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Prologue
Deadwood, Kansas, March, 1887
William F., “Buffalo Bill”, Cody stared at Rose Ellen Gilhooley as if he’d never seen anything even remotely as wonderful as she in his life. Rose hoped she wasn’t misinterpreting his interest because she really needed him to like her.
“Whoo-eee!” the former-scout-become-entertainer hollered when Rose performed one of the more lethal tricks her Sioux pal, Little Elk, had taught her several years earlier. Cody even waved his hat in his excitement. “Little gal, you are really something!”
After she’d successfully maneuvered her body underneath her horse’s belly and had emerged safely on the other side—without benefit of a saddle or reins—Rose steadied herself, sucked in a deep breath, said a silent prayer, and leaped, landing with her bare feet on Gingerbread’s back. She balanced perfectly without, she hoped, looking as if she’d had to struggle to do so, and threw her arms up in the air in a gesture of triumph. Her brother Freddie had told her she looked like an angel ascending when she did that. Freddie used a lot of high-flown language, since he read a lot. Rose’s education wasn’t as grand as Freddie’s, and all she really hoped for today was that she looked like somebody Buffalo Bill Cody could use in the Wild West.
She knew her mother was nervous. Rose could see her from the corner of her eye: gaunt, thin, weathered, looking much older than her forty-three years, thanks to poverty and grinding hardship. But Rose’s mother, for all the discomforts of her life, loved her children beyond anything. Rose’s one wish, the reason she was performing her heart out for Cody today, was that she could earn some money by doing so, thereby helping her family and easing the burdens of her mother’s life.
Sliding down until she rode the big bay gelding astride, Rose kneed him, giving the signal to end the show with a flourish. Obeying her command, Gingerbread raced twice around the meadow and then stopped abruptly in front of Cody, rearing and pawing the air, as Rose had seen wild stallions do on the plains.
Buffalo Bill applauded extravagantly when Gingerbread took a classy bow, as Rose had also taught him to do. She executed a grand bow from horseback herself, sweeping her battered hat from her head. Of course, if she got the job, she’d no longer have to use battered hats.
“By golly, gal, you are really something! I thought your brother was exaggerating when he begged me to come out here and see you, but he wasn’t. By God, he wasn’t!”
He probably was, actually. Freddie was always praising her to the skies. This time, his zealotry might have paid off. Rose slid from Gingerbread’s back and clicked for the horse to follow her up to Cody, who stood at the door of the three-room sod hut in which the Gilhooley family had lived since they moved to the territory. The move had taken place years before Rose’s birth.
Because she’d learned early that a poor person had to use the gifts God gave her and not to be behindhand in expressing her needs, Rose didn’t shy away from asking the famous man the question that was uppermost in her mind. “Do you think you can use me in the Wild West, Mr. Cody?”
She’d given him a dazzling exhibition of her shooting skills, too, but she knew he already had a couple of female sharpshooters. The most famous of them, Annie Oakley, was, according to Freddie, better even than Rose at shooting. Therefore, Rose had spent most of today’s presentation on riding, at which even she acknowledged her superiority.
Nobody could beat Rose when it came to trick riding. Not even Little Elk any longer. Little Elk had told her so himself.
“By golly, I’ve never thought about hiring us a bareback rider, little gal, but I surely do think it’s about time.”
Her heart thrilled at his words. She’d all but worshiped this man for years. “Thank you so much, Mr. Cody.”
Cody stuck out a big hand for Rose to take. She wasn’t used to shaking hands with men, but she didn’t shrink from that, either. She took Cody’s hand, which was so large it swallowed hers, and shook it heartily.
“Call me Colonel, little gal. Everybody does.”
“Colonel Cody.” Rose would call him anything he asked, as long as he’d hire her.
“Sergeant Gilhooley told me that you—”
“Who?”
Buffalo Bill laughed. Rose wished she hadn’t interrupted him, but she wanted to know who Sergeant Gilhooley was. Nobody in her family had joined the army that she knew about.
“Your brother Frederick, little gal. I like to assign ranks to my friends, don’t you know.”
