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Chapter 1

There was a bite of oncoming winter in the air, and a chill wind gusted down the narrow, poorly lit alley. Chelsea Myles shrank from the noisy scurrying of rats and tried to ignore the stench from the open sewer. The brick walls of the adjacent buildings were dripping with green mold and moisture, and she shivered involuntarily, looking down to avoid the sight. One of her shoes, thin-soled and worn, was soaked from a careless step into a puddle.

It had rained again. It always seemed to rain. Chelsea curled her full upper lip and scowled. Rain and dampness only added to the mildew rotting her cheaply made stage costumes. Already there were times on stage when it was almost impossible to say her lines without sneezing or choking. Angrily, she kicked the aged trunk by her side and gasped in dismay when one of the slats split, revealing its contents. She just knew Uncle Cosmo had no tools or expertise to repair the trunk. This would be just one more inconvenience to tolerate.

Chelsea crossed her arms over her breasts and stamped her foot. What was she, a respectable, dedicated stage actress, doing with Cosmo’s fifth-rate troupe, playing for pennies at local street fairs? Unlike the others, she came by her talent naturally, memorizing lines, with comprehension and ease. Yes, she was too good for this, much too good—and Uncle Cosmo had no right to keep belittling her talent. Chelsea bristled as she remembered how he’d told her she should stop fooling herself and recognize that it was her face and not her ability that made her a favorite with the audience, especially the male audience. “Chelsea, darling child,” he would declaim, posturing dramatically whenever she complained about the costumes, “an actress of real ability could wear flour sacking and convince the audience that she was Queen Elizabeth herself!”

“And what would he know about actresses?” Chelsea grumbled, pushing the various articles back through the hole in the trunk. “All Uncle Cosmo wants is a big street audience so he can have their pockets picked while I mesmerize the poor, dumb fools.” She thought again with distaste of the scanty costumes Cosmo demanded she wear, which revealed either too much cleavage or leg. She sniffed, feeling terribly sorry for herself. At twenty-three, she wasn’t getting any younger; Uncle Cosmo, who had taken her under his wing at eleven when she was orphaned, had promised that by the age of twenty she’d be a famous actress with all of Europe at her feet. Fool that she was, she’d believed him. She was no smarter than the homely widows Cosmo romanced and cheated out of their money.

Her self-pitying reminiscences were interrupted when Uncle Cosmo’s latest protégée ran into the alley. Molly was an urchin, pure and simple. She could barely speak the King’s English, but Cosmo had promised to make her an actress. More likely, Chelsea thought with an unladylike snort, he’d make Molly a slick little pickpocket. “Molly, slow down!” she cried sharply. “Watch you don’t splash muddy water on my skirts!”

“Yes, miss, but Mr. Perragutt told me to tell you something, and he said to do it right away, like. It’s urgent, it is!”

“There’s nothing Uncle Cosmo could tell me that’s urgent unless it’s that the queen herself has come to watch our performance this evening.” A sudden jolt of panic stiffened Chelsea’s spine. “It’s not the law, is it, Molly? I told Uncle Cosmo he’d gone too far when he marked the constable’s wife for Swift Billy to snatch her purse!”

“No, no, nothin’ like that, Miss Chelsea,” Molly assured her importantly. “Mr. Perragutt said there’s a real gent in the audience tonight. Worth a few pounds, by the look of him, he is. Mr. Perragutt said he could be very important to all of us.”

“Important for the sake of his wallet, he means. And whoever he is, he’s no gentleman if he’s come slumming to this part of London to watch a sad lot like ourselves.”

Molly seemed disappointed in the way Chelsea received her news. “Anyways, Mr. Perragutt said you’d know what to do.”

“Uncle Cosmo means that while I’m on stage I should make an effort to capture the man’s attention so Swift Billy can do his work, that’s the beginning and end of it,” Chelsea told her disgustedly. “Wake up, Molly, get your head out of the clouds. You’re a nice girl; you don’t belong with Uncle Cosmo and the rest of us.”

“I don’t want my head out of the clouds, Miss Chelsea. I like it up here, and I know if I do everything Mr. Perragutt says, someday I’ll be just as grand and important as you are. You’re a stage star, miss. I know I’ll never be beautiful like you, but Mr. Perragutt said he’s goin’ to make me into a lady, a real lady! Mr. Perragutt said you’ll teach me everything he taught you. You will, won’t you, Miss Chelsea?”

Chelsea sighed inwardly. What was the point in hurting Molly’s feelings? Still, genuine pity and concern prompted her to say kindly, “Molly, Uncle Cosmo is a crooked little weasel, and I hate to admit I’m related to him by blood. He’s going to get us all a stay in jail if we don’t keep our wits about us. He’s right about one thing, though. I’m going to make something of myself one of these days. If I can keep two steps ahead of the law, that is.”

“Oh, Miss Chelsea, you’re such a lady. All nice manners and so refined like. I want to be just like you, putting on airs and walking so dainty. And when some of them men out front get familiar with you, I love the way you stop them dead with just a quirk of your eyebrow. Can you teach me, Miss Chelsea?” Molly asked, looking wistfully at her idol. “Can you?”

“Becoming a lady is a very noble ambition, Molly, and you could do worse, I suppose, than to model yourself after me,” Chelsea replied after a moment’s deliberation. “The first thing you have to do to be a lady is to tell Uncle Cosmo an emphatic no when he sets up a mark for you tonight. Look him right in the eye and tell him you have too much honor and character to stoop to thievery. You tell him right to his face you’d rather starve than steal.”

“But I don’t like bein’ hungry, Miss Chelsea,” Molly whined. “You’ve got your honor and character already, so I suppose you didn’t mind it too much.”

Chelsea glanced at Molly, then quickly looked away. She thought about the times she’d been hungry—starving really—but even worse was the loneliness and the fear. And at the tender age of eleven, she hadn’t known which was worse. It all seemed so long ago, almost as if it had happened to someone else in another life. But it hadn’t. The dirty, ragged child who had hidden in alleyways and cellars was herself.

Her memories were sharp, painful, and there were times, like now, when they returned in a sudden rush, like the sea overcoming the shore, obliterating the present and returning her to the past.

She had lived then in a section of London bordering Knightsbridge. Mum and Da had a little shop just off Candlewick Street where they sold dry goods and notions and Mum’s home-baked pastries and freshly preserved jams. If Chelsea closed her eyes, she could smell the wonderful aromas coming from the kitchen behind the shop; she could still hear Da’s booming voice as he welcomed a familiar face into the shop.

“Will there be anythin’ else?” Da would ask as he licked the tip of his pencil before tallying up the bill. Chelsea liked to sit near him behind the counter, the sun streaming in through the shop window to warm her even on the coldest winter day. Warmer than the sun was Da’s smile, and the way he’d wink at her to jump down from her stool and run to open the door for a cash customer.

She was an only child, a rarity in Knightsbridge, where the families numbered nine or ten, often even more. And she was spoiled, or so it was said—nurtured on love and rewarded with candy. Mum was handy with a needle, and Chelsea’s dresses were never too short or shabby. The newest dimities and lisle wools hung in her room, and Da saw to it that she had two new pairs of shoes every year. Her coats were the warmest, and Mum always knitted her a new pair of gloves. Chelsea was possibly the best-dressed child in the little academy school at the end of Saul’s Lane, except perhaps for the undertaker’s daughters, who weren’t very pretty in spite of their costly dresses. But even more precious than the security and comfort Mum and Da offered were their love and approval, something she hadn’t appreciated until too late….

“You’re a good girl, Chelsea.” Trudie Myles smiled weakly at her daughter. “I’ll be up and about tomorrow for certain. It’s just a cold that’s got me so low.”

“Da says you’re to drink this tea, and in a bit he’ll come in and bring you a coddled egg.” Chelsea placed the cup on the bedside table and began to fuss with her mother’s pillows. Mum’s eyes were bright with fever, and the little girl could hear the rasping in her mother’s chest whenever she tried to take a deep breath. “Da says the doctor will be around this afternoon.”

“It’s just a cold. He shouldn’t fuss so much. I’ll be up and about tomorrow, you’ll see.”

