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“Markert has interwoven three seemingly unrelated subjects—tuberculosis, music, and racism—into a hauntingly lyrical narrative with operatic overtones... 
A soaring tribute to the resiliency of life in the face of death.”
Booklist on A White Wind Blew

“In A White Wind Blew, James Markert skillfully weaves together medicine and history, a tragic love story, and a spiritual investigation into the relationship between faith and music. The result is a compelling and thought-provoking novel that will move and 
inspire readers of all kinds.”
John Burnham Schwartz, author of Reservation Road and Northwest Corner

“James Markert tells a story of the triumph of music and faith in a dead-end place of despair and loneliness called Waverly Hills. Beautifully told, A White Wind Blew, is set in a time when the Klan and racism openly thrived. With a historian’s eye for detail, Markert spins his story of a world where men and women were healed and made whole.”

Robert Hicks, author of The Widow of the South and A Separate Country

“The author’s ability to weigh competing views against each other, and the all-too-real human complications are presented with a remarkable understanding of conflicting ideas that makes even the villains human eventually. The author writes well and reads easily; you’ll finish this book in a day or two and wish for a sequel.”

BookPage on A White Wind Blew

“Music comes to a tuberculosis hospital in the prohibition-era American South in this absorbing historical, based on a real Louisville sanatorium operating at the turn of the 20th century... Markert displays great imagination in describing the rivalries, friendships, and intense relationships among the often quirky and cranky terminally ill, and the way that a diagnosis, or even a cure, can upset delicate dynamics.”

Publishers Weekly on A White Wind Blew

“Markert has taken the exceptional and amazing setting of one of the scariest places on earth, the Waverly Hills Tuberculosis Sanatorium, and produced an absorbing novel about the place, its inhabitants, and the times.”

Louisville Courier-Journal on A White Wind Blew

“Set in the time of Prohibition and segregation, this novel brings to life the desperation of the plague that as yet had no cure... I couldn’t put down this story of a doctor’s struggle with faith, hope, and healing. In the end, I not only learned about that time in history, 
but it vividly came alive.”
Minneapolis Star Tribune on A White Wind Blew

“Music, a TB sanatorium, racism, love—what more could you want in a novel? 
Markert combines them all in A White Wind Blew, in a dramatic, beguiling 
tale that brings you right into its core.”
Annie Philbrick, Bank Square Books, Mystic, CT

“Folksy charm, an undercurrent of menace, and an aura of hope permeate this ultimately inspirational tale.”

Booklist on The Angels’ Share

“Miracles, mysteries, signs, and secrets ferment along with murder, threats, illegal activity, and lots of drinking to create a novel that will entertain as well as confound. Readers will find a unique tale that will leave them thinking long after the last bottle is stoppered!”

Publishers Weekly on The Angels’ Share

“Distinguished by complex ideas and a foreboding tone, Markert’s enthralling novel captures a dark time and a people desperate for hope.”
Library Journal on The Angels’ Share

“Bullets. Gravel. Southern church pews. An illegal distillery and a slew of small town secrets... I’d call that a strong brew.”
Julie Cantrell, New York Times bestselling author of Into the Free, on The Angels’ Share

“James Markert’s voice is as true as his words. The Angels’ Share is a tale replete with mysteries and magic, a worthy addition to the South’s literary tradition.”
Billy Coffey, author of There Will be Stars

“Demonic forces are invading Bellhaven, and it’s up to Ellsworth to find a way to fight and defeat this evil. Markert’s restrained language and pacing enhances an already menacing tone. While the battle between good and evil is not a particularly original theme, Markert’s unusual story line and compelling characters offer a fresh perspective.”
Library Journal, STARRED review, on All Things Bright and Strange

“In All Things Bright and Strange, James Markert melds the ordinary and the extraordinary to create a compelling tale.”
Greer Macallister, Bestselling author of The Magician’s Lie and Girl in Disguise

“This is an exorcist story on well-written steroids, resembling the best of Stephen King without the nihilism. By the end, I expect readers may be emotionally drained yet ultimately uplifted.”

