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To my younger self, who deserved better.




Sophie Tucker: I’m fat, and I know it, and I intend to stay fat.

Ted Shapiro: Miss Tucker, you shouldn’t say fat. In the best places, they say one is “stout.”

Sophie Tucker: (laughs, strokes her curves) In the best places, I’m fat.

—Sophie Tucker, vaudeville star,
“I Don’t Want to Get Thin,” 1929








PART ONE
THE MOTH AND THE FLAME



Armitage Gallier <ALG@gallierentel.com>

To: phoebe.blair@tmhps.org

Miss Blair,

Hello. I understand that you are the author of The Secret History of Vaudeville newsletter recently featured in NPR’s “Jazz Night in America” program. I have a research inquiry with which I believe you are best suited to assist me. Please reply with your availability at your earliest possible convenience. I am happy to meet with you in your office at the Manhattan Historical Preservation Society, or at another location of your choosing.

Warm Regards,

Armitage Gallier

Phoebe Blair <phoebe.blair@tmhps.org>

To: ALG@gallierentel.com

Hi there!

Thanks for reaching out! So nice to hear from readers—there aren’t a lot of you out there, lol! “Featured on NPR” is a very nice way of saying, “referenced in passing by a random guest on a story barely anyone heard,” but I’ll take the compliment. Maybe even put it on my business card!

My “office” is more of a desk in TMHPS’ basement, but if you can stand the schlep downtown, it’s probably the best place to meet. That way, if you need any documents pulled from our archive, I can grab them for you then and you won’t need to make a special trip!

I’m in the office from 8 to 4, Monday to Friday. No need to make an appointment—I’ll be there, and probably bored!

Looking forward to it!

Phoebe

P.S.—I can go ahead and start pulling documents for you now if you tell me the subject of your inquiry!

Armitage Gallier <ALG@gallierentel.com>

To: phoebe.blair@tmhps.org

Miss Blair,

Thank you for your prompt reply. I will visit your office this week.

No need to preemptively pull documents.

Warm Regards,

Armitage Gallier


Present Day

MARSHMALLOW FLUFF. IT ALL STARTED WITH MARSHMALLOW FLUFF.

I mean, it literally all started with a three-email exchange with a man I’d never met. But that was just preamble.

In my heart, it started with marshmallow fluff.

You see, at the Manhattan Historical Preservation Society where I worked, archivists weren’t supposed to have food while on duty. But on the day Armitage Gallier finally materialized in my basement office, I was on my period, going through a brutal ghosting situation, realized that my favorite jeans didn’t fit anymore, had my coffee stolen from the pick-up bar at Starbucks and—

Anyway, there I was, sitting under my desk, eating marshmallow fluff by the spoonful like a very cool, very put together, adulting adult. I didn’t even consider the possibility that Armitage’s “I will visit your office this week” meant “I will visit your office when it’s least convenient and most embarrassing.” But then, the door opened.

Shit, I thought. Probably my boss.

So I tossed my snack/the incriminating evidence, scrambled back to my seat, and tried to do my best to look as not-guilty as possible.

“Oh, shit.”

This time, I didn’t just think that. I said it out loud. Because the guy standing across from me wasn’t my pinch-faced boss (Sorry, Mr. Kaczmarek), but … someone else.

Someone unbelievably handsome. Like, I thought he was a hallucination conjured by a bored and lonely mind handsome.

But no, he was real, and he was looking down his long, perfect nose at me.

Civilians never came to the archives. Researchers occasionally did, and the rumor was that Marty Scorsese visited when he was researching Gangs of New York (nice guy, apparently), but in all the time I’d worked there (six months), I’d only saved my isolated brain from going totally The Shining on everyone’s ass by reading way too many books, writing a Substack that no one cared about, and developing deep and abiding parasocial relationships with the hosts of my favorite podcasts and YouTube channels.

So yeah. Seeing anyone in the archives would have shocked me. But then I remembered the email. Of course, this surprisingly young, surprisingly handsome gentleman caller with the surprisingly muscular forearms had to be my pen pal. Armitage Gallier, the scion of the massive Gallier Entertainment and Telecom company.

The shock was enough to make me forget I had marshmallow fluff on my face.

“Uh, hi,” I said. Be professional. “Welcome to the Manhattan Historical Preservation Society. Can I help you?”

“I have an appointment with Phoebe Blair,” he said, his deep voice gliding over my name like a sharp blade over fresh ice. He looked hesitant, almost as uncertain and surprised as I felt. “Might that be you?”