Chelsea accepted her mother’s reassuring smile, but she shared her Da’s worry. Over the last month several of their neighbors had died, old and young alike. They were blaming it on the night air that rolled in from the outlying marshes at this time of the year; Reverend Lipcott said it was God’s way of bringing the faithful back to heaven. Chelsea wasn’t so certain Reverend Lipcott was right. Old man Stifel had died of the fever, and everyone knew God would have no use for the likes of him up in heaven.

Mum died of the fever two nights later, the same night Da began coughing and complaining of pains in his chest and head. When the doctor came to make the death pronouncement, he looked at Jonathan Myles and shook his head. Several days later Chelsea realized the doctor had made two death pronouncements that night.

All of London was in a panic because of the epidemic. When Jonathan died, his creditors came to the shop and confiscated stock in payment for outstanding bills. As word spread quickly, the shop shelves were rapidly depleted. A man from Whitehall held court in Da’s shop, checking through the ledgers and awarding settlements to the creditors.

Chelsea couldn’t begin to understand it all. Engulfed in her grief, she huddled in the room at the back of the shop and listened dully to the transactions. No one paid her the least amount of attention, and even she hadn’t given a thought to her future until she heard her name mentioned by the man from Whitehall.

“Chelsea Myles. Do you know of any living relative who might take the child in?” He was speaking to Mrs. Cavendish, the mother of eight children.

“I know Trudie has a brother somewhere,” the woman responded thoughtfully. “Some kind of an actor or something. Trudie was quite proud of him, although Johnny wouldn’t ha’ given a pence for the likes of him. Can’t say I’d know where he is. Poor Chelsea, she’s a sweet little thing, you know. I’d take her, but we’ve hardly enough to feed the eight we have, you understand.”

“If someone doesn’t come forward for the child before tomorrow, she’ll be taken to St. Matthew’s Home,” the man from Whitehall told Mrs. Cavendish. “The landlord wants to take the shop back. He already has another tenant. Can’t blame the fellow. An empty shop doesn’t bring in the rent, does it?”

“No. But I’d hate to see that little girl go to St. Matthew’s. It’s hardly an orphanage, is it? More a poorhouse. They’ll put her to work God knows where. Perhaps I could take her for a night or two, just until her uncle shows up.”

The man shook his head firmly. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Cavendish, but the notice has been put in the newspapers and the man hasn’t come forward. I’ve seen things like this before, and mark my words, it’s best to deal with it straight from the beginning. Someone from St. Matthew’s will be here in the morning.”

“Well, keep your voice down,” Mrs. Cavendish warned. “We don’t want the poor thing to hear, do we? Bad enough she’s lost her mum and da and her life will never be the same. We don’t want to put a fright to her when tomorrow’s soon enough.”

Chelsea huddled against the closed door. She hadn’t washed her face for more than a week, and now tears streaked her cheeks, creating rivulets of white against the grime. “A fright,” Mrs. Cavendish had said. Nothing could be more frightening than losing the only people in the world who cared about you. The only family, except for Uncle Cosmo, Mum’s only brother, whom she hadn’t seen in a dog’s age. And now they were talking about sending her to St. Matthew’s. Chelsea knew exactly what that meant; the children teased one another about it when they wanted to be mean. St. Matthew’s, the poorhouse, where people died and never had enough to eat, and where you lived and worked and were sent out to service.

Chelsea pressed her knuckles against her teeth. She didn’t want to die! She didn’t want to lie in the cold ground like Mum and Da! Where was Uncle Cosmo? Why hadn’t he come to his only sister’s funeral, and why hadn’t he come forward to take her away before St. Matthew’s took her?

She crawled away from the door, through Mum’s kitchen and back to the alcove where Mum and Da had slept. Beside the window was a trunk where Mum kept her things; “little memories,” she liked to call them—all the papers Chelsea brought home from school and the family Bible and letters and newsprint. The thin, yellowed newspaper clippings mostly concerned Cosmo Perragutt, Trudie Myles’s brother, an actor with a theater company in London’s Cheapside.

Chelsea snuffled as she dug through the trunk looking for the clippings. She wouldn’t go to St. Matthew’s poorhouse, never in a million years. If Uncle Cosmo didn’t come for her, then she’d go to him. He had to be in London somewhere, and she’d find him. She wiped her tears, smearing the grime on her cheeks. Her long black lashes were star points, wet and glistening, and her pink lips moved as she read through the clippings, searching for the latest one.

Even as she searched, Chelsea had the vague feeling she was doing something wrong, something Da wouldn’t have liked. He’d never thought much of Uncle Cosmo, and whenever his extravagantly mannered brother-in-law made one of his rare visits to his sister, Da’s face would darken and his smiling mouth would grow tense and hard, as though he were biting his tongue. Mum made it a point not to mention her brother in front of Da unless it was necessary.

Yes, all the signals were there. Da hadn’t much use for Mr. Cosmo Perragutt and disliked him the same way he disliked some of the salesmen who came to the shop with their courtly manners and cheap wares. But Chelsea was certain that Mum wouldn’t have cared for her brother as much as she did or have been so happy to see him whenever he came by if at heart he wasn’t a good, kind man. It was that kindness Chelsea depended upon now.

Later that evening Mrs. Cavendish came to the back door with a supper tray for Chelsea. The meat pasty and slab of buttered bread tempted the girl’s appetite, and the mug of cider looked cool and refreshing.

“I don’t know why you insist on staying down here in the cold,” Mrs. Cavendish clucked maternally. “God knows the place is forbidding enough with the shelves stripped and the floor bare. Come upstairs to the flat, Chelsea. You’ll have the other children for company, and there’s a fire in the grate to warm your bones.”

Longingly, Chelsea envisioned herself playing with her friends in front of a cheerful fire. But she knew Mrs. Cavendish would insist on her staying the night, tucking her into bed beside little Anna, and then she’d be trapped until they came to take her to St. Matthew’s in the morning. “Thank you, Mrs. Cavendish,” she replied after a moment, “but I’m fine where I am.”

Mrs. Cavendish frowned, her hands clasped over her round belly. ‘I wish you would, Chelsea. Your mum would want you to be warm and cozy. She was a good woman, your mum, and your da had the way of a gentleman, I always said.” An expression of sorrow crossed the woman’s face. “Well then, I’ve got to be gettin’ back to my own brood. If you change your mind, you’re welcome.”

Chelsea listened for Mrs. Cavendish to close the door behind her before she bit into the steaming pasty and tore into the bread. She’d had nothing to eat since morning, and she was ravenous. After her supper, she washed her face and hands and smoothed her hair, giving the first thought to her appearance in days. All her clothes, except for what she was wearing and one of her oldest coats, had been confiscated for debts. When she left the shop for the last time, she closed the door firmly behind her, confident that she would soon find her uncle and thus escape the fate of St. Matthew’s.

Unfortunately, finding someone in a city the size and scope of London was not as easy as Chelsea’s eleven-year-old optimism had led her to believe. It took her nearly three days of wandering city streets before she even reached the Cheapside area. She was so frightened the man from Whitehall might be searching for her that she hesitated to ask the most likely-looking adults for directions, thus limiting her inquiries to beggars and children hardly older than herself. The first night after leaving the shop, she wandered the streets all night long, afraid of the darkness and, worse, of the blackened alleyways, from which came terrifying grunts and hushed voices. The second day, too exhausted to walk any farther, she stopped to rest in the warming sunshine beside a butcher’s shop. She fell asleep, but before long a man’s boot prodded her awake and a rough voice began yelling about dirty little ragamuffins laying about the doorway of his respectable business.

Hungry, tired, dirty, and cold, Chelsea continued her search on the third day, until by some sort of miracle she found herself standing under the marquee of the Briarside Theatre. It was the middle of the afternoon, and everything was locked up tight; when she knocked timidly upon the great brass-inlaid double doors, there was no answer.

“Whatcha doin’ hangin’ about here?” asked a voice behind her. “I never seen you here before.”

Chelsea turned to find a tall youth squinting down at her. He attempted a smile, a slender wooden pick clamped between his teeth and jutting out of the side of his mouth.

“I asked whatcha doin’ around here?” he repeated, stepping in front of her, barring her path when he sensed she was about to run away. Chelsea judged him to be several years older than herself—about fifteen. Long, fine hairs curled softly on his chin in a charade of a beard, and she soon realized his squint was more a part of his overall expression than a sensitivity to the sunlight. His clothes were shabby, too large, and the woolen gloves on his hands only covered his palms; the fingers poking through the knitted wool were ringed with dirt, and his nails badly needed clipping.