Historical Novel Society on All Things Bright and Strange

“Screenwriter Markert conjures an apocalyptic page-turner that blends Frank Peretti-style supernatural elements with the fine detail of historical novels.”
Publishers Weekly on All Things Bright and Strange

“A haunting tale of love, loss, and redemption.”
Booklist on All Things Bright and Strange

“Markert’s latest supernatural novel is captivating from the beginning... Readers of Frank Peretti and Ted Dekker will love Markert’s newest release.”
RT Book Reviews, 4 stars, on All Things Bright and Strange

“Beautifully detailed descriptions of what life was like during the Dust Bowl, the desperation and feelings of helplessness, are contrasted with small tokens of beauty and bonds of friendship and family. Historical fiction at its finest that makes the reader want to learn more about the time and the people who lived there, and those who left.”
Booklist, STARRED review on What Blooms from Dust

“In this enchanting allegory, Markert crafts an imaginative tale of the Dust Bowl... Markert creatively portrays the timeless battle between good and evil, making for a powerful story of hope and redemption.”
Publishers Weekly on What Blooms from Dust

“Markert uses dream and memory sequences to weave a story of family legacy and the belief in the divine... Markert provides an unusual story that will keep the readers guessing until the end.”

Library Journal on Midnight at the Tuscany Hotel

“Midnight at the Tuscany Hotel is a moving novel of artistic inspiration, love, death, and the nature of memory. Markert expertly weaves the many threads of this narrative together, and creates characters that soon come to feel like old friends. Filled with magic, myth, and the spirit of the Renaissance, readers will want to check into the Tuscany Hotel for a long stay.”

Alyssa Palombo, author of The Most Beautiful Woman in Florence

“Markert depicts an accurate and heartbreaking example of a soldier bringing the horrors of war home with him... Midnight at the Tuscany Hotel excels best in both pacing and the emotional impact present in the plot. Markert lets the reader feel every ounce of pain to convey the struggle of not only PTSD and Alzheimer’s but all harmful mental conditions.”

Deep South Magazine, Spring Reading Pick, 2019

For

John

I promise this is the last time I’ll make you read this book

Thanks

Always

––––––––
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For

Ryan & Molly

Keep

making me laugh,

making me smile,

making me proud.

Author’s Note

Robert Louis Stevenson’s novella, Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, was first published in 1886. After opening in Boston in 1887, and then briefly playing in New York, the theatrical version of Jekyll and Hyde enthralled Londoners during the 1888 season, playing nightly at Henry Irving’s Lyceum Theatre. 

Soon after the play began in London, Jack the Ripper began slaughtering women in the Whitechapel district, and the play was tagged as an inspiration behind the murders. Richard Mansfield’s performance as Mr. Hyde was so real that some suspected him of the Ripper crimes. 

Richard Mansfield was not Jack the Ripper—just a fine actor who continued to play the role for years. With the brutal murder of Mary Jane Kelly on November 9th, 1888, Jack the Ripper’s killing spree stopped at five victims. Dozens of suspects—and other victims beyond the canonical five—have been named, but no definitive answers can be agreed upon as to who Jack the Ripper was, why he chose his victims as he did, and why he suddenly stopped. 

“The human soul is a battleground for good and evil. A battleground for an angel and a fiend each struggling for control.”

—Robert Louis Stevenson

Prologue

1852

The tenement was an oven in August, and City Hospital cost money she didn’t have. At least in the alley there was breeze; Jack Littlejohn carried her from the tenement and placed her down on a blanket. He was slender with orange hair and a matching beard, and he’d declared his love for her knowing the baby inside her wasn’t his. He held her sweaty hand as she pushed the newborn out. He’d never been a man of the Lord—he was a pickpocket and swindler—but he prayed to keep his angel alive. 

There was a woman on Quinn’s Row who’d delivered some babies with success, so Littlejohn had sought her out, dropped coins for a carriage ride to get her there on time. Now she leaned toward Hannah’s spread legs. A crowd had gathered. A pig rummaged in the trash. 

“Stay back if you ain’t fixin’ to become bacon,” Littlejohn told the pig. 

The pig smelled blood. Fluids had started pouring from between Hannah’s legs and the top part of a head was showing; a newborn baby boy soon wailed. A dark-haired prostitute named Honey cleaned him with a towel. 

Hannah moaned and Littlejohn said, “She wants him called Isaac. 
Isaac Waller.”
Honey carried Isaac to his mother, unbuttoned Hannah’s blouse and exposed her right breast. She helped Isaac latch onto the nipple as Hannah screamed and a second baby started emerging from between her legs. 

Honey said, “She have another name picked out, Littlejohn?”

“No. She don’t have no second name picked out.”

“It’s another boy,” said Honey. “Tiny thing.”

