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    Chapter One 
 
    Creede, Colorado 
 
    1893 
 
      
 
    Catherine Ross glanced up from the table she was wiping and smiled when she saw Melvin Westcott enter the Iron Skillet. He was an eccentric type, as one might expect from the owner of a theater, and at times, he seemed even more unusual. He talked to himself quite a bit, muttering in a low growl that had startled her at first, but now made her smile. She recognized it as part of his process, as the way he used to sort through his thoughts.  
 
    “Miss Ross, do you know what this is?” he asked, waving a booklet in the air. 
 
    “I have no idea, sir,” she replied. “Dare I hazard a guess?” 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    She tucked her dishtowel into the waistband of her apron. “In that case, I guess that it’s something that’s causing you a great deal of consternation.” 
 
    “You are correct.” He tapped the cover. “This is an abridged version of Romeo and Juliet created for the modern stage, and I’ve come to the conclusion that they abridged all the wrong parts.” 
 
    “Oh, dear.” She picked up the tray of dirty dishes she’d collected from that table, then paused. “What do you mean, for the modern stage? Has the language been changed?” 
 
    “No, not extensively. But it’s lost some of the antiquity, the flavor of fair Verona hundreds of years ago. I have a copy of each version, and I plan to go through with a pen and demolish them both.” 
 
    “And you’d like your favorite table and a pot of coffee?” 
 
    “You know me well, Miss Ross.” 
 
    She glanced over to make sure that his table was free, glad to find that it was. She motioned toward it with a nod of her head, not feeling the need to escort him to it like she would if he were a new customer. Indeed, he could probably find that table in his sleep in the middle of a blizzard.  
 
    She stepped into the kitchen just long enough to grab a full pot of coffee and a mug and delivered them to Mr. Westcott’s table. He was already deep in contemplation, scowling as he looked back and forth between the two booklets in front of him. She set everything in the center of the table, hoping he’d be more observant this time and not knock anything onto the floor. He did have the tendency to enter his own world and to cease being aware of reality.  
 
    “I’ll check on you in a little while,” she promised. He didn’t reply, but she hadn’t really expected him to. She smiled again as she turned to greet the two new groups who had entered.   
 
    With so many new good restaurants in town, competition was fierce, especially when some were run by people who had lived in Creede for a while and had built up a reputation. But business had been good at the Iron Skillet as of late, so good that Catherine sometimes wondered if she’d ever get a break from the hustle and bustle. She liked being busy—that’s why she agreed to move to Creede and help Uncle Samson with his new restaurant, but honestly, enough was enough when it was so many hours on her feet. It wasn’t difficult to remember the orders or to carry the trays—the difficulty was that it never ended. As soon as a table was cleared, it was full again, and she felt like she wasn’t making any headway at all.  
 
    She seated her new customers and took their orders. She was on her way back to their table with a plate of bread when she heard Mr. Westcott growl and slam the side of his fist on the table. After delivering the bread, she approached him, wondering if she should be alarmed. 
 
     “Miss Ross, I have a question for you.” His eyebrows were furrowed together into a tight line. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Westcott?” 
 
    “This restaurant is called the Iron Skillet. Let’s say I wanted to borrow an actual iron skillet. Could such a thing be arranged?” 
 
    She blinked. What an odd question, and not at all what she’d been expecting him to say. “I could ask the cook, if he’s not busy . . .” 
 
    “Ask him if he’d mind if I used it to commit murder.” 
 
    Catherine took a step back. “I don’t think he’d like that, sir . . . He’s very particular about his pots and pans and things.” Murder? Surely he wasn’t serious. Would a murderer sit in a place of business like this and discuss his plans so openly?  
 
    Her customer lifted a hand. “I’m sorry, Miss Ross. I didn’t mean that. I’m just frustrated. No, I’m more than frustrated. I’m angered. Yes, that’s a much better word. Succinct. To the point. Without embellishment, and yet sufficiently powerful.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry to hear that, sir.” She took another step away, thinking to make her escape, but he kept talking. 
 
    “It’s this letter.” He pounded the table again, and this time, she could see that he was actually taking his feelings out on a sheet of paper that was lying near his coffee mug. “I found this just now tucked between the pages of the book my director left me this morning. The coward—not even speaking to me about it directly.” 
 
    “What sort of letter, Mr. Westcott?” She didn’t really need to ask—she knew he was about to tell her. But he seemed to need a bit of friendly encouragement.  
 
    “Mr. Alfred Bloomberg, director of the Creede Theater and therefore, my employee, decided to leave Creede and take a job with an opera in San Francisco. As if he’s experienced enough to handle that kind of responsibility . . . He’s only directed the spoken word, nothing musical. And to be honest, I only gave him this job because he was so sincere about wanting it. He told me he’d apply himself and really make a go of it. More like, he applied himself to all the whiskey he could hold over at the Nugget. And now I’m left without a director, and he couldn’t even tell me to my face. He wrote a letter, tucked it into the book I asked for, and left it propped up against my office door.”  
 
    “That’s terrible, Mr. Westcott. He should have spoken to you in person.” 
 
    “Miss?” 
 
    Catherine turned at the call. “Coming. I’ll be right back, Mr. Westcott.” 
 
    “Never mind about me,” he said, waving his hand. “I’ll still be right here when you return, and still just as perturbed.” 
 
    She felt sorry for him, she really did, but she was also amused as she moved off to take care of her other customers. He was nearly as dramatic as the actors and actresses he hired for his stage.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said as she approached the kitchen counter and picked up the tray of meals waiting for her. “I have a talkative customer. Mr. Westcott’s feeling particularly melancholy today.”  
 
    Titus looked up from the stove. “I just hope that food didn’t go cold waiting for you.” 
 
    “Me too.” She could still see a bit of steam curling off the top, though, so she imagined it was all right.  
 
    She delivered the plates to her customers, readied a table in the corner, and was relieved when she returned to Mr. Westcott and found him somewhat calmer.  
 
    “You may tell your cousin that his cooking utensils are safe,” he said. “I’ve decided to be the better man and move on from this unfortunate experience.” 
 
    “That’s certainly good news. Would you like to celebrate with some pie?” 
 
    “Yes, I would. A large slice, please, with fresh cream.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    This time when Catherine entered the kitchen, she almost ran into Ivy, Uncle Samson’s daughter, who had just arrived. She’d been married to Caleb Baker, the new photographer in town, for a short while now, and had seemed almost ridiculously happy ever since. She was an hour late, though, which didn’t make Catherine very happy at all.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ivy said as she grabbed an apron. “Caleb needed my help mixing up some of his chemicals, and he said it would only be a few minutes, but it turned into a much larger project than he thought. How have things been today?”  
 
    “Busy. I’m glad to see you—Mr. Westcott has been unusually strange today.” 
 
    Ivy shook her head with a smile. “He’s always strange, isn’t he? What’s so unusual about him this time?” 
 
    Catherine laughed. “All right, yes, he’s always strange.” That didn’t keep him from being handsome, though, or fascinating. She grabbed a plate, sliced an extra-large piece of cherry pie, and covered it with cream. “I’m trying to decide if being strange is always a bad thing.” 
 
    “I think it’s bad only if it’s dangerous.” Ivy paused with her hand on the dining room door. “Do you think he’s dangerous?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Catherine decided not to bring up borrowing iron skillets as potential murder weapons. That was the sort of thing that could create the wrong sorts of impressions about people. “He’s just creatively minded, considering that he’s in the arts.” 
 
    Ivy grinned. “And perhaps you find him a little bit attractive?” 
 
    “Maybe just a little,” Catherine admitted. “Could you open the door, please? He’s waiting on pie.” 
 
    “Oh, this door? The door I’m blocking because I didn’t want you to escape before I was done questioning you?” Ivy grinned even wider, then stepped through and held it open for Catherine, whose hands were full. 
 
    “Here you are,” Catherine said as she slid the plate in front of Mr. Westcott. “A very nice way to celebrate.” 
 
    “Except I’m forced to ask, what are we celebrating?” He leaned back in his chair and looked up at her, something he did only fleetingly on most other occasions. “Yes, I’ve made the decision to move forward from this most inconvenient setback, but it doesn’t answer the pressing question of what I should do now.” 
 
    “And I have no suggestions for you,” she replied. “But if you eat your pie, you might get some inspiration.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” He picked up his fork. “Thank you, Miss Ross. This looks delicious. I shall soothe my battered spirit with pastry, and then I’ll get back to work.” 
 
    “And I need to get back to work as well. Ivy will take your payment when you’re ready to leave, and I do hope the rest of your day goes better than your morning.” With a smile, Catherine excused herself from his table, feeling that if she didn’t act quickly, she’d be kept there the remainder of the day. She could definitely think of worse company, but there were dishes to be washed, and she could hardly be dawdling about. 
 
    *** 
 
    As Melvin Westcott walked back to the theater, he studied his feet, concentrating on their rhythm and consistency. Left, right. Left, right. As he walked, he measured his breathing until that was consistent too. Allowing himself to become flustered wasn’t good business, and it wasn’t good for his health. He’d had frustrating things happen before—he couldn’t allow this minor setback to throw him into such a tizzy. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Westcott.” 
 
    He looked up quickly just in time to see Reverend Bing’s wife and his sister walking arm in arm along the sidewalk. He’d nearly plowed right into them without realizing it. Thank goodness they’d said something or it could have been frightfully embarrassing. “Good afternoon, ladies,” he said, tipping his hat. “Quite a nice afternoon, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it’s very nice,” Mrs. Bing said.  
 
    “And we’re looking forward to your next production,” Mrs. McRae added.  
 
    “Thank you. I’m rather looking forward to it myself.” He pasted on a smile. He would do everything in his power to stay positive. The show must go on, as his acquaintances in the circus world were fond of saying when something went wrong.  
 
    The ladies continued on their way, and he was grateful that he wasn’t expected to interact any further. He generally enjoyed social gatherings and chatting with people, but he was so perturbed, he was sure he’d make a mess of any conversation he tried to have.  
 
    He was concentrating so hard on measuring his steps that he almost walked right past the theater instead of entering it. He shook his head, frustrated at his absent-mindedness. It was time to solve the problem and find a new director, but how? The play was supposed to open in two weeks, and he didn’t know anyone else in Creede who could take over. Then again, he hadn’t met everyone in Creede . . . perhaps he should go over to the newspaper and place an ad. He might be pleasantly surprised.  
 
    When he entered his office, he expected to be alone, as the door was locked and he’d just used the only key. But he was brought up short to find an older woman in a flowing purple velvet gown standing in front of his desk, a reticule dangling from one wrist. 
 
    “Hello?” His greeting sounded more suspicious than he’d intended, but then again, he supposed it was natural to sound suspicious. After all, this woman had gained entry into a locked room—she had performed some sort of magic trick to accomplish it, or committed some sort of crime. 
 
    “Mr. Westcott, I presume,” she said, stepping forward and offering her hand. “I apologize for arriving unannounced, but I’m afraid it couldn’t be helped, given the circumstances. I’m Claudia Van Dyke, and I’ve been sent to help you in your hour of need.” 
 
    He took her hand, but only out of courtesy. He was too surprised by her comment to do anything else. “My . . . my hour of need?” 
 
    “Yes. Oh, come now—don’t be shy. It will do no good to keep secrets from me. I’ll find them out anyway.” 
 
    The little hairs on the back of Melvin’s neck started to prickle. “Mrs. Van Dyke, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but . . .” 
 
    “You find yourself without a director, do you not?” 
 
    What on earth . . . “I do, but how did you know?” 
 
    She shook her head, looking slightly exasperated. “How does one know anything? Is it the conviction one feels deep in one’s heart, a fleeting thought in the mind . . . Knowledge is a curious thing, Mr. Westcott. It can propel us, it can slow us . . .” 
 
    “I’m not talking about universal knowledge, Mrs. Van Dyke. I’m referring to how you knew I needed a director.” 
 
    “It’s all the same thing.” She made a small waving motion and turned toward the window, her dress making a swishing sound on the floor. “All knowledge is linked together, as is truth.” 
 
    He was getting absolutely nowhere. Fine—he’d change tactics. “Are you here to apply for the position?” 
 
    “Me?” She turned back to face him, and her hand flew to her ample bosom. “Oh, my dear sir, I’m so flattered. My aspirations have always been for the stage, but as an actress, not as a director.” 
 
    “So, you’re an actress, then?” Little by little, he’d get her figured out.   
 
    “Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly. I’m far too busy with my real calling—I wouldn’t be able to find the time.” 
 
    He sighed. “And what is your real calling, Mrs. Van Dyke?” He was getting a headache—he didn’t have time for this.  
 
    “Me?” Again, her hand went flying. “I thought it was perfectly obvious, but then again, I suppose not. I, my dear sir, am a guardian angel.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I see. And which play is your character currently featured in?” 
 
    “Character?” She seemed astonished. “Oh, no, my dear sir. I am an actual angel.” 
 
    “An actual angel?” He crossed the room and took a seat behind his desk. This wasn’t the sort of conversation one could have standing up—one needed to be completely relaxed in order to rebuff such ridiculous claims. “Have a seat and please tell me, Mrs. Van Dyke, how I should go about believing that you’re an actual angel. That’s not a claim you hear every day, and I’m unsure how to accept it.” 
 
    She perched on the edge of the chair in front of his desk. He noticed how carefully she smoothed down her skirt, as though a wrinkle would be the worst thing she could possibly experience.  
 
    “You’d like to know how you can believe me? Well, we don’t carry identification or credentials—although, now that I think of it, we might consider it. You’ll just have to trust me. That’s what belief is, anyway—trust.” 
 
    She said this as though it not only made perfect sense, but it should answer all his concerns. Instead, it only made them worse. How was he to trust a woman who believed herself so above reproach? He never trusted anyone strictly on their say-so—people lied about themselves all the time. 
 
    “You don’t have any references?” 
 
    She tilted her head to one side. “You’d like me to provide you with references from people who have seen me at my angelic best? Perhaps from someone whose life I saved? Or maybe from my supervisor? Oh, dear, Mr. Westcott, you must understand that it simply doesn’t work that way. I don’t ask people to sign my autograph book or some such thing.” She sighed. “You realize, don’t you, that this is the part where we always waste the most time?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    She waggled her fingers in the air. “This. Right here. Me trying to convince you that I’m real, you insisting than I’m not . . . Every single time, no matter who I’m working with. If we could somehow skip over this part and move on to where you finally believe me, we could solve your problem twenty percent faster. That’s an estimate—I haven’t done the actual math because I didn’t have a pencil at the time I first thought of it, but if you’d care to lend me one, I could give you a concrete figure now.” 
 
    Melvin leaned back in his chair and studied her, his mind whirling. “That’s all right. I can work with estimates.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled at him benevolently. “Now, are we ready to discuss why I’m here? Or do you need more time to question my sanity—and possibly your own? I can give you about ten minutes for that, but no longer. Time is a luxury so few of us have. Perhaps you could pretend to believe me for now, and then little by little, it will become true.” 
 
    “If I were to pretend to believe you, what would we do next?” he asked slowly. 
 
    “We would move on to solving your problem, which is, of course, the fact that your director just left. The solution, of course, is for you to direct the play yourself.” 
 
    Melvin shook his head. “Now I know you can’t possibly be real. I have no experience directing—I’m a businessman. I own the theater because it’s a good potential source of income.” 
 
    “Oh? Is that what you think? Now who’s not being real?” Mrs. Van Dyke shook a finger at him. “You don’t merely own a theater because you think it’s good business—you own it because it speaks to your soul, and that’s how it rightfully should be. The arts, Mr. Westcott, celebrate beauty, and that’s why your predicament has caught our attention. We need more light and humor and moments of joy in this world. People need the chance to break away from their toils and have a moment to laugh or to cry healing tears. The purpose of life isn’t facing the everyday monotony—it’s finding joy in the cracks and crevices, and that’s what the arts can do for us.” 
 
    Melvin shifted in his chair, feeling uncomfortable and wondering how she’d managed to articulate things he’d felt for a long time, but had never condensed into such a neat packet. “You’ve summed that up beautifully, Mrs. Van Dyke, but that doesn’t change the most salient fact, which is that I’ve never directed anything. I hire other people to do the things I can’t do myself, and that’s one of them.” 
 
    “You haven’t directed before, but that doesn’t mean you can’t.” She looked at him pointedly. “I intend to help you every step of the way. We’ll see this through together.” 
 
    “You’re . . . going to help me?” 
 
    She gave him an exasperated look. “Of course I am. It would be rather mean of me to show up, give you a seemingly impossible task, and then leave you to do it alone.”  
 
    The only explanation for this entire conversation was that this woman had somehow heard the director was leaving and came to petition for the job, calling herself an angel to get her foot in the door. But getting her foot in the door was the entire question—how had she gotten into his locked office? There must be a key he didn’t know about, or a loose window, or a secret passageway. Something like that.  
 
    “And how does it work, Mrs. Van Dyke? You help me direct this play, I pay you, and then what? Do you leave town or insist on directing the next play, or is there a third alternative I haven’t considered?” 
 