“… Yes?”

“You don’t sound certain.”

When I saw that email from one of the biggest companies in the world, I thought you’d be some stuffy loser. And I mean, you may be kind of a stuffy loser, but you’re also a hot, stuffy loser I’d definitely try to take home if I found you at a FiDi bar on some random Tuesday. So yeah. You’ve thrown me off my game.

“Are you Armitage Gallier, then?” I asked, ignoring his question so I didn’t say something entirely regrettable.

“That’s me. Thanks for taking the time.”

“Thanks for donating the entire Eastern wing of the museum.”

Oof. Wrong thing to say. And in case it’s not already obvious, I was always doing that, saying the wrong thing.

I tried again. “Sorry. I’m not used to having people down here. Especially not—” Especially not guys with eyes green as Prospect Park. Especially not rich donors. Especially especially not rich donors with stunning green eyes looking at me like I’m important. “I guess I’m just a little out of practice in the human interaction department. Not many people come down to the basement for conversation. Can I start again? Hi. Yes, my name is Phoebe Blair. Nice to meet you, Armitage Gallier. Welcome to the Manhattan Historical Preservation Society. Can I help you?”

His Ivy League good looks only got better when he was trying not to smile.

“Yes, I think you can. I hope you can, anyway.”

“I’ll do my best. I’ve been dying to know what you’re looking for. Your last email was so mysterious.”

“Do you recognize this woman?”

From his pocket, he withdrew a plastic baggie containing a yellowing 4 × 6 piece of cardstock. Instead of handing it over, he held it out at a distance for my inspection, as if it were too precious to pass along to a stranger. The overhead lights glared off the plastic, so I blinked.

I readjusted my glasses. Then, blinked again. This time, it had nothing to do with the glare.

“Where did you find this? Looks original.”

“I believe it is. Would you mind signing a nondisclosure agreement before we proceed?”

Boy. If I had a nickel for every time a guy asked me that …
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An hour later, once I clocked out of work, I broke the number one rule of New York City singlehood. I went to a second location with a guy I’d just met.

A total rookie move. I didn’t know anything about this dude except, well, that he was Armitage Gallier of the Galliers. Yes, I had googled him after I’d gotten his emails—I am a professional researcher, after all—but basically all I had learned was that he was super rich. In fact, the kind of super rich guy I typically hated, who seemed to spend a lot of time dressed up at galas and soirees with very thin models. Now, here I was in his car. He’d given me very little information about this assignment, and his dark eyes did totally unprofessional things to me. The whole situation had all the makings of a Lifetime original movie—the slightly sexy but potentially murder-y kind.

But when a strange guy with more money than God hands you an original 1896 Evelyn Cross Spring Will Come girlie card and asks you to go somewhere with him, you’ve just gotta say yes. What other choice do you have?

Near the turn of the century, Evelyn Cross was one of vaudeville’s hottest commodities, a genuine star forged by the strange, American art form. A plus-size performer with scintillating yet tasteful song-and-dance numbers, she toured the United States and Europe, becoming a huge box-office draw all on her own. She counted Harry Houdini and Ethel Barrymore amongst her friends. Later, a group called Billy Watson’s Beef Trust would co-opt her iconic style, billing themselves as a troupe of beautiful dancers each over two hundred pounds, and going on a hot streak of popularity spanning nearly thirty years. Before there could be Judy Garland, Fanny Brice, Sophie Tucker, or even Miss Piggy, there was first Evelyn Cross.

Just as legendary as the woman herself was her disappearance from vaudeville in 1897. Her abrupt departure from the stage was a mystery no historian had yet been able to solve. So even without the good-looking millionaire of it all, seeing a mint-condition girlie card of Evelyn would have been enough to make me drop everything and follow Armitage Gallier anywhere.

To take matters a step further, I was a plus-size woman myself. And not one of those hot, striking plus-size women who knew how to dress themselves to show off every curve. I was a jeans and oversized sweater, half-jar of marshmallow fluff for a stress snack, insecure mess of a plus-sized woman. Evelyn Cross, with her bold, unflinching performance style and reputation for sexual conquest, had always been a particular fixation of mine. An image of the woman I could have been if I had even a fraction of her courage and self-confidence.

Back in high school, I’d been basically every fat-girl stereotype rolled into one. And when a boy pulled a mean prank on me involving prom, a date, and me showing up to the first without the latter, I’d fallen into an eating disorder spiral. I visited the pro-ana Tumblrs, I pinned thinspo to my locker, and I drank Diet Coke and chewed Tic Tacs for at least two meals a day.