“Then we’ll just call it Boy. Boy Waller.”
That night, after they roasted the pig, Littlejohn buried Isaac’s twin in the     alley. They marked the grave with a small wooden cross as the pale moon       blinked through passing clouds. 
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Chapter 1
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Louisville

1889

Darcy’s lantern was glowing out by the Twelfth Street wharf; the October fog and brown water splashed against the dock. Bucky appeared through a puff of smoke. “Me and a wharfie was walkin’ the river,” he explained. “Thought it was a log washed up. But then I got closer. Wharfie’s kin to the bluecoats so I steered’m away, Miss Galthouse. I ain’t goin’ no closer. Sick at my stomach already.”
“Go on, Bucky,” she said. “Wait with Porter by the cab.”
“Be quick; won’t be long b’fore the Shippingport gang catches the stench.”
The body rested twenty paces from the water, near where the river forked into the canal that had severed Shippingport from the city decades ago. Fog oozed west toward the Pennsylvania Bridge. She focused on the body, a young woman with dark hair slimed by river gunk. Darcy knelt beside the corpse, taking notes in the glow of the lantern she’d propped next to her scuffed boots. The breeze blew death into her nostrils. The young woman’s bloated face was blue and covered in mud. Her arms were raised above her head, fingers interlaced. The underside of her left wrist had been cut deep enough to slice tendons, and purple bruising had spread out in an oval around the wound.
Not much blood, she noted, moving her eyes down the body. The throat had been slashed from right to left, deep enough to nearly sever the head. Something
thicker than a knife. Thicker than Isaac’s knife. A small amount of blood had gathered around the shoulders, but nothing had seeped into the ground or congealed. She sketched the wounds; they’d never get another look after the coppers showed. The white shift was ripped, exposing the stomach, which had been repeatedly stabbed. Darcy counted thirty-nine stab wounds. The victim’s yellow undergarments clung to snagged fishnet stockings and garters that ran the length of her long legs. The body appeared untouched below the waist.
She’d been dragged from the river by her arms. Large boot prints marked the mud, where a man—the prints were twelve inches, at least—had pulled her along, back-peddling with a wide stance. Footprints, over there, too, Bucky had said. Larger prints than Isaac’s. They matched the prints dragging her from the water. Ran all the way to the 6th Street wharf, where lines of blood scarred the wooden planks. The girl must have fallen in there. Or perhaps she’d jumped? She’d jumped to get away from whoever had been after her. Darcy noticed something in her pocket. A small figurine, intricately detailed, a man in fine period clothes, Elizabethan by the looks of the carved breeches and hat. Across the canal dozens of torches appeared. Bucky was right, the Shippingport gang was headed over on two flatboats from the ghost island.
She made her way back to where Porter and Bucky were waiting; Bucky stood atop Isaac’s hansom cab. The diminutive young jockey next to the giant Porter made for a sight.

“Are you lost?” Riding black horses, five brass-buttoned bluecoats approached side-by-side, torches rippling the misty air of Twelfth Street. Atop the middle stallion sat Chief Montgomery Woods, a box-faced man with sandy hair and a jagged scar from ear to upper lip. He was flanked by four mustachioed men in matching blue gear. “Your house of curiosities is on Broadway, is it not?” 
Woods asked. 
“The stars of Gulliver’s Travels, ladies and gentlemen,” said one of his subordinates, which drew laughter from everyone except Woods, who was squinting at the body on the riverbank and the Islanders roaming around it. He fired his pistol toward the bridge and the gang scattered. Woods spat tobacco juice to the street. “Get your bones elsewhere, Darcy. Leave the floater to the authorities.”

“She is more than a floater,” said Darcy. Thirty-nine stab wounds. Exactly like Martha Tabram, who many claim was the Ripper’s true first victim. But Darcy had her doubts about that—she’d been reading the news carefully and there had been a clumsier attack months before Martha. That, coupled with what happened to the Kingsley woman here on Franklin Street last week, was what had her stomach curdling.

“Move along now. Police business.” Woods flicked his hand, eyeing the riverbank. “So, where is he?”

“He’s at the play,” Darcy said quickly. Not too quickly, she hoped, exchanging a glance with Bucky and Porter. Woods didn’t mention Isaac by name, but it was clear who he was referencing.

“Of course, he is.” He shook his head. “He comes back from London and soon we have mayhem. Three massive fires in four weeks, all signaled from the same box.”

Porter opened the hansom’s door for Darcy.

Woods said, “I heard he paid a visit to City Hospital. Had words with the survivor, Tyler Boils? Man’s suffering greatly. But they think he’ll live.”

