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Synopsis: In this spooky, sparkling mix of cozy historical mystery and romantic comedy, spirited Victorian actress Sybil Ingram leaves theatrical life behind to marry an American and soon finds herself with a haunted house, a murder, and a handsome scoundrel on her hands.
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Chapter One
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The ability to lie persuasively is one of the greatest gifts a woman can possess in this life. Some critics, principally men, will argue that deception in women is inherently evil; but having spent the last fifteen years of my life in the theater, I can attest that lying not only is sometimes expedient but can save one’s career.

On that rainy morning in January 1873, however, I had no idea of the deception upon which I was about to embark when I rapped at the office door of Gerhardt Atherton, my mentor and the manager of the theatrical troupe that had been both home and family to me for many years.

Atherton never answered his door in a normal fashion. His decades in the theater had colored his everyday speech, so one’s knock was never greeted with a response as straightforward as “Who is it?” or even “Enter!” The greeting I received, uttered in syllables as round and rich as a series of Christmas puddings, was “Hark! What questing summons is this?”

I opened the door. Atherton was alone, fortunately. He was seated at his desk, and the clutter on its surface nearly hid the expanse of his straining waistcoat. Nearly, but not entirely. Atherton seemed to be the rare individual who did not experience romantic ardor; instead, his passion was reserved for the theater and the table, and his stoutness was evidence of his fondness for the latter. His face must once have been handsome but was now merely genial, cushioned as it was on a double chin, and his black hair no doubt received assistance from art now that nature had decided to bestow her favors on younger men.

“Have you a moment, Atherton?” I asked.

“For you, my fair Sybil, a moment is never sufficient,” he said gallantly, heaving himself to his feet. “By all means, grace this humble apartment with the effulgence of your presence for as long as you desire.”

A moment was also never sufficient, I should have recalled, for conversation with Atherton. I entered the office, shut the door firmly behind me, and turned the key in the lock. I wanted no risk of anyone walking in on this discussion.

Atherton’s office was furnished with framed posters and playbills from past productions, massive oil paintings of Edmund Kean and John Philip Kemble, and even a mannequin dressed in Atherton’s own costume from a long-ago performance as Orlando. Bottle-green curtains kept out the chill, and thick oriental rugs in jewel colors muffled one’s footsteps. The room was warmed by a fireplace, and occasionally a raindrop would fall into the fire with a hiss like a critical audience. It was a cozy room, comfortable to the point of indolence. On more than one occasion I had entered to find Atherton dozing peacefully in his leather armchair.

I seated myself before his desk, and Atherton resumed his own chair with an expression of relief. “I am worried,” I announced. “How are our takings this week? Should we go over the ledgers?”

He made a dismissive gesture with one plump, beringed hand. “My dear nymph, such plebeian pursuits drag down the soul from the aerie of art to the sordid level of commerce. You should not sully your starlike orbs with such matters. Nor could I bear to betake myself to so dismal a task when my eyes could be feasting on the sight of the fairylike creature that is Sybil Ingram, the reigning goddess of the London theater scene!”

I ignored the compliment. Atherton scattered them as freely as birdseed, and what he called plebeian pursuits were rapidly becoming the most pressing issue in my life. Over the years I had taken on more and more responsibility for the running of the troupe, so that now I was something of a co-manager with Atherton. “I suppose the books wouldn’t tell me anything new, at that,” I said. “It’s impossible not to realize how badly we are faring since we returned from the American tour. We are limping from one week’s earnings to the next.”

He hesitated, then said with unusual gravity, “I am no stranger to this grievous knowledge, fair Sybil. It has wrapped me in a shroud of melancholy this fortnight and more.”

Surprised though I was by this admission, I was also relieved that I would not have to convince him that we were nearing a crisis. “And have you thought of a solution?”

A further pause, which disquieted me. Atherton was usually more forthcoming. Indeed, the usual difficulty in conversation with him was to find a moment when he was not speaking. “Have you any such felicitous thoughts, fair nymph?” he asked instead of answering me.

Since we had known each other so long—nearly half of my life—I could be blunt. “The costs of renting and maintaining this theater are ruining us, especially with the roof repairs from last autumn. Our running expenses are so much higher than they used to be that I do not see how much longer we can continue in this fashion. It isn’t that I mind doing without my salary for a few weeks, but I would very much like to know that there is an end in sight for our belt-tightening.”

“My dear Sybil, your waist is sylphlike enough; there needs no further constriction.”

“Hence my concern,” I said. “Atherton, I fear we shall soon find ourselves in dire straits indeed unless... unless you will consider what I have to suggest.”