For a while there, I wasn’t sure I’d live to see graduation. But I didn’t care about graduation. All I wanted was to disappear.

But then, while researching for a final paper in my US history class, I’d come across some photos buried deep in a local archive. These weren’t the glossy pictures from documentaries or history books, and they certainly weren’t glamorized stills from one of those classic MGM musicals. They were snapshots from a local theater, where Evelyn Cross had once passed through town to rapturous notices.

She was a woman who looked like me.

After a lifetime of idolizing Kiera Knightley thinness and Nicole Kidman’s consumption-starved body in historical costume dramas, it was a revelation. Contrary to what galleries and textbooks and pop culture would have you believe, fatness wasn’t some new concept. And people before me had lived and loved and been celebrated in bodies like mine.

I went to my counselor that afternoon and told her about my eating disorder. She got me the help I needed. I lived to graduation and beyond. All because of a few pictures pulled from the library. Proof that history was more than I’d been told. Proof that I could have a life and love without changing who I was.

That’s what made me passionate about historical research in the first place: the idea that people have been erased from our history … and I had the power to bring them back.

And, by doing so, I got to make people feel less alone. I had the power to give other people the same revelation I was once given all those years ago.

Evelyn Cross was a chapter in that lineage. She was big, unapologetic, and a star. She wasn’t the first buxom beauty, and by God, she wouldn’t be the last. But she was remarkable. An undeniable inspiration.

She gave me hope. Reassurance. Encouragement that, one day, I could be like her, too. Not just a fat girl who’d survived an eating disorder, but a full-fledged person—one who believed in myself, loved myself, and reached out for more.

That’s why this opportunity to research her for Armitage Gallier was personal, right from the start.

What I didn’t know then, as Armitage’s driver inched his Continental GT through Manhattan traffic, was that it was personal to him, too.

“It’s not a big thing, really,” he said in the quiet, rushed way people used only when they said really big things. His eyes darted this way and that, as if he expected mal-intentioned eavesdroppers under the car’s seats or inside my six-year-old iPhone. “It’s just that my dad is retiring to the South of France soon, and he’s deciding how to split up the family properties before he goes. We opened up the old estate on Fifth Avenue—it’s basically gone unused since the ’50s—and when I went up to the attic, I found some old junk that I want more information about. Like I said, not a big thing.”

Old junk, huh? Fucking rich people.

“Really?” I teased. “The South of France? I thought you billionaires were all retiring to space these days.”

A tiny sigh. “I sounded like a total prick just then, didn’t I?”

“Don’t worry. I’m not sure guys like you can help it.”

Our eyes locked. A look passed between us that I’d only seen in movies—at first defiant, then soft and vulnerable, then bashful at what we’d both just revealed with nothing more than a glance.

He let out a small laugh, took a handkerchief out of his pocket—rich people—and lifted it to wipe that forgotten streak of marshmallow fluff from my face.

I shivered and did a thing I never should have done. I decided I liked him.

“Believe it or not,” he said, “I’m a little out of practice in the human interaction department, too.”

[image: ]

From the outside, the mansion on Fifth Avenue looked as if it’d been plucked from one of my photographs back in the archive. A copy-pasted sliver of our collective history, the sight of which made me giddy with nerd excitement.

Once inside, that excitement only increased. If there was an opposite of the Tenement Museum, this house was it. Nothing against the Tenement Museum, obviously—but I have always had a weakness for glam, and this was a perfectly preserved nineteenth-century mansion, complete with original furniture and what appeared to be a functioning gramophone.

Near the end of our tour, he tried to breeze us through the parlor, but an oil painting above the mantel caught my eye. I stopped on a rug older than most universities in this country and stared.

It looked like any other turn-of-the-century painting at first glance, John Singer Sargent in style and abruptness. A stern man in a suit standing behind a seated, button-nosed woman attired in her finest gown and jewels. He was surprisingly handsome, and she slender and lovely. Confident brushstrokes. Strong use of shadow.

I noticed the family resemblance between the two painted figures and the live one waiting in the doorway for me. Over a century had likely passed since the portrait had been made, and still, the genes ran strong. Armitage shared the man’s strong jaw. His ears peeked out a little too far from his head, just like the woman’s.

But there was something else that caught my eye.

“That’s Thomas Gallier, isn’t it?” I asked.

Everyone who knew anything about the history of New York, or vaudeville, or the history of power in the United States, knew about Thomas Gallier. I recognized his picture from the hundreds of photographs and articles about him I’d thoughtlessly catalogued at the archive.

