust him until now. But I can’t let a murderer go free. All I can do is place my evidence before the inspector. He can either follow the same path I did and get the same answers or not.”

      Ruby sighed, feeling sleep pulling at her. “To take another’s life,” Ruby said softly.

      “Yes. It’s dreadful.”

      “He came to my dressing room. I told him I wouldn’t marry him,” she said sleepily, as if in afterthought.

      “You did? What did he say?” Ford said, suddenly alert.

      “He brushed me off. He didn’t believe that I was serious,” Ruby said as she trailed off into sleep.

      Ford knew exactly what had happened. King had ignored her. He would never willingly release something that he wanted. It was not in his nature. Which was why he wanted to marry Ruby right away. As her husband, he could protect her.
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* * *

      Ruby looked down at her gloves and then back up again. Seated next to her was Ford, trying to appear supportive and kind. Across from them, behind his desk, sat Inspector Thompson, and standing at the window like a young watchdog was Sergeant Barton.

      “So what brings you both here?” the inspector asked calmly.

      “I’ll let Miss Sutton begin. She has something to tell you,” Ford said and nodded to her.

      Ruby took a deep breath. They had already spoken about it that morning. When everyone else was readying for the trip to Paris, she was dressing to meet the inspector. Ford assured her it was the only thing to do. She agreed.

      “I’m afraid I must apologize. When you came to see me about King’s whereabouts the night Lourdes disappeared, I said he was with me. I lied. He was not. I saw him very briefly at Devonshire House.”

      “I see.”

      “I was asked to lie, Inspector. Though at the time, I was told there was an accident. I didn’t know until I asked the sergeant what had happened.”

      “Now you know.”

      “Yes.”

      “When Mr. Parker asked you to lie, did he give you any indication of where he had been?”

      “He said she had made a scene and that he took her back to her hotel. Then he went home. He said it was late and that no one was about at the hotel, and his staff at home was asleep.”

      Inspector Thompson nodded. “And he told us she was at his home, a fight ensued, and she left. A note was delivered bidding him to come to the hotel, but he didn’t.”

      Ford stepped in. “I’m here in two capacities, Inspector. One is to support Ruby. We intend to marry once we reach Paris. But I am also a detective employed with the Pinkerton’s through the New York branch. I have been employed by King in the past, but this whole affair has me concerned, so I’ve done my own digging.”

      As he spoke, Ruby watched the inspector begin taking furious notes, and the sergeant perked up as Ford relayed the information he had collected.

      “You don’t say!” Thompson shook his head. “The butler. I should have guessed.”

      “Yes. And the pregnancy the coroner informed me about gives King a motive. He wouldn’t want that kind of a mess. He wanted to marry Ruby with no complications.”

      Thompson cast a searching glance at Ruby, then consulted his little notebook. “Seems his first wife, Caroline Parker, had been ill for some time and died recently.”

      “That’s true,” Ruby confirmed.

      “And the rumor mill had it that the death was very convenient.”

      “I don’t know anything about it except what you said. She was ill, and the death was sudden,” Ruby told him.

      “Hmmm. I can’t give you my word that you won’t hear more about this, Ms. Sutton. You lied to a detective chief inspector during a murder inquiry. You gave a false alibi.”

      Ford eyed the man before him. “And I came forward with my own investigation, giving you a lead for a butler who could be a witness as well as bringing Ms. Sutton here to recount her story.”

      Thompson nodded. “True. Very true.” He stood and came around his desk. “Thank you for the information, Mr. Rutledge. We will look into it. Leave your Paris address for me so I can contact you.”

      Ford wrote the address of the Paris hotel, and Thompson inclined his head to Ruby. “Ms. Sutton.”

      As Ruby and Ford stepped into the street, a light rain began to fall.

      “Wasn’t so bad,” Ford said.

      “No. I feel like a weight has been lifted. I never should have lied. That was wrong. It’s been wearing on my conscience.”

      “King is persuasive. He used his financial backing of the tour to place you into a corner. His corner. I suspect he knew what he was doing all along. He never meant to remain an admirer for long.”

      He placed an arm around her waist as they hailed a taxi. “Let’s collect our bags and get to the train station.”
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* * *

      Bessie was waiting for Ruby when they returned. She had given her a hasty explanation for not sleeping in their room that previous night, and everything came pouring out as she packed. Her relationship with Ford, whom she had always loved, and her avoidance of King, whom she did not love, which Bessie already knew. She omitted the death of Lourdes and King’s role in it as she didn’t want to burden her friend unnecessarily.

      “Marry in Paris? I may swoon from jealousy,” she teased.

      Ruby tossed her gloves and petticoats into the trunk and laughed. “You know I’ve always loved him, Bess. He’s always been in my heart, and now I’m in his. I have everything I want.”

      “I should say you do! The king of England came to our show and singled you out. You are a star, Ruby. You have fans that love you! They send you poems and flowers. I can’t imagine what the French will be like!”

      “Ooo la la!” Ruby laughed, throwing a garter at Bessie.

      Together with Archie and Ford, they made their way to the station and the train that would take them from the London to Dover. From Dover, they would cross the Channel by ferry to Calais, France, and take another train to Paris. On the train, Archie and Bessie moved to the dining car to take their meal while Ford and Ruby stayed behind.

      “Before we join the others, I need to tell you something,” he said in a serious tone.

      “All right.”

      “Inspector Thompson paid me a visit before we left for the station.”

      “Yes?”

      “He believed everything we said, and he wanted to waste no time. So they went round to King’s town house to question him further.”

      “He denied it, of course.”

      “No, Ruby. He’s gone.”

      “Gone? What do you mean gone?”