“I … I was looking for my uncle,” she stammered, feeling threatened by the way he blocked her path.

“Just like I’m waitin’ for me mum.” The youth smiled sarcastically. “And me da is the Queen of England,” he added bitterly. ‘You’re a runaway. I can see it plain as the nose on yer face. Who’re you runnin’ away from? Maybe I can help. Maybe somebody’ll pay to get yer back.”

Chelsea backed away. “I am not a runaway! I’m looking for my uncle.”

The youth smiled again, and something about it reminded Chelsea of a picture in Mum’s Bible, the one in which the serpent is tempting Adam and Eve with the forbidden apple.

“I know a runaway when I sees one. You ain’t from Cheapside, cuz I knows everyone from here. Yer clothes ain’t clean and they don’t fit too good, but they was cut from good wool jus’ the same. It was yer shoes that told me you ain’t from here and that you’re a runaway. Good shoes. Too good for Cheapside.”

“Let me go, let me pass!”

“That’s another thing, the way you talk. Nah, you’re a runaway fer certain. I’m Jack Hardy.” He made the announcement with a certain sense of pride. “I know everything that goes on here in Cheapside, that’s how come I know you don’t belong here.” Quicker than thought, his hand shot out and seized her wrists, pulling her against him and then turning her so her back was to the wall. She could smell the onions on his breath and see the angry red pimples dotting his chin. “How much money have yer got?” he demanded. “Runaways always have a few bob to tide them over.”

Chelsea shook her head, frightened half out of her wits. No one had ever treated her this way; no one had ever frightened her like this, not even the man from Whitehall, not even the thought of St. Matthew’s. She struggled, trying to wrench free. “I don’t have any money, not a penny. Let me go! Let me go!”

From around the corner swaggered a group of youths—a gang, really. When they saw Jack and Chelsea they began to jeer and snicker:

“Hey, boss, catch yer supper, did yer?”

“Whatcha got there, Jack? Caught yerself a pigeon, eh?”

For an instant Chelsea had hoped she’d be rescued; then she realized these were Jack’s friends, and they obviously admired him. Their cruel taunts and sneering expressions were directed at her, and they reminded her of a pack of hungry dogs.

“Got myself a little runaway here,” Jack announced, his tone now gruff and hard, more of a growl. The little hairs on the back of Chelsea’s neck lifted and prickled. She knew she had to save herself; she had to get away from Jack Hardy and his street gang.

“Think we’ll get ourselves a reward for turnin’ her in, Jack?”

“Nah! Look at her. She ain’t worth much as the rags she’s wearin’. Who’d pay to get the likes of this pigeon back? My guess is she’s run away from service or somethin’. But I’ll bet she’s got a penny or two stashed on her somewhere.” He pulled viciously on her wrists, enjoying the wince of pain that flashed across her face.

The boys laughed, poking at her, trying to riffle through her coat pockets. “Let me go! Let me go!” Chelsea cried, trying desperately to free herself. There were other people walking the street—vendors, women with market baskets, a man sweeping the sidewalk in front of his shop. Would no one listen? Didn’t anyone care? Wouldn’t anyone help her?

Jack saw the direction of her glance and looked over his shoulder. Apparently he wasn’t completely confident that no one would step forward to help her, because he heaved her away from the wall and pushed her in the direction of a nearby alleyway. For an instant, Chelsea felt him loosen his grip on her wrists. Taking the only chance she might ever have, she kicked him, hard, the toes of her shoes nipping his shins and cracking his knee. Jack howled in pain, and Chelsea broke away.

Running, dodging pedestrians, she bolted out into the street almost under the legs of a peddler’s horse. She screamed in fright, but to her, at that moment, nothing was more frightening than Jack Hardy and his gang. They were coming after her, shouting for her, hooting and caterwauling, sounds that made her blood freeze.

Although soon out of breath, she kept running, her legs burning with strain, the muscles exhausted. Ahead of her she saw the dark shadows of an alley between two buildings that could have been warehouses. Knowing only that she couldn’t run another step, Chelsea dodged into the alley, wailing with fright and defeat when she realized there was no access to the next street. She was trapped, and the sounds of thudding feet were close behind her. Wild with terror, she crawled into the shadows and huddled in the recess of a cellar window, her only cover the gloom and a pair of ash cans. Biting back the sobs tearing at her throat, she listened, her eyes squeezed shut in horrible anticipation of being discovered.

“I know she went in here, Jack! I seen ‘er when we rounded the corner. She’s here, I know it.”

“No, I seen ‘er dodge around t’other way,” someone else insisted. Barrels clattered and cans were tipped over as the youths conducted their search.

“She ain’t here, Jack, I tell yer. We’re wastin’ time while she’s gettin’ away!”

An eternity later, after the gang had toppled garbage and ash cans and left the blind alley, Chelsea huddled where she was, curling into as small a space as possible. Tears coursed down her cheeks; self-pity and fright and loneliness roiled her innards. And it took her a long, long time to gather enough courage to come out of her hiding place.

If she were ever to find Uncle Cosmo, it would have to be soon. Chelsea was coming to realize that life behind the shop with Mum and Da had not prepared her for this kind of savage existence. When Jack Hardy had had her pinned against the wall and she’d screamed for him to let her go, no one had intervened. People had been walking the street; shopkeepers had been sweeping their walks; women had been walking from market; all had seen what Jack was doing, yet none had stepped forward. And now she was so frightened she even thought about returning to Knightsbridge, considered going to St. Matthew’s. Instinctively, however, Chelsea knew no one would save her there, either.

No. Her only hope was Uncle Cosmo.

Life was a muddle of confusion and fear for Chelsea. Several days had passed since the incident with Jack Hardy and his friends. She learned to be careful, traveling the streets in the early morning or late afternoon hours, sleeping in doorways, begging for a crust of bread. She walked all over Cheapside, finding every theater in the area, asking for Cosmo Perragutt at box offices and back doors. She learned to be watchful, wary of groups of people, wary of her own vulnerability. People at the theaters said they’d heard of her uncle, but no one seemed to know where he was at the moment. Someone told her he might have gone to France with a theatrical company. Dispirited, defeated, but having nowhere to go, Chelsea continued her search. Walking the streets and asking after her uncle became her religion, her only hope.

One day, more than two weeks later, Chelsea took a walk down to the wharf, one of her favorite evening haunts. There was a fresh produce market by the docks; after hours, fruit, stale bread, and sometimes hot soup were distributed by a group of uniformed men who called themselves the Salvation Army. Chelsea had found that if she listened to their music and their preaching, they could be counted upon for a scant supper. It was late November now, and flurries of snow had already fallen over the city. The cold was bone-chilling and nothing was more welcome than a cup of hot soup and a slab of bread.

This time, however, she took a new route down to the wharf and came across a dilapidated, ramshackle building bearing a hand-lettered sign: BLEDSOE THEATERHOUSE PRESENTS PERRAGUTT AND COMPANY IN “ROMEO AND JULIET.”

Chelsea stopped dead in her tracks, reading the sign over and over again. Could it be? Dare she hope? She’d begun to think that her Uncle Cosmo didn’t exist, that he was merely a figment of her imagination.

Hesitantly, Chelsea went around to the stage door and knocked. A man with a long black cigar stuck his head out. “Excuse me, sir,” she said weakly, “can I find a Mr. Cosmo Perragutt here?”

The door opened wider, and she could feel the relative warmth touching her face. She stepped in, realizing it was the first time she’d been under a roof in almost a month.

“He’s in there, girlie,” the man with the cigar said gruffly. “Just bang on the door and go in.”

Chelsea approached the closed door. Inwardly she was praying, her lips, blue with cold, moving to her silent plea. Taking a deep breath, she knocked timidly and turned the knob.

Sitting in front of a mirror was a short, portly man. He was applying a false beard to his chin, and the spirit gum vapor filled her nostrils. He glanced up into the mirror, half turning in his chair.

“Uncle … Uncle Cosmo?” she asked in an agony of anticipation, a desperate mixture of hope and disbelief. “I’m Chelsea, Chelsea Myles, and I’ve come such a long way to find you. Please be my Uncle Cosmo, please.”

