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Prologue





Warwickshire, 1824





The music of the May Day celebration filled the air, drifting from the village to the honey-colored castle on the lake. One of the occupants of the castle, Damon, Lord Savage, the Marquess of Savage, wandered along the road to the village, lured by the music in spite of himself.


He was not a frivolous man, nor did he enjoy taking part in large gatherings. For the past two years Damon had devoted his life to rebuilding his family's fortunes, and looking after his younger brother and ailing father. The responsibilities he had assumed did not allow time for entertainment. He was drawn to the village by a mixture of curiosity and loneliness, and the need to be out of doors.


A multitude of girls in white dresses were gilded in the mauve light of sunset as they danced around a tree that had been hung with ribbons and garlands. Laughing, drinking, and singing, the villagers gathered to celebrate the pagan festivities of May Day, which would continue through the night.


Unobtrusively Damon stood at the edge of the crowd while the evening darkened. Torches and lamps were lit, throwing flickering shadows across the grass. Although he had seen the May Day ritual many times before, Damon was still struck by the picturesque sight of the maidens twining long streamers around the maypole. Gracefully they skipped in a circle, their hair crowned with circlets of flowers, their white skirts billowing around stocking-clad legs.


Like the other men present, Damon took note of the particularly attractive girls. It had been a long time since he'd had a woman. Later, he had promised himself, he would take a mistress and enjoy the pleasures he had forsworn, but for now there was too much to be done. If only he could rid himself of the inconvenient desire for a woman's touch, for the soft perfume of feminine skin, and the feel of slender arms wrapped around him. During the days he was too busy to dwell on the subject, but at night


Damon's chest moved in a taut sigh. He watched the revelry for a few minutes more, conscious of an emptiness inside that refused to abate. Deciding to return to the castle and indulge in a large snifter of brandy, he turned away. All of a sudden, his attention was caught by a group of strolling players that had arrived to take part in the festivities. Raising their voices in boisterous song, they joined the crowd and clapped their hands in time to the music.


A few friendly villagers encouraged the newcomers to join the dancing maidens. Two of the women complied, but the third, a slender girl with blond braids pinned to the crown of her head, shook her head adamantly. The revelers persisted in spite of her refusal, pulling and pushing the girl toward the maypole. Someone placed a circlet of flowers on her head, making her laugh reluctantly as she followed the other maidens in their path around the garlanded tree.


Damon watched the girl in fascination. She was easily distinguishable by her dark dress and the grace with which she moved. She seemed like a sprite who had suddenly appeared from the forest and would vanish at any moment. It was strange, the effect she had on him, his body turning hollow with yearning, every sense focused on the sight of her and the high, sweet sound of her laughter.


She's just a girl, he told himself silently, trying in vain to rid himself of the urges that consumed him. She's a girl like any other. But that wasn't true. The strength of his reaction to her alarmed and electrified him. He would give all he owned for one night with her. He was never vulnerable to sudden impulses, had never been ruled by anything but logic and reason. It seemed that all the recklessness he had never allowed himself to feel had come over him in one moment.


Damon moved around the edge of the crowd with the deliberateness of a predator, his gaze locked on her. He wasn't certain what he intended to do, only that he had to be near her. She was dancing faster now, driven by the music and the impatient tugging of the girls who had joined hands with her. Laughing, gasping for breath, she managed to break free of the circle and stumble away. The garland of flowers flew from her head and landed near Damon's feet. He bent and closed his fingers around it, unconsciously crushing some of the fragrant petals.


Blotting her perspiring face with her sleeve, the girl wandered away from the crowd. Damon followed her, his heart driving hard in his chest. Although he didn't make a sound, she must have sensed his presence. She stopped and turned to face him, while the May Day crowd continued its revelry. Damon ventured closer to her, stopping a scant foot away from her.


I believe this is yours, he said thickly. She looked up at him, the color of her eyes indistinguishable in the darkness. The hint of a smile appeared on the tender curve of her lips.


Thank you. She reached for the flowers, her cool fingers brushing his for a split second. He felt the shock of it all through his body.


Who are you? he blurted out.


The girl laughed, perhaps as startled by his bluntness as he was. I'm no one of importance. Just an actress with a traveling company. She hesitated briefly. And you?


He remained silent, unable to answer while the heady scents of crushed flowers, wine, and perspiration filled his nostrils and made his blood rush through his veins. He wanted to tear her away from the crowd and carry her to the woods, bear her down to the damp leaf-covered groundHe wanted to press his mouth against her pale skin, and unbraid her hair until it rippled between his fingers.