      “He wasn’t there. His staff hadn’t seen him for a day, nor has anyone else. Apparently, he had a business appointment that he missed. He’s vanished.”

      “Perhaps he’s traveling out of London?”

      Ford shook his head. “No. They think he’s running. From them. And we have to be careful. He may be coming for you.”

      Ruby couldn’t help but shudder. “Me? Why me?”

      “He’s done this for you. He’s done this all to be with you.”

      “Ford—” her voice cracked.

      She realized it was true. Though King had wanted to be free from Lourdes and the constraints of an illegitimate child, he also wanted Ruby by his side.

      He pulled her to him, holding her against his chest. “I’m here. I won’t let him harm you.”

      He kissed the top of her head as Ruby clung to him.
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      Ruby toyed with her Brown Windsor soup and watched as Archie and Bessie helped themselves to the crusty bread. She looked about the dining car, where everyone was busy eating and enjoying their meal, but Ruby could only think of King out there, somewhere.

      She cursed herself for not stopping it all sooner. She should have never gone to Europe, never accepted his help, never allowed herself to become beholden to him. But how could she have known it would all lead to this? It felt like a beautiful symphony composed with care and love—until suddenly the piano struck a wrong chord. Then a flute was sharp. A violin was playing all the wrong notes, and it was as it was now. A hodgepodge of notes scattered into the air with no method or meaning. It was ugly.

      Her life with King had become that. She looked over her shoulder and saw an elderly couple enjoying their meal. She forced a smile at them. She could only pretend everything was right, even though it wasn’t. She would perform in Paris as she had in London. She would sing and smile, and they would love her.

      She watched as the elderly couple moved away from their table and past hers.

      “My dear, forgive us for interrupting your dinner. Are you Ruby Sutton?” The woman’s crisp British accent was prominent.

      Ruby smiled. “Yes, I am.”

      “We saw you perform in London at the Matinee Theatre,” the woman said.

      “Yes. We did perform there. We are now on our way to Paris. We’re performing at the Olympia,” Ruby explained.

      “You were wonderful, my dear. Absolutely wonderful. I told my husband that you were worth every penny. So fresh and the voice of an angel.”

      Ruby was caught off guard by the compliment. “That’s very kind of you. Thank you.”

      The woman patted her shoulder. “It’s the truth. You were splendid. Enjoy your dinner.”

      They moved out of the dining car while everyone stared at Ruby. She smiled back at them.

      “Nice of her to say,” she said as she took another spoonful of soup.

      Ford smiled at her, his heart bursting with pride. When they returned to their carriage, Bessie pulled out a book while Ruby turned to the window. She felt Ford’s hand on her neck, massaging it softly.

      “Remember that summer you and Jessbelle climbed into that tree to see the bird’s eggs and you got stuck?” he whispered into her ear.

      “Yes. And your Daddy fetched you to come get us. You looked up into the tree and said it served us right to be stuck and that you were going to leave us there.”

      Ford chuckled. “I said I might come get Jessbelle, but not you.”

      “Meaner than a snake,” Ruby said but without malice.

      “You were always a handful, Ruby Mae,” he said, still massaging her neck.

      She closed her eyes. She loved the feel of his hand on her and his voice as he said her name. No one called her Ruby Mae anymore, not since she had left Mississippi. But Ford was a part of her past and a part of her future. He would be able to understand her like no one else could.
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* * *

      The trip to Paris was long but uneventful. The ferry from Dover to Calais was a little rough going, but they arrived safely in France. Ruby’s ears pricked at the French language that suddenly surrounded them, and she tried to pick up words here and there.

      She noticed the men stared at her longer than she was used to, and though she dismissed it, Ford grew irritated. When they finally made it to the Hotel Chopin, they were a tired bunch.

      “Spend the night with me,” Ford whispered in her ear.

      Grabbing one of her smaller trunks, she followed Ford to his room, smiling at Bessie.

      “Alone, alone, alone at last. All those Frenchmen ogling you,” he growled, pulling her close.

      “Since when did you become so possessive?” Ruby laughed.

      “Since I discovered I loved you and am about to make you my wife.”

      “Wife? I knew nothing of this,” she said in astonishment.

      He pulled her to the bed, and she fell against him. His fingers tangled in her long blond hair as he kissed her mouth.

      “Do you mind so much that they look? I can’t help it,” Ruby said, looking into his hazel eyes.

      “Darling Ruby. I don’t mind that men look. Because they will look. You are too beautiful,” he said as his hands were undoing her laces.

      Tangled together, their mating was quick and passionate, and afterward they lay together spent, surrounded by their trunks that they had not yet unpacked.

      “I telegraphed the agency and told them I would be taking time off in Paris. They know to reach me here should they need to do so.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Ford.”

      “You have nothing to worry about, Ruby. You’ll conquer Paris the same as you did London, and everything will be well.”

      “And King?”

      “King is a smart and powerful man. I think if anything he is headed back to New York to get a lawyer and take it from there.”

      Ruby let the tension drain from her body. “Yes. That makes sense. He has resources there.”

      “Focus on Paris. Focus on the show. Soon you’ll have Paris in the palm of your little hand,” he said as he picked up her hand and planted a kiss in the palm of it.

      She leaned up and kissed his lips before she snuggled against him to sleep. Ford said what Ruby needed to hear, but he knew he must be on his guard. King would want to protect his name and dignity, but he could also be unpredictable.
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* * *

      Opening night in Paris was much the same as London. Because the king of England had been to see the performance and was popular in France, the Parisians came out in droves to see the American Vaudeville troupe perform. The theater could seat close to two thousand people, and it was overflowing by the time the curtain rose.

      The President of France, Émile Loubet, was in attendance with his wife, Marie-Louise. The troupe was presented to the president and first lady after the show, and each performer was complimented.

