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Prologue
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As I mounted the stone steps of the château, a hollow moaning emanated from the windows. It was a mild October, so they had been left open to the breeze. The noise might have been the wind, or even someone in the throes of illness, but I knew that it was a ghost.

Of course, I had the advantage of knowing the entire background of the situation from Monsieur Pichot, who had just inherited the dwelling six weeks before.

“A dreadfully eerie sound,” he had told me the day before in Paris. “Like a lost soul in torment! You must help us, Madame Brooke.”

Because he was in such distress, I refrained from correcting him. While I was indeed married to the celebrated violinist Roderick Brooke, and quite proud of that fact, I had elected to keep my stage name, Sybil Ingram, with a “mademoiselle” affixed. This usage sometimes confused people, however, and I had learned to be tolerant.

“The moaning has been heard by everyone?” I asked.

A vigorous nod. M. Pichot looked as though he was ordinarily a placid gentleman, with a waistcoat that strained against a steady diet of pastries and wine... not a mere presumption on my part, for this was what he ordered at the café where we had met to discuss his problem. “It can be heard at all hours of the day and night,” he said, “and often will waken the entire household in the middle of the night.”

“Are there physical signs of a presence? Has anyone felt it?”

“Absolument, madame. The bedclothes will be ripped away from us while we are sleeping. My wife and daughters say they feel that they are being pinched. Worst of all, it will snatch my wife’s garments, or our daughters’, out of their very hands. It is most unsettling. Most!” And he dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief.

“I can well imagine. But you say that your wife has already taken steps to eject the ghost, if ghost it is.”

He puffed out his cheeks in a sigh and rolled his eyes. “Hélas, oui. One Monsieur Villard, the greatest charlatan I have ever seen, has now taken up residence. He stands around pretending he is thinking deeply while telling my wife he needs more time to study the—what does he call it?—the manifestation, all the while patting her hand far too often and twirling that waxed moustache of his.”

This did indeed sound like a confidence artist who was turning the disturbances toward his own ends. “Have you given him any money?”

My dining companion buried his head in his hands. “My wife has. She will not even tell me how much. And a certain antique snuffbox has disappeared from the parlor mantel.”

I made my decision. Even if this Monsieur Villard was a genuine medium, his methods seemed suspicious. “I’ll come down tomorrow,” I said. “As soon as I’ve checked the train schedules, I’ll wire to let you know when I’ll arrive.”

“Bless you, madame.” He caught my hand and pressed it. “I have heard great things about your gift. I know you will help us.”

Despite my success in ridding various homes of restless spirit residents, I never approached these occasions with certainty. It stood to reason that I couldn’t be successful every time. Roderick would tell me that I was being superstitious, but it was difficult not to be after so many years in the theater. Theatrical folk took their superstition seriously.

Now, newly arrived at the troubled château, I listened to the moaning sound as I waited to be admitted. The parlormaid who answered the door looked harried as she ushered me into the drawing room, where a group of people sat nervously watching a gaudily dressed man whom I guessed to be Monsieur Villard.

“The vibrations!” he was saying as I entered. “How they resonate within my soul! I can sense that soon I shall be able to communicate with the unhappy spirit.”

His eyes were closed, his brow furrowed as if in great concentration. He wore fashionable, not to say dandified, clothes: a bottle-green coat, a heliotrope silk tie, checked trousers, and glossy patent-leather shoes with spats. Perhaps it was uncharitable of me, but I instantly set him down as a bad lot. Doubtless there are some virtuous men who wear checked trousers, but not purple-and-mustard ones, and not with a green coat.

Villard’s gaudiness stood out all the more startlingly because the drawing room was so tastefully decorated. Rococo gilding accented the walls, and the chairs and settees were agglomerations of delicate curves and pale tapestried fabric. Oil paintings and watercolors depicted pastoral scenes, and crystal prisms on the chandelier swayed and tinkled in the breeze from the French windows, sending tiny rainbows over the walls.

The little parlormaid hesitated to announce me while Monsieur Villard was carrying on thus, so I did so myself. “Good afternoon,” I said cheerfully, and was pleased to see all heads turn toward me. “I’m Sybil Ingram. I have come to help.”

An attractive woman in her early forties came to greet me. Her bustle dress of russet silk displayed a still-handsome figure, and I immediately wondered if Monsieur Villard’s interest in the household was more than financial. “Madame Ingram,” she said, taking my hand. “How kind of you to come. I fear your journey may have been unnecessary, though, since Monsieur Villard is here.”

“That’s all right. Perhaps Monsieur Villard and I can work as a team. How does that strike you, monsieur?”