“I’m sure you also know what Isaac told the fire department,” said Darcy. “Knowing first-hand what it is like to suffer in such a way he would like to aid in investigating the tragedy—” 

“Tell Crawley to stay out of our business. He wants to play at investigating he should go back to London. He wants to play with fire...” There was a pointed silence. “Earlier this afternoon the hospital transported Mr. Boils to Lakeland Asylum. Wonder if Mr. Crawley will pay him a visit there, too? Visit his old haunt?”

Darcy slid into the cab. “Let’s go, Porter.”

“You heard about the sixth man who perished?” asked Woods, halting Porter. “He was living in the cellar below the Dry Goods Store.” Woods leaned in through the window. “The body was burnt beyond recognition. But we recovered some possessions. We’ll learn an identity soon enough.” Woods tipped his hat. “Good evening, Miss Galthouse.” He walked his horse away from the cab and led his men down the riverbank toward the body.

Porter climbed atop the cab and the frame groaned beneath his bulk.

They pulled away. The wheels turned slowly at first but soon settled into rhythm atop the cobbles. “Good that he was at the theater tonight. When the coppers showed,” said Bucky. There was a door in the ceiling, giving view of the underside of Porter’s and Bucky’s legs.

Porter grunted, glanced down toward Darcy as he maneuvered the horses. “The first good thing that play has done for him, then. How many times is 
this now?”
“Five. Five nights in a row.”

“And how many times in Boston? In New York? In London? 

The answer was too many times to be considered normal. Or healthy.

The clip-clop of horse hooves echoed. Isaac, Darcy thought, what happened to you in Whitechapel? “The weapon used on that girl back there was not his knife.”

Porter looked down, locked eyes with Darcy. “You’re certain?”

She nodded, the back of her head rubbed against the plush seat-back. 
“The blade was thick. Isaac’s knife is much thinner.” I should know.
Porter nodded, but when he clicked his tongue to signal the horses into a turn, his hands were clenched. His jaw was locked tight, wrangling with his thoughts.

“Spit it out, Porter.”

“I don’t like what we’re doing, Darcy.”

She sighed, shook her head. “Better to be proactive. We’ve discussed this. Ever since Pembly’s—”

“You’ve discussed this,” Porter said under his breath, glancing at Bucky.

But Darcy had heard him clearly. She straightened in her seat. “Porter, this is more than acting out of character—”

“But putting a chair in the hallway to—?”

“Fine, I’ll sit in it.”

“I’ll sit in it,” he said in a definitive tone.

Bucky cleared his throat. “I feel like a sneak, Miss Galthouse.”

“You are, and we need your ears to the ground. Good job, by the way. Tonight.”

Bucky picked between the front teeth that earned him his nickname. “Happy to help, Miss Galthouse. It’s just that...”

“It’s just that what?”

Bucky didn’t answer; Porter did. “He’s afraid of what he might find, Darcy. And so am I.  Because what then?”

“Hopefully we’ll know when it happens.”

“If it ever happens.” Porter clicked his tongue again and the horses turned. 

Bucky glanced down toward Darcy. “Heard other things on the streets though. About you. ’Bout those woman meetings you go to.”

“Suffragette meetings, Bucky. We deserve equal rights, no less.”

“Heard they was picketing the play again tonight. Why ain’t you 
with them?”
“Because this is more important.” She watched out the window as brick buildings crept by. “What else are they saying? On the streets. About me?”

Bucky didn’t want to answer, so Porter did. “There’s whispers about you living in a house as a single lady with three men.”

This didn’t surprise Darcy. Margaret was four years gone now. After the fire and his stay at Lakeland, Isaac had needed her in his home to help him convalesce from the burns. And then he’d been away for nearly a year, following that damn play from Boston to New York to London. But he was back now. Of course, there would be talk. 

Bucky again, “And there’s the work you do in the basement, Miss Galthouse.”

“Enough,” she snapped. “This isn’t about me.”

Porter glanced down. His droopy eyes said part of this was about her, but he let the accusation drift like the fog that hugged the cab and she was grateful for it.

“You’re protecting him,” she said. They put Isaac on a pedestal.

“Ain’t we all,” said Bucky.

“But we agreed to be undisguised between ourselves. Didn’t we, Porter?” When he offered nothing, Darcy said, “I know he chases the dragon every night. I’ve known for months.” 

Porter neither denied nor admitted a thing, but she could tell she’d struck a nerve. “We agreed to protect, not enable, Porter. You’re not the only one afraid.”  

The cab bounced over the final stones and settled onto the smoother hard-packed dirt near the Crawley mansion, where the fog outside the window lived as swirls instead of clouds. 