      “A wonderful performance,” the first lady told Ruby. “Very lovely.”

      “Merci, Madame,” Ruby responded, causing the couple to smile at her kind attempt to speak in their language.

      The night was deemed a success, and the entire troupe headed to Bouillon Chartier to celebrate. The restaurant had been open a handful of years and provided a delicious meal at reasonable prices. The locals loved it. The troupe laughed and drank, and when the newspapers came out the next day, they received nothing but favorable reviews.

      Le Figaro and Le Temps both proclaimed the troupe “highly original” and an “entertaining night.”
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* * *

      The next morning, Bessie, Archie, Ford, and Ruby wanted to see the sights of Paris and took a taxi to see the Eiffel Tower. Ruby gazed up at the impressive steel structure that was over one thousand feet tall.

      “Can you imagine?” Ruby gazed at it in awe. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “Come. Let’s take the lifts up,” Ford said, holding Ruby’s hand in his.

      “A lift?” she asked as the siblings followed them.

      “Of course.”

      “I think we’ll take the stairs,” Bessie said, and the couples separated.

      Ruby and Ford took their seats in the hydraulic elevator, and as it moved upward, Ruby found herself clutching Ford’s hand.

      “Ford!” she exclaimed as she watched the ground move away from them.

      “Exciting, isn’t it?” he whispered.

      Her eyes were wide, and she smiled as they continued to move higher into the steel structure. She had never experienced anything like it, and eventually her hand was not clutching his but holding it. She glanced out the window and then back at him, a wide smile on her face.

      Between the second and third floor, they took an elevator that was the only one of its kind in the world, as they were told by the conductor. By the time they reached the upper portion of the tower, they decided to take the stairs the rest of the way.

      When they had reached the top they, were suddenly alone. Bessie and Archie had not made it yet to the top. A light rain had fallen that morning, and the city looked fresh and clear. They both took in the spectacular views of Paris.

      “Look how lovely it is,” she said, breathing in the city from all angles. “I’m so glad I’m here and with you.” She turned to him.

      “I think I have the best view,” Ford said, looking at her.

      “Ford Rutledge! You smooth-tongued devil,” she said, laughing.

      He pulled her to him and kissed her as she giggled.

      “Where are they? The lift was slow. Surely they would have been here already,” she said.

      “I asked them to wait for us below. They never came up.”

      “What? Why did you do that?” Ruby frowned.

      “Because I wanted to ask you something and not have an audience for once.”

      Ruby grinned. “No audience for once. I like that!”

      Ford went down on one knee and extracted a box from his pocket. “Ruby Mae Sutton, you have my heart, and I want to spend my life with you. Will you marry me?”

      Ruby caught her breath at the beautiful diamond-and-emerald ring, and her eyes filled with tears. “Yes!” After he placed the ring on her finger, she hugged him tightly and said, “You’ve always had my heart.”

      At the bottom of the Eiffel Tower, Bessie and Archie were waiting for them.

      “Gorgeous ring!” Bessie cooed as she saw it.

      “Congratulations,” Archie said, shaking hands with Ford.

      “Let’s celebrate!” Ruby said, smiling at them all.
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* * *

      Paris was a success! The troupe was welcomed with open arms, and Ruby spent her time alternating between performing onstage, sightseeing with Ford, and window shopping with Bessie. Ruby and Ford visited the Louvre and saw the famous painting Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci. They saw the exquisite architecture of the Notre Dame Cathedral and strolled through the Luxembourg Gardens. The city was beautiful, and she never gave King a second thought. She was looking forward, not backward.

      Ruby and Ford wed the day after the show finished its run. They married in a small church where English was spoken with Bessie and Archie standing as witnesses. The entire troupe sat in the pews behind the couple and watched as Ruby, in a dove-gray gown with orange blossoms in her hair, walked down the aisle on Vernon’s arm. She held a bouquet of lilies and spoke her vows with soft sincerity.

      Ford’s lips twitched when he heard Ruby use the word “obey.” When his vows were repeated, they were the same except they lacked the word “obey.” They were pronounced man and wife and kissed sweetly in front of their guests and the priest.

      “You are mine, Ruby Rutledge.” He held her to him.

      “So I am,” Ruby said, a small smile on her face. “And you are mine. As I always knew you would be.”

      They all returned to the hotel for the reception. Bessie had secretly worked with the hotel to ensure her friend had a lovely reception. The cake was a traditional dark, rich fruitcake with a white frosting of scrolls and flowers.

      Everyone enjoyed a piece of cake and congratulated the couple as a small ragtime band played, thanks to Vern’s generosity.

      “I am so confused,” Zeta complained to Lou. “I thought she was with King. The financier.”

      Lou shook his head. “I already told you. She’s been in love with Ford since she was a child.”

      “How do you know this?” Zeta asked.

      “Bessie told me.”

      Zeta shook her head. “Perhaps. They look quite cozy,” she said, watching the couple as they laughed and took turns eating their wedding cake.

      “Be happy for them, my dear Zeta. She’s not a bad person,” Lou said softly to her.

      “Hmmm. Perhaps not.”

      Ruby and Ford took a turn across the dance floor, and after an hour, they retired, thanking everyone for their support and attendance. Ruby felt as if she was walking on air. She had spoken to Vern with Ford, and they agreed that their next step was to make a tour of the United States. They would begin planning it once they got back.

      Now that Ruby was a recognized star in Europe, they would use that back home to propel their tour. They even discussed bringing in new acts. In England, there had been another popular music hall act, the Eight Lancashire Lads, a clog-dancing troupe. They had been delightful, and she had been taken with a ten-year-old boy named Charles Chaplin.