Forcing her thoughts back to the present, Chelsea regarded young Molly in front of her, so like the hungry, defenseless urchin she’d been when Uncle Cosmo had taken her in years ago. The thought of that hunger and just how few coins she contained in her purse made her capitulate. “All right, Molly, one wallet and that’s all. You really shouldn’t let Uncle Cosmo take advantage of you this way. I suppose it will be all right, as long as you don’t keep the money solely for your own benefit. Perhaps you’d better bring it to me.” She hated doing this to Molly; her own parents had brought her up for better things than this. Living off ill-gotten gains never sat well with her, but with winter coming there didn’t seem to be any other way. Heaven knew the ticket receipts from Uncle Cosmo’s productions would hardly keep a bird alive.

“But what about Mr. Perragutt?” Molly asked plaintively. “He said I was to share with him or there wouldn’t be enough to get by and everyone would have to do without their wages this month.”

Chelsea grimaced. The old rotter, there was enough stashed in his trunk to take them all to the south of France this winter. But getting him to part with it was another matter entirely.

As a child she’d worshiped him as her savior; as a woman she knew far too much about the man to suffer under any false illusions. Gratitude had little to do with reality.

“Molly, you disappoint me. Did you think I wouldn’t take care of you? You just bring whatever you have to me, and I’ll see it’s shared fairly between us.” Let Uncle Cosmo starve, as if he would. “Trust me, Molly, trust me. We might even get down to Brighton before winter sets in. You’re always talking about never having seen Brighton. And Lord knows I’m due for a rest.”

Molly was elated; there actually seemed to be a flush of color in her thin white cheeks. “Oh, Miss Chelsea! You’re too kind to me! Too kind! I’ll do just what you say, I will. Now if I can just remember my lines for tonight, I’ll consider myself lucky.” An anxious expression crossed her face. “My stage paint! I know I’ll make a mess of meself … myself,” she corrected when Chelsea raised an eyebrow of admonition.

“I’ll help you if you like,” Chelsea offered generously, pitying the girl. No amount of makeup would erase the pinched, shriveled look that years of poverty and deprivation had stamped on Molly’s face.

Molly preened in happy anticipation. Miss Chelsea herself was going to apply her stage paint! This afternoon she’d washed her hair in rainwater with some lavender soap she’d purloined from Miss Chelsea, but somehow she must have done something wrong. Instead of coming out thick and curly and shiny sable, like Miss Chelsea’s, it was straighter and more limp than ever. Oh, well, it wouldn’t show beneath the little velvet cap she was to wear in tonight’s performance of selections from The Merchant of Venice by Mr. William Shakespeare. She would do her best to get the lines right this evening so as not to shame Miss Chelsea. And she would also watch Miss Chelsea carefully—she wanted so much to learn! Learn everything. Her role, that of Portia, was very demanding and exacting, Mr. Perragutt had told her, just slightly less important than Shylock, which he was playing. “The quality of mercy is not strained …” Molly mused silently to herself, dreaming of the day she would step into Chelsea’s roles. After all, it seemed the natural thing, considering Miss Chelsea was almost eight years older than she was and wouldn’t be able to play the parts of young women forever.

Molly and Chelsea struggled with the heavy trunk, dragging it up the steps and into the theater just offstage. The dressing room was even filthier than the alleyway, but at least it was dry—almost. Quickly, knowing exactly what must be done, they lit the lamps and began pulling out their costumes. Molly thought the burgundy velvet gown with its deep, low cleavage and tight bodice one of the prettiest costumes Chelsea owned. From the small jewel box they selected rings and bracelets and other faux stones and golden glitter. Portia was a rich heiress, and when fully costumed Chelsea looked every inch the part.

“Will you be wearing your hair in a braided coronet tonight?” Molly asked.

“No, those tight braids give me a headache; I’ll just brush it out and wear it about my shoulders. Now hurry with the mirror, Molly, I can already hear the crowd gathering out front.”

“Yes, Miss Chelsea. Mr. Perragutt said he wanted us to be at our best tonight.”

“As if I am anything but,” Chelsea retorted, offended. And if it were less than her best, who but Uncle Cosmo would know? The audience for the most part was not familiar with William Shakespeare and wouldn’t know the difference if she added her own dialogue to her part. And if Cosmo dared to try to please them by having her sing those bawdy songs he insisted upon, she’d have his head. God, how she hated it when the men in the audience slapped their thighs and leered and made lewd motions with their hands. If she had any spine, she’d have left Cosmo years ago. But what could life possibly offer her except a meager existence as a housemaid or servant—and that she would never do. At least this way she was her own person … almost.

The object of her righteous indignation appeared in the doorway, his face aglow with excitement and anticipation. Chelsea always wondered what it was Cosmo was expecting—that tonight would be any different from the night before? “Chelsea, dear heart, are you almost ready?”

“You know I’m not! Another half hour at least, Uncle. And do wipe that smile from your face, won’t you? You alone seem to take pleasure from this farce.”

“Chelsea, dear,” he replied, his voice gentle and filled with tolerant understanding, “I will forgive you. Stage fright is the mark of a competent actress.”

“It’s more afraid of the law bursting in here, I am. Choosing the constable’s wife for a mark; how could you be so stupid? I expect to be dragged off at any moment.”

“Tut, tut, don’t worry that pretty head of yours. Molly, are you prepared in your lines? Jessica is a most demanding role. Get yourself pretty enough now.” He winked at the blushing girl. “They’re lined up like geese for the slaughter.” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation of the box office receipts. “Chelsea, there are some grand gents out there tonight. You play your cards right and you can have them eating out of your hand. I wouldn’t be surprised if there wasn’t someone important and influential enough to further your career. Someone who might help all of us step up a rung or two on the ladder of success.”

“The only ladder you’re going to move up on is attached to the gallows. I can feel it in the air tonight, Cosmo; it’s making my blood run cold. Can’t you call it off for once? Let’s just do our little performance and slip away into the night. I can feel a change coming, and I’m not so sure it’s a good one. If you want to find yourself at the wrong end of a rope, that’s your business. I’ve got my own neck to worry about.”

Cosmo Perragutt was deeply offended and more than a little angry. Talk like this boded ill. It was almost as though Chelsea were wishing something bad upon him. “I don’t like your words or your tone, niece, and if you will, please remember to address me as ‘Uncle’; I am your own dear, departed mother’s brother, and I’ll remind you to be grateful that I came to your rescue when she died. I demand your respect.”

“When you do something to earn it, you will receive it. Until then, you are merely the manager of this illustrious”—she made the word sound like a disease—“theater troupe.”

Cosmo’s round, cherubic face creased into lines of displeasure. Lamplight glimmered from the top of his balding gray pate, and his blue eyes twinkled with assurance. Just the sight of his gentle expression inspired confidence and trust in the older, wealthy widows he courted. It was difficult to believe that this short, slightly paunchy, innocent-looking man had lived a life of petty crime, profiting from the hard-earned savings of others. Certainly Chelsea had never suspected it until placing herself into his care. If there was a way for Cosmo to exploit someone or something, it never took him long to discover it.

“Don’t give me that ‘I’m disappointed in you’ Uncle Cosmo. I know exactly what you’re thinking—that I’ve been stepping out of place lately and there must be some way to bring me around.”

“Chelsea, dear,” he soothed as he always did whenever her blood was up and staining her checks crimson. “We have the troupe to consider, whatever differences there may be between ourselves. The play must go on!” He postured dramatically.

“Don’t worry, Uncle, there will be a performance tonight; we all need the coins from the admissions. I suppose the audience will at least be grateful to be out of the rain.”

When Cosmo had taken his leave at last, Molly turned to Chelsea, wonder and admiration in her tawny eyes. “Oh, Miss Chelsea, where do you get the courage?”

“It comes with age,” Chelsea said sourly. “Now let’s hurry and get your stage paint on. I’ve still a long way to go before I’m ready to meet my public.”

When Molly was dressed in the drab, too-often mended costume of Jessica, Shylock’s daughter, she assisted Chelsea in donning the burgundy velvet with the indecently low-cut bodice. “I swear, each time I crawl into this thing I’m closer to popping out than I was the time before,” Chelsea complained. “I’m glad I decided to leave my hair down; at least it covers some of my shoulders. Quickly, Molly, some powder.” She dusted the tinted powder over the tops of her breasts and smoothed the puff over her shoulders. Her paint took no time to apply, she was so expert and efficient. A simple headdress of coronet and veil, a drawstring purse, an incongruous yellow feathered fan, and Chelsea was ready.