“And what salve or tincture, o fair one, do you propose that we apply to the predicament?” The words were wary, as if he sensed the magnitude of the proposal I was about to make.

I sat up very straight, lifted my chin, and fixed him with the look of determination that he had nicknamed Britannia Triumphant. “We should return to touring,” I said. “No, no, hear me out! Before we took the theater here in Drury Lane we did not have this inflated rent that is liable to be increased on a landlord’s whim. We required fewer and more modest sets and properties since we performed in smaller halls. We did not require this enormous staff. It was much more economical, and—”

I had almost said, “and much more enjoyable.” But this was one of the rare points on which Atherton and I disagreed. Instead I concluded, “Returning to the trouping life would be better for us all.”

“Ah,” he said. Clasping his hands behind his back, he walked pensively away from me. “My dear, as much delight as it would bring me to grant your every wish, I cannot see my way clear to doing so in this instance.”

“Why not?” I demanded.

“For a start, as much as I shrink from the sordid discussion of lucre, there is the question of our lease on this theater. Were we to break it, a penalty that is nothing short of draconian would come down on us like the wolf on the fold.”

So accustomed was I to being the more practical of us two that I blinked in shock. “I had forgotten about the lease.”

A beatific smile absolved me of blame. “But why would you wish to leave London? Here in the capital, with our own kind all around us, we are truly at home.”

“I know how you enjoy it. But it isn’t quite the same for an aging ingénue, Atherton. I am now twenty-eight years old—”

A discreet cough reproached me.

“Very well, nearly thirty. And my popularity is waning.”

“My fair nymph, your radiance is undimmed. You shine as gloriously as ever.”

“Don’t deny it, Atherton; we have both seen the crowds flock to new ingénues like Narcissa Holm while our audiences shrink. In a smaller house it wouldn’t matter so much, but in this London behemoth...” I shook my head helplessly. On tour we tended to play in modestly sized venues, and we had never had a difficulty filling seats. But it took far greater numbers to fill the vast theater in which we now performed, and empty places in the audience were conspicuous. “It is the nature of our business. There are always new talents with which we compete, and they are thick on the ground in London. Please, Atherton—is there no way we can return to touring?”

“I know you miss that vagabond life, my Sybil. Your discontentment has been well disguised, but I have felt it all the same.”

“I cannot help it,” I said, rising to walk over to a window and draw the curtain aside. The view was obscured by sleet, but I knew it by heart; it had remained the same, with only minute variations, for all the months since our last tour. The muddy cobbled street with its same line of lampposts, its same soot-grimed buildings, its same hansom cabs and street vendors and passersby—I had come almost to detest it, so weary was I of seeing it day in and day out. It reminded me too much, perhaps, of the life I had so gladly cast off to join the theater, and perhaps behind my present restlessness lay the feeling of sinking back into that swamp of futility and gloom.

Turning my back to the depressing view, I pleaded, “Don’t you remember how exciting it was? How can you not miss the adventure of it all? Moving from town to town before any one place could grow stale, always traveling on to whatever lay in store for us. Will you not at least consider the idea, Atherton?”

He bowed his head. “I am truly sorry, but I am tethered and cannot follow you, my will-o’-the-wisp, as I did in days of yore.”

“Oh, Atherton.” I sank back into my chair. “Is your rheumatism worse? I had hoped...”

“As had I, fair Gloriana. As had I.” His sigh seemed to come from the depths of the earth itself. “My doctor tells me my trouping days are o’er, alas. Enchained am I, like Prometheus to his rock; trapped like Ariel in the cloven pine.”

Silently we contemplated the sentence. Atherton’s rheumatism had grown more severe in the last six months, but I had not realized that it had become so serious as to confine him to London. So returning to the road was definitely out of the question. Even if Atherton agreed to remain in London while the rest of us toured, it would be a tremendous load for me to take on all of the managing duties that we presently shared while performing as well. I was already doing as much as I felt I could without becoming slipshod or working myself to the point of exhaustion.

It began to look as if I would have to fall back on my other plan. I had hoped so much not to have to resort to it, but it seemed the theatrical life was closing its doors to me. It was time to broach the idea—as delicately as I could so that Atherton did not feel I was deserting him.

“In that case,” I said, “we must look for another solution. Atherton, I know that you will protest this, because you are the most loyal and gallant man I have ever known”—he waved this away—“but I beg you to consider it seriously. I truly think you must contemplate bringing some new ingénue into the troupe who will be a greater draw than I.”

He widened his eyes so much that his monocle popped out, a gesture of which he never tired. “Sweet shades of Thespis, my Sybil, but you have hit upon the very idea that I have been turning over! How fortunate that you broached the delicate subject yourself, for I have been cudgeling my brains for a way to do so.” Beaming, he resumed his chair and sat back with a little sigh of satisfaction. “How beautifully everything is arranging itself!”