      Ruby was thrilled. She had everything she wanted with Ford by her side. It almost seemed too good to be true. When they entered their room, their trunks lay open and half-packed, as they were leaving for Le Havre tomorrow. But tonight was their first night as husband and wife.

      When she turned to him, he looked handsome in his dark suit, and he was already pulling her close, his hands in her hair, his lips kissing her temple.

      “My God, Ruby. You are so lovely,” he whispered.

      She closed her eyes at the feel of his hands in her hair and on her body. He moved away from her only to shrug out of his jacket before returning to her. When her gown fell at her feet, she picked it up to place it over a chair.

      When they were both naked, they lay together in bed, caressing and touching each other. Ruby touched his handsome face.

      “My husband,” she said in an awed whisper.

      “My wife,” he returned.

      He entered her swiftly, and her nails bit into his shoulders as he moved in and out of her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and his mouth tugged on one nipple as he felt himself getting close. When he felt Ruby shudder, he climaxed as well, holding her against him and feeling his heart race.

      They lay together in the bed as the sun began to set and the clock struck the hour.

      “As we are married now, have you given any thought to children?” he asked.

      Ruby turned to him. “A child? I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “I know. Which is why I mentioned it.”

      Her hands skimmed along her flat belly, and she sighed. “I would love a child, Ford. I would love our child.”

      “Of course you would.”

      “But I do love the stage.”

      “You are a natural. You have a gift. I’ve seen the way people respond to you. They love you.”

      Ruby laid back down, touching Ford’s chest with her fingertips. “I would say let’s let nature take its course.”

      “I agree.”

      Ruby watched as his cock lengthened again as she touched his chest. She touched her fingertip to the pink head and watched as Ford’s hazel eyes followed her movement.

      “Ruby—” he began.

      “Can I?”

      He smiled. “Of course.”

      She slid a finger along the length of him and then leaned in to it. Her warm breath was on him, and then her lips touched the pink head. She saw Ford close his eyes and knew that he must enjoy it. Sticking out her tongue she touched it to the head and heard his quick intake of breath.

      He didn’t stop her, so she continued. She moved her tongue along the shaft and then enveloped his head in her mouth.

      “Jesus,” Ford moaned.

      She took more of the shaft in her mouth and moved up and down along it. She didn’t know what she was doing, but she liked the feel of him inside her mouth.

      Suddenly, Ford could take no more of the torture, and he threw her, giggling, onto her back, impaling her with his throbbing cock.

      “Didn’t you like it?” she asked.

      “Too much, you little witch!” he said, pushing deeper into her.

      “I want to make you happy, Ford. You must know that,” she said, her arms around his neck.

      “And you do, Ruby. Every inch of you. Every part of you. You have a loving, generous heart, and you are mine. All mine.”

      He gripped her hips, and as she cried out, he spilled his seed inside her.
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* * *

      The next morning, Ford left to obtain their ship’s passage while Ruby remained behind to finish packing. She hummed happily as she did so, even though the rain poured outside. She was looking forward to the future and her life with Ford. She glanced down at her beautiful ring and smiled. When a knock sounded on the door, she placed a pair of gloves into the trunk and went to answer it.
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* * *

      Ford used his key to open their hotel room. It was midafternoon, and he had been gone longer than he had planned.

      “Don’t yell at me. I—” He stopped when he realized the room was empty.

      “Ruby?” He turned about in the room, but she was nowhere to be found.

      He saw his trunk half-packed, but her two trunks were gone. He wondered if perhaps she had gone downstairs to the restaurant or grown bored waiting and had taken a walk. But he realized it didn’t make sense. Her trunks were gone. Only hers. Why only hers? He was about to leave the room when something on the dresser caught his eye. He moved toward it, his heart hammering inside his chest. Her diamond-and-emerald ring lay glittering on it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          26

        

      

    
    
      Ruby sat facing King as the train rolled away from Paris. She watched the city pass them by and closed her eyes. He had come quietly into the hotel room, grinning like a madman. He had seen Ford leave and taken his chance. He had told her to grab a warm coat and had a porter take their trunks down. He had showed her a knife but then claimed he didn’t want to use it.

      As they were leaving the room, he had pulled the ring from her finger and left it on the dresser, laughing.

      “A little token for Ford. He’ll know what it means.”

      He had told her not to make any sudden movements, and then they were at the train station, where he had already purchased two tickets for Le Havre. Ruby felt her heart sinking inside her breast. He had the tickets already, which meant he had planned it. Planned it in advance.

      She tried to reason with him once more. “King, I’m married. I’m sorry, I should have told you long ago that I loved Ford. I’ve always loved him.”

      “Yes. You should have. Instead of using me this whole time,” he said coldly.

      Ruby shook her head. “I never meant to use you.”

      “You did! Don’t lie!”

      Ruby tried to remain calm. “What do you want from me?”

      King grimaced. “What I’ve always wanted. You as my wife. You by my side. We will rule over that little island called Manhattan.”

      “I’ve told you that isn’t possible,” she explained.

      “Because of Ford?” he sneered.

      “Yes.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first widow in the world.” He chuckled softly.

      Ruby felt herself grow cold. “King,” she tried to sound sympathetic, “you can’t harm him. I love him.”

      Leaning forward, he rested his hand on her knee. Without warning, he pinched her inner thigh, causing her to jerk her knee away. “If you say you love another man one more time, you’ll be very sorry, my dear.”

      Ruby sat back in the carriage seat and watched as the countryside flew by. Silence stretched between them. Ruby had been frightened that he would show up and do exactly as he had done. He had taken her away against her will with a knife in his hand.