“Miss Chelsea, Miss Chelsea, come see,” Molly whispered, peeking through the faded and patched stage curtain. “It’s a right good crowd Mr. Perragutt brought in tonight.”

Joining Molly behind the dust-encrusted curtain, Chelsea peered out, her dark eyes widening in surprise. Cosmo had been telling the truth! This was quite the largest turnout in months. Her practiced eye sought out Cosmo’s chosen marks for the evening, coming to rest on several respectably, if not fashionably, dressed gentlemen. Cosmo’s pickings would be worthwhile from the look of things.

A movement from the back caught her attention. Swift Billy was snuffing out several house lights so that the foot-lamps would better illuminate the stage. She saw him glance at a particularly well-dressed woman wearing a becoming hat, replete with violet ribbons and face veil. The hat’s crown sat low on the woman’s head, its ribbons and laces cascading down the back from the narrow-brimmed front. Chelsea thought of her own sorely outdated wardrobe and wondered how much a hat like that cost. Far too much, she’d wager.

“Welcome, welcome, ladies and gentlemen.” Cosmo Perragutt’s stage voice boomed articulately. “This evening you are about to enjoy selections from that notable playwright, Mr. William Shakespeare. Sonnets, poetry, selected readings, all performed for your enjoyment. In addition, you will be presented with highlights from the play The Merchant of Venice. Now, if I may, I will introduce the players.”

At a given signal from Cosmo, Chelsea and Molly stepped out onto the stage. Next came Geoffrey McGowan, their leading man, whose nose was suspiciously red. Already Chelsea could smell the whiskey on his breath, and she sighed inwardly at the thought of the love scenes she had to play with him tonight. Finally Prudence Helmsley, the company soubrette, stepped onstage next to Geoffrey.

“Introducing the cast!” Cosmo announced. “To my left, Mr. Geoffrey McGowan, directly here from a command performance for Queen Victoria herself at the St. James Theatre.”

What a lie, Chelsea thought disdainfully as tall, slick-haired McGowan stepped center stage. The nearest Geoffrey had ever been to the St. James was the corner pub.

“And Miss Prudence Helmsley, songstress and actress. Perhaps after the performance Miss Helmsley can be encouraged to reward us with her artistry. Miss Helmsley has performed in palaces and theaters from the Vatican to the Russian court.”

Prudence stepped forward and made a deep bowing curtsy, allowing the audience a view of her glandular endowments, which were quite impressive.

“And last but not least, the star of our productions, an actress of unusual ability. And loveliness,” Cosmo hastened to add. “The illustrious, the stunningly lovely, Miss Chelsea Myles.”

Chelsea stepped forward, dipping into a graceful curtsy. She held her heavy skirts up just a tad, enough to give the men in the front row a quick glimpse of her pointed toe and sweetly arched ankle. Her left hand demurely covered her décolletage, the feather tips of her yellow fan just brushing her smoothly rounded chin. As expected, she was greeted with warm applause, and only one rogue had the ill manners to whistle.

In the audience, Quaid Tanner grinned at Chelsea’s introduction. Who would have thought the only escape he could find from the rain would be this firetrap of a theater, featuring a second-rate acting troupe? At first content to see the stage from the back row benches, he’d pushed his way through the crowd for a better view when the actress introduced in such lavish terms as Chelsea Myles had made a particularly alluring curtsy.

Quaid was the kind of man who stood out easily in any crowd. Tall and lean, he moved with an inbred self-assurance, and there was an authority about his suntanned face and square jaw, the full upper lip emphasized by a wide, well-trimmed mustache. Lesser men naturally made way for him, and the ladies usually smiled at him with interest, delivering come-hither glances with their eyes.

Chelsea Myles. The name rolled through his brain, and he wondered if it were really hers. Quaid made a point of remembering the names of women who interested him. Chelsea Myles. Her given name was probably Bertha or Mathilda, nothing as unique or fitting as Chelsea. Still, the roly-poly actor who introduced her was correct about her beauty—she was stunning. But could she act? he wondered, then shook his head, smiling. What did it really matter what her talents were? She had the face of an angel and the dark, flashing eyes of a devil—enough to capture any man’s imagination without talent. Quaid, who considered himself an expert on women, had missed neither the sudden flash of ankle nor the way she’d demurely covered her bosom as she dipped for her curtsy. Now he took a seat at one of the benches and prepared to watch the show. This evening’s escape from the rain just might bring other, more pleasurable escapes—already he was contemplating arranging an introduction after the performance.

Forty minutes later Chelsea Myles had taken center stage, pleading Antonio’s case with the crafty Jew, Shylock. As she launched into her crowning piece, Quaid had to put his hand to his mouth to hide his amusement.

“The quality of mercy is not strained. It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven upon the place beneath. It is twice blessed….”

A sterling performance this was not. She tried, he had to give her that; and an admirable try it was as she clasped one hand to her breast and extended the other in pleading toward Shylock. Antonio seemed decidedly drunk from the way he swayed, unable to gain his balance on both feet.

Glancing around the audience, Quaid noticed that no one else seemed to notice the faulty acting, cheap costumes, and less-than-sober actors. In fact, everyone seemed to be enjoying the show immensely. The décolletage revealed by Chelsea Myles’s burgundy gown and the way the lady flipped her hems as she walked had to have something to do with it, Quaid decided. Near the end of the fourth act, he applauded as loudly as the other fools in the audience. And by the time Chelsea made her curtain calls to rousing applause, he had decided it was one of the best performances he had ever attended and that Miss Chelsea Myles was the best actress ever to set foot on a London stage. He had to meet her in person. A late dinner, perhaps, at his motel, in his room.

Quaid was considering which side of the stage he should wait by in order to make her acquaintance after the performance when he heard a woman cry, “My purse! It’s gone!”

Backstage, Chelsea winced. Damn that Swift Billy, she thought miserably. Couldn’t he have waited until the people were on their way out of the theater instead of relieving them of their pocketbooks while they sat in the house! Wait until she got her hands on him—and Cosmo, too, for that matter.

“We’d better get out of here, Miss Chelsea.” Molly was tugging on her sleeve. “There’s gonna be trouble, I can smell it.”

Chelsea silently agreed and slipped behind the curtain with Molly. “What shall we do, miss?” asked the frightened girl. “We can’t just leave our costumes along with everything else we own.”

“For once, Molly, you’re right. Hurry up, get everything you can.” Quickly, in the dying light of the oil lamp, they attempted to stuff the split trunk with their belongings. “Damn Uncle Cosmo,” Chelsea muttered. “Nothing works, neither the lamp nor the hinge on the trunk.” Overturning it, she instructed Molly to take the opposite end, and together they dragged it back out into the alley. “You start for the rooming house, Molly. I’m going back in there to see what’s happened.”

“Oh, no, Miss Chelsea, you can’t! What if the coppers are in there now?”

“Much as I hate to admit it, I’ve got to see what’s become of Uncle Cosmo. At the very least, the crowd is probably tearing him apart. Get going, Molly, do as I say.” Without another word, she bounded back through the stage door, bumping full force into Prudence Helmsley, who looked terrified.

“They’ve got him!” she cried. “They’ve got the old man and Swift Billy! Get away from here if you know what’s good for you.”

“Who’s got him?” Chelsea demanded. But Prudence was already halfway up the alley, lifting her skirts above the muddy puddles as she ran.

Chelsea’s heart pounded with dread. She had to know what had happened; she had to know if Cosmo was going to implicate the entire troupe. If so, she mustn’t return to the rooming house until the furor had died down. Perhaps the woman would be content with having her purse returned to her. Perhaps.

From the wings, stage left, Chelsea peeked through the curtain. The audience was in an uproar, men and woman alike complaining that their wallets or purses were missing. Police whistles blew shrilly, and one of the uniformed men had already collared Uncle Cosmo. He was being dragged away, protesting his innocence above the angry babble of the crowd.