They’d all gone the first night of the play. Porter and Bucky had been animated and talkative on the way to the theatre, chattering like birds atop the cab. Darcy had sat below with Isaac; she’d been to the theatre several times previously, whereas Porter and Bucky had not. She’d been unable to share in their enthusiasm, though she’d promised Isaac she was open minded about the notorious play she was finally about to see.  

Ten minutes before the show started, Isaac had excused himself to the men’s room.

“Why is everyone looking at us?” asked Bucky.

Darcy shot him a look. “Why do you think?”  

They were wedged side-by-side into the Crawley private box: a plain-looking woman, a Negro jockey, and a giant whose shoulders could blot out the midday sun. And the fourth amongst them—the one with half his face burned—was no doubt sneaking laudanum while he pretended to relieve himself.

Darcy looked at all the fancily dressed patrons. She looked at Porter, wearing the only suit he owned, and Bucky, the only black person in the audience. She wished she’d ordered wine. “Remind me why we’re here again.”

Bucky sneaked a nip from the flask he carried. “You said it was to get an eyeful of what filth has been mucking up his mind.”

“I know what I said, Bucky,” she snapped. “I was thinking out loud.”

“Oh.” He leaned back, then tempted her wrath. “Think in your head if you don’t want an answer.”

Porter extended his hand in a calming gesture. They’d all been on edge, of late. “We’re here to see for ourselves,” he said, and he sounded excited. “See why this play has gripped him.”

Isaac returned, eyes glazed, and took his seat. They hushed as the 
theater darkened. Glorious, Isaac whispered upon Hyde’s first appearance from 
the shadows.
Bucky was soon one of a handful to vomit when the star, as Hyde, took a knife to a woman’s throat and blood splattered across the stage. A half-dozen 
others fainted. 
But even before Bucky got sick, Darcy’s mood morphed from discomfort to something akin to horror. Not so much from the action on stage, but from Isaac’s unbridled enjoyment of it.  

Early on, Isaac watched his guests as much as he did the actors. Darcy could sense he wanted his companions to be as enthralled as he was, but soon he was too engrossed by the performance. He did not sense the tension, the unease of those sitting beside him. 

Near the end Bucky simply covered his eyes with his hands. 

On the street afterwards, Darcy knew Isaac was disappointed that he couldn’t understand their gloomy nature, as he eyed them one at a time like naughty children.

“Have you three no imagination?” He laughed through their awkward silence. He gestured to other departing patrons, people leaving the theater speaking in animated tones. “Was it too much? The gore?”

“Isaac,” Darcy chose her words carefully. “Why must you attend every performance of this?”

“Because I want to.” He looked to Porter and Bucky. He laughed again, a quick burst.  “What is the matter with you lot? You almost look afraid.”

Afraid indeed, thought Darcy now, especially after what they’d seen on the riverbank. Porter steered the horses to the front door and the cab came to a halt. Darcy stayed seated, spoke without looking upward.

“We’re all in agreement that the girl was cut in the past few hours? The footprints were too large? And Porter, you were with him all day?”

“Up until I took him to the play.” 

“You’ll both wait outside the theatre for him?”

“As soon as you get out of the cab.”

“Good, I don’t want him walking home.” She stepped out into the night and closed the door behind her. A tendril of fog floated across the sidewalk. “What do you make of what Woods said back there? The new fire victim. And hinting that Isaac is responsible for the arson called in at box forty-eight?” 

“Woods is a snake, Miss Galthouse,” said Bucky. “Jus’ trying to get 
your goat.”
“But do you think what he said could hold truth?”

“Don’t believe it, Darcy,” Porter said. “We know how careful he is 
around fire.”
Porter was right. The accusation made no sense. “Woods acted as if he knew something we don’t.” She rolled the sketch she’d drawn of the girl and held it like she would a hammer.

Bucky nodded toward the sketch. “What you plan on doin’ with that, Miss Galthouse?”

“I’ll sell it to the bluecoats. They’ll forget to call their sketch artist. The girl is a poor—”

“She’s going to show it him,” Porter said. “To see if she gets a reaction.”

She didn’t deny it and waved them onward. She had a delivery due while Isaac was at the play.

Porter tipped his hat.

Bucky said, “You gonna be all right here by yourself, Miss Galthouse?”