      But she was no longer worried that he would harm her. He wanted her alive and by his side. She knew now that he wanted to harm Ford, but she was confident that Ford could take care of himself. She watched the countryside whiz by and wondered if Ford would be able to track them down. If anyone could, Ford would be able to find them.
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* * *

      It wasn’t hard to track King’s movements. It was almost as if he wanted him to follow them. He had caught a train going to Le Havre, which meant he was planning on leaving France and most likely headed back to New York. Ford fingered the ring in his pocket and sent a telegram to Inspector Thompson informing him that he was on the trail of King Parker.

      He had time on his side. Ocean liners did not leave every hour on the hour, and most likely he would be able to catch up with King in Le Havre. He told the concierge to have his trunk sent ahead to Le Havre and caught the next train leaving Paris.
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* * *

      Ruby drifted off to sleep as the train gently swayed. When she woke, it was early evening, and the sky outside was dark. She could no longer see the passing countryside. She looked across from her and saw that King was sleeping. She didn’t even consider trying to break away from him as there was nowhere to go on the train.

      “Ah, Ruby,” he said as he shifted himself and stretched. “I was dreaming about you.”

      Ruby looked away from him. She didn’t want to engage in conversation. She touched her fingertips to the cool glass window and thought of Ford. Ford would come for her. He would know how to find them. Ford. She trusted him implicitly.

      “You know, if she had taken the damned town house and left well enough alone, she would be alive today,” he said, shaking his head.

      “What?” Ruby turned her eyes to meet his.

      “That bitch. Lourdes. I gave her the town house and let her keep all the gifts I had given her over the years. And I can tell you, they weren’t cheap.”

      Ruby met his eyes, but he seemed to be very far away.

      “I bought her a diamond necklace at Tiffany & Co. and a fur stole and muff that she had seen a society matron wearing and had to have. Whatever she wanted, I bought her.”

      “Because you loved her,” Ruby said softly.

      “Love? Ha! I see now it was never love. It was an infatuation. Lust, maybe. Stupid, really. She would never have suited. Even when Caroline died, I couldn’t marry her. It was unthinkable.”

      “Why was it unthinkable?” Ruby asked.

      “She was not a white woman. Not pure. Not anything society would accept.”

      “Except in your bed.”

      King looked across at Ruby and smiled. “Exactly. Except in my bed.”

      “And your child? Would they be unable to accept that as well?” She asked.

      He looked up sharply and then relaxed. “Of course. Ford.”

      Ruby said nothing.

      “Smart fellow, Ford. A little too smart if you ask me.”

      “Is there such a thing as too smart?”

      “Yes. Men like Ford have a sense of things. They go searching for the truth like human bloodhounds. Some things are best left alone.”

      “Like Lourdes’s death?”

      King looked across at her, and with the gaslights burning, his eyes seemed to scorch her.

      “Why are you asking about her? She was in the way. Had been for some time.”

      “Had she been in the way for some time?” Ruby repeated hoarsely.

      He nodded. “I only did what any man would have done. You and I were meant to be together.”

      “What did you do?” she asked, trying to keep her voice light.

      King crossed his leg over his knee and picked at an imaginary fleck of dust on his trousers.

      “She was irritating me. She came to see me. She followed me to that party at Devonshire House. She was making a scene. She was making me look a fool. No one makes me look a fool,” he said harshly.

      “Of course not.”

      “It was late that night. We went to my town house. I thought to calm her down, but things escalated. I hired another taxicab. She was angry because I asked her to cover her head with her shawl and had the taxicab drop us off in an unknown area. When she stepped outside of the taxicab, we walked along the street. I didn’t even know where we were.”

      “She was ungrateful,” Ruby said, soothing him.

      “That is exactly it! My God, Ruby!” He came to sit beside her and took her hand in his, kissing the back of it. “She was ungrateful!”

      Ruby had to physically stem the revulsion she felt as he kissed her hand.

      “She started going on about how she wanted me. She said she wanted to be my wife. There was a long alley of boardinghouses in the back, and I pulled her into it. She told me about the child. She kept saying it was my duty. That we must marry. She spoke about the son she was sure she was carrying. She said it was my obligation to look after them both.

      “There was no one around, and a light rain was falling. I don’t remember how, but suddenly my hands were around her throat. I pressed harder and harder. She scratched at my arms. Look! Look what she did to me!” he said in a rush, pulling at his jacket and shirt so Ruby could see the wounds.

      Ruby nodded and swallowed. “That was wrong of her.”

      King smiled. “Yes. You see? You understand I had to do it. For us, Ruby.”

      “I do.”

      “Her body slid down to the ground, and I looked at her. She wouldn’t wake. I tried to wake her. I shook her once, but she was gone. So I left her there. I didn’t want to be recognized, so I walked home, which seemed to take an hour or more.” He paused in his story and then looked up at Ruby. “My shoes were ruined because of her. The rain ruined them. She did that too.”

      Ruby felt a chilly finger along her spine as she looked into his soulless eyes. “Yes. She did.”
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* * *

      When the train pulled into Le Havre, a heavy rain was pouring down. King had his hand on her elbow and warned her that she should remain with him and make no sudden movements. She did as he bid. She soon discovered that King had planned everything very well. An ocean liner bound for New York was leaving in two hours, and he already had their first-class tickets in his pocket.

      She shivered in the cold rain as they boarded the elegant ocean liner headed for New York. She was under no illusions. She knew the minute they set sail, she would be at his mercy. She could go to the captain and plead for help, but there was no guarantee. She watched as the porter took their trunks to their cabins. At least that had been an unforeseen nicety. She had her own cabin, separate from his. She had to bide her time and wait for the right moment.

      She stood at the railing, her gloved fingers curving along the wood. King was watching her only a few feet away, his hand in his coat pocket. She saw people coming on board the ship and taxicabs depositing travelers, but no Ford. She waited in the rain for ten minutes. Fifteen. Twenty. Thirty. But he didn’t come.