Quaid was watching from the aisle when a flash of burgundy caught his eye. First an impertinent little chin and then a sweetly upturned nose peeked through the dingy stage curtain. A slender hand gripped the base of a long, white throat. He watched Chelsea as she tripped lightly across the stage and approached the plump, protesting actor being held by the police. Tears of denial glistening in her eyes, her throaty voice filled with concern, she bent over him, deliberately displaying her cleavage to the appreciative, burly officer brandishing a nightstick. The yellow feathered fan she’d carried lay discarded near her feet. A pity, Quaid thought in amusement. She might have been able to tickle the old man’s way out of his predicament. He grinned, watching. This had to be Miss Chelsea Myles’s most impressive performance.

Chelsea worked her magic with the law, using every feminine wile she knew. In the end, Cosmo Perragutt got to his feet and straightened his collar. His voice was eloquent and patient. The police were only doing their duty; mistakes could be made, and he was a forgiving man.

Once the police had released him, Perragutt collapsed against Chelsea, twitching like a puppet on a string. Obviously, he had never come quite this close to being carted off to jail. Quaid choked back his laughter as he listened to the actress rail at the troupe leader.

“No more tricks, Uncle Cosmo. Stand on your own two feet. You nearly did it this time. A hair, Cosmo, a hair from being carted away. No more! I’m sick of this, all of it, the run-down rooming houses and living out of rotting trunks. Do you understand me, you little weasel? No more. Either you make this troupe respectable or I’m quitting!”

“Where would you go?” Cosmo whined, clearly devastated by his near miss with the law. “I told your mother I’d look after you, lass. I promised.”

Without answering, Chelsea turned on her heel and stalked across the stage, oblivious to the blowing whistles and the cries of policemen clearing the theater. Cosmo Perragutt followed after her like a sick puppy.

Quaid’s interest was fully aroused now. It was clear that Miss Myles was fully aware of her uncle’s guilt. He spied the gaudy yellow fan she’d left behind, retrieved it, and followed the pair behind the curtain to return it to her. The door leading out to the alley was wide open, and no one seemed to be behind the curtain. Standing in the doorway, Quaid heard her voice and listened.

“I hope tonight’s escapade was well worth your while, Uncle Cosmo. I’d like to pay what’s due on my rent instead of skipping out in the middle of the night. How much did you get?”

“I’m not certain, my dear.” It sounded as if Cosmo’s confidence and arrogance had returned. “More likely there’s enough to pay everyone’s salary for two weeks. Perhaps even enough to buy you one new costume.”

“Now I know you’re lying. A new costume is beyond the boundaries of your generosity. Where’s the money, Cosmo?”

“Prudence has it. I told her to meet me at the boarding-house.”

“You fool!” Chelsea cried, disgusted. “By now your protégée is on the far side of the Thames, and you’ll never see her again.” As she spoke, something in Cosmo’s face communicated itself to Chelsea. In a flash, her hand whipped out and reached inside his voluminous costume. He struggled, but she held firm and with effort withdrew a woman’s drawstring reticule from the folds of fabric. “You’re more of a fool than I thought,” she told him angrily. “If the police had found this on your person, you’d have incriminated yourself.”

“Chelsea, dear niece, those are my life savings ….”

“Contained in a woman’s purse? Spare me, Cosmo.”

“You’re so distrusting, child, just like your mother was. Now hand it back like a good girl,” he cajoled.

She hefted the purse in her hand, weighing it. “I’d wager there’s enough in here to pay my back rent and see me to several good meals. I’d also say you owe me this, Cosmo, for saving your dirty neck tonight. If I were you, I wouldn’t hang about the theater; one never knows when the police will change their minds.”

“Chelsea,” Cosmo whined as she walked away, lifting the hem of her skirts to avoid the muddy puddles, “you can’t do this. Where’s your sense of justice? There are others to consider beside yourself.”

“As you always say, Uncle, heaven helps those who help themselves.”

Quaid stood in the doorway, his tall, broad-shouldered frame almost filling it entirely, the tip of the gaudy yellow feathered fan brushing the underside of his chin as he considered the conviction with which she had spoken those parting words. She’d obviously gotten to where she was now by the hard road and was determined not to give any ground. There had been a note of determination in the way she’d spoken the simple, well-worn phrase, and not a little ambition. If Chelsea Myles had anything to say about the path her life would take, she would see to it she got ahead, regardless of the method. For this, Quaid could hardly blame her. Whenever he’d found himself on the short end of the stick, he had invariably used whatever means available to turn the tables and improve his lot—far too often, in fact, to find fault with someone else in the same position.


Chapter 2

Unaware that her little scenario with Cosmo had been witnessed by anyone else, Chelsea hurried out onto the street in the direction of her rooming house. She had meant every word she’d said. It was impossible for her to continue living this way, without a spare coin in her purse and earning a poor living upon the stage. And it wasn’t as though she were without scruples. Cheating and stealing were wrong, and she knew it. True, it was never her hand that reached into someone else’s pocket, but living from the proceeds amounted to the same thing. And there was always the threat of being caught, like tonight. Cosmo was getting sloppy, and in his profession that was dangerous. This was the last time, absolutely the last time. There must be a way to free herself—somehow, some way, there had to be more to life than this!

Halfway down the street, Chelsea saw Molly’s scrawny little form under a lamppost and her own broken trunk tipped awkwardly on its side. A low moan escaped her as she hurried forward. Now what? Had that silly Molly allowed the contents of the trunk to scatter about London’s streets? Practically everything she owned was in that dilapidated container! As she approached, her mind working on the scolding she would give Molly, she noticed another figure beneath the light, until now obscured from view by the awkwardly tilted trunk. It was a woman.

“Oh, miss, I’m so glad you’ve come along!” Molly gasped gratefully.

“What are you doing here, Molly? You should have been home by this time, with my trunk!”

“It’s this poor woman,” Molly hastened to explain. “She’s the one what got her purse stole at your performance tonight. She’s real upset and crying and everything, and she just fell down here, right at my feet.”

Chelsea dropped to her knees beside the woman and, picking up the limp wrist, patted the back of her hand. “She’s fainted, that’s all. You say it was her purse that was stolen?” Chelsea felt the weight of the purse she’d taken from Cosmo and stuffed it into her bodice.

“Yes, miss. At least that’s what she said before she fainted. She’s dressed real nice, and her hat must’ve cost a bob or two. She said she didn’t want to get involved with the police.”

Chelsea lightly slapped the woman’s deathly pale cheeks. “Molly, see if you can hire a cab to take the lady home. What was she doing in this part of town, anyway?”

“No, no, no,” the woman whispered hoarsely. “Please, you must help me. My money, it’s all gone. All of it.” With surprising strength, she grasped Chelsea’s arm, imploring her help between gulping sobs. “It was everything I had in this world. It was to pay my passage to the captain of the Southern Cross.”

That at least explained what she’d been doing in this part of London. The docks were only blocks away.

“Four hundred pounds. Gone. All of it gone! I never should have gone into that theater, but Captain Winfield wasn’t in his quarters on the Southern Cross and it was beginning to rain….” She ended in a shuddering sob. “I thought I’d be safe in there. Safe!” She covered her face with her lace-gloved hands and wept piteously.

Chelsea was truly moved. Twice her hand went to her breast to remove the small purse from her bodice. Twice it fell back into her lap. “Was it your life savings, then?” she asked, her voice tremorous with sympathy.

“No. It was given to me by my sister’s husband. For my passage and a bit more besides. Oh, now what am I to do?”

“First of all, I will take you home. Molly, would you call a carriage? Everything will look better once you’ve had a cup of tea, Miss. Where do you live?”

“In Yorkshire. I’ve only been in London since the beginning of this week. I’ve taken a small suite until the ship sails. On Duke’s Place, just this side of Bishop’s Gate.”

Chelsea was impressed with the address. “Molly, haven’t you hired that carriage yet? Why are you lagging about? Can’t you see that Miss … Miss …”

“Harris. Mrs. Honoria Harris.”

“That Mrs. Harris is in a dreadful state? Now hurry up with it!”

She thought of the probable fare to Duke’s Place and decided she could afford it. After all, Mrs. Honoria Harris’s four hundred pounds rested snugly between her breasts, and the least she could do was see to it the lady arrived home without further mishap. Molly wanted to turn in early to be fresh for her next performance. Chelsea wasn’t pleased at the prospect of traipsing around the city after-hours alone, but she felt responsible for the shaken woman.