    “What? Why, I never!” She sat up straighter. “Mr. Westcott, I’m not here to ask for money or a job. I’m here to guide you as you seek to better the community. I must say, I’m starting to doubt this entire assignment. I understand that you’d be suspicious at first, but by now, you really should be coming around.” She stood up, tucking her reticule under her arm. “I’ll take my leave and come back later. Hopefully by then, you’ll have overcome your squeamishness and we can get to work. I meant what I said—we really don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you should come back,” Melvin said. “I still have no idea who you are, and I don’t know how you got into my office—which was locked. You accessed it through illegal means. Of course I doubt you on that score alone.” 
 
    She gave him an indulgent look. “Mr. Westcott, things like locked doors simply don’t matter to me. I don’t move about like most people do—it would take me forever to get from place to place.”  
 
    “And so how do you move about?” If she could give him a straight answer just once, it would be a welcome relief.  
 
    “I’m not sure how to describe it. Someone once told me that I ‘poof,’ but since I can’t see myself, I don’t know if that’s accurate.” 
 
    “You poof? What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It’s sort of a . . . here-one-minute and then gone-the-next sort of thing.” 
 
    Stranger and stranger. “Could you show me?” 
 
    “Mr. Westcott, I will not make myself into a spectacle just to prove that I am who I say I am.” She turned toward the door. “I’ll be back later this afternoon—or maybe I won’t. I must evaluate this situation and decide if I really should invest myself in your cause. So far, you’ve proven to be completely disappointing.” She stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind her with a click.  
 
    “Wait, Mrs. Van Dyke,” Melvin called out. He moved from behind his desk and opened the door, looking out into the corridor. He saw no one but Alice, the young woman who took care of the costumes and did countless other tasks around the theater. “Where did she go?” 
 
    Alice looked up from the tableful of scripts she was sorting. “Who, Mr. Westcott?” 
 
    “The woman who just left my office not ten seconds ago.” 
 
    Alice shook her head. “No one left your office, sir. I’ve been out here a good fifteen minutes and haven’t seen a soul.” 
 
    Melvin blinked a few times. “All right. Thank you.” 
 
    He was left with a few options, the first being that Alice had simply missed Mrs. Van Dyke. As soon as he had the thought, he dismissed it. The woman would have passed right by the table where Alice was working, and with those voluminous skirts in that unusual color, she couldn’t have escaped notice. The next option was that Mrs. Van Dyke had left using the same secret passage she’d used to enter his office in the first place, but that sounded like a dime novel and not a real-life scenario. Besides, she’d left his office through the door, and if there was a secret passage, it would have to originate inside his office, not outside.  
 
    The last alternative, and the one that was beginning to make the most sense, was that he’d completely lost his mind and imagined the whole thing.  
 
    “Alice,” he said, turning back to the girl, “do you find me a reasonable man?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ve never considered you unreasonable.” 
 
    “And what about the other employees, and the actors and actresses? Have you ever heard them express concerns about me?” 
 
    Alice put down the script she was holding and gave him her full attention. “What’s the matter, Mr. Westcott? You seem extraordinarily troubled by something.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, really—except perhaps I’m wondering if I’ve lost my mind.” 
 
    “Actually lost your mind, sir, or do you mean that you’re flustered today?” 
 
    “I’m definitely flustered, but I do mean, actually lost my mind. Have you detected any signs of senility in me?” 
 
    She chuckled. “If you don’t count sinking your life savings into a theater in the middle of a mining town . . .” 
 
    “Yes, yes, that was definitely a risk. I mean other things. Do I . . .” He leaned forward. “Do I ever talk to things that aren’t there?” 
 
    “You talk to yourself on a regular basis, sir. You might even talk to yourself more than you talk to other people.” 
 
    “Sadly, yes, I know of that failing.” 
 
    “Would . . . would you like me to send for Dr. Thomas? You seem rather agitated.” 
 
    He waved a hand. “No, no, I’m sure I’m fine. I likely just need a good night’s sleep or a brisk walk in the fresh air. Thank you, Alice. I’m sorry for interrupting your work.” 
 
    “That’s all right …” She was still looking at him quizzically. “Maybe a glass of water?” 
 
    “No, but thank you.” He didn’t think water was a medically recognized cure for senility. “I’ll be in my office if you need me for anything. Oh—and I should let you know that we’ve lost our director. I’ll be placing an ad to see if we can locate another.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, sir.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll get it all figured out. Eventually.” 
 
    Alice gave him a nod, and he went back into his room and closed the door. 
 
    Angels. What a laughable idea. He sat down behind his desk once more and replayed that odd conversation. He’d read the Bible—he knew the story of the Angel Gabriel, for instance, who had come to speak with Mary about her impending pregnancy. But that was something entirely different—that had to do with the birth of the Son of God, not the running of a theater. If angels did still pay visits to mankind, why would they visit people with such inconsequential problems? Directing this play was so unimportant compared to the salvation of mankind. It seemed sacrilegious to think that he had somehow merited heavenly help.  
 
    He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, thinking about all the events of the day. Mr. Alfred Bloomberg, former director of the Creede Theater, had certainly created a fine kettle of fish. Of course he was only thinking about advancing his career and hadn’t set out to hurt Melvin in any way, but the results were the same regardless of the intent. And now Melvin was having hallucinations from the stress of it.  
 
    A light tap on the door made Melvin open his eyes. “Come in,” he called, and Alice stepped into the room.  
 
    “I’m sorry to trouble you, sir, but Willie Meeks is here to see you,” she said.  
 
    “Willie? Send him in,” Melvin replied. Willie was a young man often hired by the people in town to run errands for them, and was also the stepson of Dr. Thomas. Melvin wondered if that was entirely coincidental or if this was a sign that yes, he should be seeking medical attention. But signs came from above, didn’t they? And that was yet another coincidence—receiving signs from above about personages who may or may not also be from above . . . His headache was getting worse.  
 
    “Mr. Westcott?” Willie stuck his head in the office, and Melvin waved him in. The boy crossed the floor and handed over an envelope. “This was left at the general store with instructions that it should be delivered to you this afternoon, and not a moment sooner. Mrs. Jackson asked me to bring it over. I hope I waited long enough.” He paused. “And I hope I didn’t wait too long.” 
 
    Melvin didn’t like the sound of letters that had to be delivered at certain times. He recalled another letter he’d received that morning. “You did well.” He pulled a coin from his pocket and handed it to the boy, who thanked him and then ducked out of the office as humbly as he’d entered. 
 
    The writing on the outside of this envelope was decidedly feminine, and he didn’t recognize it. He didn’t often get letters from ladies. As he unfolded the sheet, however, he did recognize the perfume, and reading the letter confirmed his guess.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Westcott, 
 
    Thank you for the opportunity of starring in your new play, but I’ve accepted Alfred’s proposal of marriage, and I’m on my way to San Francisco with him right now. We realize that the manner of our leaving puts you in a dreadful bind, which is why we snuck out like cowards—we feared that if you asked us to stay, we would, and then we’d never realize Alfred’s dreams in California. We wish you the best in all you do. 
 
    Mabel White 
 
      
 
    “Alice!” Melvin bellowed, slamming the page down on his desk.  
 
    The girl darted back into the room. “Yes? What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Did you know anything about this?” 
 
    She looked confused. “About what, sir?” 
 
    “Miss White eloped with Mr. Bloomberg!” 
 
    “She did?” Alice looked startled, but then she smiled. “I did wonder if there was an attraction there. They seemed to enjoy spending time together, but I didn’t know anything about an elopement, sir.” 
 
    “In the future, if you see two people in this theater showing any interest in each other at all beyond just their regular day-to-day business, I want you to tell me immediately. I’ve been completely blindsided by this event, and now I don’t even know if we can proceed with the play. No, I’m quite sure we can’t. We’ve lost the director, we’ve lost the female star—this is disastrous. Why couldn’t they have waited until after the conclusion of the play?” 
 
    “I wish I had answers for you, sir. You’ve had quite a frustrating day. Perhaps you should go home early? We won’t be having rehearsals tonight, obviously, without a director and a star. You could get some sleep and feel much more refreshed in the morning.” 
 
    Going home early . . . When was the last time he’d done such a thing? He honestly couldn’t recall. “I believe you’re right, Alice. I should go home and get some rest. Then I’ll be able to think more clearly. Would you please send a note around and tell everyone to meet here at the theater at ten in the morning? I know it’s earlier than usual, but we’ll need to discuss . . . well, whatever decisions I make tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Melvin gathered up his things and took extra care to lock his office—not that it had done him any good before. Then he made his way through the streets to the small house he was renting from Mr. Wendell Thurgood. He had intended to buy it once the theater was more profitable, but now it seemed that plan was on hold. Without a play, there were no profits.  
 
    He stepped into the house and put his hat on the nail behind the door, then turned around and winced. “Good gracious, Mrs. Van Dyke. How in the world did you get inside my house?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Claudia Van Dyke looked up benignly from the rocking chair in front of the fireplace. “The same way I got into your office, of course. I poofed, as they say.” 
 
    Melvin shook his head, feeling his nerves fray even more. “I must insist that you leave. Do I need to call the marshal?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s no need for that. I’m sure we can work out our little disagreements between the two of us.” She motioned toward the other chair near the hearth. “Come join me. I have some coffee brewing—it will be ready in a few minutes.” 
 
    Melvin took the chair, not because he was interested in having a heart-to-heart conversation, but because he didn’t think he could remain standing any longer. Being senile was exhausting business. 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke leaned forward and patted Melvin’s knee in a very grandmotherly sort of way. “I know Miss White’s news was unsettling, but the solution is actually much simpler than you think. Just this day—” 
 
    “Wait. You know about Miss White?” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke blinked. “Of course I do. I know everything having to do with your situation. That’s what happens when an angel accepts an assignment—they are given all the information they’ll need to complete that assignment to the best of their abilities. I didn’t know about it until you received the letter, however. Otherwise, I would have brought it up with you sooner.” 
 
    “At least you’re not keeping things from me,” Melvin grumbled. “All right, what am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “I realize you’re only asking that question out of frustration and not because you’re ready to listen to me or pay heed to my counsel.” She settled back in her chair and folded her hands on her lap. “However, regardless of your begrudging reasons for the request, I shall answer. You already know half of your solution—you should direct the play yourself.” 
 
    Melvin sighed. “I’d hoped you’d changed your mind since I saw you last.” 
 
    She looked amused. “My dear boy, that was such a short time ago, and I need much longer than that if I’m going to change my mind about something. No, you’re the right director for the job, and the sooner you realize that, the better off we’ll all be. We’ve established, haven’t we, that time is of the essence?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Good. I’m glad that one bit of wisdom managed to sink into your mortal mind. As far as the other solution, it’s right in front of your face and has been for some time.” 
 
    “It has?” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, it was there in front of you this afternoon, and you didn’t even realize it. Of course, you didn’t know you had this particular problem until afterwards, but time is such a strange thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m sure a great many things happened to me today that I didn’t recognize for what they were,” Melvin replied dryly. “I’ve been busy and preoccupied.” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke looked melancholy. “Yes, and that is the sad, sad state of most of the world. Everyone’s so busy and preoccupied that they miss the subtleties of life, the little miracles that happen every day, the blessings they enjoy. If they all slowed down and paid attention to the things going on around them, I think they’d be quite startled to realize just how very blessed they are, just how many things do work out for the good every day.” 
 
    Melvin pulled in a breath. “Mrs. Van Dyke, I don’t disagree with you in the slightest on that point, but we still have some things to discuss. Such as the fact that I don’t believe you’re an angel.”  
 
    “Are we really going to go around and around and around like this all day? Let me ask you this, Mr. Westcott. Let’s say you decide to take my advice, and we work together to save your play. Then you discover that I’m actually not an angel. Where’s the harm in that? I haven’t hurt you in any way—in fact, I’ve helped you. If I’m offering good advice, does it matter who I am?” 
 
    “I just don’t think I’d feel comfortable taking advice from someone who might be lying to me.” He figured he didn’t have anything to lose by being completely straightforward with her. “After all, you do keep breaking in where you don’t belong—first my office, now my home.”  
 
    “And you enjoy beating dead horses, don’t you?” She stood up. “Mr. Westcott, here’s what I propose. Get a good night’s sleep. Meet with your cast and crew to hash out whatever it is that needs to be hashed out. I’ll return to visit with you tomorrow afternoon, and we can discuss it then.” She lifted her finger and shook it at him. “Keep your eyes open, young man, and don’t shut yourself off from the possibilities. They’re all around you—but you must be mindful of them.” 
 
    Melvin wanted to reply, but she’d whisked herself off through the door before he could form the words. How exasperating. 
 
    At least she’d started some coffee. He poured himself a cup and settled in by the fireplace to drink it while he thought over his options. He didn’t seem to have many, and that was troubling. 
 
    A theater in a place like Creede was a risk, just as Alice had said, because it was a novelty. But it was the novelty of it that made it a good investment . . . or so he’d thought. Now here he was in the middle of a mining town with very few resources and no one to call in as a backup director. As much as he disliked the thought, he would need to step in and do it himself if the show was to be produced after all. He could muster up the leadership skills—he wasn’t a stranger to taking charge. He’d place an ad in the newspaper in the morning, and if he didn’t receive a reply, he’d do it. 
 
    But as for a leading lady . . .  
 
    He stood up and put his cup in the sink as he thought that over. He had a few dancers, some singers, and some girls who were learning how to act, but none who had developed the craft enough to carry off the role of Juliet. She should be young and vulnerable, and yet have a will of steel when it came right down to it. She should be willing to die for the man she loved—and not flop onto the stage floor like a fish or topple as stiff as a poker. She should be believable.  
 
    And no one currently at the theater seemed right. 
 
    Should he place an ad for that, too? How could he summarize everything he was looking for into one short paragraph, and how could he convey all the intangibles, all the things that the soul knew even if the mind didn’t? How could he place an ad for a woman with that indescribable something that would make her magical up on the stage? 
 
    He should cancel the performance. That was the only thing to do. He could start afresh with a different play, one that required different actors—ones he already had—and they’d only be delayed by a few weeks. 
 
    Having made that decision, he went to his bedroom and got ready for bed. He should sleep quite well now that the matter was no longer pressing on him, and yet it seemed he couldn’t sleep at all. That cup of coffee had been a mistake—it had stimulated his mind far too much.  
 
    Thinking about mysterious older ladies who might or might not be criminals had nothing to do with it, he was sure.  
 
    *** 
 
    They’d been going through so much coffee at the restaurant, Catherine knew she’d better pick some up at the general store before she went to work. Otherwise, they’d have unhappy miners at their breakfast tables, and few things were worse in the morning than unhappy miners. 
 
    “Good morning,” Toria Jackson said as Catherine entered the building. “I was hoping someone from the Iron Skillet would stop by—I’ve just received the most horrible news.” 
 
    “You did? What’s the matter?” 
 
    Toria was holding a telegram, and she waved it aloft as she spoke. “The train carrying this week’s supply order derailed a hundred miles from town, killing four people. They’re doing everything they can to clear up the situation, but that means we’ll be late getting our supplies, and so will all the restaurants and merchants who are depending on us.” 
 
    “Four people?” Catherine steadied herself on the counter. “Oh, that is horrible. We’ll be able to make do with what we have for now—people’s lives are the most important thing.” 
 
    “Yes, they are. And the railway company is hoping to have everything sorted out by tomorrow, but they have to fix the faulty section of track and determine whether the train cars can be righted or just pulled to the side to make room for another train to come through.” 
 
    “This means every train on the tracks is stuck, doesn’t it?” Catherine asked. 
 
    Toria nodded. “Thankfully, they can back up to the closest railway switch and get themselves rerouted or turned around, but I can’t even imagine the headache. And passing along all the messages . . .” She sighed. “We’ll do our part, of course, if there’s anything we can actually do to be helpful. In the meantime, what can I get for you?” 
 
    “I was hoping for some coffee,” Catherine said. “We have plenty on order, but we’re almost out in the restaurant.” 
 
    “You’re in luck—I have quite a bit in stock right now. That’s one of the first things my husband taught me about being a storekeeper.” Toria smiled. “I have several different sizes. How much do you need?”  
 
    “Well, considering that we don’t know when the supplies will arrive, I’d best take a twenty-five-pound bag.” 
 
    “Absolutely. That’s one thing you shouldn’t run out of either.” Toria accepted the money Catherine handed her, then turned to lift the top sack from the stack near the counter. 
 
    The door opened just then, and Catherine heard a man’s voice say, “Whoa. Hold up a moment there, Mrs. Jackson. Let me get that for you.” 
 
    Catherine looked over her shoulder to see Mr. Westcott coming toward them. “Good morning, Mr. Westcott. It’s my fault—I’m the one making her work so hard.” 
 
    “Well, shame on you, Miss Ross,” he said good-naturedly. “This goes to the Iron Skillet, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
    “It so happens that I was planning to come over for breakfast in a few minutes, so I might as well come now and tote this along.” He hefted it onto his shoulder as though it weighed nothing. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Westcott,” Catherine told him. She hadn’t known, of course, that the supply train was going to be late, so she hadn’t realized she’d need to stock up—otherwise, she would have asked Titus or Uncle Samson along to do the heavy lifting. Thank goodness Mr. Westcott had come along when he did. “Was there something you needed to buy first?” 
 