      As the rain mingled with her tears, she knew that he was not coming. She was alone. On board an ocean liner with a madman. A man obsessed with her. A man who had killed to be with her. She felt the sickness well up in her throat.

      “Come along, Ruby. I can’t have you catch cold,” he said, appearing at her elbow.

      She thought wildly of jumping overboard in that instant. She could easily be caught by everyone on the dock—but no. She allowed herself to be steered to her cabin as she felt the ship move from the dock. Their journey had begun.

      “We must dress for dinner. That garnet-colored dress. You know the one I mean. You’ll wear that.”

      The door closed behind him, and Ruby sank into a chair. How could her life, which had been so utterly perfect one minute, turn into such a nightmare in the next? She shrugged out of her clothes and looked down at the garnet dress. She remembered wearing it to tease Ford. She had wanted to gain his attention. She remembered his hands on her body as they danced in front of everyone.

      Now the ship would take her across the ocean and away from the man she loved. She needed to be strong. She donned the gown and arranged her hair. She stared at herself in the mirror. She must perform again. She must smile and keep herself calm and not let King see the utter revulsion she now felt for him.

      She moved out of the cabin and along the deck to the edge of the ship. She took in deep breaths, readying herself to face the monster. She must pretend. She must perform this very important role. Once in New York, she would escape. He could not hold her forever.

      The breeze ruffled her hair, and she had the strangest sensation of being watched. When she turned abruptly, she saw no one. It was dark, and except for the stars above and the gaslights, there was no one. She was alone. She moved back inside and put a smile on her face.

      “My dear. You look lovely,” he said as she joined him at the table for dinner.

      “Thank you.”

      “I know you aren’t happy, my dear, but it will all be made right. We will have an annulment declared once we reach New York, and then we can marry.” He took a sip of his brandy.

      “An annulment? On what basis?” Ruby asked.

      “Well, as I understand, there are many different ways to have an annulment declared. Underage, fraud, using force, or lunacy.”

      “But I am not underage, and there was no fraud nor force used. And lunacy? That’s ridiculous.”

      “Perhaps,” King said as he sipped his brandy. “We could say the marriage was not consummated.”

      Ruby smiled in return. “I don’t think that would work either. It was consummated many times over.”

      King set his wineglass down as their food arrived and waited until the waiter had left. “Let’s be clear about one thing. I have been tested by you one too many times. I will not be again. Keep a civil tongue. I would not like to have to teach you the same lesson as dear Lourdes.”

      Ruby ate little of the meal, and when the orchestra struck up in the next room, King smiled.

      “Shall we enjoy the music?” He held out his hand.

      Ruby was in no mood to dance but walked to the next room followed by King, who was enjoying his second brandy. A ragtime song began, and many of the younger couples took to the floor, but they remained seated. When a slow waltz started, she watched as the dance floor grew more crowded.

      “May I have this dance?” a sandy-haired man asked Ruby, and she looked to King.

      “Of course, my dear.” He waved a hand at her, but his eyes glittered dangerously, and she knew he would be watching her.

      Ruby accepted the young man’s hand, and they moved out onto the floor. The lights were low, and the crush of people caused her partner to be on his guard lest he plow them into another couple. They were only halfway into the waltz when a man tapped him on the shoulder.

      Ruby moved into the next man’s arms as she felt the couples move together all around them.

      “Ruby Mae Rutledge,” said the voice holding her.

      She jerked up to see his face and bit her lip to keep from crying. “Ford.”

      “My darling bride,” he said as they moved together gracefully.

      Relief flooded into her. “I never doubted you.”

      Ford grinned. “And you never should.”

      “You followed us immediately?” Her eyes filled with love.

      “Of course. It wasn’t hard to guess what he was thinking. Le Havre is the port to catch a ship bound for New York. He certainly wouldn’t risk going to England.”

      “You’re completely wonderful,” she said, wanting nothing more than to melt into his arms.

      “Am I? I think you’re rather special too.” They made another turn about the floor. “Listen very carefully. I have several Paris policemen with me. They have been in contact with Inspector Thompson, and King is wanted for the murder of Lourdes Banegas.”

      “He confessed to me. He told me everything,” Ruby said. “It was awful.”

      “It’s almost over, Ruby. Just follow my lead and do nothing. We need to be away from this crowd. He’s unpredictable.”

      Pulling her hand, he led her off the dance floor and made a beeline for the door, making sure King saw them. King was staring into his brandy glass, but he looked up to see Ford and Ruby. He was on his feet in an instant. Ford and Ruby ran out onto the deck. When they were at the stern of the ship, Ford and Ruby turned to face King. He had been drinking heavily that night, and he swayed on his feet.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Goddamn you, Ford! You knew all along I wanted her as mine, and yet you were coveting her like some scoundrel!”

      “That isn’t the way it was at all. I’ve known Ruby her entire life. Stupidly, I didn’t realize how much I loved her until recently.”

      “How touching! So very touching!” King mocked.

      “This isn’t going to have a happy ending,” Ford told him.

      “Not for you!” King snarled. Suddenly, a knife was in his hand, and he lunged at Ford.

      Ford moved easily out of the way. “It’s over, King. Inspector Thompson in London knows it was you who murdered Lourdes, and the Paris police are on board to bring you back to face justice.”

      “Bullshit! You’re lying! I know your poker face. It was always awful!” King roared. “Look about you! It’s just us!”

      Ruby looked around the stern. Who was telling the truth? She saw no one about. The ship’s railing was to the back of them and the water down below, but only the three of them were there.