The girl regarded him curiously, tilting her head to the side. You must be from the castle, she said. All at once her expression became wary. Are you one of the Savages?


Damon shook his head, denying who he was, wanting to detach himself from everything in his past and future. I'm a visitor here, he said, his voice slightly hoarse. Just as you are.


She looked skeptical but seemed to relax.


Where are you from? Damon asked.


Her teeth flashed in the darkness. He had never seen anything as beautiful as her smile. I don't choose to think about my past. She pushed back the stray locks of gleaming blond hair from, her forehead. Why did you come outside, sir? Was it to take the air or watch the dancing?


To find you.


A quiet laugh escaped her, and she tensed like a bird ready to take flight. Sensing that she was about to slip away, Damon found himself acting without conscious thought. His hands came to either side of her head, holding her securely in spite of her startled protest. Let me, he whispered, a tremor running through his fingers as they pressed against her downy cheeks. He pressed his mouth to hers, and she became very still. Her breath rushed hot and fast on his skin, while the taste of her spilled through his senses in an intoxicating rush. He felt her response, and the moment was suspended in time, magical, unlike anything that had ever happened to him before.


She turned her face away, making a sound of confusion. Damon was intensely aware of the velvety touch of her cheek against his, the nearness of her body. They were both silent, motionless as they drank in the sensation of standing close together.


Good night, she whispered.


Don't go, he said, but she strode away, seeming to melt into the crowd.


Although Damon could have followed, he chose not to. It seemed impossible that such a woman could be real. In a way, he didn't want her to be. Let her remain a fantasy, an image he could keep for the rest of his life, untouched by the unpleasant realities that crowded his days. He left the May Day celebration, unable to rid his mind of the sudden intuition that somehow, somedaythey would meet again.













Chapter 1








London, 1825





She was late. Julia quickened her pace, trying to keep her skirts from dragging along the muddy ground, and at the same time shield her face from the persistent drizzle of cold autumn rain. If she didn't reach the Capital Theatre soon, her hair and clothes would be soaked. My audition, she muttered despairingly, shouldering past the people on the broken, slippery sidewalk. A once-jaunty yellow feather drooped down from the brim of her small hat, and she pushed it back impatiently.


Today was one of the most important days of her life. If all went well, she might become part of the most successful acting company in England. However, if she failed to impress Logan Scott with her talents, she would have to return to the grimy little Daly Theatre in the Strand. The manager there, Mr. Bickerston, regarded the actresses as if they were prostitutes, turning a profit for himself by arranging for them to meet wealthy men. He was furious with Julia for refusing to associate with a lecherous old baron who had been willing to pay an exorbitant fee for the privilege of bedding her. You'll obey my rules, Bickerston had spat at her, or you're no longer in the company. The next time I find a man for you, you'll accept him or be damned!


To make matters worse, Bickerston had a gambling problem, and he often couldn't pay the actors the full amount of their salaries. If Julia didn't make money soon, she wouldn't be able to afford the terrace room she had rented. And she couldn't resort to what the other actresses did, selling their sexual favors to supplement their income. For her that would never be a choice, even if she starved.


Julia sighed, her skin crawling at the thought of returning to the Strand. She had to find a better place to work. Tightening her grip on the damp sheaf of paper in her arms, she lowered her head and walked faster. All of a sudden she rammed into a hard object that nearly sent her sprawling backward. The stack of papers cascaded from her arms. Only a man's quick grab at her shoulders kept her from falling onto the muddy pavement.


Are you all right, miss? the man inquired, steadying her.


Julia bent to scoop up her sodden papers. To her dismay, the hem of her skirts dragged through a dirty puddle. You should watch where you're going, she exclaimed.


I might say the same to you, miss. The man's voice was as dry and rich as a glass of red wine. He helped her to retrieve the fallen papers, pausing to glance at them.


Julia took them from him before he had the chance to read anything. I'm on my way to an audition, she said crisply. I'm very late. She began to walk past him, but he stopped her with a light touch on her shoulder.


Which theater do you want?


She looked up at him, blinking as a rain-laced breeze swept over her face. He was tall and well-built, his wide shoulders covered with a heavy black coat. Through the veil of rain dripping from the brim of his dark hat, she could see blunt, attractive features and a pair of intense blue eyes. I'm trying to find the Capital, she said.


You've reached it. He indicated a nearby doorway. That leads to the greenroom, where auditions are usually held.


How do you know that? she asked suspiciously.


A smile pulled at the corner of his wide, mobile mouth. I'm a member of the company.


Oh. She was taken aback, and a touch envious. Lucky, lucky man, to be a part of such a prestigious group.