    “I hoped to place this on your bulletin board, Mrs. Jackson,” he said, using his free hand to pull a sheet of paper from his pocket. “I’m also putting an ad in the newspaper.” 
 
    “Of course I’ll post it for you,” Toria said. She accepted the notice and smoothed it out. “I hope you get the sort of response you’re looking for.” 
 
    “As do I.” Mr. Westcott turned toward the door. “After you, Miss Ross.” 
 
    Catherine walked ahead of him and held the door open, then closed it behind him. “I really can’t tell you how grateful I am for your help,” she said as they walked along. “I would have managed somehow, I’m sure, but I have to admit, this is much nicer.” 
 
    “I agree.” He smiled down at her. “So, why twenty-five pounds of coffee and nothing else? I would have thought a restaurant would have larger orders delivered.” 
 
    She told him about the derailed train, and he shook his head, looking somber. 
 
    “That puts my current dilemma in perspective,” he replied. “Yes, I’m frustrated and I don’t know what to do, but I haven’t lost any friends or loved ones.” 
 
    “You haven’t found a new director?” 
 
    “No, and there’s more. Our leading lady eloped with the director we had.” 
 
    “Oh, my. That’s even worse.” She opened the front door of the Iron Skillet and held it for him while he maneuvered the sack inside. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Westcott.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll make it work one way or another.” He carried the sack through to the kitchen and placed it on the counter. “I’ll go find my seat and give you a few minutes to get settled in.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll have some coffee out for you as quickly as I can—you’ve more than earned it.” 
 
    She put on her apron and filled the coffeepot, turning to greet Titus and Uncle Samson as they entered through the back door of the kitchen. “Good morning. I restocked the coffee, but the rest of our order will be late.” 
 
    “I know,” Uncle Samson said, his face looking grim. “Edwin McRae was out on the street just now, and he told me. Hearth and Home was counting on a supply order too.” 
 
    “I wonder just how many restaurants in town will be effected by this.” Catherine stepped to the side and let Titus have his spot in front of the stove. It was rather presumptuous of her to be there in the first place—that was his territory.  
 
    “Probably most. I wish we could keep larger stores on hand at all times, but when it comes to dealing with fresh food . . .” Samson shrugged. “We’ll do the best we can. We have plenty of baking supplies, don’t we?” 
 
    “Sure do,” Titus replied. “We’re stocked up on flour, sugar, baking soda . . .” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad to hear it.” Samson walked over to the small room off the kitchen he used as his office. “I’m going to look over the accounts—let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Catherine and Titus both nodded, then went back to their tasks. If a one day’s delay in the train schedule could upset things so badly for a restaurant, she wondered what would happen in the event of a blizzard. She’d never thought of such things before, but then again, she’d never been so closely associated with the workings of a business before.  
 
    *** 
 
    Melvin finished his breakfast, paid Miss Ross even though she insisted it was on the house because he’d carried the coffee, then headed over to the newspaper office.  
 
    The Creede Candle was run by Mark Carroll, a man Melvin had quickly come to respect since his arrival in town. Mark knew everyone and everything, being in the news business, and Melvin respected his opinion.  
 
    “You’d like to hire a director and a leading lady?” Mark asked, scrutinizing the ad copy Melvin had brought in. “I hate to tell you this, Melvin, but if you’re aiming to open your play in two weeks, I think you’re going to be disappointed. I can’t think of one person in Creede who would be suited to direct a play who also has the time right now to do it, and if you placed an ad and brought someone in from out of town, they’d need time to travel and to settle in. I think your best option is to cancel the play, get your staff in order, and then try again later on.” 
 
    “I was afraid you’d say that, but I hoped you wouldn’t,” Melvin replied. He stuffed the ad back in his pocket. “It’s . . . it’s been suggested to me that I direct the play myself.” 
 
    Mark looked at him and blinked as though seeing him with new eyes. “I bet you could at that. You’ve certainly got the passion and the understanding for it. But what about the leading lady?” 
 
    “That’s where I keep getting stuck. Yes, I can direct, but I can’t put on a dress and pretend to be a thirteen-year-old girl.” 
 
    Mark chuckled. “You might sell a good number of tickets that way, though—it would make a great comedy.” 
 
    “But this is a tragedy. In the truest sense of the word.” Melvin stepped back from the counter. “Thanks, Mark. I knew I could trust you to level with me about the odds.” 
 
    “You can, even when they’re rotten. Have a good day, Melvin, and keep your chin up.” 
 
    Melvin purposely thrust his chin extra high as he left the newspaper office to show that he was taking the advice seriously. He wasn’t sunk yet. He just didn’t have an alternative—but the day was still new.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “And so, while I’m somewhat reluctantly prepared to step in and direct the play myself, there remains the problem of finding a new leading lady,” Melvin said to his assembled cast and crew. Each of them looked as solemn as he felt. They understood the gravity of the situation, and it was easy to see that none of them were particularly hopeful. He had to admit that was his fault—he hadn’t exactly presented himself as a confident replacement director. “Do any of you want to audition for the role, or do you know someone who would?” 
 
    A glance around the room didn’t reveal any raised hands. Susie and Linda, two of his newer actresses, looked at each other and shrugged. “We might be willing to consider it, but we’re both older than the role requires,” Linda said, and Susie nodded. 
 
    “That’s the trouble,” Melvin agreed. “We need an actress who can portray a young girl, but who has the experience to carry an entire play—we can’t simply hire an adolescent to solve the problem.” 
 
    “And it would be completely inappropriate for me to play opposite a young girl in a romantic role,” Gerard North said, leaning against the wall with his arms folded across his chest. “Of course I understand that we’re all just acting, but I insist that my costars be over the age of consent.” 
 
    “I would never ask you to woo a child, on stage or off,” Melvin assured his ruffled Romeo, wondering why this had even been mentioned. He’d thought it was obvious that his comments were sarcastic, but he was wrong, apparently. 
 
    “And I don’t mean to add to the problem, but the costume has been made, and altering to a different body type . . .” Alice lifted a shoulder. “I could do it, but it would take a while, and it would be so much easier if the new actress was at least somewhat the same size.” 
 
    Melvin nodded, his lips pressed together. He’d been so busy thinking about the situation from his perspective that he hadn’t considered the other logistics, and he should have. This just made things worse and worse. People should not be allowed to fall in love and elope. It was too inconvenient for everyone involved. 
 
    “Because I’m a very stubborn man, I want to exhaust all our options before we cancel this production,” Melvin went on. “Think about your cousins, aunts, sisters—one of us knows someone who could carry this role. I realize it wouldn’t be the end of the world to move on to a different play, but there’s a piece of my soul tied up in this one, especially since I’ve been revising the revision, and I’d hate to give up so easily.” 
 
    “Revising the revision?” Louisa, his leading soprano, said with a smile. 
 
    “Yes. It’s rather a long story—or rather, it was a long play that someone tried to shorten.” Melvin rubbed his hand over his eyes. “Go home, everyone, and make a list of everyone you know. There must be an answer here somewhere.” 
 
    The cast and crew trickled out of the building, with only Louisa remaining behind. “I wish there was some way I could help,” she told him. “You’ve been so good to me, giving me the opportunity to fulfill my dreams on stage—how can I repay your kindness?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Melvin replied. “A new leading lady isn’t going to appear out of thin air, is she?” Mrs. Van Dyke flickered through his mind, but he refused to entertain the thought. He’d successfully banished her that morning, and he would keep her as far away from him as he could.  
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” Louisa smiled, then glanced at the window. “Oh, there’s Tobias waiting for me on the sidewalk. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Wait—I’ll walk out with you.” Melvin grabbed his hat, escorted Louisa out of the office, then locked the door. Tobias, Louisa’s husband, greeted him with a warm handshake when they joined up with him.  
 
    “How are you today, Melvin?” Tobias asked. 
 
    “That’s a question that will take at least ten minutes to answer, and I’m rather hungry for my lunch. Would the two of you like to join me over at the Iron Skillet? It’s my favorite restaurant in town—the others are nice, but I like the rustic charm of the Skillet, and the steaks are second to none.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Louisa said, and Melvin glanced at her sharply. She had an unusual medical condition that required her to eat regularly, and he hoped that his impromptu meeting that day hadn’t made her situation more difficult.  
 
    The three of them walked down the street and into the Iron Skillet, where they were seated by the newly married Mrs. Baker, Miss Ross’s cousin. Melvin looked around for Miss Ross and was disappointed not to see her.  
 
    “Do you know what you’d like, or shall I come back in a few minutes?” Mrs. Baker asked. 
 
    Louisa and Tobias both ordered immediately. Melvin had hoped to wait a moment to see if Miss Ross would appear, but if Louisa was starting to feel poorly, of course she should eat, so he said, “I’ll have a steak and a baked potato, please.” 
 
    “Good choices all around. I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    Mrs. Baker disappeared into the kitchen, but still no Miss Ross. Melvin was distracted for a few minutes as he relayed his troubles to Tobias, but he still missed the pretty young waitress, and he had to question himself about it. She deserved to have an hour or two off, didn’t she? And he’d seen her just that morning—was he so dependent on his routines that he had to carry them out regardless of the inconvenience to others? He was certainly in a rut where his meals were concerned—must he also be in a rut when it came to who served them? 
 
    He grinned when the kitchen door opened and it was Miss Ross who came through, balancing their meals on her tray. “Good afternoon,” she said as she handed around the food. “I thought I’d seen the last of you for today, Mr. Westcott.” 
 
    “Are you hoping to get rid of me, Miss Ross?” 
 
    “No, not at all. We just usually see you once a day rather than twice.” 
 
    “I’m particularly hungry today, and my own cooking is dismal. Miss Ross, do you know Mr. and Mrs. Redfern?” 
 
    “I do,” Catherine said, nodding at each in turn. “Mrs. Redfern, I must say, your last concert was thrilling.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Louisa replied. “I enjoyed that musical selection very much. Mr. Westcott has impeccable taste.” 
 
    Miss Ross turned to Melvin. “You choose the music?” 
 
    “I do, most of the time.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never heard a piece that I didn’t enjoy, so our tastes must be similar. I’ll be back in a few minutes—please let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    She whisked away and moved on to the next table, and Melvin felt the loss of her bright light shining down on him.  
 
    Louisa leaned across the table, excitement on her face. “Mr. Westcott, our waitress might suit the role. She’s about the same size and she has a young look about her, but she’s quite capable.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon? Miss Ross?” Melvin looked over his shoulder as though he needed to remind himself what she looked like, but in actuality, he had her every feature memorized. She was lovely, yes. She had a young look about her, yes. “Can she act? There’s the real question.”  
 
    “I have no idea, of course, but you could speak with her and see,” Louisa replied. “You seem to know her quite well.” 
 
    “We’re acquaintances and she brings me my food. That’s all,” he said, wanting to set the record straight. He didn’t want anyone thinking their relationship was more than that . . . but then again, it was actually a pleasant thought. He’d enjoyed walking her to work that morning even if he had been carrying a bulky bag, and he wouldn’t mind going on any number of other walks with her, maybe even carrying more bulky bags. If she needed him to. He didn’t know if she did, but he could find out . . . 
 
    “Is she the only likely candidate who comes to mind? We need alternatives in case she’s not interested. Surely in a town this size, we’d have more variety to choose from.” Melvin scrubbed his hand down his face. He felt trapped in a corner. If Miss Ross said no . . .  
 
    “If you have to cancel and move on to the next play, what are your losses?” Tobias asked. “I don’t mean to inquire about the details of your finances—I meant, in a more general sense.” 
 
    “I’ll be out the cost of the playbills,” he said. Playbills weren’t the most horrible expense involved in a theater, but when they were operating on such a tight budget, it seemed much more of a catastrophe than it was. “And some fabric for costumes, but I suppose we can use those for another production, so it’s not really a loss. We’ll figure it out. I’ve lost more money than this before.” 
 
    “And you seem to have bounced back then, so you’ll do it again this time,” Louisa said encouragingly. “Miss Ross seems like a very pleasant girl, and I’m sure she’d be willing to hear you out even if she’s not able to take the role.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about her being pleasant,” Melvin replied. “I’m worried about her rejection.” 
 
    “And you won’t know about that until you’ve spoken with her.” Louisa nodded the girl’s direction. “Why don’t you wait around a few minutes after we’re done eating? Order some dessert or something. We’ll leave, and that will give the two of you some privacy to talk.” 
 
    He nodded. He supposed he’d have to do it if he wanted the play to have a chance at success. She’d likely say no, he’d be no worse off than he was at the moment, and he’d just have to cancel the play. There was nothing to worry about—nothing at all.  
 
    *** 
 
    Catherine accepted payment from Mr. Redfern and thanked him for his business, then turned to clear the table. She was surprised to see Mr. Westcott still sitting there. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” she said. “I thought you’d left with your friends.” 
 
    “No, I stayed back because I need to speak with you. Can you spare me a moment?” 
 
    “I can after I serve the table by the door.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Catherine picked up that table’s order and delivered it, wondering the whole time what Mr. Westcott could possibly want to speak with her about. Had she made a mistake with his lunch? She didn’t think so—and if she had, he would have told her about it at the time. He seemed a little nervous, and that made her feel a little nervous. 
 
    An older woman in a beautiful deep purple gown entered the restaurant just then and stood there expectantly. Ivy had gone into the kitchen to collect her next table’s order, so Catherine approached the lady and invited her to be seated. 
 
    “Thank you, my dear. This is a lovely table. May I please trouble you for a pot of tea? Chamomile, I think, and if you have any biscuits with butter and jam, that would be nice.” 
 
    “Of course,” Catherine answered. She sent an apologetic look toward Mr. Westcott, who seemed startled by something, and went into the kitchen to find her cousin. 
 
    “Ivy, could you please get a pot of chamomile tea, some biscuits, some butter, and some jam for the older lady I just seated? Mr. Westcott has asked to speak with me, and he doesn’t look at all well.” 
 
    Ivy frowned. “Does he need the doctor?” 
 
    “I think he’s all right, but I don’t want to leave him alone any longer than necessary.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll get the tea. Go see what he needs—I hope it’s nothing serious.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Catherine joined Mr. Westcott at his table. As she approached, he rose and pulled out a chair for her, which was odd considering that she was a waitress here. This must not be about restaurant business at all.  
 
    “Miss Ross, before I ask you what I really came here to ask you, I must first ask you—can you see that woman over there?” He motioned toward the lady in purple.  
 
    “Yes, I can see her,” Catherine replied slowly. “I seated her at that table and took her order. Mr. Westcott, you seem flustered. Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Perfectly fine.” He turned back to her and smiled, but it seemed forced. “She ordered, you say?” 
 
    “Yes. Just tea and biscuits.” 
 
    “Ah.” He nodded a few times, then cleared his throat. “Well, I suppose that’s neither here nor there. Miss Ross, you know how frustrated I’ve been over the state of affairs at my theater.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Well, a suggestion was made to me today . . . That is, someone thought . . .” 
 
    She smiled encouragingly, even though she wished he’d just say whatever was on his mind. He was making her more nervous with his hesitation.  
 
    “Have you have any experience on the stage, Miss Ross? Acting experience, that is?” 
 
    “I . . . I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Have you ever been in a play, or considered being in one?” 
 
    She blinked. “No, I never have. Are you asking me . . .?” 
 
    “I’d be much relieved and very honored if you’d consider it.” 
 
    She sat back and studied him, overwhelmed. “Mr. Westcott, I’ve never even imagined myself up on stage. I came here to help my uncle and with any luck, find a husband. That’s it. I don’t have any grand and glorious aspirations.” 
 
    “You don’t need to have grand and glorious aspirations. You just need to be willing to give it a try for a few weeks. Miss Ross, you have the look we need—you appear young and innocent, but you also have the maturity to command a stage, and you’re the same body type as Miss White, so you should fit her dress with a minimum of alterations.” 
 
    “You’ve asked me to take this role because I fit the dress? That seems like an odd reason to cast an actress, Mr. Westcott.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know it sounds very odd, but I have to know if you’re at least willing to consider it.” 
 
    Catherine honestly had no idea how to respond. She liked Mr. Westcott—she liked him a great deal, actually, despite his idiosyncrasies. Or perhaps because of them. She liked his dedication to his work, his passion for the arts, the way his hair curled around the tips of his ears—she pulled in a breath. Yes, she liked him, but that didn’t mean this was a good idea. It would be foolish of her to agree just because she found the man intriguing.  
 
    “I’ve never memorized anything as long as a script,” she said. “In fact, I haven’t memorized anything at all since the spring recital when I was eleven. It was a horrid poem about a rabbit trying to escape being eaten by a bear—it was assigned to me, and wasn’t my personal choice. I’ve never cared to memorize anything since.” 
 
    He smiled. “I can understand why. What ended up happening to the rabbit?” 
 
    “It ended rather ambiguously—it was supposed to make the audience draw their own conclusions. Of course, in my version, the rabbit escapes, gets married, has twelve batches of children, and lives happily ever after. Some of the boys in my class, though . . .” She shuddered. “They all enjoyed hunting, and they made up these dreadful stories about rabbit stew.” 
 