He looked me up and down and flared his nostrils as if I were an unpleasant smell. “Madame is English, yes? Then, forgive me for asking, but what can you possibly know of our French spirits?”

“You might be surprised,” I said. “In any case, the Pichots have nothing to lose in letting me help, since I do not accept payment for my services.”

“You don’t?” exclaimed a young man who I took to be a son of the house. “That is most agreeable of you.”

“How sweet of you to say so. Monsieur Pichot, won’t you introduce me?”

As he introduced me to the family members present—two daughters, a son, and a son-in-law—Monsieur Villard paced about the room with his head in the air, eyes squinting in concentration, as if to imply that while I wasted time with frivolous social matters he refused to be distracted from his urgent business by such trivialities.

“Right, then,” I said, clapping my hands together. “Monsieur Villard, why don’t you tell me what you have observed? I should hate to waste time repeating any investigations you have already carried out, no doubt thoroughly.”

Clearly he was unprepared for my request and uncertain whether acceding to it would undo any of his efforts. He hesitated, and Monsieur Pichot spoke up. “Forgive me, Madame Ingram, but do you not think it would be preferable for you to remain unbiased by Monsieur Villard’s account?”

“Perhaps,” I said, “but I’m concerned about how long it would take for me to start from scratch. How long has Monsieur Villard been carrying out his investigation, if I may ask?”

The supposed medium inclined his head. “Three weeks,” he said with dignity. “These matters cannot be rushed, madame.”

“I see,” I said. Behind him a vaporous figure was beginning to take shape, and my scalp tightened with the realization that a real ghost was manifesting before my eyes. “And how many times have you seen the spirit, monsieur?” I asked.

“Seen it!” He laughed heartily at my ignorance. “My dear young lady, spirits do not simply pop out at one. They must be wooed, like a beautiful woman.” He gave Madame Pichot a smile that was close to a leer. “In time, with enough gentle cajoling, this spirit may reveal herself to me.”

Behind him the misty figure was growing more distinct. The rough outlines were masculine. “Herself?” I repeated. “You have determined that the visitant is female?”

“It is the only conclusion possible from the evidence we have. The spirit tugs the bedclothes away from the ladies of the family and pinches them as they sleep, clearly out of spite and jealousy at their youth and beauty. Then we have the garments that are lifted into the air and tossed about, indicating that the phantom misses the finery she wore in life and desires to don it once more.” He permitted himself a chuckle. “It could not be more obvious: this is the soul of a spinster who envies the ladies of the house all the opportunities that she was denied.”

At his back, the misty figure had almost assumed solidity. With the curtains half drawn against the afternoon sun, the light was gentle enough that I could distinguish facial features. The spirit was that of an elderly man wearing the finery of Louis XIV’s era—a full-bottom wig, lace collar, and high heels—and he was mimicking Monsieur Villard as he spoke. My lips twitched.

“Most persuasive,” I said. “And the moaning is a sign of grief for the lady’s lost chances of finding romance, I imagine?”

“But of course!” he said, catching Madame Pichot’s eye and shaking his head as if I were stating the obvious.

“Have you a theory about the ghost’s identity? A particular family member who would have reason not to rest quietly in—er—her grave?”

“Not yet, madame. But I know that with another fortnight to observe, or better yet a month—”

“That long!” I exclaimed. “Isn’t it a bit hard on the family to have their sleep disturbed for so much longer?” While paying for the privilege, I did not add.

He spread his hands as if helpless to alter circumstances. “Those who have passed into the life beyond death cannot be hurried, madame,” he said impressively.

I was not so certain about that. True, I had met specters who were determined to torment the living for as long as they could, but this phantom did not seem to be that type. I sensed no cruelty in him, for which I was thankful. Indeed, he seemed to be harmlessly enjoying himself as he struck a dramatic pose like that of the spurious medium.

Madame Pichot gave me a pleading look. Perhaps Villard’s allure was beginning to pall and she did not like the prospect of supporting him for weeks to come. “Can you sense anything, Madame Ingram?” she asked.

I could sense that a certain charlatan was about to be thrown out of the house, but I did not say so. “Not a great deal,” I said. “Only that the spirit is that of an elderly man in late seventeenth-century clothes, about Monsieur Villard’s height, with thick calves and stubby fingers. He appears to have a somewhat childish sense of humor, and judging by the way he is smirking at your daughters, the reason he likes to pull the bedclothes away from them is so that he may see them in their night attire. And no doubt he snatches their garments away because they are trying to cover themselves—the old reprobate.”

Following my gaze, Monsieur Villard whirled to look behind him. “Do you see the specter?” he demanded. “Where is it?”