His smile remained as he contemplated her. If you wish, I'll show you the way.


Julia nodded and cautiously preceded him through the doorway into a quiet, dim hallway. Relieved to be out of the rain, she brushed at her damp skirts and tried to straighten them. Politely her companion waited until she removed her dripping hat and cloak, and he took them from her. We'll leave these in a spare dressing room to dry, he said, opening a door and hanging the articles on the large brass hooks affixed to the wall. He removed his own hat and coat, and ran his fingers through his disheveled hair, trying to bring order to the short, wavy mass.


Julia smoothed her own dark hair, wishing she had a mirror to help restore her appearance.


You look well enough, the man said, as if reading her thoughts.


For the first time, Julia smiled at him tentatively. I was hoping for something better than that.


He shrugged. Your looks won't matter as much as your acting skill.


Yes, of course. She followed him down the hallway, past dressing rooms, offices, carpenter shops, and wardrobe rooms. The Capital Theatre was a large place, comprised of a main theater with four satellite buildings. It had never been regarded in the same light as the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane until Logan Scott had taken over its management. Under his brilliant direction, and driven by his powerful performances, the Capital had become one of the most respected theaters in town.


Although Logan Scott was still a young man in his twenties, he had already achieved a legendary status in the theater. The thought of actually meeting him made Julia's stomach flip-flop violently. If he decided that she had no talent, her career would be finished.


How long have you been with the company? Julia asked, her nervousness increasing as they went deeper into the building. They passed workmen in the hallway, and turned a corner where actors' voices could be heard in the practice rooms.


Since it began four years ago, her companion replied.


You're very fortunate to be working with Mr. Scott.


Am I? he asked dryly. He has quite a temper, you know.


That can be forgiven in such a brilliant artist. Mr. Scott is the greatest actor in England. Everyone calls him the new David Garrick.


A sardonic snort escaped him. I think that's an overstatement.


Julia glanced at him in surprise. Aren't you an admirer of Mr. Scott?


Occasionally, yes. I just don't happen to think he's comparable to Garrick. Not yet, at any rate.


Julia shrugged. Since I've never actually seen him on stage, I'll have to reserve judgment.


They reached the greenroom, which was not actually green, and Julia clutched her papers tightly as she stepped inside. The large cream-painted room was filled with well-worn chairs and settees, battered tables, and a tray piled with bread, smoked meats, and cheese. Two women were seated in the corner, while a girl and a young man were rehearsing a scene on the other side of the room, pausing to laugh at some bit of awkward choreography. A portly older gentleman sat off to one side, reading a play and mouthing the lines silently.


At the sight of the new arrivals, they all looked up. Immediately they came forward to Julia's companion, crowding around him until Julia was nudged aside. He fended off a torrent of questions and demands with upraised hands. Later, he informed them. For now I have some business to attend toan audition.


Julia stared at him with wide eyes. Now that they were in the well-lit greenroom, she could see many of the details about him that had escaped her before. He was dressed in expensive, perfectly tailored clothes: dark trousers, a rich emerald vest, and a black silk cravat. She had never seen such beautiful hair on a man, unruly waves of brown that gleamed with burnished mahogany highlights. It was cut short and brushed back, but it had a rumpled appearance that practically begged a woman to smooth it.


His air of authority was unmistakable. That, and the compellingly deep timbre of his voice, and most of all those riveting blue eyes, convinced Julia of who he was. She felt her heart plummet to her feet, and she knew the color had left her cheeks. You're Logan Scott, she murmured. You should have told me.


His eyes gleamed with mischief and challenge. You should have asked.


She nodded in rueful acknowledgment, wondering if she had managed to ruin all chances of creating a favorable impression.


And your name is? he prompted.


Mrs. Jessica Wentworth, Julia said, using the stage name she had invented for herself. The half-dozen people in the room stared at her curiously. She wanted to crawl away into some dark corner and hide.


Very well, Mrs. Wentworth, Logan Scott said softly. Let's find out what you're capable of. He held out one broad hand for the audition pieces she had brought, and casually riffled through the damp pages. I see you've prepared a scene from Mathilda. Excellent. We had a long run of that play last season. Charles is quite familiar with it. He gestured to the tall blond man a few feet away. Would you mind taking the part of Lord Aversley, Charles?


The young man obeyed with alacrity.


Scott seated himself comfortably, and the others followed suit. If you don't mind, Mrs. Wentworth, we'll allow the other members of the company to watch your audition.