Stunned, I wondered if I was understanding him correctly. I had expected vigorous protestations. “Do you mean that you...”

“I have been poised to make just such an arrangement, but I could not think of a way to tell you without wounding you. And my dear nymph, I could never bear to cause you pain.”

Unfortunately, this was just what his words were doing. I had not realized until now how much I had counted on his wanting to keep me in the troupe. How long had he been planning to replace me? “Who is it to be?” I asked numbly.

He beamed. “You mentioned her yourself. Miss Narcissa Holm, the remarkable young woman who is taking London by storm! Her manager, Treherne, approached me about bringing her into our company.”

It made sense: a seasoned troupe like ours had the strong supporting players, the properties and costumes, that Treherne had not been able to assemble when he presented his new young actress to London. Miss Holm herself had become the toast of town, but it was well known that her brilliance eclipsed the collection of awkward, green, ill-clad actors that Treherne had cobbled together.

But there was an obstacle to adding her to the company: me.

“At the time I told him it was out of the question, of course,” Atherton continued. We have known each other so long that at times it almost seems that we can read each other’s thoughts. “I would never relegate my resplendent Sybil to secondary roles, I said. But if you are prepared to step aside for a new ingénue...”

What roles would be left for me in such an arrangement, though? We already had Gertrude Fox, a magisterial actress in her forties, to fill the heavy roles; with my higher mezzo-soprano voice and more piquant facial features, I would be sadly out of place were I to try to fill her shoes. That left only miscellaneous roles—handmaidens, mothers—and it was nearly impossible to make a living with these. Most of the women who played these parts were married to actors and not in the position of supporting themselves by their work alone. And I confess that my pride stung at the prospect of going from leading roles to nameless ones.

“It seems,” I said, “that it is time for me to retire,” and the words summoned Atherton out of his chair to come pat my hand—evidently to ease my distress, although his distress seemed nearly equal to mine.

“Unspeak those fateful words, my dear!” he urged. “You cannot mean to deprive the theatrical world of its most glorious exponent. Fear not, I have made no promises to Treherne. And Miss Holm does not insist that you be removed.”

Not yet, perhaps. But there was no doubt in my mind that she’d soon find a reason to eject me from the troupe. Why would she take the risk that I would steal focus, divide the audience’s loyalties, and take the lion’s share of Atherton’s time and attention? It seemed I would be forced to take the other path that offered itself—to leave the life that I had loved for fifteen years. My heart ached at the prospect, but I hid my emotion behind a mask of briskness. “It would be best for the troupe,” I said, “and for you—and for me as well. It is time I moved on, Atherton.”

“My dear child, I cannot permit you to abandon your muse and your livelihood. How will you live? It is not... not practical,” he concluded, and the distaste with which he spoke this despised word nearly made me laugh despite the gravity of the discussion.

“Never let it be said that Sybil Ingram has no other irons in the fire,” I said grandly. He must not know how deeply he had wounded me or how wrenching this decision was. “Mr. Alcott Lammle has been proposing to me regularly by letter and telegram for the past five months. It’s high time I put the gentleman out of his misery and let him take me away from my life of toil to pamper me for the rest of my days.”

“Marriage?” Atherton exclaimed, staggering back with a hand to his breast, like Polonius stabbed through the arras. “By the girdle of Hippolyta, sweet nymph, you cannot be in earnest!”

Though conveyed in exaggerated terms, his surprise was natural. Early in my career I had learned, through both experience and observation, the dangers of allowing oneself to be ruled over by a man, so I had evaded all such domestic ties. So firm was my resolve that Atherton had taken to addressing me as Gloriana and the Virgin Queen, perhaps satirically, but I was pleased at the comparison to Good Queen Bess. She had shown solid good sense in refusing to submit to a husband, and to some degree I had modeled my own private life on hers. I had no wish to be under the control of any man, legally or otherwise.

Atherton was different. No contract bound me to him, whether marital or professional. Nor had he ever demanded any compensation for his goodness to me... but the same could not be said for the men who had, over the years, claimed to be in love with me. I had grown wary of all they brought to tempt me, whether honeyed words or extravagant gifts. Any gift from a suitor more substantial than sugared violets or a bottle of eau de cologne came, I knew, wrapped tightly in obligations and tied up in the bow of quid pro quo.

