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        February, 1896

      

      

      He loved tasting the two of us together.

      As Moore eased down the length of my body this morning, that familiar wicked gleam in his eye, I could hardly wait. He had just pulled out, his orgasm still seeping from my center, and I trembled with unfulfilled lust. I was delirious for him.

      My breath caught in my lungs when his tongue met my pussy, his growl vibrating in my very soul. Then his tongue slid over me, swirling, dancing. Worshiping me with his mouth. He seemed dedicated to his task, lost in the act, and I wasn’t complaining. Moore knew exactly what I preferred after three months, and each lick and suck sent sparks up my spine. Tension coiled inside my belly, my muscles growing taut, and I gripped his hair in one fist to hold him closer.

      Shutting my eyes, I chased the high and rocked my hips. Moore was an expert at this. He once said he’d choose licking me over fucking me any day. I was glad we never had to choose because I loved it all.

      I swore I’d never become a rich man’s mistress. I traveled that path before and it ended in heartache. Therefore, I resolved to keep my liaisons casual and sleep with a man only once, no matter what.

      But then I met Moore.

      And there was every possibility that I’d fallen in love with him.

      Indeed, a cliché for a mistress falling in love with her protector. But Moore was different. He was a good man, a caring man who looked after me like no one ever had. We talked about anything and everything and I made him laugh. Mostly, I wanted to bring him happiness, as he did for me.

      He lifted his head. “Are you mine?”

      I gave him the words in my heart. “I’m yours, Moore. Yours alone.”

      He hummed deep in his chest, then sucked on my clitoris once more. “Oh, god.” I clutched his hair in my fist. “God, yes. Darling, don’t stop!”

      Then I was soaring. Pleasure flooded my veins and I started convulsing, shaking with the force of the orgasm he’d wrenched from my body. It went on and on, his tongue never letting up as I continued to come, nonsensical words falling from my lips and into the yacht’s lavish cabin.

      When I finally collapsed onto the mattress, he eased up and gave my intimate flesh the sweetest of kisses. “Was that good?” he asked with a crooked half-smile, already knowing the answer.

      “Come here.” I held my arms out until he crawled higher and stretched beside me. “You know it was good.” I kissed his jaw. “Any better and I’d incinerate.”

      He pressed his lips to mine and gave me a deep kiss. I tasted myself, but also the mint from the fancy tooth polish he used. He paid a pharmacist to import it from France, because only the best would do for Mr. Alfred Moore Emerson III.

      We broke apart, but didn’t pull away. His mouth hovered over mine, our warm breath mingling. “Christ, I already want you again.”

      Moore liked when I used crude words. Women in his world never did, so I made it a point to say them whenever possible. “Fuck me again, Moore.”

      As if on cue, he lunged for my mouth, his kiss urgent and hungry. His palm cupped my breast and squeezed. Eventually, he eased back. “Damn it, woman. I do have to leave this cabin at some point today. There’s a mountain of work awaiting me.”

      “The work can wait.” I nipped his lower lip with my teeth. “I haven’t seen you much this week. Stay and make it up to me.”

      I knew I sounded needy, something I swore I’d never be with a man again. After all, I’d pleaded once to another and it had done little good. Humiliation followed, an entire community casting me out.

      Yet I’d missed Moore these past few days. Thank goodness he’d taken me on a sail where it was just the two of us surrounded by miles of cold ocean water.

      His blue eyes were soft with affection and sincerity. “My darling Rose, you know there is nowhere I’d rather be than here with you.”

      “Prove it.”

      “Rather thought I just did,” he quipped, tipping his head toward my lower half.

      “You’re impossible.” Smiling, I smoothed the sweaty hair off his forehead. “Let me remove my womb veil. Then I’ll return.”

      I started to rise, but he caught my arm. “Wait. I need to talk to you.”

      The serious manner in which Moore spoke the words gave me pause. He was normally relaxed with me, a generous lover who was so different from the broody man I first met.

      I ran the underside of my foot along his bare calf. “What is it, darling?”

      “Something has arisen this week. I’m trying to manage it, but I wanted you to hear the news from me instead of the newspapers.”