Julia did mind, actually. It was much more difficult to play a scene in front of a very small group than a large one. And these people were actors, the most critical audience of all. They would mock her for wanting to be part of the Capitalthey would see immediately that she'd had no training, and precious little experience. But she had come too far to retreat now. Julia forced a smile to her face, and unlocked her knees in order to join the young man at the center of the greenroom.


In appearance, Charles was not the ideal Lord Aversleyhe seemed rather too bland and handsome for the role of a consummate villain. On the other hand, he possessed an air of self-assurance that impressed Julia. She had no doubt of his ability to play convincingly any character he chose.


Mathilda is a tricky role to choose for an audition, Logan Scott remarked. It was unclear if he was speaking to Julia or the others in the room. The part of a long-suffering heroine is usually tiresome.


Julia nodded gravely, staring at his imperturbable face. I shall endeavor not to be boring, Mr. Scott.


There was a twitch of amusement at the corners of his mouth. Begin when you're ready, Mrs. Wentworth.


Julia nodded and stared at the floor in concentration, preparing herself for the scene. The story of Mathilda had brought fame to its author, S. R. Fielding, two short years ago, first in the form of a novel and then as a smashing success on the stage. The public was fascinated by the tale of an ambitious country girl's descent into prostitution, and her eventual redemption. The scene Julia had chosen was a pivotal one in which Mathilda, still a virgin, was seduced by the diabolical rake Lord Aversley.


Julia glanced up at Charles, and she began to speak in a rough country accent. He responded in the pure, aristocratic tones of Aversley. With each line, Julia felt herself sinking deeper into the character. She became half-flirtatious, half-fearful, advancing and retreating as Aversley slowly pursued her around the room.


Logan concentrated on the girl, all his senses arrested. Although she was a small woman, a little below average height, her slenderness gave her the illusion of being taller. With her ash-blond hair, brilliant blue-green eyes and delicately angled face, she was too pretty, actually. It was rare to find a woman of such unassailable beauty who was also a proficient actress. Truly beautiful women never seemed to have the emotional depth or drive to play anything other than an ingenue.


Less than a minute after the scene had begun, Logan realized that Jessica Wentworth had a remarkable presence, the kind that made the hair on the back of his neck prickle. She had the gift of transforming herself into the character she played. He knew without vanity that he possessed the same ability, and that on occasion one or two of the players in the company could achieve it. But such a talent was rare in a girl who couldn't be more than twenty.


Jessica Wentworth interpreted the character of Mathilda with seeming effortlessness. She was strangely touching, with a child's curiosity and a pitiable fascination for the man who would ruin her. And there was a thread of calculation in her manner, a smart and subtle understanding of Mathilda's misguided ambition to have a wealthy man in her power. Logan shook his head slightly, appreciating the fluid quality of her performance. He glanced at the other actors and saw that they were staring raptly at the newcomer.


Julia began to relax and enjoy the pleasure of working with an actor as accomplished as Charles. He made it surprisingly easy for her to believe he was Aversley as he sneered and stalked her from one side of the room to the other. However, she faltered and stopped in dismay as she heard Logan Scott's voice cut through the exchange of dialogue.


I'll finish the scene with her, Charles.


Startled, Julia watched as Scott stood from his chair and approached her. He motioned for Charles to sit down, and assumed his place. Julia was momentarily transfixed by the change that came over Logan Scott, the sudden crackling tension in the room, the flicker of blue fire in his eyes. He smiled at her slightly, and began speaking as Aversley. It was thrilling. Julia wanted to take a seat and just listen to the suppressed power of his voice. He gave the character of Aversley a catlike quality, a preposterous self-importance, and an unexpected hint of bitterness.


Adjusting the pitch of her performance to his, Julia responded as Mathilda, and for a few moment it was easy to lose herself in the role, forgetting who she was. Aversley toyed with Mathilda, lunged for her, promising pleasure and torment with his silky voice and his hot blue eyes. He gripped her arms, and Julia was startled by the genuine feeling of being trapped. She tried to wrench away, but he held her near, and spoke close to her mouth until his warm breath fanned her lips.


They were at the part of the play when Aversley kissed Mathilda and carried her offstage, leaving the rest of the action to the audience's imagination. Julia tensed in Logan Scott's arms, feeling utterly possessed by his hard grip. She thought briefly that he would kiss her, and was relieved when a mask dropped over his face and he released her carefully. The scene was over.


The others in the room were silent. Julia felt their gazes on her as she stepped back and rubbed the places on her arms where Scott had held her.


Noting her action, Scott turned toward her with an arched brow. Did I hurt you? he inquired with mild surprise.


Immediately Julia shook her head and let her hands drop. His hold hadn't been painful in the least, but his touch had seemed to linger even after he had let go.