For that reason I had always been careful not to single out any of my gentleman followers or to encourage them to believe I would be receptive to any but the most innocuous of attentions. The wry thought occurred to me that if I had been less averse to making myself available to a patron, I might not now find myself being forced out of the theatrical world. But Alcott Lammle was a far cry from the theater hangers-on who thought to take an actress as a mistress—an idea I always firmly quashed, if necessary with the aid of a hatpin.

“I am quite in earnest,” I told him. “If you recall Mr. Lammle, you will remember that he is a far better prospect than most of my self-appointed swains.”

“Ah yes!” He snapped his fingers in triumphant recollection. “The American hotelier?”

Mr. Lammle would have been difficult to forget, if not for his own sake then for the extravagant parties and dinners he had hosted in my honor during our last American tour. His person was also memorable: a distinguished gentleman in his fifties, he had the athletic form and energetic bearing of a much younger man, and although his hair was iron gray, it was abundant, with no signs of impending baldness. (I have always been a keen admirer of male beauty, so I had observed this with relief.) He spoke with authority and vigor, as one accustomed to command, and his American accent was not so pronounced that it grated on my ear.

I had found him pleasant to converse with, though his conversational repertoire was limited somewhat by the life he had led as a self-made millionaire: first in construction, then as the owner and manager of two successful hotels, with a third in the planning stages. Until quite recently he had not had the leisure to partake much of the arts, so busy had he been with his business affairs, but now that his hotels were running smoothly, he had told me, he was able to delegate more of their responsibilities to others and enjoy himself. He had soon discovered a taste for theatrical entertainment, and having been present at one of my troupe’s performances in the vicinity he had immediately sought me out and presented himself as an admirer.

“I could do far worse than Alcott Lammle.” I directed the words to Atherton, but I was reassuring myself as much as him. “He is kind and intelligent and genuinely fond of me. And never to have to worry about money again will be no small relief.”

“To think,” said Atherton, clutching the corner of his desk as if to support himself under the weight of this astonishing idea, “of you leaving this most glorious of callings to become a mere—a mere wife. Shall your spirit not chafe at the constraints of the plebeian sphere to which it will now be fettered?”

“You think I shall expire from ennui, do you? Have some faith, Atherton. New York City should be a lively place to live. In any case, you know what they say about beggars.” Despite my resolve, bitterness had crept into my voice. I cleared my throat and resumed my bright smile. “Now, contact Treherne this very morning and tell him that you are prepared to discuss terms. Oh, but do give me time to wire Mr. Lammle first; it is the mannerly thing to do.”

“Sweet Sybil. Your generous spirit astounds and confounds me quite.” Atherton lifted my hand to his lips for a gentle salute, but then he remained silent, and this was so unusual that it filled me with concern.

“I sense an objection lurking in the wings,” I said. “Out with it, Atherton. What is the difficulty?”

Turning his substantial back to me, he clasped his hands beneath the tails of his coat and paced ponderously down the carpet. “If Treherne insists on examining our books, and he would be a fool not to, he will find certain... irregularities.”

In a flash of insight I realized why Atherton had been so reluctant to leave London. “You’re gambling again, aren’t you?” The only thing he loved as much as food and the theater was gambling. I had thought he had mastered the weakness, but the gaming houses of the city must have drawn him like a siren’s song.

He turned swiftly, holding up his hands as if to ward me off. “Be gentle in your wrath, fair goddess. I saw how desperate were our straits. I thought if perhaps I could build on the little sum we were reaping each week—”

I leapt to my feet. “Don’t try to make excuses, you great foolish oaf,” I practically shouted. “You had no business doing such a thing! That was not your money, it was ours. It belonged to every man Jack who works with us. How could you possibly—”

The face he raised to me was red with shame and anguish, and he reached out in supplication. “I know, Gloriana. I am far from insensible to the enormity of my actions! But to see our returns dwindling each week­—knowing how many in our family must be fed and sheltered—”

There was no reasoning with him when he was like this. Flinging up my hands, I heaved a great sigh and dropped into my chair once more. “Never mind. It is done now.” Belatedly I remembered to lower my voice; the last thing I wanted was for anyone to overhear us. “And Treherne has learned of this? Is that the difficulty?” Atherton would certainly not be able to enter into a business partnership if he were known to have gambled with the weekly receipts.

“Not yet,” he said, in a voice remarkably small for such a large man. “But I fear it may not be possible to keep the truth from him forever.” He shook his head and gave a deep, tragic sigh. “If only there were someone who could shield me by taking the blame. Someone, perhaps, who is leaving the theatrical sphere, who would never feel the slightest repercussion... someone whose career I launched and whose success owes itself to me to some degree...”

This made twice in one morning that Atherton had struck me to the heart. The astonishment almost overcame the pain of it. Never had I thought he would take advantage so of my loyalty. “Please,” I said, “don’t ask that of me.”