Although scarcely ten o’clock, the streets of London seemed deserted as Chelsea and Honoria Harris rumbled along in their hired hack after dropping Molly off at home. From somewhere in the city came the faint peal of church bells marking the hour. Shopfronts and businesses, tightly shuttered for the night, faced the streets with lonely abandonment. Before sunrise, however, those same shops would be thrown open to the public for another day of profit.

As they left the harbor area and drove inward to the city, Chelsea took time to inspect this woman who had been foolish enough to travel the city streets alone and venture onto the docks with four hundred pounds in her purse. Honoria Harris was not as young as she appeared to be at first glance. Her garments and foolish hat were designed for a woman at least ten years her junior. But with her narrow shoulders, full bosom, and trim waist, she gave an illusion of youth—an illusion ultimately belied by her pointy-nosed, long-chinned face.

“You’re terribly kind to look after me this way,” Mrs. Harris said, but something in her voice hinted that she was accustomed to being looked after and considered it to be her due. Obviously, Mrs. Harris had been carefully sheltered for most of her life, and having her purse snatched right out of her hands was therefore doubly shocking.

When their cab finally came to a halt outside a three-storied, white stone townhouse on Duke’s Place, Chelsea scrambled out and turned to assist her charge. “Please, won’t you come up?” Mrs. Harris asked. “I could offer you a cup of tea. You’ve been so kind.”

“I’d like to, really,” Chelsea replied, “only I’m afraid hiring another cab in this part of town at this hour would be impossible.”

“Oh, please, you can ask the driver to wait for you. I’d be so grateful.”

Chelsea thought immediately of the expense, then of the small velvet purse nestled between her breasts. Mrs. Harris was obviously overwrought and afraid to be left alone just now. She hesitated another moment and finally succumbed to Honoria’s pleading eyes. “Driver, wait for me, I won’t be long.”

At first the driver seemed reluctant. His eyes slid over Chelsea’s costume, and he thought of the less-than-respectable part of town where he’d found his fare. Then he glanced at Honoria, noting her fine clothes and ladylike manner and the impressive house on Duke’s Place. “I won’t keep her long,” Honoria pleaded, her voice thin, almost nasal. “Just for a cup of tea.”

Silently the driver agreed, already having considered that it was most unlikely to find another fare at such a late hour in this part of the city. At least if he waited, he would have another paying fare for the return trip.

Honoria seemed unsteady on her feet, and her shoulders were still shaking as Chelsea helped her climb the wide front steps to the door. She had to take the key and turn the lock herself, Honoria’s fingers were trembling so. The apartment was at the back of the first floor, and once inside, Chelsea settled the woman into a comfortable chair and propped up her feet on a small stool. “I’ll make you some tea if you show me where it is, Mrs. Harris.”

“I’m afraid I don’t even know your name.”

“Chelsea Myles. The tea?”

“Over there, behind the screen. I’m sorry to be such a bother, but no one save that child came to my aid. I thought I could see myself home, but I was too overcome with fright. It was terrible, terrible!”

“Now, don’t upset yourself again. It won’t bring your purse back.”

Behind the woven blind was a small stove and a kettle already filled with water. Although Mrs. Harris’s lodgings were poor according to some standards, it was a palace compared to the hovels Cosmo rented for the troupe. Everything here was sparkling and tidy, respectable, some might call it. A small, colorful tray was already fixed with sugar and lemon and two china cups that were almost transparent. Someday, Chelsea told herself, she, too, would have something just as exquisite. While she waited for the water to boil, she watched Honoria remove her hat and gloves. There was no wedding band on the woman’s finger, she noticed immediately, which puzzled her, although it seemed in keeping with the surroundings: the sparsely furnished flat described a woman who lived alone.

“You say you’ve only been here since the beginning of the week?”

The woman nodded. “I’ve been living with my sister and her family in Maidenhair, just outside London. It was my brother-in-law, Jason, who gave me the money for my passage to New South Wales. He’ll be terribly angry when I tell him what happened in the theater. He warned me about London and cautioned me continually to be careful. If my sister, Barbara, were not about to have another child, and if it were not harvesttime on the estate, I never would have had to come to this wicked city alone!”

“Passage to New South Wales, you say?” Chelsea’s interest was aroused; she’d never known anyone to make so long a journey. The kettle whistled a warning, and she was distracted from her thoughts to pour the tea as Honoria continued her woeful tale.

“Yes. A terrible, hard journey for a woman like myself, but I suppose there’s no help for it, not if I’m ever to find a place for myself in this world.” Honoria’s tone and expression dripped self-pity, an emotion Chelsea now believed second nature to the woman.

As they sipped their tea, Honoria explained that she was a widow of a naval officer, left with meager means of support. “If it were not for my sister, Barbara, and her husband, Jason,” she went on, “I would have had to hire myself out as a governess or nursemaid. As it was, their charity was shortlived. I was hardly more than an unpaid servant in their home, tending their children and overtaking duties in the kitchen.”

“Your sister and her husband, they’re wealthy, then?”

“Wealthier than I!” Honoria exclaimed resentfully. “Jason is not landed or titled, if that is what you mean. Hardly more than a gentleman farmer, I suppose.”

Chelsea watched Honoria over the rim of her teacup as the woman sniffed indignantly and touched her lacy handkerchief to the tip of her nose. She had come across women like this before—bitter, resentful, spoiled women, believing themselves to be so delicate that even the simplest of chores could be accomplished only with whining and complaints. Most likely Honoria’s sister, Barbara, was overworked and hard-pressed, and her brother-in-law, Jason, although comfortably fixed, had little money left over to employ servants. Gratitude for being saved from a life in service never occurred to women like Mrs. Harris. “You’ve never said why you’re going to New South Wales,” Chelsea prompted.

“To marry, although I must admit I don’t care for the prospect. The man is an acquaintance of my brother-in-law, and it was through his solicitations that the arrangement was conducted. It was made quite clear that I was no longer welcome in his house.” Once more Honoria brought her handkerchief to her nose and wiped at dry eyes. “The gentleman in question is older than myself and has two children. Or is it three? I can’t quite seem to remember. However, they are grown, thank heavens. I imagine it’s quite trying to raise one’s own children, never mind the Herculean task of attempting to raise someone else’s. I can tell you, Miss Myles, those children of my sister’s are hardly more than ruffians and spoiled brats! Oh! The things they did to me, the insults and sufferings I’ve had to bear!” Again the handkerchief found its way to her nose. “I’m not very strong, you know, and I was dreading the sea voyage because of my health. Jason and Barbara never understood, and Jason said that Harlow Kane—that’s the man I’m to marry—would send me to the finest doctors. I never looked forward to this marriage, but it would have been a godsend to have someone care for me and look after me. Now, it’s all ruined.”

“What will you do?” Chelsea asked, pretending sympathy. She was feeling less and less guilty over the small purse in her bodice. In her opinion Honoria Harris was selfish and prideful, qualities that did not make for an admirable woman.

“What can I do?” Honoria replied tearfully. “I’ll have to tell Jason what happened. If he wants to be rid of me badly enough, he’ll give me more money. I’ll be forced to endure his endless lecturing, but in the end he’ll abandon his miserly ways and give it to me. As I said, neither he nor Barbara seems content with the services I extend to them.”

Chelsea breathed a sigh of relief. Until this moment she’d been undecided what to do with the four hundred pounds. To Honoria Harris, it seemed an important but easily replaceable sum of money; to herself, it meant a chance for a new life.

“I’ve often thought of traveling to America or to New South Wales,” she mused aloud. And it was true, although it had always seemed like an impossible dream. “How much was your passage for the ship?”

“I confess it was only two hundred and eighty pounds. The rest of the fare came out of what was owed me from my husband’s estate. Such a shame, to die so young in the service of England.”

“He died in a war?”

“No, no, typhoid swept his ship. Still,” Honoria argued defensively, “it was in the service of his country that he was there in the first place.”

“Of course. Where exactly were you to go in Australia? Melbourne?” Somewhere in Chelsea’s travels she had heard that city’s name.

“Actually, my destination was Sydney, the heart of New South Wales, and from what Jason’s told me, it is quite a city, complete with its own society and culture. I could never abide the rougher aspects of the new colony, and I understand much of it is still quite primitive. Jason tells me a man could very easily lose himself in the territory. Imagine that!” Honoria made it clear that she could never imagine anyone having reason to lose himself anywhere.