There was a long pause after that, while the members of the company continued to stare at Julia, and Scott pinned her with a speculative look. Was he pleased, disappointed, uncertain? Did he think she had any merit as an actress? Julia was driven to break the silence. Shall I try another scene? she murmured. Something from a different play?


That won't be necessary. Suddenly he seemed impatient, glancing about the room like a leopard in a cage. One of his elegant hands lifted in a gesture for Julia to leave with him. Come, Mrs. Wentworth. I'll give you a tour of the theater.


None of the others seemed to find that surprising. The portly older man in the corner gave Julia an encouraging smile as she passed. A pretty young girl with curly brown hair and vivid sea-green eyes approached her at the doorway. That was the best Mathilda I've ever seen, the girl said.


Julia smiled in thanks, heartened by the remark. But Logan Scott's opinion was the one that meant life and death, and so far he hadn't volunteered a single word.


You've had little, if any training, he remarked, taking her through a maze of administrative offices.


No, Julia said quietly.


And not much experience.


I've done some touring around the provinces with a traveling company. Most recently I've worked at the Daly Theatre in the Strand.


The Daly, he repeated, sounding far from impressed. You deserve better than that.


I hope I do, sir.


He paused and showed her the theater library, filled with shelves of books on costume, scenery, and acting technique, as well as innumerable copies of different plays. Pausing at one stack of paper, he selected a worn edition of Much Ado About Nothing, and handed it to her. Clutching the copy tightly, Julia followed him from the room.


What I ask from the actors in my company is that they strive for the most naturalistic style possible, Scott remarked. I can't abide the posturing and studied manners I've seen in the majority of London theaters. Most actors are overtrained fools who substitute extravagant gestures and pauses for real acting.


Filled with an admiration that bordered on awe, Julia nodded in agreement. They say you've revolutionized the stage in England and Europe she began, but he interrupted her sardonically.


I don't like to be flattered, Mrs. Wentworth. It only serves to inflate my opinion of myself, and that's a dangerous thing. I'm already too arrogant by far.


A surprised laugh escaped her. I'm sure that's not true.


Wait until you know me better.


A bubble of hope rose in her chest. Will I? she dared to ask, and he smiled. Strange, how a man could smile and seem so warm, and yet there was still something unreachable about him.


Perhaps, he replied. You have great potential as an actress, Mrs. Wentworth. You wouldn't be a bad addition to the company.


They reached the theater, walking past the rear drop and side wings. Julia accompanied Scott to the footlights at the edge of the stage, and stared out at the auditorium. It was dim and handsome, seating approximately fifteen hundred people, with tiers of side boxes that rose to dizzying heights. Julia had never been inside the place before. It was a gorgeous theater, painted white, salmon, and forest-green. The walls were lined with columns that were covered in gold and inlaid with green glass, while the interiors of the boxes were lined with rich flowered paper.


The stage itself was built on a slant, so that the actors in back were elevated a few inches higher than the ones in front. Standing on the scarred floor, Julia could almost imagine what it was like to play to an assembly of a thousand people or more.


There are matters that need to be discussed, Scott remarked abruptly. Your salary, the number of performances required, the demands I make of the playersrehearsals, for example. I insist that all actors and actresses be present for every rehearsal, no matter how well they know their parts. You may run your personal life in any manner you wish, but if anyone misses a rehearsal or a performance, they take the risk of being fined or even dismissed. The same goes for drunkenness, tardiness, pregnancy, affairs with the other players, or anything else that interferes with the theater schedule.


I understand, Julia said, a faint blush rising in her cheeks.


I have a particular system for managing the company, he continued. If you have a grievance, there is a proper time and place for airing ityou'll be informed of the particular channels later. I never receive calls at my home concerning theater business. I place a high value on my privacy.


Naturally, Julia said, her heart beginning to beat fast with excitement. The way he was talking, it sounded as if he was planning to hire her.


There is something else that must be made clear, Scott said. Beyond any artistic merits it may possess, the Capital is a business enterprise. I make all my decisions according to the need to bring in a profitand I've made no secret of it. If I decide to hire you, it is because you will bring money to the theater. All of the players, including myself, understand that we're here because of our profitability.


Julia stiffened, all her hopes draining suddenly. Was he suggesting that he wanted her to become a prostitute to further the good of the theater?


I have no desire to pimp for anyone, Scott murmured in amusement, apparently reading her thoughts. I'm only pointing out that one of your responsibilitiesas well as mine and everyone else'sis to attract sponsors for each new season. You can use your talent and charm to accomplish that. There's no need to sleep with anyoneunless you wish to, of course.