His eyes were mournful and injured as they sought mine. “It isn’t so very great a favor to ask, is it, after all that we’ve meant to each other? I have been like a father to you, my dear, you’ve said so yourself. I shudder sometimes to think of what might have happened to you if I had not taken you under my wing. A slip of a lass of fifteen, eager to become an actress—untutored in the ways of the world—and with so many men about who might have taken advantage of your innocence...”

But it was Atherton who was taking advantage of me now. All these years I had believed him to be different from the men who had offered me their patronage, but the truth was that Atherton wanted to be repaid after all. Not with my body, but with my good name.

“I can’t,” I said with difficulty. “I’m sorry, Atherton, but the troupe has been my family. I could not bear it if they thought that I had betrayed them by gambling with their earnings.”

“Then you know the heavy burden that I would bear, Gloriana.” His voice was wheedling. “How can they ever trust me again if they should come to know of this? And Treherne and Miss Holm would certainly withdraw their offer. The troupe would founder without a strong leading lady. We might all end up destitute—penniless—without the means to feed ourselves.”

I was silent, struggling with myself. Observing this, he offered in a reassuring tone, “Naturally I would do my utmost to prevent the story from reaching anyone else’s ears. It would be held in the strictest confidence, only to reassure Treherne and Miss Holm that they can with confidence partner with me. I would bind them to secrecy.” He reached out to raise my chin so that I was forced to look at him. “You will be on another continent, far from the reach of any rumors. Will my daughter deny me my only request? For you have been a daughter to me all these years. And I believe I do not flatter myself when I say that I have been a good father to you.”

And so he had—until today. A sometimes foolish, impractical, and weak father, but one whom I loved, and who loved and protected me.

In a sense he was right. In my new life I would be far removed from the world of the theater. With an ocean between us, I would not feel the ramifications of such a story going public. The realization that I might never see my home country again after my marriage sent a dart of sudden dismay into me, but I could not think about that now. I owed Atherton so much... and I wanted all the members of my theater family to be done with the strain and uncertainty of the lean times we had endured.

“Very well,” I said. “If Treherne notices the missing money, you may tell him I was the culprit.”

My mentor beamed at me and enfolded me in his arms. “An angel in human form,” he proclaimed. “That is what you are, my Sybil, and no less, swooping down ex machina to rescue me and our family. From the first time I saw you, I knew you would bring me luck. Our years together have been golden ones, have they not?”

“We have had a lovely run together.” I drew away, fumbling for my handkerchief. One of the inconvenient consequences of learning to weep onstage at will is that one weeps so much more readily offstage as well. “Tell Treherne that you are ready to open negotiations,” I said, applying the handkerchief to my eyes as I tried to compose myself. “We shall announce that I am leaving the theater. But, if you please, let us present it as a triumphant departure, not withdrawing defeated from the field. I am moving on to better things—a life of leisure after the years of toil.”

Atherton put his hand to his heart and bowed. “The career of my fair benefactress may be ending, but it shall not be sullied with suspicion. Your future happiness is all in all to me.”

Once I would have believed that. I rose, smoothing down my skirts as if I could smooth down my ruffled spirits, and reached out both my hands to take his. “I hope that your new leading lady is all you desire,” I said with an effort. “I know that you will do everything in your power to make her a success, as you have with me. I could not have asked for a better mentor all these years, Atherton.”

If this was not completely true... well, I did point out at the beginning of this account that lies are a part of my profession. As my old friend embraced me, raining blessings upon me as well as a few paternal tears, my mind was already racing ahead to all the preparations that lay before me.

All the lies.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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Once the fateful decision was made, events unfolded rapidly.

Telegrams flew back and forth between London and New York, making arrangements for my journey and my new life. Before I knew it, I was taking bows in my final performance, smiling through my tears as the audience rose to its feet in an ovation...all except for Narcissa Holm, who was decked out in paste jewels and a triumphant smirk.

To my surprise and dismay, Atherton was the only one who came to see me off at the railway station. He insisted that the rest of the troupe were probably oversleeping because of the early hour, but I couldn’t help being wounded that the people who had been my family for so many years had not come to say goodbye. Even Clara Graves, my dresser and personal seamstress for more than ten years, only sent a note. I had been forced to dismiss her because Mr. Lammle insisted that I henceforth wear only American fashions. She had the best of excuses for not seeing me off in person, however: she was getting married—and to Atticus Blackwood, the heir to a barony.

When she had told me that this was her solution to losing her place with me, I had been unable to contain my astonishment. “I had no idea that you moved in aristocratic circles,” I exclaimed.