“Can you tell why he makes such a dreadful noise?” one of the daughters asked.

“I suspect that he does it to put a fright into you. He seems the sort of man who takes great delight in frightening women.” The figure jutted his chin at me in displeasure, and I shook my head at him rebukingly. “Come, monsieur, you had your whole lifetime in which to pester pretty ladies. Can’t you be enough of a gentleman to grant the Pichot ladies some privacy?”

“It sounds like an ancestor of mine,” Monsieur Pichot said in wonder. “He was what you English call a rakehell and outlived three wives. He had an eye for the ladies his entire life—he even pinched the bottom of the nun who brought him water while he was on his deathbed. There is a portrait of him stored away somewhere.”

“Can you persuade him to go away?” begged one of the Pichot daughters.

I would have felt the same in her position, but when I raised my eyebrows at the spirit, he folded his arms over his chest and shook his head. I sighed. It was difficult to offer incitement to leave the earthly sphere when it afforded so many attractive women to ogle.

Monsieur Villard interrupted. “You must have seen the portrait somehow and invented this entire performance based on that.” To Madame Pichot he said in wheedling tones, “Pay no attention to this fraud, this—this actress. She is merely trying to cast doubt on all the work I have done. If you truly want to be rid of this visitant, I am the one to do it. I just need more time—and money to cover the costs of the equipment—”

The good lady gave him an uncertain look, but before she could respond her husband spoke. “Madame Ingram,” he said, “if you can induce this annoyance to depart, I beg you to do so.”

I wasn’t sure whether the annoyance he meant was the ghost or Monsieur Villard. But that gave me an idea. I turned back to the ghost, whose milky form was undulating slightly in the breeze. His colorless eyes regarded me warily.

“Monsieur,” I said, “these people are your own family, whom this charlatan is preying upon. He has taken advantage of their hospitality and has lined his pockets with their money, all in the name of putting an end to the tricks that you’ve been playing on them.” I was encouraged to see the phantom curl his lip in disgust at Villard, who was still staring wildly about in an attempt to see whom I was addressing. I continued, “If you don’t leave them in peace, this quack will probably cajole your family into letting him remain here—or, just as bad, he will be succeeded by more quacks, all of whom will exploit your relatives for their gain. Don’t you wish to protect them from such disgraceful treatment?”

The figure rippled as if it were foam on the surface of the ocean. I took this as a sign that its conviction was wavering.

I gave the phantom a coquettish look through my eyelashes and smiled in the way that showed off my dimple. After all, I knew the old fellow liked pretty women, and I wasn’t above using charm. “Family ought to look after one another, oughtn’t they?” I asked sweetly.

The spirit was now rippling so much so that I could not be sure of its facial expression. Then it sank toward the ground and, so quickly I almost didn’t see it, yanked the Aubusson rug from beneath Villard’s glossy shoes, dumping him onto the ground. Then all that milky vapor whirled itself into a plume of white—and vanished.

Villard clutched one arm and moaned, almost like the ghost. “You’ve made me sprain my wrist, you brainless hussy!”

“It was none of my doing,” I said, “but if you don’t keep a civil tongue in your head I cannot guarantee I won’t do you any further damage.” The Pichots were watching me eagerly, and I smiled to reassure them. “I believe your ghost is gone for good,” I said, “but if I’m mistaken, don’t hesitate to summon me again. As for this fellow”—and I eyed Villard, who still sat on the floor nursing his wrist—“it may be worth summoning the police to deal with him.”

“Not that, s’il vous plaît!” he said in haste. “I have no wish to cause trouble. I shall leave at once.”

Monsieur Pichot took a deep breath that puffed out his chest. “You have sixty seconds,” he said in an impressive rumble. “After that I shall kick you all the way to the train station!”

The last thing I wanted was to travel back to Paris with that man. “Perhaps I might trouble you for a cup of tea,” I said to Madame Pichot. “I don’t mind taking a later train.”

She caught me in an emotional embrace. “Dieu merci, you have rid us of the ghost—you shall have all the tea in China if you desire! Is there anything else you wish for? Name it, and it shall be yours!”

Monsieur Pichot smiled nervously. “Within reason, of course.”

I was on the point of brushing aside the offer, generous though it was. Then I recalled Monsieur Pichot’s fare at the café.

“I am a little peckish,” I admitted. “If you happen to have any pastries...”
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Chapter One
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Fame can be a delightful thing, but it does bring certain disadvantages. This is not my own personal discovery, of course, and actresses far more distinguished than I had already found it to be true over the years. But on that October night in 1873, when my husband and I disembarked from our fiacre and entered Le Grand Hôtel in Paris, this fact was brought home to me in the most vivid of ways.