      The happy warm feeling disappeared as dread settled in my stomach. “Are you ill? Is it something with your business?”

      “Nothing like that.” He exhaled heavily and stared at the wall. “It’s a nuisance, really. And it won’t affect what we have.”

      “Is it the town house? I told you I didn’t need you to buy it.” Yet Moore had insisted, saying it offered better privacy than a hotel and the money was a drop in the bucket to him. But if he was facing financial hardship, I would easily give this up. I didn’t need his money—I just needed him.

      “You’re keeping the house.” His voice was stern, unyielding. Exactly like the powerful tycoon he was. “And I don’t care to rehash that argument.”

      “Then please, tell me what is going on.”

      “I am engaged.”
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        Six weeks earlier

        Union Square Theater

      

      

      Another half-full house. This show was awful—an over-the-top, self-important farce. Audiences had steadily dwindled since opening night.

      Which was how I noticed him. The man in the box on the right side of the stage.

      This wasn’t his first appearance in the theater. He’d been attending for weeks, every night, alone. An older gentleman, perhaps mid-thirties, well dressed. Handsome. I could feel his eyes track me as I performed, an intense dark stare that sent heat arrowing through me. It was as if I could taste his interest, his desire, from across the stage.

      At first I thought I was wrong, that he watched all the actresses as intently. I quickly learned this wasn’t so. Any night when my understudy performed in my place, I was told the mysterious stranger stood up and walked out.

      Yet he hadn’t approached me. No flowers or notes had arrived backstage, as was customary from admirers. Instead, he gifted me only with his remote attention night after night.

      I became fascinated. Who was this swell? I asked the crew and my fellow actors, but no one knew his name, and he always left before I could seek him out.

      Not tonight, I’d decided. Tonight I will have answers.

      My skin buzzed with anticipation as the final curtain fell. Instead of participating in the bows as usual, I darted into the wings and toward the front of the theater. I hurried to the stage door, where the guard waited. Through labored breaths, I asked, “Did you see, Jimmy?”

      “I did, Miss Rose.” He propped the heavy metal door open for me. “That nice lacquer one right there.”

      I peeked out. Sure enough, a fancy black carriage waited at the curb. I handed Jimmy a coin. “Good work. Distract his driver, will you?”

      “You’ll land me in trouble, one of these days,” he murmured, but stepped out onto the walk.

      When Jimmy began arguing with the driver about blocking the street, I slipped outside, still in my costume. Very carefully, I opened the carriage door and eased inside. Ducking low, I closed the latch behind me and settled onto the velvet seat. Lord, it smelled nice here. Clean, with a hint of oak and cigar. A far cry from the stench of refuse and waste that lingered on the downtown streets.

      Jimmy finished his fake argument and returned to the stage door. Now all I had to do was wait.

      One thing about me? I was tenacious when I set my mind to a task. No matter how long it took I would sit here until the stranger returned. And I wouldn’t give up until he told me his name and explained why he kept attending this show night after night.

      Bodies trickled out from the theater doors. Was he wondering about my absence from the curtain call? Was he disappointed? I bit my lip, my blood humming as each portentous second ticked by.

      The carriage door suddenly flew open.

      A large figure filled the doorway, his face in shadow. He paused, fingers gripping the door, and I could feel him staring at me. Weighing his options.

      “Hello.” I patted the seat next to me. “Do come in, won’t you?”

      His lips twitched ever so slightly. Not looking away from me, he told his driver to stay put.

      Then he removed his silk top hat and stepped up. Long legs folded as he arranged himself elegantly on the seat across from me, and I could see his features better now in the low light inside the carriage. Strands of silver threaded the dark hair at his temples, so a bit older than I’d first thought. He had a sharp jaw and high cheekbones, and a wide, arrogant mouth. There was something commanding about him, as if he belonged on the bow of an ironclad, waging a battle on enemy warships.

      Still, I wasn’t intimidated. I could wage war, as well.

      He spoke first. “This explains your absence at the curtain call.”

      I batted my eyelashes dramatically. “Had you noticed? I am touched, sir.”