“Oh.” No, she hadn’t known, but that was all right with her, too. “I see.”
“So, Sergeant Gilhooley told me that you’re mighty eager to get started in your new career as a bareback rider with the Wild West. Is that so?”
“Yes, sir!”
He winked at her. “In that case, when can you pack? I’ve got to be in New York City next week, and we have to get the show together. We’re on our way to Europe.”
Europe! Good Lord. Rose shot a startled glance at her mother, whose face held a poignant combination of elation and sadness. Rose knew her ma would hate to see her go, no matter how much she’d be able to use the money Rose would be sending home. She stammered, “N-next week? New York? Europe?”
The world-famous buffalo hunter and scout nodded, still grinning up a storm. “You and I’ll have to catch the train from Deadwood tomorrow.” Cody gave her a sympathetic smile. “I know it’s quick, and it’ll be a big change for you.” He turned to Mrs. Gilhooley. “And for you, ma’am. I know you’ll miss your daughter something awful, but she’s the best little rider I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen plenty, believe me. We can use her.” He allowed his glance to slide over the pathetic Gilhooley family farm. “And I suspect you can, too.”
“Yes,” Mrs. Gilhooley said softly. It was the first word she’d spoken since before Rose had started demonstrating her riding skills.
“Tomorrow.” Rose swallowed hard. Then she straightened and grinned at the man who looked as if he was going to be the salvation of her family. “Tomorrow it is, Colonel.” She snapped a smart salute, and Cody chuckled again.
She left with him on the train from Deadwood at noon the next day. There was no parting fanfare except from her family and the few of their friends and neighbors who’d heard the news in time to witness the departure of her train. Cody had made arrangements for Gingerbread to travel with them. Rose tried hard not to cry as she waved good-bye to her mother, brother, and sisters. Her mother didn’t even make an effort not to cry.
Thus it was that Rose Ellen Gilhooley began her career with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West. She was sixteen years old.
Chapter One
H.L.—which stood for Horatio Lambert, although no one who knew him ever called him anything but H.L.—May strolled through the entrance of the Columbian Exposition and on to the White City. He and his friend Sam Trimble ambled along, eyeing it all with pure fascination. As they did so, H.L. mentally started composing the first of the several articles he aimed to write about the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.
This place was great! Although he seldom allowed himself to feel enthusiasm for anything because he had an image of the world-weary, jaded journalist to uphold, he was, in secret, totally, unconditionally, and absolutely fascinated by this Exposition.
“We’ve got to take in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, too, don’t forget,” his buddy said. Sam, too, was a reporter for the Chicago Globe, although
Sam didn’t cherish his journalistic image as much as H.L., probably because he hadn’t had as much to overcome as had H.L. Starting with his atrocious name.
Why any loving mother and father could saddle an innocent baby with a name like Horatio Lambert was beyond him. Hell, it wasn’t as if they’d had any rich uncles or grandfathers to appease. The Mays had always been as poor as church mice. H.L. had grown up on the banks of the Mississippi River in a small town in Missouri. “Like Tom Sawyer,” H.L. often told folks with a wink.
It had been a good boyhood, he often thought. And if H.L. had engaged in fisticuffs a good deal more than Tom Sawyer ever had, it was only because his folks had erred when they’d named him. He’d learned to defend himself early from bigger boys who teased him for having such a prissy name. By the time H.L. was twelve, he’d grown tall and brawny, and was able to flatten anyone who made the mistake of calling him Horatio Alger—the last kid who advised him to “go west, young man,” had lost two teeth—or Horatio at the Bridge, or any one of a number of other titles they considered funny.
H.L. didn’t even want to think about the joy his middle name had brought him. Lambert. Good God. If H.L. ever, heaven forbid, got married and sired a son, he was going to name him something decent. Something manly. Something the poor boy wouldn’t have to defend with his fists.
Breathing deeply of the stockyard-scented air, H.L. smiled at his shorter, lighter-weight associate. “Damned right, we’ll see the Wild West. You know, I hear some people come to Chicago, take in Buffalo Bill’s show, think they’ve seen the whole Exposition, and go home again.”