    “I won’t ask you to memorize anything about rabbits in mortal peril,” he replied. “But please, Miss Ross, please consider auditioning. I don’t mean to sound desperate, but you are my last hope. If we can’t fill this part immediately, I’ll have to cancel. That won’t be as devastating as it might sound, but it would be disappointing.” 
 
    “And if I said no?” 
 
    “If you said no, I would probably sit here and consume far too much pie, but I would eventually recover.” 
 
    She looked down at her folded hands. Was this something she could even do? She’d never stood up in front of an entire room of people before—even the spring recital was sparsely attended. What if she forgot everything she was supposed to say? What if she burst into giggles, or even worse, tears? What if she let Mr. Westcott down with her performance?  
 
    “May I have a few moments to think about it?” she said at last. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll sit here and finish my coffee, and you take whatever time you need.” 
 
    She rose from her chair, noticing that the lady in purple had just summoned her. “I’ll be back,” she promised, then made her way across the dining room.  
 
    “How may I help you?” she asked the woman.  
 
    “Perhaps it’s more a question of how I can help you,” she replied. “You seemed to be having a rather serious conversation with your young man.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s not my young man,” Catherine replied. “He’s a regular customer here at the Iron Skillet—we’re acquainted, but that’s the extent of it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” The woman did look disappointed to hear it. “At any rate, something’s troubling you, and I wondered if I could be of assistance.” 
 
    “That’s very kind, but I don’t see how. He’s asked me to do something I don’t think I can do.” 
 
    The woman’s hand flew to her throat. “You don’t mean he’s suggested anything inappropriate, do you?” 
 
    “Gracious, no. He’s not that sort of man. It’s just not something I’m sure I can do. I don’t think I’m brave enough.” 
 
    The woman gave her a benevolent smile. “If courage wasn’t an issue, would you like to do this . . . whatever it is?” 
 
    Catherine thought about that for a moment. “I might,” she said at last. “It might be exciting.” 
 
    “Then let’s pretend you’re the bravest girl on earth. What would you be doing right now if that were the truth?” 
 
    “If I were the bravest girl on earth . . .” Catherine pressed her fingers to her mouth as an idea struck her. “I’m not sure I should say it.” 
 
    “Oh? Is it that shocking?” 
 
    “I think it might be.” 
 
    “Well then, my dear, you must tell me. I haven’t been shocked in a very long time, and I think I’m due for a good surprise.” 
 
    Catherine leaned over, wondering if she could trust this woman to keep her secret. “If I were the bravest girl on earth, I think I would like to kiss Mr. Westcott.” Now that the words were out of her mouth, she wished she could take them back, but at the same time, it had felt so liberating to say. 
 
    The lady grinned. “That’s a wonderful idea, my dear. You should do it!” 
 
    “But . . . but I’m not brave! I’m not brave at all!” 
 
    “I think you might become so if you give yourself a chance.” The woman offered a hand. “I’m Mrs. Claudia Van Dyke, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Catherine Ross. Oh, Mrs. Van Dyke, please promise me you won’t tell anyone what I just said.” 
 
    “Of course I won’t. That was a question asked in confidence, and the answer was given in even greater confidence. I do know Mr. Westcott, and I will tell you that you’ve chosen a very nice young man indeed.” 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “I do. He’s a bit hard to communicate with at times, but his heart is golden.” 
 
    “I sensed that about him—both the communication issues and about his heart.” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke laughed. “It’s rather obvious, isn’t it? So, tell me, Miss Ross. Does he want you to star in his play?” 
 
    Catherine nodded. “He’d like me to audition, but I don’t know if I can do even that much.” 
 
    “Would it be so terrible to give it a try?” 
 
    “I might faint in the middle of my reading, and that would be very terrible.” 
 
    “Not if a handsome theater owner were to catch you when you swooned.” Mrs. Van Dyke pressed the back of her hand to her forehead and pretended to feel dizzy.  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Catherine said with a smile. “Is there anything else today?” 
 
    “No, I’m quite satisfied.” Mrs. Van Dyke placed a few coins on the table. “Consider it, my dear. It’s a risk, but one worth taking.” 
 
    “Are you talking about auditioning or kissing him?” Catherine whispered. 
 
    “Maybe both,” Mrs. Van Dyke replied, her voice equally quiet. Then she giggled as she walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Melvin watched Miss Ross uncomfortably as she chatted with Mrs. Van Dyke. What was that angel imposter doing there, anyway? If Miss Ross could see her, and she obviously could, that was proof that the woman wasn’t at all who she said she was. On the other hand, what if she was an angel, but she’d chosen to let Miss Ross see her? But why would she let Miss Ross see her, and not Alice? The entire thing was too frustrating for words.  
 
    When Miss Ross came back to the table, he held her chair for her again, then studied her eyes. “Well, Miss Ross? Have you given it some thought?” 
 
    “I have, and while the idea scares me, I’ve decided to give it a try.” 
 
    “You will?” His heart gave an erratic thump, and he took an extra breath. “That’s wonderful. Simply wonderful. Can you come down to the theater this afternoon? Around four o’clock, perhaps?” 
 
    She glanced at the large clock that hung over the fireplace. He looked that way as well—it was now one. “Yes, that should be all right,” she said slowly. “My cousin Phoebe could take the rest of my shift—I’m not sure if you’ve met her.” 
 
    “Is she the brunette? Yes, I think I’ve seen her. Not often, though.” 
 
    “She generally takes care of the house while we’re all here. She’ll be glad for a chance to get out, though.” Miss Ross looked down at the table, then back up. “Mr. Westcott, I need you to understand something. You’ve got so many hopes pinned on me, but I’m worried that I’ll fail you. I’ve never acted or done anything like it, and here you are, expecting me to be the lead in a very well-known play. I’m sure I’ll disappoint you, and I don’t want that.” 
 
    He was touched by her sincerity. “Miss Ross, the very fact that you’re giving it a try means the world to me, and if it doesn’t work out, that’s all right. We’ll know that we did absolutely everything we could, and we can let it go with a clear conscience and no what-ifs.” 
 
    “You won’t be angry with me?” 
 
    He threw up his hands. “Miss Ross, I could never be angry with you for giving it such a brave try. Not only that, but I have no right to be angry with you at all—you owe me nothing. You’re doing this as a kind, generous favor, and I’ll be grateful for it always regardless of what happens.” 
 
    She let out a long breath. “That makes me feel better. I didn’t want this to ruin our friendship or our acquaintanceship—or whatever we might want to call this.” 
 
    “Friendship seems suitable,” he replied. “In fact, I’d be honored if I could call you Catherine.”  
 
    Her cheeks flooded pink, and he thought it was the prettiest thing he’d ever seen. “Of course,” she replied.  
 
    “And I’m Melvin.” He held out his hand as though introducing himself to her at a party, and she took it. “It’s a pleasure, Catherine.” 
 
    “It is indeed, Melvin.” She removed her hand as quickly as she’d granted it. “If I’m to be at the theater at four, I’ll need to return to work now. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to it. Thank you again, Catherine.” 
 
    She didn’t reply, but offered him a shy smile as she all but dashed away from the table.  
 
    Melvin smiled as he watched her go. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of her immediately—she seemed perfect in every way for the part. Now to see if she could read the lines with passion and believability.  
 
    He’d better get back to the theater and choose the selection he wanted her to read, and to ask Alice to have the costume ready to be tried on. He began to whistle as he walked down the sidewalk—he hadn’t felt this motivated and hopeful in quite a while. It was nice to have that spark returned to him.  
 
    *** 
 
    “A play?” Ivy’s eyes were wide. “You’re going to audition for a play?” 
 
    “Yes, the lead. I believe I’ve lost my mind, but when he asked me, I could hardly say no.” 
 
    Ivy rested her hand on the kitchen counter. “You’re sweet on him, aren’t you? That’s why you’re doing this.” 
 
    Heat flooded Catherine’s cheeks when she remembered what she’d confessed to Mrs. Van Dyke. “I do find him interesting, yes.” 
 
    “Oh, Catherine.” Ivy shook her head. “You’ve always been several times over more courageous than I am, but I know how much being on display frightens you. Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “I . . . I really don’t know, but I’ve got to give it a try. I promised him I would. I also warned him that I’d likely do a terrible job, but he didn’t seem too concerned about that. Do you think Phoebe would cover for me while I’m gone?” 
 
    “I’m sure she would. And I’m honestly thrilled for you—I don’t mean to sound discouraging. I’m just surprised.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m rather surprised at myself.” Catherine turned as her uncle exited from his small office area. “Uncle Samson, I’m going to ask Phoebe to cover for me a little while this afternoon, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “Of course it’s all right. You need some time away from here every once in a while. I’m heading out—would you like me to send her over?” 
 
    “Oh, would you? Yes, please.” 
 
    He nodded as he put on his hat. “I’ll be back in a little while. I’m going to check in with the stationmaster and see if there’s any word about the derailed train—or if there’s anything we can do.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, Father,” Titus said from his spot at the stove. “I’d like to be of use if I can.” 
 
    “We’ll see what news I can dredge up. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Samson pulled the door closed behind him, and Catherine picked up the plate of steak Titus had just prepared. 
 
    It was only a matter of minutes before Phoebe arrived, saying she was glad for the chance to get out of doing laundry, and she started the next batch of bread while Catherine swept the floor and took care of some other tasks that had gone too long without attention. She was trying to keep herself from feeling jittery, but it wasn’t working. All too soon, it was time for Catherine to get ready to leave, and she gave herself a good talking-to while she washed up and smoothed her hair.  
 
    “You’re going to do a splendid job, and if you don’t, there’s nothing wrong with that,” she said to her reflection in the mirror. “Not everyone is made for the theater, after all.” It was easy enough to tell herself that, but in the back of her mind, she kept thinking about Mr. Westcott and how disappointed he’d be to cancel this play. And also that he might be more likely to grant her that kiss if she did take the role.  
 
    Kissing. Gracious. Two people pressing their lips together—it was actually a rather odd thing to do, when she thought about it. Who came up with the idea in the first place? Ancient man said to ancient woman, “Hold still while I push my lips against yours.” What a ridiculous notion. She giggled as she thought about it.  
 
    But as silly as it seemed, it was still the most wonderful, romantic thing in the entire world, and she wanted to kiss Mr. Westcott.  
 
    Even though she’d never admit it to him.  
 
    She finished smoothing her hair, then picked up her reticule and headed outside. She would use this short walk to calm her nerves—the spring sunshine would do her good. And then she would see what happened, whether she was meant to be an actress or not. If not, she was certainly no worse off than she was before.  
 
    She pulled open the heavy theater door cautiously, feeling like a trespasser. She’d never been here during the day before—only to see a show, when a hundred other people were also coming and going. The building seemed almost abandoned now, it was so quiet, and she held her breath as she stepped inside. 
 
    “Hello!”  
 
    Catherine startled as a friendly looking girl appeared at her elbow. “Hello. I’m here to see Mr. Westcott.” 
 
    “Yes, he said you’d be by. I’m Alice—I do a little bit of everything around here, and if you get the part, I’ll help you try on the costume so we can do alterations.” She scrutinized Catherine just a bit more carefully than Catherine felt comfortable with. “Thankfully, you’re about the right size already, so it won’t be a difficult task.” 
 
    Catherine smiled at the idea that she was the right size rather than the dress being the right size. “Thank you, Alice. Could you please tell me which way to go?” 
 
    “Of course. Down that hallway, the last door on the right.” 
 
    Catherine thanked her, then walked down the hall. The carpet was so plush, it almost felt springy beneath her feet, something she wasn’t used to.  
 
    The last door, Alice had said. There was no nameplate or anything to confirm that she was indeed in the right place, so she raised her hand and knocked, hoping she wouldn’t end up in the janitorial closet or some other such place.  
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    That certainly sounded like Mr. Westcott. Exhaling with relief that she wasn’t lost, she opened the door and found herself in the most elegant office she’d ever seen. The desk in the center was richly polished mahogany, and the walls were paneled in the same wood. The curtains and the carpeting were all red, but a deep red, not a bright or garish color. She wanted to stand in the middle of the room and spin in a circle so she wouldn’t miss anything, but she figured that would likely seem unprofessional, so she didn’t follow through with it.  
 
    “I’m glad you were able to come,” Mr. Westcott said, walking around his desk with his hand outstretched to greet her. “I was afraid that something would come up and you wouldn’t be able to make it after all.” 
 
    “You mean, that my nerves would get the better of me and I’d be too scared to come?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I did worry about that too, but here you are, and I see that my worries were unfounded. Your cousin was able to step in for you?” 
 
    “Yes, and she can stay until closing time. That is, if you wanted to introduce me to the rest of the cast, for instance.” 
 
    “That’s good. I’m glad you were able to clear so much time.” He picked up a slim book from the desk, and she recognized it as the one he’d been fussing over just the other day. “I’ve chosen out a selection for you to read, please. It’s not the standard monologue usually presented during auditions for Juliet—I wanted something a little different. Are you familiar with the play?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s considered one of Shakespeare’s most influential plays, although perhaps not his very best work.” She blushed. “I don’t mean to criticize—I know very little, actually. But I was chatting with Tobias Redfern the other day, and we were discussing it because the whole town knows it’s the next play being put on at the theater. It’s on everyone’s minds.” 
 
    “Another reason why we should push through with it, then.” He paused, considering. “And what is Shakespeare’s best play? In your opinion, not Tobias’s.” 
 
    “I haven’t read them all yet, so I can’t exactly say. I did find Much Ado about Nothing one of the better comedies, but until I’ve read all the tragedies, I can’t honestly say.” 
 
    Mr. Westcott nodded. “I appreciate your candor. The selection I’ve marked for you is a conversation between Juliet and the friar. It’s the segment where she’s begging him for help or she’ll stab herself.” 
 
    Catherine took the book from his hand and looked down at the page. There were several crossed-out words dotting the dialogue, and she smiled. “I see the marks of your editing here.” 
 
    “I was changing some of the editing that had gone on before. Give it a read and see what you think.” 
 
    She read it over silently at first, then cleared her throat. “I think I’m ready to read this aloud for you. That is, if you’d like. Should I?” 
 
    “Yes, please. I’m going to stand back a bit so I can get an overall picture of your stance and bearing.” He moved around to the other side of the desk, then nodded at her to proceed. 
 
    She swallowed, then began. Oh, this was so much harder than she’d anticipated. Juliet was in agony and was beseeching the friar for help, but at the same time, her words had to stay crisp and clear so the audience would be able to understand them. Catherine wasn’t sure how to find the balance between displaying enough emotion and showing far too much.  
 
    Mr. Westcott had folded his arms across his chest and rested his chin in his hand while he listened, and now he contemplated her with an expression she couldn’t read. 
 
    “Was it terrible? Please tell me quickly so we can get it over with.” 
 
    “It wasn’t terrible. Not at all. However, it also wasn’t very good.” 
 
    She sat down with a thump, most unladylike by any standards. “I’m sorry. I knew this wasn’t a good idea.” 
 
    “Now, Catherine, listen to me.” He sat down as well and fixed her with a pointed gaze. “You weren’t very good, but you can be taught. That’s my job as a director—to take those with potential and help raise them to the level where they should be.” 
 
    “But . . . you don’t look at all hopeful. You look like your cat just ran away or like you have a sore throat.” 
 
    He laughed, shaking his head. “I’m sorry. I do look rather austere when I’m working—Alice often tells me that I need to seem less ferocious. I’d very much like to offer you this role, and I will coach you through it personally. You’ll also work quite a bit with Gerard North, who is playing the role of Romeo.” 
 
    “Oh!” Catherine sat up straight as the realization struck her. “Oh, my.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon? Is something the matter?” 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me for being so absentminded, but I’d completely forgotten about Romeo. Will I . . . will I have to kiss him?” She didn’t know Gerard North—she’d never even heard his name before. He was either new to town or he had never been into the Iron Skillet.  
 
    “No, you won’t have to kiss him. He will take your hand from time to time, and at the end, you will embrace each other as you die, but that will be the extent of it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good. I’m sure he’s a very nice man, but I couldn’t imagine myself kissing someone unless I had feelings for him.” Catherine pressed her lips together, worried that if she wasn’t careful, she might keep talking and reveal the growing feelings she was developing for Mr. Westcott. For a moment, she imagined what it would be like if something terrible were to befall Mr. North and he couldn’t play the part anymore. Mr. Westcott would be forced into taking over—he would make a wonderful Romeo.  
 
    “Catherine?” 
 
    She came back to herself with a start, and she realized that she’d missed something. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” 
 
    “I was inviting you to step into the dressing rooms and find Alice. Our budget didn’t extend to several lovely dresses as would suit Juliet, but we do have one rather nice gown that we’d like you to try on.” 
 
    “Yes, Alice mentioned a fitting. Thank you.” Catherine stood up and followed his directions until she found Alice. She had passed the first hurdle—now there were only several dozen left to go.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “You chose very well.” 
 
    Melvin startled and spun around to find Mrs. Van Dyke standing near the window of his office, smiling. “How did you get in here?” 
 