      A touch of color dotted his cheekbones. “Why are you here?”

      Direct. I liked it. I folded my hands on my lap, which had the added effect of compressing my bosom. His eyes remained on my face, dash it. “I’ve come to ask why you are attending each of my performances.”

      “Perhaps I appreciate the theater.”

      “And I would call you a liar, sir.”

      “That’s bold of you.”

      “Hardly, when I haven’t a clue as to who you are.”

      A long second ticked by before he nodded once. “Alfred Moore Emerson III, at your service.”

      “Goodness, so many names,” I murmured, my mind whirling. So, he was an Emerson. Nearly everyone on the island of Manhattan had heard of the family at some point. Like it or not, the richest and most powerful always received the most attention, and New Yorkers were obsessed with their version of royalty, the Knickerbockers. “I am Rose O’Donahue. But you already knew as much.”

      “Is that your given name, or a stage name?”

      I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I didn’t like this question. Rose Doyle—the girl I left behind in Youngstown, Ohio—was no more. She had died years ago. “Are you attempting to annoy me?”

      “As you have stowed away for an ambush, I do believe that shoe is on the other foot.”

      I didn’t care for how he was turning this around on me, clearly deflecting. He struck me as a man used to having the upper hand in each situation. But I would not be cowed, not when I’d felt his gaze on me nearly every evening.

      I leaned in slightly and lowered my voice to a husky rasp. “Mr. Emerson. You haven’t missed a performance in three weeks, except for the ones I skipped. Were you hoping to gain my attention?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he snapped. Much too quickly, it was worth noting.

      I couldn’t keep from smirking. “I see.”

      “Miss O’Donahue, pray wipe that expression from your face. You are far too young for a man of my age.”

      Which meant he’d thought about it. Quite a lot.

      Hmm. Who possessed the upper hand now?

      “You may call me Rose . . . Alfred.”

      He swallowed hard, his throat working in the shadows of his collar. “Moore.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “I prefer to be called Moore.”

      I nearly grinned. This was the most fun I’d had in ages. Normally, I performed and went straight home to a lonely apartment downtown. “How old are you, Moore?”

      “I told you, too old. Now, remove yourself and let me be on my way.”

      So prickly. Was his age a sore subject, then? I shook my head. “Not until I receive answers.”

      He tapped his gloved fingers on the seat in an impatient rhythm. “Perhaps I am bedazzled by your abilities. You are regarded as one of the best actresses in the city.”

      “Are you? Bedazzled, I mean. You hardly seem the type.”

      If possible, he appeared even grumpier. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that a man born with a silver spoon in his mouth would be difficult to impress.”

      “I apologize if my presence has offended you,” he said after a beat. “I will cease attending after tonight.”

      “No.” I would wither in this awful production without Moore’s attention on me. His regard kept me engaged in the role and made me feel alive. There had been admirers before now, but none this . . . intense.

      He blinked twice. “No?”

      “You haven’t offended me, and there is no need to stop attending.”

      “I disagree. My curiosity in regards to you has been satisfied and there is no need to continue.”

      “Curiosity?”

      His chin rose slightly, the proud bearing of his shoulders evident through his black evening coat. “Surely you must know.”

      “I don’t, actually. A curiosity regarding my intelligence? The capacity to hold a conversation not first memorized on a page?”

      “Miss O’Donahue. Rose.” Moore cocked his head and frowned. “No one who watches you on that stage could ever doubt any of those things. You’re remarkable.”

      I soaked in the complement and considered begging for more. Actors are such vain creatures. “Thank you. May I guess your age?”

      His mouth curved and I could swear that amusement danced in the depths of his dark gaze. “Only if I may guess yours in return.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I pursed my lips and studied him. Since moving to New York four years ago, I hadn’t paid much attention to the lobster set, which meant I really didn’t know his family history. I could only judge by what I saw now, like the little lines creasing his forehead, framing his eyes. No lines bracketed his mouth, suggesting he didn’t often smile. Evening stubble kissed his jaw, which, along with broad shoulders, spoke of manhood. “Forty.”

      Disappointment and irritation flashed over his face. “Thirty-eight,” he said sharply.