“People can be asses sometimes,” Sam commented with a laugh. “I want to see Annie Oakley. I understand she’s some kind of phenomenon.”
H.L. nodded. “Me, too. And that other woman, too. The horseback rider. What’s her name? Rose Gilhooley? I hear she can ride like an Indian.”
“I hear she is an Indian,” said Sam.
“With a name like Gilhooley?” H.L. guffawed. “I doubt it.”
“Might be a half-breed.”
H.L. shrugged. “Might be.”
“Anyhow, I read somewhere that it was a Sioux Indian who gave her the name she uses in her act, ‘Wind Dancer.’“
H.L. nodded. “I read the same thing, although it was on one of Cody’s publicity dodgers. Who knows if those things tell the truth or not?”
“It might be, H.L. You’re too cynical, you know that?”
H.L. only laughed. He cherished his reputation as a cynical big-city reporter. God knows, he’d worked hard to get it. He flexed his hand in memory of his bruised knuckles.
The two men, who’d not only received dispensation from their editor to visit the Exposition any time they felt like it during the fair’s first month but, thanks to H.L.’s silver tongue, had even talked the newspaper into paying their fifty-cent entry fee as well, felt as free as birds. H.L. was used to feeling free, but he knew Sam wasn’t. Sam was married and had two children. H.L. shuddered at the notion of being tied to so enormous a responsibility as a wife and family.
H.L.’s entire life had been spent getting free from things, starting with his lousy name. After he’d wrestled his name into submission, he’d plowed through poverty and ignorance until he’d earned a scholarship to Missouri University, graduated with honors, moved to Chicago, and proceeded to bully and write his way into a job as an ace reporter. He’d worked like a demon, fought like John L. Sullivan, and had made it. All on his own. It would take somebody mighty special to get H.L. May to put on shackles voluntarily. H.L. didn’t think there was a woman alive who could do it.
“And we’ve got to see the Midway Plaisance, too,” Sam said, looking too innocent for H.L.’s credulity to swallow. “We’ve been here three days in a row and haven’t set foot there yet.”
Lots of folks arrived at the Exposition via its street entrance at the
Midway, but H.L. and Sam had decided to take the scenic route from downtown Chicago. They’d come on a steamboat, and landed at the pier. H.L. figured he might alter his route one of these days, but the steamer was such a peaceful way to ride.
“You just want to see Little Egypt,” he said with a knowing grin
“I do not! Anyhow, she’s part of the Middle-Eastern exhibition, so when we go there, we’ll have to see her. That dance of hers is a cultural experience, H.L.”
It amused H.L. when Sam, in spite of the sober and dignified expression on his face, blushed. “Sure, Sam. I’ll buy that one if you’ll buy a bridge from me.”
“Dash it, H.L., that’s not fair.”
“Right.” H.L. shook his head. Lordy, when a fellow tied the knot, his life truly ended. H.L. would rather shoot himself and get it over with all at once than die a slow death via the tortures of matrimony.
“Crumbs, H.L.,” Sam muttered after a pregnant pause, “I’m taking Daisy and the kids to the fair next week. I can’t very well see Little Egypt with Daisy and the kids, can I?”
“Guess not.” H.L. stuck his hands in his pockets and started to whistle. God, he loved his life!
“Whoo, will you look at that! I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of seeing it.” Sam’s voice held awe.
As well it might. The backers of this World’s Fair had done a magnificent job of turning a swamp into a fairgrounds. H.L. was impressed as all get-out as he gazed at the Grand Basin, the huge reflecting pool in the center of the Court of Honor. A elaborate fountain and a gilded statue of the Republic, complete with scepter and orb, resided in the Basin. It was truly an extraordinary sight.
“You know, Sam, all of this is so fascinating, I’m not sure I even care about seeing the Wild West,” H.L. said as he entered the Machinery Hall and stared at the 435,500-square-foot room. It was crammed to the ceiling with exhibits ranging from book-folding machines to knitting machines, to gigantic hydraulic engines. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”
Sam, also stunned by the enormity and magnificence of the Machinery Hall, whispered reverently, “That’s the whole point, H.L. Nobody has.”