“Yes, and that’s his wife. Constance.”

“They look …” How to say this without being rude? “I mean, they look—”

“Like royalty? We have a copy of this painting in our offices in London. My mother loves the image they project, makes us put them up everywhere. People always assume they’re old royals.”

“I was going to say miserable. They look miserable.”

Armitage shifted, but that tiny light in his eyes telegraphed amusement instead of annoyance or discomfort. “Maybe we should go back to the tour. We’re getting ahead of ourselves.”

“What does that mean?”

Armitage glanced up at the couple hanging in their place of honor. “It means that Thomas Gallier might not have been in love with his wife. And after finding this in his personal effects …” He waved the Spring Will Come card. “I think he might have been in love with this woman instead. I want to know if I’m right, and I’m hoping you can help me uncover their story.”

So there you have it. What constitutes the rest of this book is the story of the man in that painting and the woman on that card. Through fictionalized history, drawn from almost a full year of research and accounts of my own life while investigating and writing this book, A Showgirl’s Rules for Falling in Love will finally and definitively reveal what happened between Thomas Gallier and Evelyn Cross. I have tried to hew as close to reality as possible—both Evelyn’s and mine—and so this book features historical figures, events, locations, celebrities, newspapers, fads, and contexts that will be familiar to the reader. Each part is named for a song Evelyn Cross once sang onstage.

But, to begin. A disclaimer.

A warning, really.

If you’re a true historian, you’ll know what it’s like to get swept up in your research, to the point that its characters become more than figures on the pages of old letters and newspapers, to the point that you wake up thinking about them and go to sleep dreaming of them. The point where their story becomes your entire life. And when that happens, sometimes the truth—the kind of truth I learned about in graduate school, the truth of facts and dates and figures and absolutes—that kind of truth isn’t enough to truly capture the past, in all its richness and emotion.

So with that in mind: What follows here isn’t a true story.

Not really. Not entirely.

I just wish it was.

1897

MANHATTAN






CHAPTER ONE


AT SIX O’CLOCK ON THE EVENING EVELYN CROSS’S ENTIRE LIFE changed, she wasn’t opening fan mail or getting a costume fitted or sampling San Franciscan chocolates from one of her gentleman admirers. She wasn’t doing anything remarkably sensational, glamorous, or otherwise befitting the woman who, at least until quite recently, had been the toast of the Manhattan vaudeville scene. Instead, she was doing one of the most unremarkable activities one could think of.

She was staring at a billboard.

The damn thing had gone up overnight a few weeks back, just around the time that her early-afternoon shows had been canceled and she’d suddenly found herself with ever-lengthening stretches of free time. Every day, she would perform her act, retire out of most of her costume, and then immediately sojourn to the fire escape outside her dressing room, where she would sit with a warm cup of tea and once more enter an unwinnable staring contest with her new, fifty-foot-tall neighbor.

In lurid color on the wall outside, a scandalously thin woman held out a corset in one disdainfully curled hand.

“I don’t need this any longer,” the lady-shaped image cried. “All thanks to slimming Banting’s!”

Evelyn knew there was no point to this obsession of hers. Her most imperious gaze might have worked wonders on any stage manager, doorman, or chorus girl this side of 42nd Street, but it wasn’t going to do much to a woman who was, in actuality, nothing more than a bit of paint on a brick wall.

And yet, she couldn’t help it. As though she was compelled, she found herself going back, every day, to her elegant purveyor of gilt-edged, corset-free self-hatred.

There were two reasons for this, both of them perfectly reasonable if she didn’t examine them too closely. For one thing, the woman in the advertisement didn’t look so unlike Evelyn. They shared the stage-ready features of unruly blonde curls and blue eyes that could easily be spotted by the poor saps in the second balcony. Beyond that, the almost-Evelyn’s image warped, as if she had been painted just to taunt her not-quite-doppelganger. The small waist. The flat stomach. The slender, dainty fingers and the figure designed to barely fill out the depressed groove in some man’s mattress.

She was like Evelyn. But …

It was that but that proved Evelyn’s second reason for staring.

“Here you are again,” a familiar voice said from the open window behind her. “Has the old girl moved yet? The way you’re watching her, I could swear she’s about to charge. Thank God we have you keeping watch. I can’t imagine the damage a woman like that could do to a poor, unsuspecting populace.”

Jules Moreau. Even if they hadn’t come up together on the vaudeville circuit, Evelyn would recognize that voice anywhere. The city’s most famous female impersonator, despite wearing what he called his offstage “masculine costume,” was unable to ever fully divorce himself from Julia, his alter ego.