She lifted the bottom of her vest, revealing the derringer tucked inside her waistline, and nodded. She could handle her own, but felt grateful knowing that they didn’t pull away until she was safely inside with the door closed.
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Chapter 2
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The fog scattered along Main Street, enveloping buildings, wetting cobbles and dulling gaslights as it drifted through the city. As much as Isaac Crawley could tell, it wasn’t wind-blown. The air was too still. In fact, he felt no wind at all, just the cool kiss of moisture against his skin as he stood on the south side of Walnut Street watching the crowd outside Macauley’s Theatre. Mustached men in top hats and black coats, smoking cigars and pipes. Women in dresses and fancy hats whispering about the actor they were about to see. 

“That Bellow is the devil himself,” said a bearded man with a bulbous nose, while giving a sideward glance at the fog.

A woman in a blue dress and white gloves answered him. “Oh, but what a handsome devil he is.” 

As he listened to them laugh, Isaac conceded that Grant Bellow, with his piercing blue eyes and dark wavy hair, was handsome and charismatic. A man prone to using his looks to get what he wants, a skill Isaac shared when he’d had a full face. But that wasn’t what made his heart race. Isaac’s heart beat in anticipation for the moment in Act 3, when Bellow switched from the creature Hyde back to Henry Jekyll, in front of the horrified character of Doctor Lanyon. He had memorized Lanyon’s reaction from the novella: He put the glass to his lips and drank at one gulp. A cry followed; he reeled, staggered, clutched at the table and held on, staring with injected eyes, gasping with open mouth; and as I looked there came, I thought, a change—he seemed to swell—his face became suddenly black and the features seemed to melt and alter—and the next moment, I had sprung to my feet and leaped back against the wall, my arm raised to shield me from that prodigy, my mind submerged in terror. Oh God! I screamed. For there before my eyes—pale and shaken, and half fainting, and groping before him with his hands, like a man restored from death—there stood Henry Jekyll! 

Bellow played Jekyll and Hyde straight from the novella; on opening night he had come out for three encores. 

Isaac continued through the crowd. The woman’s friends backed away as he passed beneath a hissing gaslight. One of them covered her mouth with a red-gloved hand. He ignored them; this kind of reaction was not unfamiliar. He focused on a color—a green dress to be exact, and the fiery-haired woman inside it. But the fog was making her difficult to follow, especially the way she darted through the crowd. The back of her emerald dress slithered through a divide of bystanders and he’d lost her again. 

The air crackled with energy and smelled of manure, tobacco, and perfume. Isaac flipped up the collar of his tweed coat to conceal his scarred face. He pulled his top hat to his brow as a dozen mustachioed bluecoats paced the street, their bull’s eye lanterns hazy nimbuses of light. They dared the crowd to scuffle. Everyone in the city had tried to get in on opening night—fourteen men who didn’t get tickets got into a brawl and were shackled onto two patrol wagons—but most seats had been corralled by the well-to-do. Tonight the crowd outside the theatre included a group of women who were picketing. They now began chanting their disapproval, pumping their arms like pistons. “SLAUGHTERING WOMEN IS NOT ENTERTAINMENT!” He half-expected Darcy to be among them, considering how negatively she’d responded to the premiere. He’d taken her hoping to open her eyes, and she hated what she saw—vowed never to return.

Macauley’s Theatre stood on the north side of Walnut between Third and Fourth Streets. The French Renaissance building was four stories high with columns. The marquee board promised the Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, A Blumberg Theatre Company Production. The Chicago Company was engaged to perform twenty shows in twenty nights. Every performance was sold out. The doors opened, the lines moved in an orderly fashion, and Macauley’s elegant marble entranceway quickly became soiled with leaves and grime from the street. Isaac moved up the steps from the vestibule. He found his private box on the 2nd Circle and watched the seats fill below. No sign of the woman in green. 

An usher appeared behind him with a glass of red wine and placed it on the ledge just in front of the balcony’s railing, averting his eyes from Isaac’s face. “Good evening, Mr. Crawley. Nice to see you again.”

“Thank you, William.” Isaac pulled a few bills from his pocket and handed them to the usher. “A second glass at intermission, please.”

William bowed, clasped his hands behind his back, and ducked away. 

Alone, Isaac removed a small bottle of laudanum from his vest pocket, pulled the cork, and took a quick dose. Before re-corking, he eyeballed half a teaspoon into his wine and swirled it. The first drink warmed his chest. He closed his eyes, the tincture replacing cracks of tension with contentment. He was situated just as he liked, with the scarred side of his face concealed from the crowd. He watched attractive men and women in fancy attire. Directly below, he noticed a small man with tightly parted hair and a thin mustache. “Norman Madgett!” he called. 