    She shook her head. “One of these days, you’ll hit upon a more suitable greeting. For now, I suppose I’ll have to accept that as your own personal routine.” She set her reticule on the edge of his desk and motioned toward the door. “Miss Ross is a lovely girl, and I believe she’ll make a wonderful Juliet. With coaching, of course. Quite a lot of coaching.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m more than happy to do so. I have a feeling she’ll be a quick learner.” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke gave him an incredulous look. “You’re going to be her acting coach? What experience do you have in that regard, Mr. Westcott?” 
 
    He returned her incredulous look with one of his own. “You believe I have what it takes to be a director, but not to be an acting coach? Tell me, Mrs. Van Dyke—what is a director if not an acting coach?” 
 
    “I concede your point, but just barely.” She touched the tip of her nose with a handkerchief she pulled from her sleeve. “Why don’t we compromise and work on it together? We’ve had our differences, but surely we can put them aside and become a team, especially when it’s for the good of the theater.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can.” Melvin sat back down and steepled his fingers. “How is it that Miss Ross can see you, and yet Alice, my able assistant, couldn’t when you first arrived?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a need for Alice to see me, but if I’m to become part of your theater as an acting coach, I’ll make myself visible to everyone,” she replied. “I am what the moment requires. I do what the situation warrants. That’s part of my calling, you see. I must be spontaneous, and yet dependable.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I understand.” Melvin waved a hand at her. “I tell you what, Mrs. Van Dyke. I’m prepared to call a truce and agree to work with you for the good of the play and the future of the theater. I—” 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful. I assure you, this is the right thing to do—you won’t regret it for a minute.” She beamed at him. “Why, the two of us together—” 
 
    “I must insist on full disclosure,” he went on, not feeling guilty for interrupting her because she had just interrupted him. “I still don’t believe you’re an angel, and I’m going to be watching you every minute. Yes, I’m skeptical, and I’m sorry that disturbs you so badly, but you must understand my position.” 
 
    “Oh, I do. Absolutely. If someone were to come to me and tell me such an outlandish story, I’m sure I’d struggle with it as well.” She fixed him with a look. “At some point, however, I’d start to listen, and maybe to observe the evidence that was being placed before me morning, noon, and night, and I’d push my pride over into the corner and focus on the truly important things I should be doing.” 
 
    Melvin shook his head. Despite himself, he was starting to enjoy their little banter sessions—just barely, though. She still annoyed him more than he thought it was possible for any one person to experience. And he still believed she might be a criminal. That would make it difficult for them to become friends.  
 
    “I’ll introduce you as our new acting coach, and you can begin working with Miss Ross as soon as she’s available,” Melvin went on. “You’ll need to work that out with her—I’m not entirely certain what her arrangements are like at the restaurant, but I do know she’s there almost every time I go in.” 
 
    “Which is quite a bit,” Mrs. Van Dyke added.  
 
    “We’ve established that I’m not a good cook. I was thinking that you might find it easiest to work with her at the restaurant—perhaps while she’s doing dishes or some such thing.” 
 
    “Excellent idea. I’ll talk it over with her.” Mrs. Van Dyke moved over to stand by the door, looking expectant. “Shall we go? I’m eager to meet everyone officially.” 
 
    “Officially? Do you mean that you’ve met them unofficially already?” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke put on an innocent air. “I might have wandered around a bit to get a feel for the place. It’s all part of preparing myself for this assignment, you see.” 
 
    “Yes. I see.” Melvin tried not to appear too irritated, but his face was growing tired from the effort of looking civil. He opened his office door and motioned for her to precede him into the hallway. Time to introduce his “heavenly” visitor to the rest of the crew. 
 
    *** 
 
    Catherine pulled the brocade gown up over her shoulders, then stood still as Alice laced up the back. “Oh, it’s like it was made for you,” Alice said as they both studied Catherine’s reflection in the dressing room mirror. “I won’t have to alter it one bit—thank you for agreeing to do this.” 
 
    Catherine smiled. “I’m glad I was the right size.” She fingered the rich burgundy-and-gold fabric. “Did you make this?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. It was a challenge, I’ll tell you—I didn’t have a pattern, so I studied some books from Mr. Redfern’s shop, and I paid a call on Mrs. Deveraux. Have you met her?” 
 
    Catherine shook her head.  
 
    “She runs the dress shop like she thinks this is Paris, but her work is beautiful. She was kind enough to give me some pointers.” 
 
    “I think it’s lovely. Definitely the loveliest thing I’ve ever worn.” 
 
    Alice’s cheeks turned pink. “Thank you. I did work hard on it.” She loosened the back of the dress, and Catherine stepped out of it. It certainly was a hot, heavy dress, and she was glad to put on her regular clothing again. She wondered how hot it would be up on stage—would she be a melted puddle by the end of each performance? 
 
    Her stomach roiled at the thought. Just how many performances would there be? Not only did she have to memorize an entire play and carry it off to perfection, but she had to do it over and over again . . . 
 
    As soon as she was dressed, she sank into the chair nearest her, trying to pull her thoughts together. She felt lightheaded, and just a bit like she might vomit. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Alice said, pressing a hand to Catherine’s forehead. “Are you feeling ill?” 
 
    Catherine didn’t want to admit it, but she did indeed feel ill, and she feared she might make a fool of herself if she pretended otherwise. “I believe it’s my nerves getting the better of me.” 
 
    Alice looked at her with concern. “Several ladies have felt ill in this room. I’m starting to wonder if I’m bad for them in some way.” She forced a laugh, but her concern returned to her expression immediately. “Please sit still for a few minutes. I’ll get a glass of water.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alice.” Catherine focused on her breathing while the girl was gone, hoping that she could put her mind over matter. When Alice returned, she was feeling a bit better, but she still accepted the water gratefully.  
 
    “How many performances will we be doing?” she asked after she’d swallowed all she felt it was safe to take.  
 
    “Four. We’ll do Friday and Saturday nights the first week, then Friday and Saturday the second week.” 
 
    “So there are several days between the two sets.” 
 
    “That’s right. That gives us time to fix anything that went wrong the first two nights—mending costumes, fixing faulty sets, brushing up on lines, and that sort of thing. It also helps us keep from becoming too exhausted.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Catherine thought that was a very good idea indeed—it might keep her from curling up into a ball and crying. “And . . . and do you really think I can do this?” 
 
    Alice looked at her with surprise. “Of course. If Mr. Westcott asked you to take the role, you must be suited for it. He wouldn’t take you on simply to save the play—yes, it worked out that way, but if you weren’t a fit, he would have said so.” 
 
    “I’m relieved to hear that. I feel like the entire success or failure of this theater is on my shoulders, and that sort of pressure . . .” 
 
    “You’re not to give that a second thought. All the risks here are being taken by Mr. Westcott, and he knows it. It’s part of the business.” 
 
    Catherine nodded. That made sense. “Are you an actress, Alice?” 
 
    The girl looked startled. “Me? Oh, gracious, no. I’d rather die. I’m much more comfortable behind the scenes, where I can be helpful but without anyone watching me work.” 
 
    “That’s how I’ve always been too. Until Mr. Westcott came along, that is.” 
 
    “If I were you, I’d plan on a lot of things being different now. Mr. Westcott has a way of changing lives.” 
 
    A note in Alice’s voice had Catherine looking at her sharply. “Alice, are . . . are you in love with Mr. Westcott?” 
 
    Alice’s gaze flew up to meet hers. “What? Oh, no! Nothing like that. I just meant that he has a way of introducing new concepts and new perspectives into a person’s thinking. I mentioned the studying I did to create the Juliet dress—a year ago, I would have given it up as an impossible task. I wouldn’t have thought I was smart enough or talented enough. Now I know that I’m capable of doing whatever I set my mind to doing—I just have to want it and be willing to pursue it.” 
 
    “If he can truly inspire people to believe in themselves that way, he’s blessed with a wonderful gift,” Catherine replied, more grateful than she could express that Alice wasn’t in love with him. She liked this girl immensely already and hoped they’d be good friends—that sort of conflict would be the end of any such friendship. 
 
    “And you?” Alice asked gently. “What are your feelings for him?” 
 
    “I . . . I hardly know,” Catherine replied. “This week is the first time we’ve ever spoken about more than just his meal preferences. He’s a handsome man, to be sure, and interesting, and I wouldn’t mind getting to know him better, but my mind is such a muddle, I can’t say for sure.” 
 
    Alice patted her shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I think you’d be a very good match.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re entering his world for the first time, and you’re filled with wide-eyed wonder. He’ll love showing you around and seeing things fresh from your perspective. I’m sure I don’t need to caution you about his strange artistic moods . . .” 
 
    “You mean the ones where he pounds the table and mutters to himself while he’s reading over a script?” 
 
    “That would be the ones I mean.” Alice laughed. “Yes, I think you’ll do very well with us, Catherine Ross. If you’re feeling better, should we go out and meet the rest of the cast? I heard Gerard’s voice out there a moment ago, and I know he’s eager to meet you.” 
 
    “The man playing Romeo?” There went Catherine’s stomach again. 
 
    “Yes. Are you ready?” 
 
    Catherine stood up on knees that wobbled like one of Titus’s custards. “I’m ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Melvin strode down the aisle of the theater, Mrs. Van Dyke keeping up quite well, until he reached the stage, where the rest of the cast and the crew had assembled. Many were seated on folding chairs, while others leaned on pieces of scenery. They all looked at him quizzically, their eyes darting back and forth between Melvin and Mrs. Van Dyke.  
 
    Well, let them dart. He wasn’t going to start this meeting officially until Catherine had joined them as well.  
 
    Ah, there she was. He turned at the sound of women’s voices and saw Alice leading Catherine onto the stage from the wings.  
 
    “The costume is a perfect fit,” Alice said, grinning as she walked up to him. “It’s as though I made it for her and not Miss White.” 
 
    “Thank goodness. Now we can concentrate on other things—so many other things.” Melvin rubbed his jaw. “All right, time is running out and we need to get focused. Everyone, may I please introduce Miss Catherine Ross. She’s a waitress over at the Iron Skillet, and she’s also our new Juliet. She accepted the role just moments ago, so let’s not overwhelm her with our enthusiasm—let’s get her settled in first, shall we?” 
 
    The cast and crew smiled and nodded, murmuring their welcome. Catherine responded with a little wave and a shy smile. It was quite endearing, actually.  
 
    Melvin cleared his throat. “We’re also joined by a new acting coach, a lady who will work specifically with Miss Ross but also with any of you who might be interested. Mrs. Van Dyke?” 
 
    She stepped forward, her dress swishing on the floor of the stage, her right hand fisted on her bosom. “Oh, good people of the stage, I can’t tell you what a thrill and an honor it is to be among you.” She flung out her arm to indicate them all. “I can see on each of your faces how much you love the stage, how it has seeped into your very beings, and I can’t wait to help you explore the depths of those emotions and bring them to life before your enthralled audience.” 
 
    Goodness. That had certainly been unexpected. “Er, yes,” he said, holding up a hand. “Thank you, Mrs. Van Dyke. We appreciate your contribution to our cause. Let’s take a few moments to chat and get acquainted, and then Mrs. Van Dyke and Miss Ross have some schedules to compare. We are to consider ourselves back in business, everyone, so continue to memorize your lines, and we’ll pretend as though this has all been a minor setback and not a major catastrophe.” 
 
    “And it has only been minor,” Mrs. Van Dyke said. “Much worse things could have happened.” 
 
    “True.” He took her by the elbow and guided her from the middle of the stage. “Let’s chat with some of the others, shall we? That would be nice.” 
 
    He got her talking with the conductor of the orchestra, then wandered to stage left to find Catherine speaking with Gerard. Good—those were the two who most needed to meet.  
 
    “How do you find her, Gerard?” Melvin asked. “Will she suit?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe she will.” Gerard gave her an approving smile. “She has the look and the temperament, and I think we’ll enjoy working together.” 
 
    Catherine smiled. “Gerard was just telling me about his fondness for a good steak. He and Titus should meet, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Miss Ross’s cousin makes the best steak I’ve ever had—I’m surprised you haven’t wandered into the Iron Skillet yet, Gerard.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “I tend to eat at home. I’m rather fond of making soup.” 
 
    Soup? As though that was a man’s meal. “No wonder you crave a good steak from time to time,” Melvin replied, keeping his more immediate reaction to himself. 
 
    Once Catherine and Gerard had chatted for another moment, Melvin took Catherine to find Mrs. Van Dyke, who had cornered the actor playing the friar and was discussing with him the proper way to mix up a poison on stage. He looked relieved at the interruption and fled as soon as Melvin introduced Mrs. Van Dyke to Catherine directly.  
 
    “Oh, but we’ve already met,” Mrs. Van Dyke said, taking Catherine’s hands in hers. “How are you, my dear?” 
 
    “I’m quite well, but surprised to see you here,” Catherine replied. “I didn’t know you worked for the theater.” 
 
    “Well, it was still up in the air when we spoke earlier. Mr. Westcott and I only finalized the arrangement this afternoon.”  
 
    “Exactly, and I leave it to the two of you to work out a rehearsal schedule,” Melvin replied. “We need to get our Juliet caught up to the others, and we’ll also resume our rehearsals with the entire cast. This is quite exciting, isn’t it, seeing everything coming together at last?” He rubbed his hands together, unable to contain the small thrill he felt. It was as though the last piece to the puzzle had just clicked into place, and now it was simply a matter of bringing everything to the stage. 
 
    If Mrs. Van Dyke didn’t ruin everything, that is. He was definitely keeping an eye on her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Catherine’s brain was spinning with everything she’d learned and the names of all the people she’d met, but she felt good, fulfilled—perhaps this wouldn’t be as terrifying as she’d first thought. She tied the strings of her bonnet and stepped outside, ready to head back to the restaurant and discuss her schedule with her uncle. She wondered what he’d think about this new endeavor—he hadn’t been opposed to her auditioning, but now that the part was hers, he might be more reluctant to give her the time off. She’d just have to see.  
 
    “Miss Ross! Catherine?” 
 
    She turned to see Melvin chasing after her down the street. “Yes?” she asked when he caught up.  
 
    “I meant to escort you. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything before—I was discussing the script with Gerard.” 
 
    “That’s all right. I know you’re busy.” 
 
    “Yes, but dusk is falling, and I couldn’t in good conscience send you out walking alone. Shall we?” He held out his arm, indicating the street in front of them, and they fell into step. “How did you like the theater?” 
 
    “Oh, it was thrilling,” she replied. “I’ve attended as part of the audience, but to see backstage and how some of the things work—I think I’m going to enjoy it very much.” 
 
    “But . . .?” He gave her a smile. “What’s bothering you? It sounds as though you’re about to contradict yourself.” 
 
    “I felt ill in the dressing room. I almost thought I might vomit,” she admitted. 
 
    To her shame, he started to laugh.  
 
    “It’s not funny,” she said, her cheeks flaming. “Can you just imagine how humiliated I would have been?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Catherine. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I was just thinking back to a conversation I had with Alice not long ago—she begged me to stop hiring actresses with a tendency toward nausea. The poor girl has dealt with her fair share of nervous actresses in her day.” 
 
    “She did say it was common, but she didn’t say just how common it was.” Catherine smiled, feeling bad for Alice, but also seeing the humor in it. “She must love her work to keep doing it even with that as a chief peril.” 
 
    “I couldn’t survive without her,” Melvin replied. “If she decides to marry, I’ll only give her my blessing if she stays at the theater until she’s ninety-seven. Sadly, she doesn’t need my blessing in order to marry—she can do whatever she jolly well pleases.” 
 
    “You should have made that part of the agreement when you hired her,” Catherine suggested.  
 
    “You’re right, and that’s what I’ll do from now on. It might make it difficult to find willing employees, but it would be worth it in the long run.” He touched her elbow and steered her around a mud puddle in her path. “Were you and Mrs. Van Dyke able to settle on a rehearsal schedule?” 
 
    “Yes, we were. If my uncle approves, she’ll come down to the restaurant and coach me there. I have to tell you, I was so surprised to see that she would be working with me. I didn’t realize when I served her tea this afternoon that we’d be getting to know each other even better.” 
 
    “Hiring her was a bit spontaneous on my part,” Melvin said. “It was one of those situations where you have a need, and then you look up and find the solution right in front of you.” 
 
    “As if God sent it,” Catherine added.  
 
    He looked a little startled. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I’m sorry—I didn’t even think to wonder if you were a religious man. I should ask before I speak, I suppose.” 
 
    “No, that’s all right.” He spoke slowly, and his steps slowed as well. “Tell me more about God sending things when you need them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a pastor or an avid student of the Bible, so please don’t think I’m speaking with any sort of authority, but I believe that God brings us what we need when we need it. We might not realize we need it—we might think we need something else entirely—but He knows better than we do, and He provides.”  
 
    “And He does that for everyone?”  
 
    She hadn’t expected to catch Melvin’s attention so thoroughly with her simple comment, and now she scrambled for words, hoping that whatever she said next might satisfy his curiosity and perhaps solve a riddle he’d been working on. “Yes, I believe He does.” 
 