      “When they need to be seen, they will be. In the meantime, drop the knife and end this. You aren’t escaping this. You will stand trial for Lourdes’s murder.”

      “That bitch!”

      “Why did you do it, King? Why? For Ruby? For yourself?” Ford asked.

      King licked his lips. “Ruby was always meant to be mine. Lourdes was in the way. She should have been happy with what I gave her. Instead, she wanted more. Always more.”

      “And Caroline? Did you kill her too?” Ford asked, shaking his head.

      “I never laid a finger on Caroline,” he said hotly.

      “Your mother, perhaps?”

      King lunged at Ford, trying to jab the knife into his side, but Ford knocked the knife from his hand. The two men fought viciously as Ruby looked wildly around for the policemen that Ford said were there. King tried to choke Ford and push him overboard, but Ford kicked King hard in the stomach, forcing him down on his knees.

      “Bastard.” He coughed.

      “Men!” Ford yelled, and four men materialized out of thin air to surround King.

      The men were dressed in dark suits and immediately handcuffed King, taking him into their custody.

      “Merci, Monsieur,” the lead policeman said in deference to Ford.

      The ship’s captain had been alerted to the situation, and the ship would immediately return to Le Havre with King in police custody. He would then be taken back to London to Inspector Thompson to face charges for the murder of Lourdes Banegas.

      Ruby threw herself into Ford’s arms as they both watched King being led away.

      “It’s over.” She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “It’s over,” he said, holding her tightly.

      He kissed her mouth and pulled the ring from his pocket, placing it back on her finger.

      “Back where it belongs, my darling girl.”

      “It certainly is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Two years later

      

    
    
      Ruby Rutledge was a full-fledged star. Following the tour in London and Paris, she returned to the United States and received financial backing for a tour. The vaudeville troupe traveled heavily for a year and were well loved by audiences everywhere. Ruby was interviewed and photographed and constantly written about in numerous newspapers, and young girls all over the country admired her.

      When she traveled to Mississippi, her mother and sister did not attend the show, though Ford’s family was thrilled to see them both again. She was welcomed with open arms and finally found a family who loved her for herself.

      In London, after a long trial, William “King” Parker was hanged for the murder of his mistress, Lourdes Banegas. Though no formal charges were brought against Alice Parker for killing Caroline Parker, she was ostracized in New York society and became a recluse in her own home.

      Ruby returned to the New York stage, where she received top billing after Zeta retired. Ezra and Bessie were married in a quiet ceremony, and Ford continued to work as a Pinkerton detective, though they talked about taking an extended leave to return home to Mississippi for a respite.

      They rented a small town house in New York and furnished it, carefully choosing each piece of furniture together. As autumn came, Ford and Ruby lay in their mahogany bed under the blanket with their limbs tangled together. Ford’s hand moved over Ruby’s belly that was just now beginning to curve outward.

      “I think, for a son, we should give him a good Southern name.”

      “Like?” Ruby asked.

      “Jefferson.”

      “And if it’s a girl?”

      “Magnolia.”

      “Magnolia?” Ruby laughed.

      “That’s a good Southern name,” he said defensively.

      “Ford, I am not naming my daughter Magnolia.”

      “Our daughter,” he corrected.

      “Our daughter,” she agreed.

      He turned to stare at her in the dark. “Darling Ruby. Did you ever think this would be us? Together as husband and wife, with a child on the way?”

      “I hoped.”

      He kissed her lips sweetly and then pulled her against him.

      “Hope. Hope Rutledge.” She moved her hand along her belly. “Jefferson Rutledge.”

      She snuggled against him and sighed. “Or we could just call him Bubba.”

      Ford chuckled. “Go to sleep, brat.”

      “Cletus?” She giggled softly as she rested her head on his chest. She could hear his strong heartbeat. “Good night, Ford.”

      He kissed the top of her head and touched her hair. “Good night, Ruby Mae. My darling wife.”
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      Cruz met his father on his way back to the house. “I am required elsewhere, but please see to our guest in the stables. Her name is Natalia.”

      Cruz nodded. “Of course, Papa.”

      He moved toward the stables and thought it unusual that a woman would wish to see the stables at a fiesta. Most women he knew would be concerned about their dress and hair, not horseflesh.

      He stepped inside the large stables and felt the cooler temperature. The horses were each inside their stalls, and he saw a figure at the far end of the large structure. She was dressed in a dark blue gown. He took long strides toward the woman. He would see her safely back, as his father wished.

      “Senorita,” he said swiftly, and when she turned, he felt his heart begin to race.

      “You!” she said, startled.

      Natalia noticed his crisp clothes, from the cut of his trousers made of wool to the jacket he wore that emphasized his shoulders and hips. Everything about him spoke of quality and breeding, and suddenly she knew without a doubt who he was.

      “Senor Villareal,” she said quietly.

      “And you must be Natalia de la Rosa,” he said softly.

      Natalia almost flinched as he spoke her name so softly and with such sensuality. He enunciated every syllable of her name drawing it out as Nah-ta-lee-ah.

      “Must I?”

      “My father asked that I see to our guest, and he said her name was Natalia.”

      “But why de la Rosa?”

      “When I returned from Spain, I was told we had new neighbors, and that Don Paco had three daughters of uncommon loveliness. The eldest one in particular was said to be quite beautiful.”

      Natalia blushed under his dark scrutiny.

      “You shouldn’t listen to gossip,” she said.

      “Let me escort you back, Natalia.” He threaded his arm through hers.

      Natalia turned to him. “You may call me senorita, which is proper since I don’t give you leave to use my Christian name.”

      “Now why is that? I quite like the taste of it on my tongue.”

      Natalia flushed. “Your behavior is inappropriate.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes. It is.”

      “I don’t recall any objection the other night when we were at the ocean’s edge.”