I don't wish to, Julia said fervently.


That's entirely your concern, he assured her. A frown crossed his broad forehead as he contemplated her. It occurs to meI don't recall having arranged an audition for anyone today.


The question caught her off-guard, and she answered hastily. I believe it was done with the assistance of one of your managers


No one does anything around here without my permission.


Julia nodded, her face turning scarlet. I lied, she admitted. I would never have gotten to see you otherwise.


There was a touch of annoyance in his laugh. You'll do well for us, I think. Tell me, Mrs. Wentworthare you actually married?


Although she had prepared herself for the question, Julia felt herself flush in discomfort. She couldn't tell him the truth, yet she knew he was too talented an actor to accept a lie easily. She wandered aimlessly across the stage, her arms folded over her chest. Not really, she said without looking at him. I thought that posing as a Mrs. would give me protection against unwelcome advances.


Very well.


When no further questions seemed forthcoming, Julia glanced at him in surprise. Aren't you going to ask about my family? My background?


He shook his head, tugging absentmindedly at a lock of mahogany-red hair. I assume you're like most people in the theater, who have a past they would like to escape.


Even you? she dared to ask.


Scott nodded. There are events in my life from which I've run for a long time. But I never seem to get farther than here. He glanced around the empty stage and seemed to relax. I never feel entirely comfortable anywhere as I do at the Capital. It's home to meas I hope it will become home to you, Mrs. Wentworth.


A smile broke out on her face. Yes, she murmured, sensing a little of why he so clearly loved the place. She could easily imagine the thousands of stories and personalities that had filled this stage, the air ringing with music and voices, the audience feeling the players' emotions; fear, hope, love


In the theater a person could forget who he or she was, at least for a while. Actors could turn themselves into anyone they wished to be. That was what she wanted for herself. She would live as Jessica Wentworth, and bury all traces of Julia Hargateand the secret that had haunted her all her life.





I told you so, Nell Florence said, her wrinkled face breaking into a rare and beautiful smile. It was the right choice to approach Logan Scott. I admire his work at the Capital. Despite his youth, he's a capable manager. You'll profit far more by joining Scott's acting company than you would have at Drury Lane. Her frail shoulders moved in a shudder, and she made a face of disdain. Drury Lane is being ruined by that American impresario Stephen Price and his freakish taste for spectacle. You should have been born a half-century ago and worked for David Garrickhe would have known exactly what to do with a girl of your talents. To think of how you could have played opposite him in The Wonder


Then you approve of Mr. Scott? Julia asked, gently prodding her back to the subject before Mrs. Florence could lapse into one of her long reminiscences.


Oh, yes. His productions have wonderful style, and his devotion to the art of acting is unquestionable.


They sat together drinking tea in Mrs. Florence's parlor, with its musty furniture upholstered in rose silk, and walls covered with ancient theater mementos. Julia had met the elderly woman only a few months before, when Mrs. Florence had accepted a small part in a production at the Daly Theatre. Normally an appearance at the Daly would have been beneath such a great actress, who had acted at Drury Lane for more than thirty years. However, Mr. Bickerston had paid Mrs. Florence a fortune, knowing that her name would fill every seat in the theater.


After a successful month-long run of the play, Mrs. Florence had left Bickerston and the Dalybut not before she had taken Julia aside and given some well-intentioned advice. Your gifts are being wasted here, she had told Julia. You must find another theater, a reputable one, and get some proper training.


Julia had been flattered almost to the point of speechlessness. She greatly admired the elderly woman and the success she had made of her life. Born to a large and impoverished family on the east end of London, Nell Florence had profited from her considerable talents on the stage and also from a few discreet love affairs with wealthy men. Although her legendary beauty had faded with age, her rich red hair now streaked with silver, she was still a handsome woman.


Several years ago Mrs. Florence had retired to a London townhouse with a small staff of servants to look after her. If an aspiring actor or actress took her fancy, she would occasionally give acting lessons. Although Julia couldn't afford to pay her high fees, Mrs. Florence had decided to take her under her wing regardless.


I can afford to teach for pleasure, if I wish to, she had said. I believe our association will do us both some good. I will help you to achieve the success you deserve, and you will brighten my days with your visits. Old people must always have young ones aroundand you are very much like I was at your age.


Once a week Julia would visit Mrs. Florence in her cluttered parlor, drinking tea from painted china cups as she paid rapt attention to the elderly woman's instructions. Now that Julia had been hired as a member of the Capital Theatre, Mrs. Florence seemed as pleased by Julia's success as if it were her own.