What about a woman? Chelsea mused to herself. Is it possible for a woman to lose herself, to begin a new life? A life without Cosmo Perragutt, a life of respectability, chosen through experience and wisdom instead of the panicked ignorance of immaturity. The idea was hypnotizing, intoxicating, and Chelsea suddenly wished she were going to Australia instead of Honoria Harris.

“Have you ever traveled, Miss Myles?” Honoria was asking.

“Hardly. Not out of England, at any rate. My own pocket would never allow it.”

“Travel is quite expensive,” Honoria agreed complacently. “Of course, I’ve seen a bit of the world because of my husband’s military career. I’ve been to Ireland and Scotland both, so you see I’ve some experience with sea travel, and I am definitely not looking forward to almost three months’ sailing. I become dreadfully ill, you know.”

“No, I didn’t.”

Oblivious to the gentle jibe, Honoria continued a dialogue concerning her experiences aboard ship, making the prospect of a sea voyage seem close to a sojourn through hell.

“And the food is abominable!” she went on, unaware that as Chelsea bit her lower lip in contemplation, she was considering the idea of starting over in a new life, with new opportunities.

Two hundred and eighty pounds. That would leave only one hundred and twenty pounds from the four hundred. Hardly enough.

“You weren’t thinking of traveling there yourself, were you?” Honoria asked pointedly, interrupting Chelsea’s train of thought.

“I didn’t know I was until just now,” Chelsea replied honestly. “What if we were to travel together, share a cabin? Would the fare be less?”

“Why, er, yes, as a matter of fact it would. Slightly less than two hundred pounds. Miss Myles, are you or are you not considering making this voyage?”

Chelsea bit her lip again, thinking of how narrowly they had all escaped the law this evening. Cosmo was getting sloppy and impulsive. How long would it be before they were all imprisoned, guilty or not? And what chance would she have for making a new life here in London? One needed connections, introductions. No, it was all too impossible. But then, so was traveling halfway across the world to a new country, new people.

“Yes,” Chelsea heard herself say adamantly. “I most definitely am considering making the voyage. I wonder, Mrs. Harris, if we might not share a cabin and reduce the cost for both of us. You wouldn’t have to say anything about it to your brother-in-law, and the extra money could serve as a neat bit of pin money for yourself. After all, I’ve heard it said a wise woman always has a bit put by for herself, regardless of the generosity of her husband. And you really have no idea just how generous your intended husband really is, do you?”

Honoria seemed thunderstruck. Travel to New South Wales and share a cabin with a common theater actress. And that was all Miss Myles really was, despite her kindness. She was a common actress.

“I never considered … what I mean is, a ship’s cabin can be quite close quarters for two strangers. Not that you haven’t been extremely kind, Miss Myles, it’s just that … that I could never deceive Jason this way.”

Honoria averted her eyes, unable to face her guest. True, Chelsea Myles had been good enough to help in a moment of need, good enough to escort her home and even come up and make a cup of tea, but after all, the woman was only an actress and therefore socially unacceptable.

“It was only a suggestion,” Chelsea said quietly, quickly reading Honoria’s reasons for declining her offer. The purse nestled between her breasts was feeling more comfortable all the time. “There will be other ships and another time.” Chelsea rose and smoothed the burgundy velvet skirt of her costume. “I’ll be going now. I wish you godspeed on your voyage, Mrs. Harris.”

“Wait. The idea of traveling together has given me pause. It would be nice to have a few extra pounds in my pocket. As I told you, I’m not a very good sailor, and it would be nice to have a female companion. But what would you do in New South Wales? Would you continue acting?”

“I’ve always wanted to open an emporium. My parents were shopkeepers, and I’ve inherited a good business head from them. I’ve made my own way for most of my life, Mrs. Harris, and I intend to continue doing so.”

The word “emporium” sounded grandiose to her own ears. She did have big ideas—but it was possible. Anything in the world was possible, if a person worked hard enough. Wasn’t she living proof? A few days ago, who would have thought she’d be making plans to go to Australia? Maybe she wouldn’t be able to open an emporium right away. But she could start small and perhaps manage a storefront location. If—and it was a big if—it was her ultimate goal, she would manage. Start with a limited amount of stock until she knew what would sell and what wouldn’t. Her markup would have to be reasonable; perhaps she could even undercut the other merchants and draw on her looks and talent. Men loved a pretty face. A cash business, no credit, that would be her number-one rule.

Chelsea chewed thoughtfully on her thumbnail. There were times she bent over backward to break every honest rule there was, but now she had to acknowledge to herself that without Honoria’s four hundred pounds she would still be with Cosmo and only half a step ahead of the law. Some way, somehow, she would repay the lady’s unknown generosity. She wasn’t really a thief; she preferred to think of herself as a victim of circumstances. And victims always needed help. She was helping herself, and if this time it was at Honoria’s expense, she would find a way to make it right at some point in time. Now was her chance at a new life, and she had to reach out and take it. She might never get another.

True, she knew as much about Australia as she did about opening an emporium—exactly nothing. And it bothered her to realize she was starting her new life with ill-gotten gains. But she had no other choice if she wanted to survive. From here on in she would regard the entire experience as exciting and challenging. If she failed—but no, she wouldn’t fail. One way or another, she’d catch her dream.

A sudden thought struck Chelsea that brought a slow smile to her lips and created a soft gurgle of irony in her throat. If England were still transporting convicts to the colonies in Australia, Cosmo’s rashness and greed might have landed her in New South Wales under much different circumstances. This way, with Honoria’s money, she would make the same trip in a dramatically different style.

Honoria wasn’t so bad, really. She could even be pleasant. Perhaps by the time their journey was finished they would be friends. And if they weren’t, Chelsea reflected wryly, she somehow knew in her gut that by the end of their voyage she would have earned every penny of the stolen four hundred pounds.

As Chelsea remained quiet, lost in contemplation of her future, Honoria was struggling with her own unhappy thoughts. She felt almost dizzy with what was going on inside her head—her brother-in-law, the doctor, her terrible experience this evening, and now this young lady offering to sail with her and share a cabin.

Honoria had never been quick and bright like her sister, Barbara, but she had the feeling that something wasn’t quite right. Could one really trust an absolute stranger? Honoria shrank back from such unpleasant thoughts. Whatever was eluding her would reveal itself sooner or-later, she knew, and it was just as well, because she was having trouble dealing with the young woman in front of her.

An actress! Daughter of shopkeepers! Surely Miss Myles was on the lowest rung of the social ladder. Still, the idea of having a little extra in her pocket was alluring. “I must speak to my brother-in-law, you understand,” she said with an artificial smile. “There’s every possibility he will refuse me my passage.” It suddenly occurred to Honoria that one hundred and twenty pounds of the stolen money had been her very own from her husband’s estate. Since Jason knew exactly how much it cost to book passage aboard the Southern Cross, that would be exactly how much he would give her, if he gave at all. Without Miss Myles, she wouldn’t have a pence to spare. Traveling with Chelsea Myles, she could reclaim almost one hundred pounds for herself after paying for a shared cabin. “I must confess,” she added after a moment, “the idea of traveling with another woman is growing more and more appealing. I—well, in short, Miss Myles, I will do everypossible to make passage on the Southern Cross with you.”

Chelsea stood up abruptly. “I really must be leaving now, Mrs. Harris. It’s very late, and the cab is still waiting. I’m glad you’re feeling better now and I’ll stop by tomorrow. Sleep well.”

“I’ll try, my dear, although I know I’ll dream all night long about Jason and his inevitable lecture. Thank you again for your assistance.” Again, the smile she offered was falsely bright and condescending.

Chelsea merely nodded and slipped through the door. Of all the snobbish, self-serving, patronizing … She could have slapped that smile from Honoria Harris’s face! Chelsea reminded herself how often she’d wished she could escape all the Honoria Harrises of this world, who considered an actress as less than nothing socially.

But at least escape and the chance for a new life were going to be possible at last! In one swift stroke she would rid herself of Cosmo and his band of not so jolly thieves and begin again as a respectable, if not wealthy, woman. Traveling halfway around the world was worth the price, she decided, flushed with excitement at the prospect. Never had she dared to dream of something as grand as this! Her visions of escape and travel had never taken her farther than France, just across the Channel. Australia! New South Wales! And just two hours ago everything had seemed so bleak. Now life was taking an unexpected turn, and although it frightened her more than a little, she was ready for it.
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