Madgett looked up, the color left his face, and he hurried out of view. Isaac stood, leaned over the rail and called, “Norman, I’ll double my offer!” Madgett owned a piece of art Isaac coveted.

Madgett was gone. Isaac sat back down. That was odd. The man had been a mess since the passing of his wife. But to turn tail and run? To ignore an offer as grotesque as double? Isaac closed his eyes, allowed himself to feel the weightlessness of laudanum. He nodded off, briefly heard himself snoring, and then even that faded as he found himself in Norman Madgett’s parlor, gazing at the life-size nude Eve in the Garden. The carved woman resembled Madgett’s late wife, and the little man refused to sell. Isaac wanted to put his hands around Madgett’s neck and squeeze until his eyes bulged. Isaac snorted awake, checked his timepiece. He’d only nodded off for two minutes. 

He took another hard gulp of wine to divert his thoughts, and then spotted the woman in the green dress below on the 1st Circle. She hurried down the center aisle, hips swaying flirtatiously, hair cascading down her back. She waved to someone in the center section and continued closer to the stage, until finally she stopped at seats in front of the orchestra. She sat between two handsome gentlemen, and settled with her hands on her lap, eyes glued to the stage’s red baize curtain. Don’t you dare talk to her! Isaac thought. And then one of the men did, leaning close, fleetingly touching her hand, and said something that made her laugh.

The healthy right side of Isaac’s face sagged. He finished his wine in two gulps and leaned back into the shadows. He thought of Grant Bellow. How he was so handsome, yet could appear so small and evil as Mr. Hyde; word was spreading in Louisville, audiences were claiming that what they witnessed in the theater wasn’t a play but a magic show, one with real magic. Naive, all of them. Isaac had witnessed this so-called magic in three cities, now four, and if he felt the need he could stand up and shout to the entire theatre about each of the actors and how successfully they would—or wouldn’t—portray their given character during this performance. He could tell them the man who played Dr. Lanyon in London—Mr. Harkins was the actor’s name—was ten times better than the cretin in this Louisville production. How the lighting was noticeably better in Boston. That the stage smoke was more fog-like, and therefore more eerie in New York. That the blood splatter was more realistic in London. But the transformation from man to monster? He didn’t think Mr. Mansfield’s performances in London could be outdone, but Mr. Bellow did just that. His transformation was outstanding.

He’d treated Darcy, Porter and Bucky with tickets on opening night; he desired to share his pleasure with friends; it had become too cumbersome dissecting the story alone. Also, he hoped experiencing the play would help stop them looking at him so cock-eyed. The glances they’d give him—and themselves—when they assumed he wasn’t looking. They’d see the show and then they’d understand its power. 

The night’s start was rocky. After they’d been seated, he tried to prepare them for what they were about to experience. “In the novella—you all must read it!—there is no love interest. In this production, however, the character Sallie is a prostitute who—” 

“Whenever men add women to plays,” Darcy interrupted, “they’re always pawns or prostitutes. You like her because she is pretty, I’m sure. Another actress.” Then she turned to Porter and Bucky and said, “Look at this audience; they’re already mesmerized! They are eager to see women murdered for entertainment.”

After that, he drank too much bourbon, and then perhaps had too much laudanum. He was tipsy before the curtain rose. And then—as he’d seen happen to some unfortunates in every city—Bucky vomited after a particularly violent moment, and the commotion and the brisk cleaning by the ushers caused his box-mates to miss crucial dialogue. After all was settled and Bucky had regained himself, Isaac did his best to whisper enough information to them so they could follow the story. A gentleman four rows down looked over his shoulder to hush them, his eyes growing large at the sight of Isaac’s face.

Now as Isaac blended into the shadows waiting for the curtain to move, he sipped wine and contemplated the question Darcy had asked him after the play ended: why do you have to see every performance of this? He’d given her a lazy answer—because I want to. He couldn’t explain to her that the play was an addiction. For months after he survived the fire at Twisted Tree he’d wanted to die. His easy life as a handsome dilettante, a man of independent means was, along with his face, destroyed. Margaret was gone. The recovery was long and arduous, and he became a recluse. Then the novella gave him a new life. Perhaps it was a bit dark—morbidly so, according to Darcy—but did day not always accompany night, darkness followed by light? Up has down. Cold has hot. It only makes sense that where there is good there can also reside evil. And the critics, the lot of them, no matter the city, were spot on—why can the angel and devil not reside in the 
same man?
The curtain moved. Isaac’s heart lurched and then galloped as the lights extinguished and the crowd hushed, clinging to their significant others in anticipation—rumors of Act I, Scene I had spread throughout the city.  