We were returning from seeing Phèdre at the Comédie-Française to celebrate my successfully resolving what Roderick called the Pichot poltergeist predicament. As he and I crossed the lobby, celebrity worshippers flocked to us. Many were music lovers, but just as many were women who adored Roderick’s considerable physical charms as much as his mastery of the violin. There were also a few men and women who had seen and admired my scattering of theatrical appearances in Paris.

Roderick had little patience with his adorers—indeed, it must be said that patience under any circumstances was not his strong suit—but tonight the crowd was small, so he signed a few autographs and accepted gushing compliments with reasonably good humor. I, meanwhile, let eager admirers pump my hand and smiled as graciously as I could considering that Roderick and I were eager to retire to our suite for a late, private supper together. We were still so newly married that our privacy was especially cherished.

But apparently our time alone together was about to be further delayed. As we made our way to the elevator, a figure standing across the lobby caught my eye: a young woman in a chintz print dress and beribboned straw hat. Her boots were gamely polished but clearly not new, and the whole ensemble was in the Dolly Varden style, which had largely passed out of fashion a year before. She was standing perfectly still, watching me and Roderick with fierce concentration.

There was something strange about her that I could not put my finger on, and I touched Roderick’s arm. “One of yours, do you think?” I said under my breath, nodding in her direction.

When he saw who I was indicating he shook his head. “She doesn’t exactly look French—or friendly.”

True, if she had been one of Roderick’s admirers, she certainly would have looked more—well—admiring. It was nearly impossible not to gaze at him adoringly, though I did manage it from time to time, just to keep him humble.

He bade farewell to the last of his admirers with the charm he could muster so easily when he chose. Our progress toward the elevator was bringing us closer to the mysterious young woman—for she did appear to be young. Her gaily flowered dress fell only to her ankles, suggesting that she was not yet of age. If her face had worn a different expression she would have been quite pretty, with her long-lashed blue eyes, pert nose, and determined chin.

“I think she must be here for you,” Roderick said now. “She looks as though she could be a relative.”

That was the odd quality I had felt: seeing my own features on a stranger. For though she was shorter and her figure less developed, there was a startling similarity between us. Beneath the beribboned straw hat her hair was fair and curly, another point in common.

I had not decided what to say when she took the decision out of my hands. “Sally?” she said, making it sound like an accusation. “Sally Ingersoll?”

No one had called me that in fifteen years, and I was too startled to reply.

Impatient, she tried again. “You are Sybil Ingram, aren’t you?”

“Do we know one another?” I asked.

Her smile was a tight, unlovely grimace. “You might say so, yes. I’m Polly.” When I didn’t respond, she snapped, “Polly Ingersoll. Your sister.”

It had been so long since I left home that the possibility of encountering any of my relatives felt as remote as that of meeting William Shakespeare. “Polly,” I repeated. “You would have been...”

“Two years old when you abandoned us. I’m nearly eighteen now. And I’ve come to take you home.”

“Home?” I exchanged glances with Roderick and saw that he was as bewildered as I was. “Why?”

The blue eyes that were both familiar and alien in this unknown girl’s face bored into mine. “Father is dying,” she said.

This news should not have made me feel as sick and breathless as if I had been kicked in the stomach, yet somehow it did. I could find no words for a response, let alone the breath for one. To my relief and gratitude, Roderick took charge.

“We can’t discuss this here in the lobby,” he said. “Miss—Ingersoll? Right. Accompany us to our suite, and you can explain the matter there.”

For the first time she showed uncertainty. “Go to a French hotel room? I’m not sure...”

“It’s perfectly respectable to accompany your sister and brother-in-law to their rooms for supper. Have you eaten?” he added, no doubt spurred by the eagerness that widened her eyes at the word “supper.”

She shook her head. “I had a bun before I caught the boat this morning. But nothing since. I’ve been looking everywhere for Sally—I mean Sybil.”

“Fine. You’re coming with us.” Roderick took hold of her elbow, then mine, and steered both of us to the elevator. Without his hand to guide me, I’m not certain I could have moved of my own volition.

Once in our rooms I regained some of my wits. As Roderick removed my cloak and I unbuttoned my gloves, our young visitor roamed around the suite, staring at the elegant decor and the dinner that was even now being laid for us in the sitting room. Roderick asked quietly, “Would you like to speak with her alone?”

I shook my head. I wanted him here—wanted to get his perspective on our surprise visitor and whatever she had to say.

He gave my shoulder a reassuring squeeze before going to tell the wait staff to add another place setting. Once the three of us were seated and the staff had retreated, I took myself in hand.