I knew Scott wouldn't hesitate to hire you, once he saw you act, she remarked. You have a quality, my dear, which he couldn't fail to see. You seem to give everything of yourself when you're onstagebut you withhold just enough to make them want more. Never give everything, Jessica, or you'll be taken for granted. Settling back in an overstuffed chair, the elderly woman regarded Julia with bright eyes. Now tell mehow was it to play a scene with an actor of his caliber?


Thrilling, Julia said instantly. He almost made me believe it was really happening. I've never met anyone who could make a scene from a play seem more real than life.


So it is with the great ones, Mrs. Florence replied reflectively. But beware, Jessicaafter reaching the heights that are possible in the theater, real life can seem rather disappointing. You may awaken one morning to find that your profession has stolen precious years from you. And you'll be no better off than I, surrounded by faded artifacts and portraits, with nothing but memories to sustain you.


I would love to be exactly like you, Julia said fervently. You've made your mark in the theater, you're respected and comfortable and independentI could hope for nothing better than that.


For a moment Mrs. Florence's eyes were filled with sadness. I haven't always made the right choices, child. I've had to live with the consequences for a very long time.


Do you mean Julia stared at her, perplexed. Is it that you regret not having married?


I only wanted to marry one man in particular, the elderly woman informed her, with a wry twitch of her lips. Unfortunately he didn't mix with the theater. He wanted me to leave it entirely, and so She spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness. I let him go. How I envied other women who didn't have to make such a choice! She stared at Julia in a faintly pitying way, as if it were a certainty that Julia would someday face the same painful dilemma. Julia wished she could tell Mrs. Florence the truththat she would never need to choose between Jove and her professionthat she was in fact already married, and her husband was no obstacle at all.





Quietly Julia made her way to her mother's bedroom, located in the darkened east wing of Hargate Hall. The luxurious gothic estate was dark and stalwart, with tall chimneys and long, narrow windows. Set in the midst of the chalky Buckinghamshire hills, it was connected to the market town a mile away by old, sunken paths that hadn't changed for decades. Hargate Hall was dim and quiet, with heavy mahogany furniture and ceilings covered with webbed fan vaulting.


Being inside the home she had left two years ago gave Julia an uncomfortable, closed-in feeling. Resolutely she climbed one of the long flanks of stairs leading from the first floor to the second, half-fearing that at any moment she would hear her father's knifelike voice commanding her to get out.


Aside from several discreet greetings from a few servants she had known since childhood, no one dared speak to her. It was known to everyone at Hargate Hall that she was not a welcome visitorher father had forbidden her to set foot on the propertyyet no one would stop her from visiting her ailing mother, Eva.


Wrinkling her nose at the stale air in Eva's bedroom, Julia went to the curtains, drew them apart, and opened a window to admit a breeze from outside. There was a stirring beneath the covers on the bed, and Eva's weak voice.


Who is that?


Your prodigal daughter, Julia replied lightly, and went to the bed, bending over to kiss her mother's pale brow.


Eva blinked rapidly and tried to sit up, her face stiff with consternation. She was a small, slim woman, with ash-blond hair streaked with silver, and large brown eyes. She seemed to have aged a great deal in the past two years, her colorless skin etched with tiny lines and the bones of her face more prominent than ever. Julia, you shouldn't be here. It's dangerous!


It's all right, Julia said quietly. You wrote to me and said that Father would be gone today. Don't you remember?


Oh, yes, Fretfully her mother rubbed her forehead. Things slip from my mind so easily of late. She sighed and let her shoulders press back into the pillow. I've been ill, Julia


Yes, I know. Julia was tight-lipped as she stared down at her mother, who had always been slender. Now she appeared birdlike in her frailty. You shouldn't be closed in this dark room, Mama. You need light and fresh air, and a walk outside


You mustn't stay long, her mother said weakly. If your father comes home unexpectedly


He would throw me out, Julia finished for her, her mouth curling sarcastically. Don't worry, Mama. I'm not afraid of him. There's nothing he could say or do that matters to me now. Her face softened as she saw her mother's distress, and she sat carefully on the edge of the mattress. Taking one of Eva's thin, cool hands in her own, she pressed it carefully.


I've made a new life for myself. I'm an actress now, a fairly good one. She couldn't help smiling as she saw her mother's expression. Actress, not prostitutethough I'll admit most people don't seem to understand the difference. This season I'll be working at the Capital Theatre, training under Logan Scott himself. I'll have a handsome salary, my own carriage, a houseand I've chosen a new name for myself. Jessica Wentworth. Do you like it?