# # #
Mrs. Frank Butler, better known to her many admirers as Annie Oakley—although she’d started out in life as Phoebe Ann Moses—shuffled through a deck of cards, sorting out the various aces, sevens, tens, and other cards with appropriate suit-marks in their centers. During her sharpshooting performance, she’d shoot out the center pips. The cards, thus decorated by “Little Sure Shot,” Sitting Bull’s honorary name for her, would be sold later to Wild West attendees.
Annie’s white poodle, George, snored on an embroidered pillow at Annie’s feet. Annie used George in her act with the Wild West sometimes. George had a remarkably phlegmatic personality for a poodle and never shied away from the sound of gunfire.
Rose Gilhooley, who considered Mrs. Butler her very best friend in the whole Wild West show, if not the entire world, was helping Annie sort cards. “I don’t know why they didn’t let Colonel Cody set up inside the Exposition. Doesn’t seem fair to me.”
The late spring day was fine, and the two ladies were working in Annie’s big tent, which had been set up for her for her use during the run of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West. The Sioux attached to the show had constructed a small village for themselves, and dozens of other tents
housed the rest of the 600 members of the cast and crew that traveled with the Wild West. A herd of buffalo and a herd of horses also traveled with the show, and were pastured near the tent villages. Cody’s entourage included a stagecoach, a veritable arsenal of firearms, pounds of blank ammunition, dozens of mules, and wagonloads of costumes, set pieces, props, and backdrops, as well. It took acres of land to house the large operation.
Annie chuckled. “You just think the colonel’s perfect, is all. According to the Fair Directory, the Wild West is just entertainment. The Exposition is supposed to be an educational experience.”
“Colonel Cody says the Wild West is an educational exposition. And it really is, Annie.” Rose eyed the other woman, whom she admired immensely. “Don’t you think so?”
A tiny stab of disappointment struck her. She hated it that Annie, who liked and admired the colonel, didn’t appreciate him in the same worshipful way Rose did. As far as Rose was concerned, William F. Cody had been her family’s deliverer and would forever be her personal hero.
Annie sighed. “As to that, we do reenactments of historical events.”
Rose nodded vigorously. “Yes, and that’s the whole point. Think about it. The colonel’s life is so colorful—and it’s all true. Why, he rode the longest Pony Express route ever when he was only sixteen years old! And that was way before he started scouting for the army.”
Annie leveled a look at Rose over the ace of spades. “You were feeding your whole family when you were sixteen years old, Rose.”
Rose shrugged. “Well, yes, but that’s only because I had to, after Papa died. Freddie couldn’t ride or shoot for anything, and I was a dead-eye shot. Anything the family didn’t eat, we sold at market. You know all about that, because you did the same thing.”
“Hmph.” Annie’s lips pursed, as they always did when Rose spoke of her older brother.
Feeling defensive about Freddie, whom Rose loved with all her heart, and who was a sweetheart even if he couldn’t hit the side of a barn with a buffalo rifle, Rose said, “Freddie does his part, all right. He took care of the farm and did all the hard labor around the place before he married Suzanne. Plus he worked in Mr. Lovelady’s hardware store in town. Still does, for that matter, and he still helps Ma with our farm, although with the money I send home, Ma’s been able to hire a farm hand, too.” She frowned. “I’m trying to talk her in to moving to town. She doesn’t need to work the farm any longer.”
Annie gave her a sharp glance. “You’re the one who provided the meals. I did the same thing, so I know how hard it was for you. The colonel rode a horse a long way, and probably had a wonderful time doing it. He wasn’t feeding his family. There’s a lot to be said for being willing and able to keep one’s family in food and shelter, Rose Gilhooley. Personally, I think it’s a lot more important than riding a horse for a long way. It’s called shouldering one’s responsibilities”
Rose giggled at Annie’s ferocity and the thought of Buffalo Bill Cody as a young lad, riding for the Pony Express. Rose would bet her last dollar that he’d had a good time, indeed. “I suppose so, but it’s sure not as romantic.”
“Romantic,” Annie repeated, as if the word were possibly the most ridiculous one in the English language.