“How did you find me?” I asked. It was not the most important question, but it was easier to start here than with the graver matter.

The girl’s eyes grew round as she surveyed the cream of asparagus soup, poulet dijonnaise, fresh baguettes, and platters of sautéed vegetables with sauce. Remembering the plain English fare she would have been accustomed to, I could well understand her astonishment. She picked up her goblet of wine and took a cautious sip, as though fearing that it might instantly inebriate her. When she realized it was not going to incapacitate her, she said, “There was an item in the newspaper about a play you were in, here in Paris. It was a few weeks old, but I thought you might still be here.”

“How did you get the passage money?” Perhaps a rude question, but I doubted my parents were free with pocket money.

“I’ve been saving up for months.” Her attention was still mostly on the extravagant dinner, and I could hear her stomach growl.

I had to force myself to ask, “Has Father been ill that long?”

She swallowed a mouthful of bread before saying in an offhand way, “He’s only gotten really sick in the last few months. But I knew before then that I’d need to find you.”

“Why? Has he asked for me?”

“No.”

“Does he know that you came to find me? Does anyone?”

She shook her head and speared a bite of chicken on the point of her knife. She ate with both knife and fork, something I had learned to stop doing many years ago. It was peculiar watching her, like seeing a past version of myself—or the self I might have been had I never left home to join the theater.

“I left a note saying I was going to stay with a friend for a few days,” she said. “That was all.”

“Won’t Mother be frantic?” It was strange to say Mother after all these years. It hardly seemed the right thing to call her, but I could think of nothing better.

“I doubt it. She doesn’t have much room to think about anything except Father. And she has Ada to look after the little ones. The maid of all work,” she explained.

Roderick took everything in, saying nothing, just eating his supper. His very presence was comforting, though, and I knew that in my rattled state I might not recall everything fully and might later need to call upon his recollection of this conversation.

“So why come all this way to find me?” I asked.

“It’s consumption,” she said, though I hadn’t yet asked. “He only has a month or so, maybe less.”

“Dear heaven.” My mind went back to the last communication I had had from my father, more than thirteen years ago. For the first two years after I had left home, I had written frequently and sent money as often as I was able. But then he had sent a cold, curt letter informing me that any future correspondence from me would be burnt and that my sisters and brothers would be informed that I was dead. Accompanying this heartless message were all of the banknotes and letters I had sent. I had been rendered a ghost, a non-daughter.

I could understand my parents’ anger to some extent. After all, from their perspective I had walked out one day and never returned, sending only a note by messenger to explain that I had decided to join a theatrical troupe. I had given them no warning because I hadn’t expected to act as I had. But as soon as I had seen the troupe performing I had recognized something that spoke to a fundamental part of me, something that, now that I was aware of it, I could not ignore. I became an actress, and I did not regret it.

Nevertheless, I did sometimes regret the way I had gone about it. But I probably wouldn’t have changed anything, even if I had the chance. I had had a strong instinct at the time that returning home, even just to retrieve my belongings, would result in my never leaving, and I would be trapped. Even now I felt that my instinct had probably been right. I was unpaid labor at home, and had not an iota of freedom.

Roderick met my eye and, sensing the turmoil in my mind, reached out and took my hand in his. As always, his touch gave me comfort as well as the welcome reminder that I no longer had to fight my battles alone.

“So will you come home, then?” my sister challenged.

I hesitated. “Father told me thirteen years ago that I was dead to him, and I’ve heard nothing since then to suggest that he doesn’t still feel the same. But I suppose that for his sake I ought to at least try—”

Strangely, Polly was shaking her head. “Not for his sake. That’s not why I came all this way.”

It surprised and touched me that she might have made this journey to give me the chance to make peace with Father. “That is very thoughtful of you,” I said, “but I’m not certain I need to—”

“Nor for your sake either, Miss Stuck-on-Herself.” Roderick gave her a hard look, and she said more meekly, “I need you to get his blessing on me being an actress.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “You’re an actress?”

Her smile was hard and brittle. “I will be,” she said, “with your help.”

“I don’t know why you think Father would listen to me. He as much as said that I’m dead to him, after all. I doubt he’d greet me with open arms.”

“But you’re respectable now. You’re married and wealthy and famous. Well, a little famous. You can make him see how wrong he is.”

“Now, just a moment—”

“After all, you owe it to me.”

The sheer arrogance of this claim made me choke on my wine, and for a minute I could not speak for coughing. While I was rendered speechless, Roderick spoke for the first time. “I think you had best explain, Miss Ingersoll.”