“We knew each other as children” was all she would say. Her refusal to explain the chasm in social position between her and her husband-to-be stung a little.

Then another disquieting idea arose. “The Blackwood seat is Gravesend Hall, is it not? But good heavens, Graves, isn’t it said to be under a curse?”

She avoided my eyes. “That does not worry me as much as keeping Mr. Blackwood’s friends from learning that I was in trade.”

Her priorities, in my opinion, were distinctly askew. “Do try to influence your husband to settle somewhere other than Gravesend,” I urged.

“It is out of the question, I’m afraid.” Her face was a mask, her eyes implacable.

As disquieting as I found this exchange, my concern for her, alas, was quickly swept aside by the many things I had to attend to before I left England. And before I knew it, I was on my way to my new home.

The steamship journey to America gave me an opportunity to accustom my mind to my new identity as Mrs. Alcott Lammle. It was a role I anticipated with relish, for marriage to a wealthy man would be far different from my mother’s fate: an exhausting life of household drudgery, rearing me and my younger sisters and brothers, and taking in laundry and sewing when money was scarce. My father’s salary as a clerk was insufficient alone to support the growing family, so his days were crowded with every other job of work he could find. He and my mother must once have cared for each other once, but by the time I was old enough to reflect upon such things, the warmest emotion each displayed toward the other was resignation. Thank heavens, marriage to a financially secure man meant that I would be spared such a wretched domestic life.

The closer we drew to our destination, the more impatient I became. It chafed my nerves to dawdle our way down the Hudson River in the wake of the smaller craft that kept ice from barring our passage. The scenery of snow-clad mountains and woods, though beautiful in its austere way, was so lonesome and wild that I was grateful to leave it behind. I had lived in cities all my life, and that wilderness unsettled me. Thank goodness, I would soon be comfortably ensconced in the gaiety and bustle of city life.

On the evening when I disembarked, I was met by a coach from the Lammle Arms. But to my surprise, I was not the only passenger. I found myself seated opposite a thin man with a pasty complexion that suggested he spent most of his time indoors, whose dark hair was scraped straight back from his high forehead and sleek with macassar oil. So pronounced was his bone structure and so pale his skin that regarding his face rather put one in mind of looking at a skull.

“Miss Ingram,” he said, and his voice was surprisingly resonant—at least in comparison to the death rattle I had rather anticipated. “I am Gareth Bascombe, one of Mr. Lammle’s lawyers.”

I shook his gloved hand briefly. Through the kid leather, his fingers felt bony and fleshless. This was not an auspicious figure to usher me to my betrothed husband; rather, I seemed to be in a modern version of Charon’s ferry ride to the underworld. I chided myself for being superstitious, but I could not shake off the conviction that this was not a good omen. “I had not expected to be greeted by a lawyer, I must admit,” I said. “Is something wrong?”

“Mr. Lammle has experienced some dramatic recent setbacks, and I felt that it might be desirable to apprise you of these before you see him.”

Setbacks. A lawyerly euphemism with a sinister ring. “What do you mean?” I asked. “He said nothing of this in his telegrams.”

“The whole affair only happened this week. His business partner, Walter Mosley, absconded with the money from their bank account, the contents of the office safe, and what else we have yet to determine. Naturally the creditors responded in fear, so now most of Mr. Lammle’s property has liens against it.” He sat back against the cushions with an air almost resentful. “Your betrothed has, I fear, been abruptly transformed from a man of means to a scapegoat and possible bankrupt. It will take the courts months, if not years, to determine to what extent he was culpable... and whether he has anything left out of the wreckage.”

For some moments I could not speak. The sound of the horse’s hooves, the clatter of passing traffic, and the shouts of street vendors rushed in to fill the silence. “How dreadful,” I said at last. “Is there any chance that this Mosley will be apprehended and the money reclaimed?”

He was too fastidious to shrug. “Only fate knows the answer to that. So you see,” he said, and the dislike in his voice was clear, “your scheme to marry into wealth and leisure has come to naught. I expect that you shall be on the next ship back to England—and I shall be only too glad to make that come to pass.”

“I don’t think I have given you any reason to speak so rudely to me,” I snapped. “Why do you assume I shall desert Alcott? It seems to me that now more than ever is the time to stand by him.”

“Ah, I see. You believe that he may be able to rebuild his fortune.” He shook his head. “There is little likelihood of that. Mr. Lammle is not a young man, Miss Ingram, as you know, and this matter has taken a severe toll on him. In fact, when the news broke, he suffered a heart attack.”

I could have shaken him. “Why did you keep this from me?” I demanded. “That is far more serious than mere business reversals. Take me to him at once.”