      I held up my palms. “I beg your pardon. Perhaps if I saw you smile, I might’ve shaved off one or two years.”

      “You are quite bold.”

      “I assume you mean that as a compliment, so thank you.”

      “Actually, I did not.” He sounded amused, so I wasn’t the least bit offended.

      I shifted under the lamp to give him a better view of my features “Now, it’s your turn to guess. How old do you think I am?”

      “Twenty.”

      “Very good. I’ll be twenty in six months’ time.”

      “Christ,” he said under his breath before dragging a hand over his face. “I should be tarred and feathered.”

      “For being attracted to me?” No use trying to hide it. We both knew it to be true.

      “Yes—rather no. I am not attracted to you. You’re practically a child.”

      If only he knew all the hardships I’d endured in my life. “I haven’t been a child in a long time, Moore.”

      “Well, to me you are almost a child. Though I must say, you look older on stage.”

      “It’s the cosmetics. Without them, I appear my age.”

      “Ah, that explains it.”

      We sat in silence for a minute. Was Moore searching for a mistress? If so, I needed to set him straight. Many actresses I knew had benefactors—men who paid for their lodgings and lifestyle in exchange for intimacies. I never judged them. This city was hard enough and everyone deserved a little help now and then. If not for a lucky break, my existence here might’ve turned out much differently.

      Yet I wasn’t interested in a benefactor. I had dreams of financial freedom, one that depended on no man. One that couldn’t be taken away or leveraged. One that was all mine.

      Only when I was financially secure would I choose a husband and move out to a big house in New Jersey or Connecticut. I’d grow flowers and have children and all the happiness in the world. This, however, was years away.

      In the meantime, I enjoyed intimacies with a man, much in the way I enjoyed the attention I received while onstage. Both were brief, all-encompassing feverish endeavors that left me sweaty and drained, but in the very best way. Then it was over and I could relax with a good cup of tea, alone.

      Unfortunately, there hadn’t been a man in months. My last lover, a young man on break from his studies at Yale, fumbled through our encounter, leaving me unsatisfied and bored. The urge to try again hadn’t occurred until now.

      Moore, I was certain, would not fumble. Not even a little. I hadn’t slept with a man in his late thirties before, but there was an air of arrogance around him, and I found it headier than any cologne. My gaze traveled down his chest and over his thick thighs. He looked athletic, fit. Certainly not the type to stay indoors and watch a ticker tape all day. He was probably insatiable . . . I licked my dry lips.

      “Are you in search of a mistress?” I blurted. “If so, I hate to disappoint you. I don’t sleep with a man more than once.”

      “You should go,” he rushed out, his voice choked as he reached for the door handle. “I bid you goodnight, Miss O’Donahue.” He eased the carriage door open, revealing us to the theater patrons lingering on the walk.

      “There she is!” someone outside cried. “Rose! Miss O’Donahue!”

      The crowd swelled near Moore’s carriage and I decided to take pity on him. Theater fans could, on occasion, become rambunctious. But this was far from over.

      Gathering my skirts, I slid closer to the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Moore.”

      “You won’t. Good luck in the rest of your run.”

      I threw him a challenging glance over my shoulder. “I will see you again. Mark my words.” Then I climbed down to the walk and faced my admirers as they circled around me.

      Moore’s carriage didn’t depart until I went inside the theater.
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      Exhaustion weighed me down as I climbed the polished marble steps to my front door.

      I will see you again. Mark my words.

      I shouldn’t have gone there tonight. Instead, I should’ve stayed far away from Fourteenth Street. Yet I’d craved another glimpse of Rose like a hop head seeking a hit of opium. Everything about her drew me in, from the ample curves I longed to explore, to her wide, lush mouth that promised wicked delights. This was no tightly corseted debutante who tried to blend into the wallpaper rather than be noticed. No, Rose O’Donahue bloomed under an audience’s attention until you couldn’t possibly look away.

      And meeting her had tripled my fascination. She was witty and clever and far too bold. I liked it. A lot.

      No wonder she was so popular.

      None of this mattered, however. She was far too young, and I wouldn’t sully the Emerson name again with a second scandal. One was enough to last a lifetime.