Evelyn rested her head against the cool bars of the fire escape, listening to the sounds of Jules’s balletic footfall as he settled his warm body beside her own.

“You won’t be laughing when I’m the only one here to save the city from that monstrosity,” Evelyn replied, her lips curling up in a weak attempt at a smile.

“You think I’m frightened of that skinny little nit? Oh, heavens, no. No matter how tall she is, smart money is on you, my dear … which explains my confusion at this repeat performance you keep giving out here between shows.”

“She’s mocking me.”

“She’s a painting on a wall.”

Evelyn bit the inside of her lip. Now, they’d come to the second reason for her Miss Banting’s obsession.

“I lost a booking today,” she admitted.

“Another one?”

“Things are changing. Little Miss Waistline over there is only a symbol of it. We’re a dying breed, you and me. People used to love us for being so delightfully scandalous. Now, they think we’re unfashionable or dangerous or both. The moralists are coming after you with pitchforks. The slender snobs are coming after me with diet food. The conservatives are calling for Natia’s arrest after she spoke with that Emma Goldman woman, the racists are going after Nathaniel because he has the gall to be ten times more talented than any white man on the circuit, and the eugenicists would rather push Annie’s wheelchair off the Brooklyn Bridge than see her onstage. I talked to Lillian Russell and Eva Tanguay last week, and even they’re feeling the strain. You know it’s bad if those two are complaining. We’re all getting boxed in from every angle. Our days are numbered. Hate to admit it, but you can’t deny something staring you in the face.”

“There’s one across from my window, too. Not Banting’s, of course, but cologne. Four rugged men in Yale football uniforms, all beaten up and muddy from their sporting. Dainty women dripping from each arm. DeVeer’s Cologne—What the Real Man Wears in 1897. And look at this.”

He flicked something in Evelyn’s direction. It was a newspaper. The Manhattan Daily.

“Jules, you know better than to read this trash,” Evelyn admonished, even as she took it in hand. The Daily had always been regressive nonsense, but over the last few months, it had taken its pointed disdain for anything and anyone not like its wealthy owner—one Nehemiah Alban—to new heights of cruelty. From page-long screeds advocating forced “sanitization” of “infirmed” circus performers and vaudevillians to type-faced pearl-clutching about the dangers of “ethnic comedy” to “God-fearing Christian audiences,” it and its opinions were barely even fit to wrap fish down at the docks.

For years, she and Jules had ignored it when they could and laughed at it when they couldn’t. But tonight’s evening edition blared a headline that was too dangerous to bear either response.


NEW ROCHESTER LAW FORBIDS VAUDEVILLE ACTS OF MORAL DISREPUTE—IS MANHATTAN NEXT?



A brief scan of the article treated Evelyn to a screed about female impersonators, left-wing agitators, and scantily clad contortionists. The paper listed Julia Moreau as one of the acts whose tour had been canceled as an immediate result of the ban, and while she herself was not mentioned by name, judging from the author’s disdain for “inhumanly large songstresses,” Evelyn could only imagine that her own time was coming.

“Oh, Jules—”

“Don’t Oh, Jules me. Not yet, anyway. The pity party hasn’t even begun.”

Evelyn dropped the paper and glanced at her friend, who somehow still managed to smile even as their careers lay in rubble at their feet. Tall, dark-haired, and slight of stature, Jules was a beautiful creature whose inner self was nearly as flawless as his outer. He still wore his full face of stage makeup but had removed his wig and exchanged the first few layers of his elaborate Lady Rebecca Crawley costume for a thick robe that covered his decidedly female underclothes.

Even on a trash heap day like today, just seeing him made her feel better.

It didn’t hurt that he’d brought her a bottle of champagne.

“I thought we might celebrate my imminent forced retirement. Will you do the honors?”

Evelyn reached for the bottle, shot the cork off onto the street below, and raised it between them.

Evelyn’s mother said time was like a grandfather clock, with a pendulum that swung back and forth. She’d pat Evelyn’s hand and say, Not to worry, mein kürbis, that old clock is always ticking. You only have to wait for your chime.

But Evelyn and Jules had caught the highest point of the pendulum’s arc. For a few years, Jules hadn’t had to hide himself. He’d won over the public, delighting them with his chameleonic displays of womanly virtue and beauty. Likewise, Evelyn’s fashionably fat figure and superlative singing voice were the toast of the vaudeville circuit. She was the epitome of immigrant success—the daughter of someone who came to this country with the clothes on her back and worked until her daughter could be a healthy, round, well-fed picture of the American dream.