    “Even if the thing we need is simple? He doesn’t limit Himself to moving mountains and whatnot?” 
 
    “If He did, I imagine He’d be worn out all the time,” she replied with a smile. “Yes, I believe He pays attention to everything, big and small. I love the part in the Bible where it says that His eye is on the sparrow. I’ve felt like that sparrow more often than not—small, insignificant, vulnerable. And yet He knows where I am and He knows what I need.” 
 
    Melvin didn’t say anything for a moment, and she wondered if she’d overstepped her boundaries. “That’s what I believe, anyway,” she said with a small laugh. “I’m sure there are many other ways to interpret that scripture . . .” 
 
    “No, I think your way is perfect.” He looked up and smiled. “I’m sorry. I realize I’ve gone melancholy all of a sudden, and that doesn’t make me a good companion. I was thinking—but about important things, and I thank you for inspiring those thoughts in me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She didn’t think she’d ever inspired someone before—what a nice thing for him to say. “I’m glad I could help.” 
 
    He nodded. “You did. Now I just need to apply it and figure out what to do with it.” 
 
    She was deeply curious to know what he was talking about specifically, but when he didn’t elaborate, she didn’t pry. Maybe he’d tell her at some point, but if he didn’t, that was all right. It wasn’t any of her business anyway.  
 
    “Catherine . . .” 
 
    He’d stopped walking, so she stopped as well and turned to face him. “Yes?” 
 
    He reached out and touched her elbow. There was no mud puddle this time, so his meaning had to be different, and she found her heart starting to pound. “I hope you know how much I appreciate you for taking this role. It’s a silly thing, I know, and years from now, you likely won’t even remember that you did it, but it means a great deal to me. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Melvin,” she told him after pulling in a full breath. It seemed that being so near him made it impossible for her to think or speak or do anything properly. “I’ll remember this forever, as long as I live and maybe even afterwards.” 
 
    He looked into her eyes, and for one wonderful moment, she thought he might kiss her. It would be completely inappropriate—they weren’t engaged, and they were standing on a public street, and they hardly knew each other, but still, imagining it was certainly fun.  
 
    “Thank you for that as well,” he said at last.  
 
    She wasn’t sure what he was talking about—was he thanking her for imagining that they’d kissed? How did he know about that? Was she so transparent that he could read her every thought? But then she realized that he was thanking her for saying she’d always remember the experience. That made quite a lot more sense, and she smiled. “You’re welcome,” she said again.  
 
    They stood there, staring at each other with awkward smiles on their faces, and she wondered why they hadn’t started walking again. Then she realized, to her great embarrassment, that they had reached the Iron Skillet and there was no need for them to walk any farther. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me back,” she told him. “That was kind of you.” 
 
    “It was nothing—I enjoyed it. You’ll be at the theater tomorrow for rehearsal?” 
 
    “Yes, I will be. Will you be coming in for breakfast? Or lunch?” 
 
    “Maybe both.” He grinned. “Have a good night, Catherine.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Melvin.” She entered the restaurant and closed the door, then rested against it, closing her eyes. She had no idea what was happening to her, but she strongly suspected that it was just as Alice had said—Melvin was changing her entire life.  
 
    “There you are,” Phoebe greeted her, walking past with a tray of dirty dishes. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Really well, I think,” Catherine replied. “You look nearly done for the night. How can I help?” 
 
    “You could sweep the far corner.” 
 
    Catherine pushed aside all her thoughts about Melvin and kissing and turned her attention to cleaning the dining room. She hoped her absence hadn’t caused too much of a disruption. Phoebe was a good waitress, but Catherine had more experience, and if they’d been busy, they might have found themselves getting backed up. “Did tonight go well?” she asked as she put the broom away.  
 
    “Yes, it did.” Ivy finished drying the last plate and set it on the shelf. “We had a steady flow of customers, and they all left happy.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m glad to hear that. I felt terrible, leaving without more advance notice.” 
 
    Ivy smiled. “Don’t feel terrible. You work hard, and it’s time you did something for yourself. We need to know everything—how was your night?” 
 
    Catherine decided not to share quite everything—she didn’t want to scandalize her cousins by telling them that yes, she would have kissed Melvin right there on the street in front of the restaurant. The fact that she had misinterpreted the situation . . . well, she wouldn’t worry about that. It would ruin the moment in her imagination. “The people at the theater were so kind, and the costume is beautiful, and if I don’t embarrass myself by getting sick before I go on stage, it’s going to be the most wonderful thing I’ve ever done.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to come see you,” Phoebe said. “Since you’re the star, can you arrange front-row seats for your family?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Catherine replied. “We didn’t discuss things like that at all. I need to talk to Uncle Samson before I get too carried away with this idea. Is he still here?” 
 
    “He’s gone back to the house,” Phoebe said. “I’m sure he’ll still be up when we get there, though.” 
 
    Catherine nodded. Her uncle did tend to sit up late in the parlor reading the newspaper before bed. It would be a good time to speak with him.  
 
    They finished shutting down the kitchen, then locked up the building. Titus put the key in his pocket. By now, it was full dark, and she was grateful that she wasn’t walking alone.  
 
    They stopped by Ivy’s house and saw her inside safely, then continued on their way. Once they reached the house Catherine shared with her uncle and cousins, she saw that yes, Samson was still awake, and she joined him in the parlor.  
 
    He put his newspaper to the side when she entered. “I trust it went well? Otherwise, you would have come back much sooner.” 
 
    “It did go well. I was offered the part, and I need to make sure that’s all right with you. I know that it was one thing for me to audition, but if I accept the role, that’s two weeks of rehearsals and then four performances.” 
 
    He nodded. “If this is something you want to do, yes, I’ll continue to support it. You girls and Titus . . .” He paused, clearing his throat, and Catherine was surprised to see this emotion. Samson wasn’t usually the sort to display how he was feeling. “If it hadn’t been for you young people, I don’t know what I would have done in these years since your aunt died, and I owe you the chance to follow your own dreams now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Uncle Samson,” she told him, putting an arm around his shoulders and giving him a quick hug. “I appreciate that. And you know we’ll continue to help you however we can.” 
 
    “I do know it, and that means a lot.” He paused. “The supply train isn’t going to make it through for another few days. Tomorrow morning, several men with wagons are going to ride out there and bring the freight in themselves. I’m going along to help, and Otto over at the livery is donating the use of several of his rigs as well. We aren’t in a bad way yet—the general store and the dry goods store still have inventory on their shelves, but we do need those goods, and tomorrow’s the best time. If we wait until we’re frantic, there are bound to be scuffles.” 
 
    “How far out is the train?” Catherine asked. “Do you think you’ll be gone long?” 
 
    “Sol Medina, the stationmaster, says it’ll take us the better part of a day to get out there. Round trip and by the time we’ve loaded everything up, we’re talking about two and a half days or so. We’ll camp out along the way. I know you’ll all take good care of the restaurant while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Yes, we certainly will,” Catherine told him. “Travel safely.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    She bid her uncle goodnight, checked in with Phoebe to make sure the shifts at the restaurant would be covered, then climbed the stairs to her bedroom. She was exhausted, but it was the best kind of exhausted, the kind that meant she’d used up all her strength doing wonderful things. After she changed into her nightclothes, she took her copy of the script from her reticule and got under the covers, where she read her lines until she couldn’t hold her eyes open another minute.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    It was difficult to pretend to be a wealthy young lady attending a ball in Verona while up to one’s elbows in bread flour, but that’s what Mrs. Van Dyke was expecting, so Catherine was doing her best.  
 
    “Imagine, my dear, that you’ve grown up surrounded by riches and opulence, and you know that when you marry, you’re expected to make a good match so you can continue your way of life,” Mrs. Van Dyke said, wiggling her fingers in the air as if she could conjure up some of those riches there in the center of the kitchen. “You know that all eyes are on you as you enter the party, but you’re used to it. All of a sudden, you see him! A young man of dashing stature lounging against the wall . . .” She draped herself on the edge of the counter. “He sees you. Your eyes meet, and you know. You just know.” 
 
    “Know what?” Titus asked, a hint of laughter in his voice. He hadn’t been too sure about Catherine rehearing lines in the kitchen while preparing the food for the day, and he’d hidden any number of snickers at Mrs. Van Dyke’s exuberant teaching style, but Catherine did have to say, he was being as patient as anyone could be expected to be.  
 
    “That true love really exists.” She swooned for a moment before righting herself. “Tell me, young man. Has any young lady caught your eye?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, and I haven’t been looking. Helping my father start his business has been my first priority.” 
 
    “And you’re a good son to be so supportive. I truly believe, though, that someday, you’ll have a moment just like the one I’m describing. You’ll look up, there she’ll be, and you’ll just know.” Mrs. Van Dyke allowed herself to revel in the moment before turning back to Catherine. “When you first meet Romeo, you’re teasing him—you’re flirting with him. You’re used to being the object of everyone’s attentions, and you think he’s just another boy in a long string of boys. But then . . .” 
 
    Catherine grabbed a couple of loaf pans and began buttering them. “So, for these first few pages, my tone is playful, whimsical, lighthearted.” 
 
    “Correct. Then as we go on, you’ll become more wistful, filled with longing, and definitely sprinkled with angst. Oh, so much angst. Such is the plight of every young girl since the creation of time, it would seem.” 
 
    “I would hope that at some point in history, we’d find a way to do without it,” Titus remarked. 
 
    “My good sir, your wish is to be commended, but sadly, no. As long as there are young ladies on the earth, there will be angst.” 
 
    Catherine divided up the dough into equal portions and began pounding it into the shape of loaves. The restaurant would open in just a few minutes, and she really needed to get the bread rising as quickly as possible. She also needed to memorize her lines as quickly as possible. So much to do. 
 
    “Let’s work over this first part, shall we? They’ve just met, and they’re exchanging pleasantries.” Mrs. Van Dyke lowered her voice and began to read Romeo’s line, but she looked and sounded so ridiculous, Catherine couldn’t help but giggle.  
 
    “You’re supposed to be playful and flirtatious. I didn’t say anything about giggling,” Mrs. Van Dyke said, her tone austere.  
 
    “I’m sorry. You just don’t sound anything like a man when you do that,” Catherine told her.  
 
    “I suppose I should be offended, but I’m actually not. What woman likes being told that she does sound like a man?” Mrs. Van Dyke smiled. “Never mind—I can read it in my own voice. Or perhaps . . . Young man, are you fond of the stage?” 
 
    Titus had been frying ham and preparing the steaks for the day, only commenting once in a while. Now he turned from the stove and held up both hands. “Ma’am, I have no desire to be an actor whatsoever.” 
 
    “I was just thinking that your sweet cousin here might be able to use your help as she practices her lines.” 
 
    Titus looked aghast. “I can’t think of anything that would terrify me more, ma’am.” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke laughed merrily. “All right, I’ll keep that in mind. I believe it’s nearly time for you to open, my dears, so why don’t I make myself comfortable with a pot of tea, and when you’re done with the breakfast rush, we can pick up where we left off?” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Catherine told her. She was grateful for the help, but even more grateful for the break. She’d never tried to remember so much in her entire life before.  
 
    She carried plates upon plates of fried eggs and ham out to the miners on their way to work, keeping their coffee mugs filled and hot. Uncle Samson had already been gone for two hours—he’d met up with the other volunteers before the sun was even thinking of coming up. She hoped they’d be back soon with the supplies, but even more than that, she hoped they’d be safe. She knew she was letting her imagination get carried away with her, but she kept imagining them having some sort of accident, and she hoped she wasn’t having a premonition. She’d never had one before, but that wasn’t to say such things were impossible.  
 
    After the breakfast rush, Catherine set to work on the dishes while Ivy cleaned up the dining room. Mrs. Van Dyke grabbed a towel and dried the dishes after Catherine rinsed them. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be doing that, you know,” she told the older woman. “It’s my responsibility, not yours.” 
 
    “My dear, I can hardly sit here twiddling my thumbs while you’re working yours to the bone,” Mrs. Van Dyke replied. “Besides, if you can memorize Shakespeare while washing dishes, I can certainly coach you while drying them. Try that last line again, but put a bit more emphasis in the center. I should also tell you that Mr. Westcott is more interested in the emotion and the intent behind the words than he is the actual words themselves, so if you stumble on a phrase, don’t let that dishearten you.” 
 
    “I’m glad to know that. I think it will ease my nerves a bit.” 
 
    They continued on that way all afternoon, with Mrs. Van Dyke taking every opportunity to work with Catherine, and Catherine trying to keep up with both sets of tasks. She wondered how Mrs. Van Dyke could stay so focused and so energetic. She was more than twice Catherine’s age, but seemed to have twice Catherine’s stamina. 
 
    Once Catherine had finished her afternoon tasks, Mrs. Van Dyke gave her a wide smile and said, “Take a moment to eat, my dear, and I’ll see you at the theater in a little while.” 
 
    “Would you like something too?” 
 
    “I’m all right, but thank you.” She smiled again. “You’re doing splendidly, just so you’re aware. I don’t think I’ve ever had a more conscientious, dedicated student.” 
 
    “But not talented?” Catherine replied with a smile. 
 
    “Don’t give those thoughts any space in your mind, my dear. They have no place there. I’ll see you in a bit.” She left the kitchen, and a moment later, Catherine heard the front door of the restaurant close behind her. It occurred to her that she had no idea where Mrs. Van Dyke lived, and if she was just passing through Creede or if she’d moved to town permanently. They’d been so focused on the play that she hadn’t taken the time to get to know the woman at all. That would have to change.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Oh, Melvin, you have such wonderful things in store for you.” 
 
    Melvin had become used to Mrs. Van Dyke appearing at the most awkward times, so he wasn’t startled when she began speaking now. He had just finished marking up his copy of the script to get ready for that night’s rehearsal, and now he was beginning to understand what Catherine meant when she talked about her nerves—his weren’t feeling too well either.  
 
    “What wonderful things are those, Mrs. Van Dyke?” 
 
    “The play, your young lady, spring . . .” 
 
    He looked up. “My young lady?” 
 
    “And spring—don’t forget about spring. The snow has melted and there are daffodils in bloom . . .” 
 
    “I’d rather go back to discussing my young lady. Do you mean Miss Ross?” 
 
    “As if I could possibly mean anyone else. You’re progressing beautifully—just keep on as you’ve begun.” 
 
    “Begun with what?” 
 
    “With courting her, of course! Gracious, young man. You’re an intelligent soul—I didn’t think I’d have to spell everything out for you.” 
 
    “It’s just . . . I wasn’t thinking about courting her. I was thinking about training her to be an actress.” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke put a hand on her hip. “You certainly were thinking about courting her, and it’s not nice to lie to an angel. You’ll only get caught, you know.” 
 
    “Courting isn’t even on my agenda,” Melvin spluttered. “Don’t you see the piles of work here to be done? A new poster must be painted for the outside of the building, I need to place an advertisement in the newspaper, I have letters to answer . . .” He poked at the papers littering the surface of his desk. “Where in all this do you think I have time to court?” 
 
    “You don’t find time to court. You create it. And you create it when it becomes imperative that you do so, and you’ll know when that moment has arrived.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll know when it’s imperative that I court her?” 
 
    “You certainly will. Nothing will be as clear, and nothing will make so much sense.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense whatsoever, so let’s change the subject. How did your rehearsal go today?” 
 
    “Beautifully. Miss Ross is a very intelligent young woman, and she’s retaining the lines much better than I anticipated. She’s going to be my star pupil, I guarantee you that.” 
 
    The cast began to trickle into the theater for rehearsal, and Melvin rose from his desk. “It’s time for me to make my debut as the director,” he said. “You’ll still give me pointers?” 
 
    “Young man, I’m here for no other purpose than to see to your success.” 
 
    He still didn’t know why she felt that way, but he nodded, and they walked toward the stage together.  
 
    When he saw Catherine, his intent was to congratulate her on a successful day of memorization, but instead, Mrs. Van Dyke’s comments about courting flooded his mind, and he couldn’t think of anything else. He greeted Catherine with little more than a grunt, then asked everyone to be seated on the first two rows. He stood in front of them, searching for the words that would get this rehearsal off to a good start. It was up to him to set the tone.  
 
    “Good evening,” he said. “Tonight marks a number of firsts—this is our first rehearsal with Miss Ross as Juliet, our first with me as the director, and also the first with the new changes to the script. I trust you all had a chance to look over your copies last night and see what’s been done with your lines. I apologize that so many changes have been made in such a short amount of time, but we’ll make the best of all of them.” 
 
    The cast nodded, and that gave Melvin some additional courage. “To start this evening, we’re going to divide into a few different subgroups. Juliet and Nurse, would you please take the left of the stage? Romeo and Mercutio, please take the right of the stage.” He continued to indicate their groups, then gave them the page numbers for the scenes he wanted them to study. Once that was done and the quiet hum of voices filled the room, he stepped back and took a deep breath. No one had complained so far—that had to be a good sign.  
 
    “They all seem to be doing well,” Mrs. Van Dyke commented, coming to stand next to him.  
 
    “Yes, they do. They’d each learned the bulk of their lines before the previous director quit, so now we’re just acquainting them with the changes.” 
 