He finished his wine and settled deep into the pocket of his chair. The red baize curtain divided east and west, revealing a quiet street corner at night. Hazy light casts from a lone lamppost. And then came footsteps. A well-dressed man and woman walked arm-in-arm across the stage, giggling, drunk, swaying and balancing each other upright.

There’s Hyde in the shadows, Isaac thought. Hyde is hiding by the hogshead barrel. 

The couple pass the barrel, and Grant Bellow as Mr. Hyde, emerges—the audience gasps—and follows in their wake, limping grotesquely. As the three exit, the light from the lamppost goes out. And then off-stage, the man and woman scream, until only the sounds of stabbing can be heard.

A brilliant opening! It offered a glimpse of the future to set the tone, a flash of what was to come. The storytelling in this version was much less linear than the productions he’d seen in Boston and London. He enjoyed it thoroughly. The ghastliness of it! They’d taken the grotesque from the original and heightened it. As if all the sensationalized news of Jack the Ripper had given this director permission to ratchet up the terror.

The crowd sat in stunned silence. When hazy light returned, the stage invited the audience into the interior of a parlor, where three characters—Sir Danvers, Dr. Lanyon, and Mr. Utterson—poured spirits and discussed recent unsolved murders. Isaac was whispering the lines right along with the actors. 

Dr. Lanyon: It was that man Enfield who found them, the one out all hours of the night searching for adventures of a more ... sordid nature.

Mr. Utterson: And I suppose he found one. Or two I might say.

Sir. Danvers: Turned three sheets of pale when he saw the bodies is 
what I heard.
Mr. Utterson: Wouldn’t you? The woman’s head was nearly severed. And the man....

Isaac waited through the pause that wasn’t supposed to happen. Something was amiss. The actors seemed distracted, especially Utterson, who should have said and the man was practically turned inside out. Isaac knew it was wrong but the rest of the audience did not. They assumed Utterson’s character was too disgusted to finish the thought. But the truth was he’d skipped the line. Sloppy.

Sir Danvers: Are you unwell, Mr. Utterson?

What? Unwell? That was not in the script. Although, by the looks of it, Isaac conceded, Mr. Utterson did look quite unwell. Pale as a ghost.

Dr. Lanyon: Have a seat, Utterson. There you go. 

Wrong again! No one sits in this scene. 

Dr. Lanyon: Now, back to the murders.

Isaac felt his skin itch, his irritation grow.

Dr. Lanyon: Gentlemen, there’s a . . . there’s a mad man about.

He stuttered. He’s not supposed to stutter. Isaac glanced at the audience; they were still rapt, even other repeat attendees were on the edge of their seats, yet on stage everyone’s timing was off. Sir Danvers was not supposed to be standing beside the sofa. It won’t have the same impact when the wind rattles the window. Scoot closer to the window, man! 

Eventually he did, and he jumped on cue when the wind rattled the glass, but his focus was elsewhere. Off stage and in the shadows.

The cast fumbled along through the next few scenes, missing marks, and when the time came for the prostitute Sallie to bump into a hurrying Jekyll in the back alley, her reaction wasn’t one of being innocently startled. She let loose a scream of real terror. 

But you’re not afraid of him yet, Miss Archer! Isaac scolded the actress in his mind. That comes later, and then the fear turns to love. Even Hyde can be loved.

Miss Archer’s timing was way off. When the time came, she appeared afraid to look into Jekyll’s eyes as they exchanged their first kiss. Isaac bit his lip to keep from booing. He downed more wine to slow his heart. He was expecting a fix—that’s what the play had become—but this bumbling performance was not bringing what he craved. His eyes had adjusted enough to the dark theatre to see the woman in green down below. She still seemed enthralled despite the miscues, she watched with her hands on of the seat in front of her, fingers pressing into the soft cushion and the gentlemen seemed unaware, or didn’t care, or perhaps he welcomed her breath on his bald dome and stork neck.

He gulped his laudanum-tainted wine and began to compose a letter of complaint in his head. And then as the climactic introduction of Hyde to Sallie unfolded in the final scene before intermission, even Bellow began performing poorly. His posture was fidgety. If he botched his transformation, Isaac decided he would demand his money back. He leaned forward, elbows on the railing.

Dr. Jekyll:  Sallie, you must go. Now.

Sallie: Henry, I will not.

Dr. Jekyll:  Don’t you understand? It is no longer safe to be around me. 
I administer the drug
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