She set down her knife and fork with a clatter. “She left us!” she exploded. “I was only two years old, and Sally—Sybil—just walked out one day. Mother was taking in sewing then to make ends meet, and Sybil and Mollie were supposed to look after us little ones, me and Nick and Dick and Lallie. Mollie had to do everything after she left.”

“It was hardly Sybil’s responsibility to raise you,” Roderick said in a patient tone, as if speaking to a child. Possibly she seemed so to him, for she was certainly behaving like one. “She was your sister, not your mother. She was perfectly free to live her own life.”

Polly glared at Roderick. “She had a duty to the family. Now she can finally do something to make up for leaving us behind. She has the connections to get me work as an actress.” When neither of us responded, she said defiantly, “I’m not asking all that much. Once I know the right people I won’t need help. It’s just a start that I need.”

Roderick gave a short laugh. “You can’t truly be so deluded as to think there’s nothing more to it than that. It took talent and years of hard work for Sybil to get where she is.”

An inelegant snort. “Swanning about in fancy costumes and painting her face? Yes, that’s the kind of hard work I want.”

“You have no idea what you’re asking to take on.” He shook his head at her in exasperation. “For someone who comes asking an enormous favor, you go about it in an idiotic way.”

With a jerk of her chin, she shot back, “Sybil hasn’t thrown me out yet, so I must not be doing so badly.”

She was so caught up in arguing that I don’t think she noticed how her hands were trembling. She was putting on a show of bravado—and not a bad show at that—but underneath the bluster she was, I now realized, just as desperate as I had been when I had left home. She would fight with every means at her disposal, would resort to the most underhanded arguments in her arsenal, because the stakes were high: her entire future.

“It’s all right,” I said, and both of them turned to look at me in surprise. “I’ll come home with you, Polly. Mind, I don’t promise anything as far as promoting you as an actress,” I added quickly, before the dawning excitement on her face could overflow into words. “I shall need time to decide whether to use my influence on your behalf... whatever influence I still possess after more than half a year away from England. All I promise is that I’ll discuss it with Father.”

My brief acquaintance with her had not led me to expect thanks, which was just as well, for none were forthcoming. Instead, she heaved a great sigh, as if I were trying her patience. “Well, I suppose it’s something,” she said.

“Polly,” I said, “if you’re going to be so ungracious, you give me every reason not to introduce you to my friends. Why should they exert themselves to give you help if it will only be met with ingratitude? Perhaps you should learn manners before trying to learn acting.”

A quick, impish smile transformed her face. “That’ll serve much the same purpose,” she said. “If I can learn to fake gratitude for the crumbs that are thrown my way, I ought to be a good enough actress to earn a living at it.”

At that moment I liked her. Perhaps this obstinate child had some good qualities buried inside—deep inside.

* * *
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Since Polly had no place to stay that night, we had the chambermaid make up a settee in the sitting room for her to sleep on. When I asked her what she had planned to do if she had been unable to find me, she told me she would have slept on a bench at the train station. I blanched at the idea. For any number of reasons, that would have been unwise for a seventeen-year-old girl.

Roderick and I lay awake in bed talking for a long while. “You don’t have to come with me,” I said.

“If you’d rather I didn’t—”

“I never said that! I just don’t want to drag you away from your work here and into what is likely to be a most depressing visit.” Roderick had been contemplating a series of concert appearances with the orchestra of the Paris Opera, though nothing had been made definite yet.

He drew me close, and I laid my head on his chest. His next words rumbled against my ear. “It’s precisely because it’s likely to be depressing that I should stand by you. You may need an ally if the rest of your family takes the same line as your sister and blames you for making your own way in the world.”

I sighed. “I fear very much they will. The worst of it is that they are partly right.” He had made it sound so reasonable when he said that I had been free to live my own life, but in my own mind I was not nearly as certain. I had been needed, and I had walked away. And I had done it because I was completely sure that not to do so would have sentenced me to the same life as my mother’s, a life that would have both suffocated and starved me. Any chance of happiness would have been stamped out, I knew, if I had stayed just a short while more. I would have married some suitable man who made barely enough to keep the two of us, and soon I would have been raising my own children and scraping to feed them.

He pulled away so that he could look into my face. “Do you regret leaving?” he asked.

“Dear heaven, no. My soul would have shriveled up and died like a salted snail in that life. I’ve loved being an actress.” I reached up to lay my hand against his face, feeling the beginnings of stubble against my palm. “And I would never have met you if I had stayed with my family. I can’t even bear to think about that.”

“Nor can I,” he whispered, and gathered me close for a long, tender kiss.

At length he said, “We don’t have to go, you know. We can send the girl packing and tell her to go to the devil, and then we’ll be free to stay in bed all day long if we want.”