“I don’t think that’s advisable,” he had the effrontery to say. “A further shock might be quite bad for him.”

“I am not a shock! I am his betrothed. He needs me, and my place is at his side. I shall look after him.”

A dry, papery laugh escaped Mr. Bascombe, like something he kept locked up in a bookcase full of legal documents. “You are not a trained nurse, Miss Ingram, unless I am gravely mistaken. With these circumstances in mind, I am prepared to make it worth your while to leave now, without causing Mr. Lammle any distress.” He produced a large envelope. “I think you will find this quite a generous compensation for your sacrifice. Cash is satisfactory, I hope?”

The envelope was full of banknotes. “You believe you can buy me off,” I said in disbelief.

A thin smile. “I am certain of it.”

Once, years ago, I had played a melodrama heroine who had found herself in a similar situation. I remembered how I had drawn myself to my full height, raised my chin, and fixed the cad with a look of such scorn that it had made him squirm with shame.

Now I drew myself to my full height—that is, as much as I could while seated—and fixed him with my look of scorn. Unfortunately, this look did not cause Mr. Bascombe to quail. It was a pity I did not have an orchestra with me to lend melodic weight to my righteous indignation.

“Mr. Bascombe, you wrong me,” I told him in ringing tones. “I am no mercenary creature but a woman of principle and honor. I scorn your offered lucre. Yes! I scorn it! And if you do not take me at once to Mr. Lammle,” I added, departing from the script, “I will remove myself from this equipage and find a horse-car or omnibus to do so.”

As a dramatic speech it was not, perhaps, the most eloquent. But it was sincere, and I think this fact finally penetrated the lawyer’s bony brain-case.

“Be reasonable,” he urged. “You have nothing to gain from him.”

“I am thinking not of myself but of my betrothed.” I fixed him with the Britannia Triumphant expression and folded my arms. “You have kept me from my fiancé for far too long already. Take me to him at once.”

* * *
[image: image]


The entrance of the Lammle Arms was imposing indeed, with its slate mansard roof and towering seven-story height. I knew that building and furnishing it had cost a shocking amount of money, and now every instance of luxury gave me a pang of worry on my bridegroom’s behalf. How much did he owe for this magnificent edifice?

When Mr. Lammle’s housekeeper approached, I saw from the tightening of her lips that she did not approve of me. Did all those in my future husband’s employ share Bascombe’s low view of me and think me a fortune hunter? Joined by her and the lawyer, I ascended to my fiancé’s quarters in a hydraulic elevator. The journey was silent except for the noise of the machinery and the occasional dry cough from Bascombe. When the operator opened the doors we emerged into a small anteroom, where a butler opened the opposite door and bowed me through.

This reception room was huge, and seemingly filled with people. Some had the look of businessmen of varying degrees of probity, some of hotel staff; others had the heavy build and ruthless faces of hired thugs. Heads swiveled toward me when I entered, and the rumble of conversation faded. Under the scrutiny of this crowd of people I held my head high, not letting my pace slow as I crossed the room and entered Alcott’s bedchamber.

This room, too, was full of people, and the noise was oppressive. How was an invalid supposed to recover in this atmosphere? The housekeeper announced, “Miss Ingram is here, sir,” and again the conversation dropped and the crowd of people turned to stare at me as they fell aside to let me pass.

“Sybil, my dear. You are most welcome.” The voice, thin and shaky, did not sound like the Alcott Lammle I had known last summer. Nor did the exterior of the man accord with the suitor I remembered. The change was shocking. The man who had courted and feted me had been vigorous, energetic, happiest when in motion. It invigorated one to be near him, and his enthusiasm was so infectious that spending time with him always put me in good spirits.

The man propped up on pillows in the bed, however, was a stranger to me. His shirt and dressing gown were loose on him, as if his body was wasted, and his skin was no longer ruddy with health but pale, with a grayish cast. His hair was more white than gray, and the hand that lay against the silk counterpane was thin and weak. I remembered suddenly that he was, after all, nearly sixty. Before, I had thought of him as being in his prime, but now he seemed to be nearing old age.

“Alcott?” I whispered in shock.

With a wan smile, he took my hand. His grip was feeble where once it had been strong. “I know I am much changed, my dear. But now that you are with me, my recovery will be swift. Come, kiss me.”

I stooped to touch my lips to his cheek. His skin was dry and hot, as if he had a fever. “I am so sorry to hear of your misfortune,” I said, blinking hard to squeeze back the tears that had sprung to my eyes. He would surely find them embarrassing.

“Don’t speak of that, my dear. Business matters are too dry and complicated for my beautiful Sybil to trouble herself with. Be lovely, my Sybil, be sweet, and you shall be all that I need or desire in a wife.”