    “Miss Ross in particular seems to be doing well,” Mrs. Van Dyke went on. “Did you notice how nice she looks today?” 
 
    “I haven’t noticed her until just this moment, but yes, she looks nice.” 
 
    “You didn’t notice her before? My goodness. I wonder if we have an optician in Creede.” 
 
    “Her cousin served me my lunch, and she only now just arrived at the theater. How was I supposed to have noticed her?” For some reason, these questions made Melvin feel irate. Why was it his responsibility to be aware of Miss Ross’s whereabouts morning, noon, and night? And what business was it of his what she looked like?  
 
    “I just thought you would have seen her when she first came in. There’s no need to become so ruffled,” the woman said benignly. “I’ll wander around and listen to the different groups to see who might need extra work.” She strolled away, and Melvin took advantage of being alone to calm himself down. He thought angels were supposed to bring comfort and peace. This one brought nothing but frustration. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to sneak off without me again?” 
 
    Catherine turned to see Melvin catching up to her. “I’m not sneaking off—I’m walking home.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re doing it without me. I thought it was understood that I was escorting you home.” 
 
    “I thought that only applied to yesterday.” 
 
    “It applies to every evening that you’re in my employ.” He fell into step beside her. “Your safety is my priority.” 
 
    “What about the other young ladies?” 
 
    “They either walk together or they have brothers or fathers who come to collect them.” 
 
    “I’m sure Uncle Samson could fetch me.” Once he was back in town. She’d have to see if that was a possibility. 
 
    “Or you could let me continue to have the honor.” 
 
    She glanced his direction. “You enjoy this?” 
 
    “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Well, when I arrived earlier, you didn’t seem entirely pleased to see me.” She’d been trying to think of a way to ask him about it discreetly, but sometimes being direct was a better choice.  
 
    “I was abrupt with you, and I apologize for that.” He paused. “Could we possibly take a side road and extend our walk?” 
 
    “We could. I need to be back before full dark, though.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    They made a right at the next corner, but Melvin didn’t say anything right away, and Catherine wondered why he’d asked for this extra time. Finally, he said, “Mrs. Van Dyke is quite a lady, isn’t she?” 
 
    Catherine laughed. “She certainly is. She should be on the stage herself.” 
 
    “That’s what I told her, but she refused.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. I’d buy a ticket to see her.” 
 
    “As would I, and I own the theater.” Melvin took a few more steps, then paused again. With all this starting and stopping, it wasn’t much of a walk they were taking. “She asked me if I had any intention of courting you.” 
 
    Catherine blinked. “She did?” 
 
    “Yes. And I didn’t know how to respond.” 
 
    “Just as I don’t know how to respond now.” Catherine’s heart was beating fast, and she wished she had a table or a tree to lean against. Sudden questions did have a way of knocking the wind out of her.  
 
    “The truth is, Catherine, I do find you a very lovely young lady. I’ve just been so busy getting the theater built and running that the idea of courtship has been pushed to the back recesses of my mind. Perhaps someday when the theater is more established and I feel as though I have a solid foundation under my feet, I’ll pull the idea out and dust it off, but right now, it’s unrealistic. I thought I’d share that with you in case Mrs. Van Dyke has been saying similar things to you.” 
 
    Catherine blinked again. What a horrible contradiction of emotions. First she was hopeful and elated, and now she was crushed and defeated. So much could change over the course of a ten-second conversation.  
 
    In the next moment, though, she was perturbed. Why should she let him control how she felt? Why should he get to dictate her feelings of despair or victory? That was ridiculous. She hadn’t even known the man a few months prior—why was he now in charge of her internal thoughts? He wasn’t. That was that. 
 
    “I understand completely. No one has time for courting when one has a business to launch—I don’t know how many times I’ve had to explain that since starting up the Iron Skillet, but some young men won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    “You’ve had several young men show interest, then?” 
 
    This might be a good time to gauge his interest. “It’s hard to say how many. I’m sure I’ve lost track.” And that was true enough. When something rarely, if ever, happened, it was difficult to remember how many times it had or had not taken place.  
 
    “Well, good for you. You deserve all the praise and attention you receive, I’m sure.”  
 
    That was it? He wasn’t jealous or unhappy? He was a few years older, so he was likely to be more mature than a suitor her age, but that wouldn’t account for all of it. Maybe he was calm because he really didn’t care.  
 
    And that would be dreadful because she wanted him to care. She wanted it very much.  
 
    “Thank you. So you see, it’s all right if you’re not interested in courting me—you’re not my only prospect, so I’m sure I won’t be lonely for long.” 
 
    “I . . .” He was visibly surprised, and she was glad. She’d been hoping for some sort of reaction, anything to shake up his complacency. “I didn’t mean to imply that I’m not interested in you at all, Catherine. Just that right now isn’t the best time for me.” 
 
    “Which I understand, I assure you. We’re just not meant to be, Melvin, and there’s no shame in that.” 
 
    “Are you saying . . . are you saying that because I’m not ready right now, you’d rather not court?” He furrowed his brow. “I must say, that’s a bit frustrating. Why must there be a time limit imposed on this thing?” 
 
    “Aren’t you imposing a time limit by saying we have to wait until later?” 
 
    He took a step back. “I . . . I didn’t see it that way. Yes, I suppose that’s a time limit as well.” 
 
    Perhaps it was mean of her, but she rather enjoyed the fact that she’d unsettled him. “Let’s just be friends, Melvin. It’s clear to me that this isn’t a good time to be talking about relationships—not when there’s so much else going on. Down the road, as you said, after things are more settled at the theater, we can meet up again and see if we think this is worth pursuing. In the meantime, if I were to find someone else or if you did, that would be our answer.” 
 
    She’d kept her tone light and friendly, but his expression was now a glower. “Waiting has never been my greatest strength.” 
 
    “But you’re the one who suggested it. I thought that was what you wanted.” 
 
    “What I wanted . . . Oh, I don’t even know what I want anymore.” 
 
    She toyed with the handle of her reticule, trying to decide what she should say next. She could change the subject and let him off the hook, so to speak, or she could say what she was really thinking. If she did that, she’d run the risk of losing him altogether, but at the same time, if she couldn’t tell him her true thoughts, this wasn’t a genuine relationship anyway. “I think what you want is for me to wait indefinitely until you wake up one morning and decide,” she told him. “That might work well for someone else, and I do know many girls who have been in that situation, but that’s not what I want, Melvin. I don’t want to put my life on hold while you make up your mind. That’s not fair. We also don’t know each other well enough for you to be making those kinds of requests of me.” 
 
    He looked down at the ground, then back up. “You’re right,” he said, meeting her gaze. “You’re absolutely right. I shouldn’t have even mentioned courting until I knew for sure that’s what I wanted, and I never should have implied that I wanted you to wait until the time was right for me. I apologize for that.” 
 
    “And I apologize if I’ve been sharp. I sometimes speak too abruptly when I’m riled.” 
 
    “No need for an apology.” 
 
    “Excellent. Shall we head back, then?”  
 
    “I suppose we should—it is nearly dark.” He looked up at the sky. “I think, though, that we’ll need to resume this conversation another day.” 
 
    That was interesting. “Another day when we’re not quite so busy, I hope.” 
 
    “Yes. Exactly.” 
 
    They walked back to the restaurant in almost complete silence. Catherine felt sorry about that, but she didn’t regret having made her point. Yes, she had feelings for Melvin, and yes, she would love to be courted by him, but a courtship needed to come with respect, and if he thought she should wait around until he was ready to make a commitment, that wasn’t showing her respect. Of all the things she’d been looking for in a marriage partner, respect was at the top of her list, and if this meant she had to keep looking, that’s how it would have to be.  
 
    Melvin bid goodnight to her at the door of the restaurant. She entered and went straight to the kitchen, trying to avoid the eyes of the customers who still remained in the dining room. She knew they were all her friends, but she needed a little bit of quiet and didn’t think she could handle another conversation at the moment, even with friends.  
 
    Titus glanced at her over his shoulder. “Long day?” 
 
    “Possibly the longest.” She grabbed an apron and tied it on, then turned her attention to the dishes. That was a safe task. It was predictable, controllable . . . and dishes never argued back.  
 
    “So, I was thinking.” Titus walked over beside her and leaned against the washbasin. “I shouldn’t have teased you earlier. I can see how hard you’re working, and you didn’t deserve that. I was just . . . Well, Mrs. Van Dyke is an interesting woman.” 
 
    Catherine grinned. “Yes, she is. It’s all right—I was having a hard time not laughing myself.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m glad we see eye-to-eye on that. After you left, I realized that I’m being selfish by not agreeing to help you. If you’d still like me to practice with you, yes, I’ll read the male lines.” 
 
    “You would?” Catherine was stunned by this. Titus was happier at his stove than anywhere else in the world, and he rarely did anything that wasn’t somehow connected with cooking. This was a welcome surprise. “I’d really appreciate that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. And maybe . . . maybe we could keep this just in the family. We don’t need everyone in town knowing, do we?” 
 
    She smiled. “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “Good. Because it’s just better that way.” He went back to his work, and she went back to hers, trying not to laugh out loud. She loved her family, every infuriating one of them. God had blessed her by placing her where she needed to be when her parents died—she would never be without people who loved her.  
 
    *** 
 
    “If you’ve come to tell me how badly I’ve ruined things, you’re a bit too late,” Melvin said when he walked into his living room and saw Mrs. Van Dyke sitting there.  
 
    “Ruined things? Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “With Catherine.” He put his hat on the table and sat down in the other chair. “I brought up the idea of courting, but then told her she’d have to wait for me to be ready, and she put me in my place. Very rightly. I deserved it.” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke’s lips twitched. “Good for her.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that guardian angels also play matchmaker.” 
 
    “We do whatever is needed for that individual. You’d be surprised at just how often their ills can be solved with true love.” 
 
    “And for those who never find true love?” 
 
    “We bring about other things to help them along. Not every path is the same; not every journey is identical. That’s because no two human beings are identical.” 
 
    “That’s certainly true.” Melvin sniffed the air. “You didn’t start coffee this time?” 
 
    “Are you assuming I’m going to do that every time I stop by?” 
 
    “Well, no. I just thought . . .” 
 
    She chuckled. “You’re rather fun to tease, did you know that? You get a little wrinkle right between your eyebrows and you look like you’re about to pout, but you don’t actually do it.” 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly do any of those things.” 
 
    “Next time I tease you, I’ll hold a mirror in front of your face and you can see for yourself.” She settled more comfortably into her chair. “So, what are you going to do about Catherine?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve already created such a disaster, I’m not sure how I could ever go about repairing it.” 
 
    “Oh, you mortals. You take everything so seriously, as though you’re somehow powerful enough to destroy things. I don’t mean to be a source of disappointment, my dear Melvin, but you haven’t ruined anything. You’ve merely put a wrinkle in it, and wrinkles can be ironed out with a careful hand. And a little heat. Meaning, it won’t be the most comfortable experience you’ve ever had, but humbling yourself isn’t meant to be comfortable.” 
 
    “Humbling myself, hmm?” Melvin considered that. “That’s something I’ve done very scarcely in my life, and I’m sure I need a great deal of it.” 
 
    “Trust me—you do. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have brought it up.” Mrs. Van Dyke stood up and moved toward the door. “Don’t expect Catherine at the theater for a few days. I’m going to work with her privately at the restaurant.” 
 
    “But how will she learn to interact with the others? And them with her?” 
 
    “She’ll be back. She just needs to get the words in her mind before she adds the complication of movement and surroundings. Besides, I believe the two of you could use a break from each other.” 
 
    “A break?” Melvin came to his feet. “Are you forbidding me to see her?” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke’s hand flew to her chest. Not surprisingly. “I have no right to dictate any such thing. I do think, however, that if you were to spend some time apart, you might find it easier to communicate when you do see each other again.” 
 
    Melvin nodded slowly. He could see the wisdom in that. “I could go somewhere else to eat for a few days.”  
 
    “I think that would be best. Each of you should feel as though you’ve worked things out on your own, and then when you come together again, you’ll be fresh and clear-minded. Personally, I think we likely leaped from acquaintances to courting too soon.” 
 
    Melvin looked at her in shock. “You started planting ideas in my head from the very first minute.” 
 
    “Just because I put ideas there doesn’t mean you have to follow through on them.” 
 
    “I was trying to be honest with her and let her know my stance. But now I’m wondering if that really was my stance, or if it was you putting words in my mouth.” 
 
    “Which is why you should spend some time apart to evaluate.” She opened the door. “I’ll see you later, Melvin, but I’m not exactly sure when because I’ll be working with Catherine.” 
 
    “You could check in and let me know how she’s doing. From a professional standpoint, of course. Learning her lines.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be good of me. We’ll see how good I feel.” She whisked through the door and shut it, leaving him baffled. No matter what he said, no matter what the circumstance, she always managed to make it sound like all the best ideas had been hers from the start. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Did the people in Shakespeare’s day really speak like this, or was he being overly flowery on purpose?” Titus asked, squinting at the script he held in his left hand. His right hand held his turning fork, and every so often, he’d stab one of the steaks and flip it over. It made Catherine smile to watch him.  
 
    “I imagine a combination of both,” Mrs. Van Dyke replied. “He had to be accessible to his audience, but he also wanted them to transcend their everyday lives with his stories. That’s a common goal of most writers.” 
 
    “Right now I’d just like to understand more of it.” Titus flipped another steak. 
 
    “You’re doing a wonderful job, and I appreciate your help,” Catherine told him. “It’s nice to hear Romeo’s parts spoken in a man’s voice so I can see what it will sound like when I’m ready to rehearse with Mr. North.” She turned back to Mrs. Van Dyke. “I’m not to go to the theater for three whole days?” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke had the grace to act like she hadn’t already heard this question twice. “Yes, my dear. You need time to memorize your lines without distraction.” 
 
    Catherine understood that, but it felt like she was being punished for something. “Doesn’t Melvin want to see me anymore?” 
 
    “Oh, my dear.” Mrs. Van Dyke placed her hand on Catherine’s shoulder. “This wasn’t his choice—it was mine, and he’s equally sad about it.” 
 
    “It was your choice?” 
 
    “Yes. I noticed during rehearsal last night that you were being pulled here, there, and everywhere, and you weren’t even being asked to read what we’d practiced during the day. That can’t have been comfortable for you.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Catherine admitted. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s fair to toss you right into the center of a play and expect you to keep up with the others when they’ve been rehearsing for weeks. This will give us the chance to see to your learning at a pace that works for you.” 
 
    Catherine smiled, suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude. “Thank you for seeing to my best interests, Mrs. Van Dyke. You see, Melvin and I had a small quarrel last night, and I was afraid that he’d decided to get rid of me or some other such thing. I should have listened to your explanation from the start instead of taking it so personally.” 
 
    “That’s quite all right, my dear.” Mrs. Van Dyke paused. “I wonder if I should tell you, or if I should let him tell you . . .” 
 
    “Tell me what?” Catherine wiped her floury hands on a dishtowel and leaned against the counter. “Please—tell me what?” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke grinned, and Catherine realized she’d walked right into the older woman’s trap. “I spoke with Melvin last night, and he’s quite unhappy about your quarrel. He realizes that he made a mess of things.” 
 
    “It’s very good of him to admit it,” Catherine replied. “I’m still trying to decide if I said or did anything wrong—at the time, I felt entirely in the right, and I still feel that way. Maybe I’ll start to have guilt in another day or two.” 
 
    “Maybe you will, and maybe you won’t. I’m not sure it’s necessary,” Mrs. Van Dyke said. “Let’s put all that to the side and concentrate on getting you ready. We’ll have time enough to discuss relationships when this is all said and done.” 
 
    *** 
 
    For the next three days, Catherine and Mrs. Van Dyke worked several hours a day on her lines, with Titus chiming in here and there. Uncle Samson returned with the other men from town, each driving a wagon loaded with supplies, and it was just in time, too—they’d all nearly run out of coffee, and a restaurant can hardly function without coffee.  
 
    The night Samson came home, Catherine found him in the parlor as usual, but this time, he wasn’t reading his newspaper. He was merely sitting there, a faint smile on his face. 
 
    “Uncle Samson? Is everything all right?” 
 
    He looked up. “Hmm? Oh, yes. Of course. I was just thinking.” 
 
    “About what? You looked happy.” 
 
    “Did I?” He chuckled, and she took the chair across from him. “What we did wasn’t anything spectacular—we hitched up some wagons, drove them a distance, unloaded a stranded train, and came back. We didn’t risk our lives or encounter blizzards or face starvation—it was almost like attending a Sunday School picnic for how dangerous it was. And yet I have a sense of pride and completion I haven’t felt in years. I was just contemplating how we sometimes think we have to be heroes on a grand scale in order to make a difference in the world, but in reality, heroes are those who are committed to doing what they’ve been asked to do. Or volunteering when others won’t. We all make differences in the lives of those around us, and it doesn’t matter how large those gestures are.” 
 
    “You’re right, Uncle Samson,” Catherine said with a smile. “And I’m so glad you feel like a hero—and that it’s made you happy. You deserve it.” 
 