His husky voice promised any number of wicked delights, a promise that I knew from past experience he would lavishly fulfill. But no matter how tantalizing that prospect was, I couldn’t agree. At least, not quite yet. “I must at least go see my father, even if I’m uncertain of my reception at home... or indeed anywhere in London.”

Hearing the worry in my voice, he stroked my hair soothingly. “Are you concerned about the story Atherton put about?”

“A bit,” I admitted. Out of loyalty to my longtime mentor and the manager of my theatrical troupe, Gerhardt Atherton, I had permitted him to attribute his own misdeeds to me. After all, as he reminded me, he had taken me under his wing and become my mentor, even a kind of father to me, when as an eager and naive fifteen-year-old I had decided I wanted to become an actress. At the time I had planned to leave the theater and start an entirely new life as the wife of an American hotel magnate, so I had never imagined having to confront old friends who had been told that I had been stealing from the troupe’s takings and gambling the money away.

The marriage, however, had proved very brief, and I was widowed before living even twenty-four hours as a wife. It was only when I had tried to take possession of a house of my late husband’s in the Hudson River Valley that I had met Roderick, my late husband’s stepson, and the two of us had fallen in love after an initially antagonistic period of tumult. In Paris I had begun to re-enter the theatrical world, but that was a far cry from returning to my old haunts.

“I suppose it is inevitable that I’ll see people I know,” I said. “Indeed, I’d love to visit my old friends—just as long as I can be certain that Atherton has retracted the story as he promised to.”

“Even without having met the great booby, I’m skeptical that he stood by his word,” Roderick said. “I don’t get the impression that he has the backbone to reform as thoroughly as his letter insisted.”

“Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt as long as we can,” I said. “It’s possible that marriage really has changed him. I can forgive a great deal if he has truly convinced everyone that I’m innocent.”

Roderick muttered, “And if he hasn’t, I may pay a call on him with a horsewhip.”

“I shouldn’t think that violence would be necessary.”

“And if it is?”

The hopeful note in his voice made me laugh. “Naturally in that case I shall stand back and let you unleash the fury of Roaring Brooke upon him.” I stretched up and kissed him, and he took me in his arms and kissed me back with such fervor that I knew conversation was over for the time being. I buried my hands in his unruly black hair and almost forgot everything else in the world.

Almost. I broke away to whisper, “Roderick? Is the door locked?”

His low chuckle was warm against my cheek. “Believe me, sweetheart, I made quite certain of that.”

My sigh of relief quickly became a sigh of pleasure, and all the concerns of the day were lost in his arms.
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Chapter Two
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As urgent as it was to see my father, in the end I decided we would wait a day before traveling to England. For all we knew this would be Polly’s only visit to Paris, and it might be a good education for the child.

I couldn’t help but think her a child even though I knew that many girls married at her age. Polly had led a life that was not sheltered exactly, but blinkered. Her experience was narrow. Besides, I wanted a chance to assess her potential as an actress—if she had any.

“What made you decide on the stage?” I asked as we looked at dresses at the Bon Marché, the fabled department store. I was determined she should have something more mature and better suited to a woman who wished to be taken seriously than the foolish dress she was wearing.

“Well—you did. If you could do it, I thought, why can’t I?”

“Meaning that if I can do it, it can’t be very challenging?”

She had the grace to look a little abashed.

“It’s just that our family is so ordinary,” she said. “No one ever said you were a prodigy, and it isn’t as though you had lessons in elocution or dancing or anything of that sort. You didn’t have any advantages to help you along—not that I know of.”

I was glad to see a less pugnacious side of her. Whether because she had succeeded in making me agree to talk to Father or because she was awed by her surroundings, she was less abrasive company and all the better for it.

Then she obliterated all my goodwill by adding, “Unless you were bedding someone with connections in the theater. Is that how you did it?”

“Polly Ingersoll!” None too gently, I drew her away from the sales clerk who was watching over us and lowered my voice. “That is the last I want to hear from you of that sort of talk. If you have so little respect for me, I shan’t waste any more of my time trying to help you. Perhaps you’d better seek out someone else to pester for favors.”

“Don’t be so horrid! How was I to know? Father always talks about what painted Jezebels actresses are. This is my first time talking to one.”

That rather made me wonder about her sincerity in seeking to become one. “How much experience have you of the theatrical world?” I asked. “Enough to know that it’s what you really want?”

She twitched her shoulders like a horse fretted by flies. “It isn’t as if I’ll be committing the rest of my life to it! I don’t know why you’re so dead set that I think of it as some sort of calling.”