He was forced to stop speaking to catch his breath, which was just as well, considering how ill these words sat with me. I had no desire to become nothing more than an ornament. “Alcott, as your wife I will have your best interests at heart, and in that capacity I must tell you that I don’t think you should have so many people about while you are convalescing. You cannot rest in such conditions.”

“You needn’t fret, my dear. Many are here as witnesses.”

“Witnesses?” I repeated.

He gestured with the hand I was not holding, and a man with a ledger stepped forward. “I wish for us to be married at once,” Alcott said, in a ghost of his once decisive manner. “Whelan here is a justice of the peace. I had intended to give you a grand church wedding, Sybil, and so I shall, once I have recovered my health. But for now, this must suffice.”

I began to understand the lawyer’s desire to frighten or lure me away. This might be a rash step for Alcott to take under the circumstances. “I think you should know,” I said, “that Mr. Bascombe has the gravest doubts about the wisdom of your marrying me. Have you considered whether it is to your good to have the trouble and expense of keeping a wife, considering how unsettled your affairs are?”

An expression of vexation flitted over his face. “Sybil, my dear, I do not need you or Bascombe to do my thinking for me. I have prospered in business under my own brain power, and I should hope that you would trust me to know what is wisest for me to do.”

It was his judgment that had led him into partnership with a scoundrel, but I kept that thought to myself. Masculine pride, I knew, required delicate handling. “I did not mean to question your judgment, Alcott. If you are certain, that is enough. But I don’t believe that Mr. Bascombe feels the same way. I must tell you—and please attempt to stay calm—that he tried to pay me to desert you.”

I had feared that he might do himself a harm by becoming enraged, but Alcott merely smiled and patted my hand. “I imagine you simply misunderstood him, my dear. Bascombe is quite sound.”

Being patronized was not something I had much patience for. “He seemed quite certain that marrying me would be a disastrous course for you to take.”

“Nonsense. Having you at my side will bring me back to health.” Indeed, energy was coming back to his voice. “I know I shall soon be as strong as ever, and with you as my helpmeet I’ll prevail over all the obstacles that now plague me. But are you uncertain? Do you wish to go back on your word?”

“Of course not!” The words were automatic but no less sincere. For all his weakened and distressed state, this was still the man to whom I had pledged myself, and the pathos of his situation was a silent appeal to all that was nurturing within me.

“Good. Whelan, do your office, sir.”

And with bewildering speed we were wedded, without my husband having risen from his sickbed.

It was a strange, brief ceremony. I did not even have the opportunity to change my dress for one more suitable to the occasion. The housekeeper and, unbelievably, Mr. Bascombe, stood witness, radiating disapproval in my direction. A doctor waited close at hand, ready to intervene with medical aid if necessary. But Alcott’s hold on my hand strengthened with every word of our vows, as if my life force were flowing into him. Perhaps it was true in a way, for I found myself weary and a bit depressed when the vows were over and the brief scattering of applause and congratulations died away.

Some of the visitors came to shake my husband’s hand, but few approached me. They had not yet decided what to make of me, it seemed. From the smirks I saw on some faces, I suspected that they harbored the all too common belief that actresses were little better than prostitutes. If their wives believed the same, my reception in New York society was likely to be cool indeed. I did not remember feeling that prejudice during any of the dinners and parties Alcott had hosted on my behalf last year, but a visitor is quite different from a wife, and people might show a markedly different attitude to me now that I was a permanent addition to their set.

I was merely tired after my journey and the shock of the news, I decided. Not to mention hungry. When a maid brought my husband broth and sherry, I asked her if I might have something brought to me on a tray. It was far from the traditional wedding feast, but my spirits improved after my meal of chops and coffee. When the maid returned for the tray, she showed me to the adjoining bedchamber, where my things had been moved for me. I wondered how long these handsome quarters would be mine.

“What have you heard about Mr. Lammle’s property?” I asked her. “Do you know if the hotel will be seized?”

“Jane, it’s time you returned to the kitchen,” came an authoritative voice, and the maid gave a little start. The housekeeper—Mrs. Vise was her name, I recalled—had silently come up behind us. “I offer my felicitations, Mrs. Lammle,” she said as the maid scurried off with the tray, “but I must ask you not to engage my staff in conversation about matters beyond their station. It can only cause them distress and interfere with the performance of their duties.”

“I shall bear that in mind,” I said coolly. Being schooled by my housekeeper was not foremost among my ambitions as a bride. “Indeed, it seems something interfered with their carrying out their duties before I spoke to Jane, because the dress laid
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