    “I believe I do,” he replied. “Now, off to bed with you. I understand you’ve been working hard.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s making me happy too.” 
 
    “Good. Soon we’ll have a whole houseful of happy people.” 
 
    That was a perfectly wonderful thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Again from the first line,” Melvin said, pointing at Gerard. “You keep putting the emphasis in the wrong place.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like it is the wrong place.” Gerard walked to the edge of the stage and squatted so he’d be closer to eye level with Melvin. “The emphasis changes the meaning. What exactly is the meaning here? It could go either way, and we need to figure that out before we take it any further.” 
 
    Melvin studied the page, then sighed. “You’re right,” he said at last. “You’re absolutely right. I’ve been reading it the other way this whole time. Do it again, but with your interpretation, and let’s see how it sounds.” 
 
    Gerard took his place again, and Melvin cringed as he realized just how wrong he’d been. The whole passage was better with Gerard’s input, and Melvin had nearly allowed his pride to bring down the quality of the production. His pride had been responsible for a great many things as of late, and he wasn’t pleased about it.  
 
    “I don’t feel like we’re getting anywhere,” he said to Mrs. Van Dyke when she popped up at his elbow a few minutes later. “I’m not inspiring them, I’m not leading them—I merely have them on leashes and I’m guiding them around and around in circles.” 
 
    “Perhaps that’s because you’re not feeling very inspired,” Mrs. Van Dyke replied. “I might have the solution to that problem.” 
 
    “Oh? What’s that?” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke motioned toward the wings, and Melvin’s breath caught as Catherine stepped onto the stage wearing her Juliet costume. “We realized we’d never brought this to you for approval,” she said. “What do you think?” 
 
    Alice stood next to Catherine, a box of pins in her hand for whatever alterations Melvin wanted, but he didn’t want anything. What he saw standing before him was perfection, and any changes would mar the vision. “You’re lovely,” he finally managed. 
 
    Catherine smiled. “Does that mean you approve of the costume?” 
 
    “I do. I definitely do.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll go change and then I’ll come right back. Mrs. Van Dyke believes I’m ready to join the cast again today.” She exited the stage, and Melvin exhaled long and loud. 
 
    He’d missed her more than he’d realized, and that was saying a great deal. Each morning when he’d woken up, he’d had to remind himself to head to a different restaurant. There were several good establishments in town, but only one had Catherine, and because she wasn’t there, he found little things to criticize. Nothing had been good enough, and consequently, he felt terrible about himself and his reactions—he wasn’t good enough.  
 
    But now that Catherine was back, maybe everything would settle back to rights again. 
 
    “She’s the answer to many of your problems, but you’re the answer to the rest,” Mrs. Van Dyke told him when she returned. “Catherine can’t cure your character flaws or fill in the chinks in your armor. Those are things you’ll have to do for yourself.” 
 
    “Understood, and I’m ready to tackle them,” Melvin replied. “But she can solve my biggest problem of all—loneliness. If she were at my side, I don’t think I’d ever be lonely again.”  
 
    “As long as you let her in, you’ll never be lonely,” the woman corrected. “I know several couples who have yet to learn this lesson. They walk through each day feeling completely isolated when in reality, if they would simply open up to their spouses, they’d find a wealth of friendship. Don’t let that become you.” 
 
    “I will do my best not to let it,” Melvin said. “First, though, I need to convince Catherine that I’m sincere—our last conversation on the topic didn’t go so well.” 
 
    “I hope your next conversation is nothing like the first.” 
 
    “Oh, it won’t be. Trust me.” He stooped and surprised them both by giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, Mrs. Van Dyke. You’ve been a blessing.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she replied. “Now, why don’t you go talk to her before tonight’s rehearsal begins? She’ll be done changing right about now.” 
 
    “Excellent idea. I’ll go right now.” Melvin dashed up the aisle, out into the hallway, and toward the dressing room door. Some things just couldn’t wait. 
 
    *** 
 
    Catherine was still behind the dressing screen when a tap sounded at the door, so Alice answered.  
 
    “Oh, hello, Mr. Westcott,” she said. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “I’d like to speak with Miss Ross, please.” At the sound of his voice, Catherine found her insides turning to jelly. It had been three whole days since they’d spoken—he hadn’t even come in for a meal. She’d missed him, and if she got the opportunity, she’d tell him right to his face. 
 
    “I can send her out when she’s finished changing,” Alice was telling him. 
 
    “That will do. Have her come to my office.” 
 
    His office? She’d been hoping for some kind of reconciliation, but the office was where two people would go to discuss business. She sighed. Maybe he had more changes to her script or wanted to discuss a scene in act two. That was certainly nothing to get excited about.  
 
    She fastened her regular dress and smoothed it, then unpinned her hair where the costume had mussed it and combed through it with her fingers. She was in no rush—business matters could wait where matters of the heart could not. 
 
    At last, she exited the dressing room and walked up the hall. She remembered the first time she’d stepped on this carpet, how lush it had felt, but now this walk felt like a trudge to her doom. If he cared for her, his behavior would be different. Oh, well. At least she knew what to expect. 
 
    “Come in,” he called out when she rapped on his door.  
 
    “You asked to see me?”  
 
    “Yes. Please, come have a seat.” Melvin seemed nervous. He met her halfway across the room and guided her to a chair, then sat down behind his desk. As soon as he’d done that, though, he stood up again and took the chair next to hers.  
 
    “Is something troubling you?” she asked. She hoped so. She hoped a great many things were troubling him—like his conscience, for one.  
 
    “Yes, actually. But first, these are for you.” He sprang from his chair again and snatched up a bouquet of lilacs that was lying on the bookshelf just behind her. That was odd—Catherine hadn’t noticed them there when she walked in, but now their heady fragrance filled the whole room. He placed them in her arms, then sat down again.  
 
    “Thank you. These are lovely.”  
 
    “You’re welcome. The idea just came to me.” He sat back and regarded her. “How have you been, Catherine?” 
 
    “Very busy, but good. Mrs. Van Dyke and I have been working extensively, and my cousin Titus has lent us a hand as well. I feel that I know all my lines, and I’m ready to piece them together with the rest of the cast.” She paused. “And how have you been?” 
 
    “Terrible. Utterly and completely terrible.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “I have. Do you recall last week, when I lost both my director and my leading lady on the same day? How distraught I was?” 
 
    She smiled. He liked bringing that up. “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    “Well, this is even worse.” 
 
    “Oh, no! What happened?” She hadn’t heard any news, and Mrs. Van Dyke would have said something—wouldn’t she?  
 
    “Because of my prideful blundering, I’ve endangered one of the dearest friendships I have, and I’ve been unable to think about anything else. Consequently, the play is going to fail, the cast is going to hate me, and we’ll lose money hand over fist. Tell me if that isn’t the saddest thing you’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “It’s very sad, to be sure.”  
 
    “Quite. And I don’t know how to solve this predicament.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She lifted the lilacs to her nose to hide her smile. “Have you thought about apologizing to this dear friend of yours?” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it, and yet I’m worried that it will seem trite and insufficient.” 
 
    “I don’t recall any particular set of instructions or rules for offering apologies. I just know they should be sincere.” 
 
    “Well, I am truly sorry. I don’t think I’ve ever been so sorry in all my life.” 
 
    “Then you’re off to a good start.” Catherine pretended to study him. “Once you’ve apologized, you might see about setting things back to rights. Making changes, for instance. Safeguarding that the mistake doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea. Let’s see. I made a mistake in telling a young lady that I’d been counseled to court her, but that I wasn’t going to do it.” 
 
    “My goodness. You certainly made that sound harsh.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    She lifted a hand. “No, it’s all right. We should look at the facts. You told her you weren’t going to court her.” 
 
    “Correct. Then I said I might do it later, but not right now.” 
 
    “I see. So, how would you go about setting that to rights?” 
 
    He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “First, I would tell her that I was an absolute fool. She was sent into my life like a gift from an angel, and for me to behave as I did—it’s unthinkable.” 
 
    “A gift from an angel? That’s a very nice way to phrase it,” Catherine told him.  
 
    “Well, it’s the truth. Then I would tell her that asking her to wait was the most foolish thing I’d ever done. I should be snatching her up in that very moment and not wasting any more time.” 
 
    “That very moment? Mr. Westcott, isn’t it true that you barely know this young lady?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. She’s been bringing me steak for months—we’re practically engaged already.”  
 
    Catherine shook her head and smiled at the same time. Annoying man. “And then how would you complete this apology?” 
 
    “The best thing to do, and the thing I most want to do, would be to kiss her.” 
 
    Catherine’s heart thumped. “You’d kiss her?” 
 
    “Yes. It seems appropriate once I’ve told her that I love her.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t tell me about that part.” 
 
    He seemed surprised. “I didn’t?” 
 
    “No. I think you were just going to let me assume.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry. I would tell her that I love her, and then I would kiss her.” 
 
    “I see. Well, it sounds to me like you’ve laid things out in a nice, orderly fashion. I see no reason why this wouldn’t be effective.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. Thank you for your input.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Any time.” 
 
    They sat there quietly for a moment, Catherine wondering what she was supposed to do now. But then she didn’t have to wonder anymore. Melvin came to his feet, pulled her into his arms, and whispered, “I love you, Catherine, and I’m so sorry.” Then he kissed her.  
 
    It wasn’t the sort of sweet, breathless kiss she’d always dreamed of. It didn’t tickle her lips or make her giggle. Instead, it enveloped her, wrapping itself around her just as Melvin had wrapped her up in his arms. So many thoughts and feelings swept through her, it was no use trying to make sense of them. Instead, she clung to him, counting on him to bring her back to reality when it was time, and he did. She opened her eyes and looked into his, smoky gray and filled with intensity.  
 
    “Oh, my,” she said, feeling behind her for her chair and sitting down again with a thump. “I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t either.” He backed up and leaned against the edge of his desk. “I’m sorry about the flowers.” 
 
    “The flowers?” She realized she wasn’t holding them anymore—sure enough, when he’d lifted her into his arms, the flowers had dropped to the floor, forgotten. That was all right. They’d given their lives for a good cause.  
 
    “Miss Ross, I believe this is the point in our conversation where I ask you to marry me.” 
 
    “Mr. Westcott, after a kiss like that, if you didn’t propose, you’d have both my uncle and my cousin down here to talk some sense into you.” 
 
    He grinned. “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “If I hope to maintain my reputation, yes. It’s a yes.” Then she grinned in return. “I would have said yes anyway. You just made your argument even more compelling.” 
 
    “I’ve been told I can be rather persuasive.” 
 
    “By whom? How many other women have you been trying to persuade?” 
 
    “None. None whatsoever.” He stood up and held out his arm. “Well, my dear? Shall we go tell everyone the good news?” 
 
    “I don’t know if now’s the time to share the good news, but we definitely need to get back to rehearsals. I’ve got an entire balcony scene to work over with Gerard.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “I must know the secret behind the lilacs.” 
 
    Mrs. Van Dyke looked up from her chair in front of Melvin’s fireplace and smiled. “You liked that, did you? I hope you don’t mind my choice of flower—they’re my personal favorite.” 
 
    “It was a very nice surprise. Catherine liked them too. But how did you get them into my office at that exact moment?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad. And it was simple, really. I just told them where they were the most needed, and off they went.” She gave a modest shrug.  
 
    Melvin shook his head. “You’re something else, Mrs. Van Dyke. And you know what? I’ve decided I believe you. No one but an angel could have pulled off what you did here.” 
 
    She beamed, actually looking a little bit bashful. “Oh, that’s sweet of you. You should know, however, that it was really my pleasure. I can’t even remember the last time I’ve had this much fun, and I don’t know when I will again.” 
 
    Something in her tone of voice sounded final, like a farewell. “Are you leaving?” Funny how the thought made him feel sad. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” she told him. “I stay with an assignment as long as I’m needed, but I’m no longer needed here. Your play will be a great success, but even more than that, you and Catherine have found what you need in each other. As a rather nice side benefit, Uncle Samson has had some positive realizations, and Titus is reading Shakespeare. I’ve not only done my job, but I’ve done it very well.” She paused. “I don’t mean to give the impression that I caused the supply train to derail—I meant that some good was able to come out of the tragedy. I’d never dream of derailing a whole train.” 
 
    Melvin smiled. “Yes, I’d say you were quite successful with your task. Thank you, Mrs. Van Dyke. I’m sorry I was too stubborn to accept you at first.” 
 
    “Well, someone has to keep me on my toes—and remind me from time to time that it’s important to be humble.” She stood up and gave him a quick hug, which he returned gladly. “And now I have one more surprise for you.” 
 
    “Oh? What’s that?” 
 
    She grinned at him. “This is not an honor I bestow upon everyone, but I’ve decided to let you watch me poof.” 
 
    “Really?” He didn’t know why, but that made him happy. As though he’d earned a great reward.  
 
    “Really. Goodbye, Melvin. I’ll never forget you.” She waggled her fingers in farewell, and then, as he watched, she disappeared. Just vanished. As though she’d never existed at all. He’d never seen—or rather, not seen—anything like it.  
 
    He blinked a few times, and then he laughed. “Thank you,” he called out, not knowing if she could still hear him. “It was everything I hoped it would be.” 
 
    *** 
 
    For the first time in the Iron Skillet’s history, it was closed on a Friday night. It meant they’d lose a significant amount of business for the day, but Uncle Samson considered it worth the sacrifice so the entire Ross family could be present for Catherine’s opening night. Knowing what had been put on the line, she felt an extra obligation to do well, and that obligation definitely didn’t ease her nerves.  
 
    She stood behind the heavy curtains, her hands shaking, wondering how she would ever get through this. Alice kept patting her forehead with a handkerchief, but she knew it was hopeless.  
 
    “I’m going to ruin this whole thing,” she said at last. “I’m going to single-handedly ruin everything Melvin’s been working for this whole time.” 
 
    “You’ve been working just as hard—no, harder,” Alice told her. “And you’re going to be brilliant. I watched dress rehearsal yesterday, and I couldn’t believe this was your first play. You looked as though you were born to be up there.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Really. And I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Catherine exhaled. “All right. I can do this. I just need to stay focused.” 
 
    “Exactly. You have what it takes—and now you just need to believe that about yourself.” 
 
    Alice was a sweet girl—Catherine was so grateful for the support she’d lent over the last two weeks. She’d certainly relied on it.  
 
    The overture started, and Catherine focused on each note. Then on the curtain being lifted to the rafters. Then on the actors and actresses who appeared on stage before her. They all seemed so calm, as though there was nothing unusual at all about what they were doing. Of course, for them, this was second nature. They all had so much more experience than she did.  
 
    When at last it was her turn, she threw a panicked look at Alice, who smiled in return, and Catherine stepped onto the stage—she stepped into the light of her destiny.  
 
    For the first few minutes, she was a trembling mess, but Gerard kept smiling at her or touching her hand, encouraging her, and she pulled strength from his belief in her. The lady who played her nurse offered her the same kind of support, as did the friar, and as she moved from scene to scene, she realized that in the theater, you’re not a single person battling the fear alone. You’re part of a family, and you’re there for each other. She nearly cried as she thought about this, and again as she understood just how very loved she was by all those around her. She had no reason to be afraid—she wasn’t just among friends, but among family. When she looked into the wings and saw Mrs. Van Dyke applauding her, she teared up again.  
 
    With each passing scene, she grew more and more confident, and by the end, she’d almost forgotten she was merely acting on a stage. She could believe that she was mourning the loss of her love, and that only one possible solution existed to end her suffering.  
 
    “You were magnificent,” Melvin said as she came off the stage following the encore. He took both her hands in his and squeezed them. “You amazed me with every word.” 
 
    “I’m so glad I made you proud,” she told him. “That’s all I wanted—well, and to make Mrs. Van Dyke proud too. She gave me a standing ovation here in the wings, so I suppose I did all right.” 
 
    “She was here in the wings?” Melvin asked, glancing around. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Oh. I must have missed her.” He had a curious look on his face, but she decided not to ask him about it.  
 
    He must have thought it unimportant too. He slid his arms around her waist and pulled her closer. “This has been the best opening night I’ve ever experienced, Catherine, and I have you to thank for it. I’m so glad you took a chance on me.” 
 
    “And I’m so glad you took a chance on me. I had no experience at all, and yet you believed in me enough to let me give it a try.” 
 
    “I seem to recall badgering you into giving it a try.” 
 
    She laughed. “Well, however it happened, I’m glad it did.” 
 
    “Me too.” He brushed his lips across hers. “And since this collaboration has gone so well, what do you say? Shall we take another chance on each other and get married?” 
 
    She was about to tease him once again about how very little they actually knew each other, but that joke was getting old, and she wanted the question settled once and for all. “Yes, Melvin. I will marry you.” 
 
    He studied her eyes as if to see if she was joking. He must have found whatever he was hoping for because he smiled, and it lit up his whole face. 
 
    “All right—now tonight really is the very best opening night we’ve ever had.” He bent down and kissed her again, nearly knocking her clean off her feet. Just how a kiss should be, both on the stage and in real life. Most definitely in real life.  
 
      
 
    The End 
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