“So you don’t have any personal inclination toward the theater?” I asked, my heart sinking.

She blinked at me in surprise. “How could I have? I’ve only ever seen two plays in my life. One was at a market fair and the other was one of yours.”

“Why, I had no idea.” Despite myself, I was touched.

She nodded as she examined a dress of pink taffeta trimmed with violet ribbon. “It was something with lots of poetry in it. It wasn’t very exciting, but it was a birthday treat from a friend, so at least I wasn’t out any pocket money.”

So much for thinking she had been motivated by sisterly feeling. Plucking the taffeta dress from her grasp, I handed her a fawn-colored day dress in good-quality wool melton. It was handsomely cut, without extremes of style or trimming that would make it go out of fashion quickly, and it would lend her some dignity. “This one,” I said.

“But it’s so plain!”

I gave her a stern look. “It’s practical. Why would you need to wear taffeta to lay the table or go to market?”

“What’s the point of becoming an actress if I have to dress the same as everyone else?” she protested. “You’re certainly dressed finely enough.”

I hadn’t the patience to impress upon her the difference between us as far as our places on the road to success. “You shall probably find Father and Mother more sympathetic to your plea if you dress modestly,” I pointed out. “That may allay their concerns about your setting out to become a painted hussy.”

Glaring, she snatched the dress from my hands. “You just don’t want me to be as pretty as you. You’re trying to make me plain because you’re afraid that I’ll start taking your roles!”

“Curses, you’ve discovered my sinister plot,” I said witheringly. “Just try it on, please.”

As she tried on dresses I took the opportunity to assess her physical attributes. She was pretty, and her figure was acceptable, though a bit of padding to round out her hips and bosom would not come amiss. At least she carried herself well, standing straight and tall, although she would need to practice making her walk more graceful. Her voice might be the crux. It carried well enough across a small room, but whether she would be able to develop it into an instrument that could reach the rear stalls of a large theater—while simultaneously expressing shades of emotion—was something I could not determine through social interaction.

Her personality, however, might be a stumbling block. Above all, actors needed to be able to work together in harmony; rare were the cases in which a leading lady had stature and power enough to force her will upon the rest of the company. Granted, the circumstances were very different, but so far Polly did not impress me as a particularly cooperative girl.

Still, if my circumstances had been the same, I might have been just as restless and obstinate. She was following my example, after all.

It occurred to me that it might be wise to purchase a modest dress for myself as well. Bursting into my parents’ home in one of my colorful Paris ensembles might look as though I were trying to flaunt my money and implicitly criticize their way of life. And I, too, might find a more willing ear in our father if my appearance looked more like his idea of a virtuous woman and less like a worldly actress. So Polly was not the only one to emerge from our shopping trip with a new—and dissatisfying—dress.

That evening, deciding that I might as well take the opportunity to expand her theatrical education, I took her to the Comédie-Française to see Phèdre. Seeing the remarkable young actress Sarah Bernhardt might prove inspiring to her, and indeed I was happy for an excuse to attend the play again, so strongly had it impressed me the night before.

During the interval I introduced Polly to some of my acquaintances, and one might have thought her an empress, the way she presented her hand to be kissed, stuck her nose in the air, and gazed down from half-closed eyes. I tried to convey silent apologies to those confronted with this haughty creature, and they had the courtesy to hide their amusement. She would definitely need to drop the airs and graces she put on.

Nor did she seem to have enjoyed the play. She had been restless throughout, fidgeting and crumpling her program. “I don’t understand French,” she said when I brought this up.

“But even without knowing what the actors were saying, weren’t you able to grasp their emotions? Didn’t you notice how expressive Mademoiselle Bernhardt’s delivery was?” The young woman with the lyrical voice was a revelation as the princess Aricie, and I hoped that one day she would be equal to the role of Phèdre herself.

“I think you’re just trying to discourage me,” said Polly, bringing me back from my mental wanderings. “You force a boring dress on me, then take me to a dull play. I thought actresses led such thrilling lives, but you might as well be Mother, as little fun as you let me have.”

“Fun will be your reward after the hard work,” I said. “Tonight was meant to make you understand that acting is more than just reciting words.”

Polly shrugged. It was not an expressive shrug, which the French are so skilled at, but a sulky, graceless one. “Anyway, I thought we’d be seeing a melodrama or something more diverting,” she said. “Why is the theater named the Comédie-Française if it doesn’t present comedies?”

It was all rather discouraging.

Later, as Roderick and I prepared for bed, he asked, “What do you think of her?”

I pushed out a sigh. “Headstrong, obstinate, contrary—”

“As an actress, I meant. Does she have any potential at
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