Two months ago, neither of them could get a day off to sell their souls. Sold-out shows. Packed houses. The plaudits of an entire island constantly ringing in their ears. Now … the culture was leaving them behind.

“To changing times,” she toasted.

Jules jerked his chin defiantly. “And the ones they leave behind.”

Evelyn drank first, and drank deeply, letting the fizz of the champagne bubble carelessly past her lips. She then handed the bottle over to Jules, who followed suit.

Neither of them was defeatists by nature. Their level of success would have been impossible to achieve for anyone who easily succumbed to gloom and doom. Still, it was difficult to look defeat in the face—in Evelyn’s case, literally—and stand tall. Sometimes, drowning the fear in warm champagne was all the world could ask of you.

Eventually, they had emptied half the bottle and Jules’s cheeks flushed. His usual slightly biting, slightly warm tone cut over the hum of the carriages, crowds, and cops on the streets below.

“So. What will you do now that you’re no longer de rigeur?”

“Moi?” Evelyn asked. “Oh, you know. Same old story for women like me. I’ll find some fabulously wealthy man to take care of me for a few years, make some wise investments, and then live out my days as a mysterious and unconscionably scandalous toff.”

“And who will be your companions?”

“Besides my endless string of lovers?”

“Naturally.”

“An old dog, I imagine.”

Jules nudged her shoulder with the blunt end of the champagne bottle. “That’s some way to talk about me!”

“Sorry, an old spaniel. And you.”

“Sounds like a darling little life.”

“Yes.”

And Evelyn knew that. To most in this wonderful misery of a city, where she watched thousands of the forgotten fight futilely for a better life, the future laid out before her seemed rather nice. Safety. Security.

Glamorous, no. But certainly lucky.

So why was it that every time she considered it, her forehead began to sweat and her throat closed up? Why, at such a young age, couldn’t she look on a happy retirement as a reward for years of hard work and relentless hustling?

As if reading her thoughts, Jules said, “But we both know that’s not how you’ll end up.”

“And why do we know that?”

“Because you’ve done everything you could to escape having a little life. You won’t give up on that dream now.”

He said it with such an air of finality that she didn’t even bother to protest. Jules knew her, after all, better than just about anybody. And wasn’t the beauty of having a friend never having to lie to them?

“What about you?” she asked. “What will you do when they finally manage to take everything you have?”

He shook his head, his pale skin catching the last pinks of sunset and glowing from their touch. “There’s nothing worth anything that they can take away from us. You would do well to remember that.”

More silence, at least between them. Down below, audiences with their two-bit tickets rushed the theater’s entrances, elbowing each other for the best seats in the house. Clearly not everyone read the Manhattan Daily, at least not in this less desirable quarter of town. A familiar knot of excitement tightened right at the place where Evelyn’s heart met her stomach.

They were here, those strangers out in the cheap seats, and they were here to see her. Her fame might be fleeting, but for now, she would hold on to it with both hands.

Inside, the company bell rang. Jules shook out the champagne bottle a few times, hoping for any last droplets.

“Back to the mines,” he said, though he made no move to stand.

Evelyn didn’t budge either. “Should we just ride off into the sunset together? Rob a train? Start a new life out west?”

“West? I thought you always wanted to go to Paris one day.”

“The manager at the Moulin Rouge did write me again recently.”

“And you said?”

“That I was grateful for the offer, but what lies between my legs has terrible stage fright, therefore becoming a can-can dancer and putting it all on display is simply not for me.”

“Shame. You’d look quite at home in a Toulouse-Lautrec painting.”

Another gallows laugh.

“What do you say, hm?” she asked, only half joking. “Let’s go on the run.”

“No. We should make them sad to see us go. Give them a great swan song. Remind them of what they’re missing.”

“You’re right. As usual.”

In a sweep of skirts and feathers, the two of them started back for the theater. Evelyn made a point of stepping on Nehemiah Alban’s Manhattan Daily as she went—a small protest.

“Evelyn?” Jules asked as they slipped through the open window.

“Yes, sweet?”

“What is it that you want? Really want?”

The answer to that question was a simple but impassable roadblock. The reason she couldn’t just wander off into the green pastures of a nice, safe future. The reason she had spilled years of sweat and glitter and tears into this career, this life she’d built herself. The reason she’d left her tenement childhood behind. The reason she’d never go back.

“I want to be undeniable.”
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