Eva shook her head. It's not what you were born for, she said through dry lips. It's not who you are.


Who am I, Mama? Julia asked softly, although she knew the answer. Her chest tightened with sudden unhappiness.


You're the Marchioness of Savage.


Julia shot off the bed, unable to bear the sound of the name. Only because I had no choice in the matter. I'm married to a man I don't know, all to satisfy Father's social ambitions. It's an absurd situation. I don't know Lord Savage by sight, I've never even corresponded with him. Sometimes I wonder if he exists at all!


It appears that Lord Savage has no more desire than you to acknowledge the marriage, her mother admitted. Neither your father nor the Duke of Leeds could have expected that both children would resent the marriage so greatly.


Not resent having our futures stolen? Julia strode around the room as she continued heatedly. I was sold for the price of a name, and Lord Savage for a fortune. Father secured a title for his daughter, and the Savages were saved from financial ruin. And all they had to do was sacrifice their firstborn children.


Why must you bear such ill will against your father? her mother asked sadly. What he did was no different than what other parents of our position do. Marriages are arranged all the time.


It was different. I was only four years old, and my so-called husband wasn't much older. Julia went to the window and stared through the parted drapes, filtering the silk-fringed velvet through her fingers. That first time I found out, I was twelve and fancied myself in love with a village boy until Father took me aside and said I would never have the right to love any man because I was already married. She shook her head and laughed without humor. I couldn't believe it. I still can't. For years I've been haunted by thoughts of my husband, wondering if he's grown up to be a half-wit, a bore, a skirt-chaser


From what we have heard of him, Lord Savage's reputation is that of a quiet and responsible man.


I don't care what he's like, Julia said, knowing that her mother would think this pure stubbornness on her partand perhaps that was partly true. But it was also because of the awareness that if she accepted the life her father had chosen for her, she would fade into the same kind of docile, unhappy creature that her mother had become. It doesn't matter if Lord Savage is a saint. I never intend to become the Duchess of Leeds. I won't agree to the plans Father made for me. He controlled every day, hour, and minute of my life until I finally gathered the courage to run away.


He wanted to shelter and protect you


Father kept me cloistered on this estate, never allowing me to go anywhere or meet anyone. From the day I was born, he was determined that I should marry a man with a great title. I wonder, did it ever occur to him that I might someday have landed a duke or an earl without his interference? Or did he even once consider that I might not have wished that for myself? I suppose it was too much to expect that he might have wanted me to be happy


Julia broke off, realizing that her fingers were clutched in the folds of velvet. She loosened her grip and took a calming breath. It pained her to know that even though she had escaped her father's domination, Eva was still under his control. Her mother's only recourse was to take refuge in illness, gradually turning herself into an invalid. It was Eva's only defense against an autocratic husband who manipulated the lives of everyone around him.


Edward, Lord Hargate despised illness of any kind. He was actually rather afraid of it, for it was so completely alien to his robust nature. He was a strong man whose relentless drive led him to dismiss anyone's feelings but his own. He could be cruel at times, denying people the things they wanted most in order to demonstrate his wealth and power. The rest of the Hargate familycousins, brothers, uncles, and auntsall avoided him as much as possible. Yet even when he was at his worst, his wife defended and supported him, as was her duty.


There must be something else you can do, Eva murmured, other than turn to a life in the theater. The idea of my daughter living among those people, working on the stageIt sounds very sordid.


I'll be quite safe at the Capital, Julia said firmly. It's a reputable company. And acting is the perfect occupation for me. After being secluded so much of the time when I was a child, I developed quite an imagination.


I remember how I worried, Eva murmured. You seemed to live in a fantasy world most of the time, always pretending to be someone else.


Julia returned to the bedside and smiled down at her. Now I'm being paid a very good salary for it.


And what about Lord Savage?


Julia shrugged. For the time being, he doesn't seem to want to acknowledge the marriage. I can't see any other choice except to lead my own life. She grimaced uncomfortably. How odd it is, knowing that I belong to a strangerthat legally he has more rights over me than I do over myself. The thought of it makes me want to run to the ends of the earth. I'll admit that I'm afraid to find out what kind of man he really is. I'm not ready for thatI may never be.


You won't be able to hide the truth forever, Eva murmured. Someday Lord Savage will find out that his wife has been working on the stage. How do you think he'll feel?


No doubt he'll want an annulment. Suddenly an impish grin crossed Julia's face. And I'll be glad to oblige him. I'm certain to make a far better actress than a duchess.










End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/MSRCover.png
QEW YORK IIMES

BESTSELLING AUTHOR






OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