      Natalia looked around to make certain that they were alone. “Nothing happened the other night except that you touched me when I did not give you leave to! And I said nothing because I thought you an ill-bred ruffian.”

      He gazed down at her oval face and into her warm brown eyes. She was a lovely woman, and it amazed him that she was not already married with several children. What man wouldn’t want to bed her quickly and make her his?

      “Ruffian? I thought I was a bandit, though in truth I am a Californio with Spanish blood,” he stated matter-of-factly.

      “And I’m a Mexican woman of Sonora,” she said proudly.

      “Our children would be another generation of Californios, were we to marry,” he said, caressing her arm.

      Natalia was shocked at his words. “Marry? I’m sorry, Senor Villareal, but I can say with utmost certainty that I will never marry you. You’re very arrogant, and you presume too much.”

      Cruz made a tsk-tsk sound. “That is most unfortunate. Because I suddenly find that after all this time, I am ready to marry.”

      “Then I wish you much luck in your pursuit of a bride.” She tried to move away from him only to find him holding her arm in his firm, warm grasp.

      “If I did wish to marry you, Natalia, nothing on earth would stop me from having what I want,” he said before he pulled her into his arms.

      When his mouth touched hers, the kiss was filled with desire and a hint of anger. His tongue touched hers, and she was startled.

      Since that first meeting at the ocean’s edge, he had been enchanted by her beauty and spirit. She was like one of his father’s magnificent Arabians. He wanted to possess her but also hold her and keep her safe. It was a feeling that overwhelmed him and shocked him. He had never felt that way about a woman.

      Natalia’s heart raced, and she realized that she was kissing a virtual stranger. She felt desire for him, and it was a new and somewhat disconcerting feeling. When she pushed away from him, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand without thinking.

      “That’s offensive,” he told her, fighting back a grin.

      “You’re offensive!” A blush spread across her cheeks, and she looked delectable.

      “Is there another lover I should be made aware of? Do I have to call a duel for your hand?” He made an attempt to peer about the stables as if looking for someone.

      “My father loves me! I have final say on any marriage proposal, and you may rest assured that I will say no if you approach my father!” she said, her breasts heaving.

      He would have sold his soul in that moment to drag her into a stall, toss up her skirts, and taste the sweet honey between her legs.

      “I’m sure he does love you, Natalia. You are a beautiful woman. Perhaps he wants to keep you by his side for that reason. But even he knows that you cannot stay unmarried forever. I can offer you much.” He smiled at her.

      “I dare you to ask him!” She was shaking, and she wanted to smack the arrogant grin off of his face.

      “Stop the hysterics, Natalia. Come, let me escort you back. It was just a kiss,” he soothed.

      “No, thank you,” she said, moving away from him.

      She began to walk down the long aisle, passing the many stalls. When she glanced behind her, she saw he hadn’t followed. Instead, she saw him standing near his horse, touching its long neck and licking his lips as if savoring her taste. She despised him then.

      When she rejoined the party, she saw Ignacio standing next to Neddy with a wide smile on his face. Neddy was smiling shyly up at him, and she knew that they would be married soon. She was happy for her sister and would congratulate her once the announcement had been made.

      “Let’s dance.” Ignacio took Neddy’s hand, and they joined the other couples.

      “My little girl is to marry,” Chelo said softly to Natalia as she stepped beside her.

      “You don’t want her to marry?” Natalia asked.

      “Oh, I do! I want her to be happy, but it’s hard. She was only a baby when your dear mother died, so she is like my own,” Chelo sighed.

      “Of course. I understand.” Natalia nodded and touched Chelo’s hand. “But she will be happy. He’s a good man, a kind man.”

      Kelly O’Keefe joined them wearing a bright green dress, which she said she had brought with her from Ireland. Natalia sipped her lemonade and looked across the courtyard past the dancing couples. She could feel the pull of Cruz’s dark eyes, and the desire in them was clearly evident. He was a demon, and she turned away from him to concentrate on her friend.

      Alberto watched as his friend stared at the eldest de la Rosa sister across the courtyard.

      “Oh no, Cruz, not that one,” he said, shaking his head and handing his friend a glass of agua fresca.

      Cruz took the offered glass but barely glanced at his friend. He was still remembering the taste of her lips in the stables and her sweet curves pressed against him. “Why not?”

      Alberto sipped his own drink. “When they first arrived here, all the men wanted her. She’s beautiful, no? And there are no sons, so the property will be distributed accordingly, and rumor has it that she is Don Paco’s favorite.”

      “You have told me many reasons why I should, not why I should not,” Cruz stated.

      “Well, that first year there must have been at least three offers for her hand, and they were all denied,” Alberto remembered.

      “What was the reason?” Cruz asked.

      “Well, that was the strangest part. Don Paco told each man that he would place their offer before Natalia, but it was her choice. Each time she said no.”

      Cruz grimaced. So she was right. Her father did allow her final say on any marriage proposal.

      “But it’s more than that. The youngest sister let it slip to Father Ybarra, who told the whole town that there was a man once.”

      “A man?” Cruz straightened.

      Alberto nodded.

      Of course there was a man, Cruz thought. He remembered those lush lips underneath his and her body pressed against him. She was soft and feminine and everything a woman should be. Of course there had been a man who had claimed her as his and taught her all the things a man could teach a woman.

      “What happened to this man?” Cruz asked nonchalantly.

      “They were engaged before they left Sonora. Apparently, the father wanted his daughters to come to Alta California first. After several months here, they received word the man had died in Sonora. All the women in town think she still grieves for her lost love, and the men want to replace him.”

      Interesting, thought Cruz.

      “So as I said. Not that one.” Alberto smiled.
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