      Distracted by thoughts of green eyes and red hair, I didn’t notice my mother lurking in the hallway when I stepped inside.

      “Goodness, there you are,” a feminine voice said. “I’ve been worried about you.”

      I passed my coat and hat to Peters, our butler, with my thanks. Then I smoothed my hair and went over to greet my mother.

      After my divorce I sold the home I’d purchased for my former wife and moved back to Fifth Avenue. God knew my mother had enough space, and living here meant that I could look after her. The scandal from the end of my marriage had caused my father’s untimely death, and the shame and guilt haunted me daily. At least here I could ensure my mother’s continued health while atoning for my mistakes.

      “Good evening, mother.” I kissed her cheek. “I didn’t expect to find you up at this late hour.”

      “I was waiting to speak with you. Come into the library.”

      I was bone-tired, but denying her would appear churlish after she’d waited up for me. In the library, I poured myself a drink as she settled on the leather sofa. The room, with its scents of heavy leather-bound books and lemon polish, reminded me of my father. The two of us spent quite a lot of time here when I was young.

      He’d prepared me well to take over Emerson Holdings, a business that has been in my family since the days of Hamilton and Madison. Every day I swam in numbers—the market, the gold standard, the price of commodities. I studied, invested, and managed to turn money into more money. I was good at it, though it often felt as if the responsibility consumed my life. As if happiness were a luxury afforded to everyone but me.

      My former wife’s parting words as I put her on a cross-continental were to call me the coldest man she’d ever met. No matter how hard I tried, I could not make my first marriage work. My wife’s profound unhappiness could not be breached, and no amount of attention from me had ever brought about a common understanding between us.

      I lowered myself into an armchair. “You seem agitated. I trust you are feeling well?”

      “I’m perfectly fine. I keep telling you, stop worrying about me.”

      As if such a thing were possible. My father would be here holding her hand and kissing her cheek, if not for me. “Is something amiss, then?”

      “Mr. Whitney-Dunn has paid a visit today.”

      A longtime friend of my father’s, Whitney-Dunn was patriarch of a prominent Society family and had lost his wife a few years ago in a tragic boating accident. He also sat on the board of Emerson Holdings. “Oh? And what did he want?”

      “To discuss the possibility of a marriage.”

      I choked on a mouthful of whiskey. The two of them? Married? I couldn’t begin to comprehend it. “You can’t be serious.”

      She arranged her skirts, avoiding my eyes. “Well, I was surprised, as well. I knew Gladys had debuted, of course, but I didn’t think she had designs on our family.”

      I paused in the process of blotting drops of whiskey off my silk vest. “Wait, who is Gladys?”

      My mother stared at me as if I were cracked. “The daughter. Whitney-Dunn’s youngest. You remember her, don’t you?”

      “Can’t place her. I’m double her age, if I recall.”

      “Not quite, but nearly. And you know those things don’t matter as much as people think.”

      “Except to the bride, who’d no doubt prefer to marry someone not so ancient.”

      She waved her hand as if brushing my comments aside. “Let’s not stray off topic. Whitney-Dunn would like for you to marry Gladys.”

      “No.”

      She pursed her lips together, the closest my mother ever got to a frown. “You don’t even wish to consider it?”

      I finished my drink and set the empty glass on the side table. “Hardly requires any serious consideration, as far as I’m concerned. Subject firmly closed.” I edged forward in my chair, intending to rise. “Now, I’m exceedingly tired. May I escort you upstairs?”

      “Wait a moment.” She raised her palm. “I’m not finished. You were at the theater again tonight.”

      I held still, not liking the sudden change in this conversation. “Yes. What of it?”

      “Off-Broadway is . . . seedy, Moore. It’s unseemly of you to be downtown in those places, especially when we have a perfectly acceptable box at the Metropolitan Opera House.”

      But Rose wasn’t at the opera house—not that I would ever see her again. I sipped my drink and tried to wash the bitterness from my mouth. “You sound snobbish.”

      “Call me a snob if you like, but I don’t like you associating with those types of people.”

      “I
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