“Yes. Romantic. And don’t forget about his army exploits, either. I don’t think it’s ridiculous to reenact Custer’s massacre.”
Annie lifted one arm in the air, her hand curled into a fist, as though she were holding a sacred object, slapped the other hand over her heart and intoned dramatically, “The first scalp for Custer!” Letting her arm drop and picking up another deck of cards, she added, “Ugh.”
“Oh, Annie, I know you’re wrong. I think the colonel is the most wonderful man I’ve ever met.”
“That’s only because you haven’t met very many men, darling Rose.”
They both laughed. Rose knew Annie was only trying to spare her the disappointment of one day discovering William F. Cody to be a mere man, but Rose didn’t really need any lessons about that sort of thing. Rose had grown up rough. She also knew that, in spite of her lack of enthusiasm in this instance, Annie adored the colonel.
Besides, Rose had met plenty of men in her life, no matter what Annie thought. She’d met drunkards and gunfighters and gamblers and cowboys, all by the time she was old enough to talk. Deadwood was a dangerous place, and Rose had learned to duck almost as soon as she could walk, because the lead flew like birds around the town.
By this time in her life, she could tell a good man from a bad one, and a faker from an honest man. Whatever Annie said, Rose Gilhooley knew very well that William F. Cody wasn’t a plain common, garden-variety man. And if Rose chose to find a little romance in life where she could, she didn’t think it was Annie’s place to knock her fantasies around. The good Lord knew, Rose had seen little enough of romance in her twenty-two years. Since she loved and admired Annie Oakley almost as fiercely as she did Buffalo Bill Cody, she’d never say so.
She did, however, sniff. “Well, I think the Wild West is much more than a show. I think it’s an educational experience, and ought to have been allowed to be set up on the Exposition grounds.”
“Hmmm. Maybe, but it’s still mostly for the amusement of the people who come to see it, what with the Indians attacking the Deadwood Stage, and the buffalo hunt and all. I think those things can truthfully be considered as mere entertainment. You have to admit that the colonel does alter historical facts from time to time.”
“Maybe, but I don’t think there’s anything mere about it,” Rose said huffily. “If anyone thinks you woke up one morning being able to shoot the way you shoot, or that I woke up one morning being able to ride the way I ride, or that they’re ever going to see how the Sioux lived before they went to the reservations anywhere else, they’re just plain nutty.”
“People don’t think about things like that unless they have to,” Annie told her dryly. “You and I might have had to shoot our families’ meals before we were old enough to think, but not too many other folks in today’s world have that problem.”
“I guess not.”
“Did you do those reading and writing exercises I gave you yesterday?”
Rose heaved a sigh. She hated not being better at reading, writing, and ciphering, but that was one of the many prices she’d paid to help her family survive. First she’d brought home their food when she still lived on the farm outside Deadwood. Now she was “Wind Dancer: Bareback Rider Extraordinaire” for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West. She didn’t regret one single aspect of her life—unless it was the poverty that had driven her to work so hard to begin with—but she still wished she’d been able to go to school.
“I did. It’s getting easier.”
Annie, with a sympathetic smile that embarrassed Rose, reached over and patted her on the knee. “Of course, it’s getting easier, dear. You’re doing very well. It’s quite difficult to learn your letters and numbers when you’re an adult and have to hold an exacting job at the same time.”
“You did it.”
“Yes, but I had a little more background to begin with.” She shook an admonishing finger at Rose. “It wasn’t easy for me, either, and I know it’s not easy for you. And that’s not your fault.”
“I guess.” Rose still felt like a stupid lump every time she had to Ask Annie to help her decipher words in the letters she received from fans who’d seen her perform in the Wild West. She figured any self-respecting adult human American, especially one whom others admired, ought to be able to read the letters she got. No matter how many times Annie assured her that ignorance and stupidity were too different things, Rose still felt stupid.
Chapter Two
“I believe they’re in here, Mr. May.”
The two women looked at each other as Frank Butler’s slightly accented voice reached them. Annie sighed. “Who’s he got in tow now?” she asked, although she smiled as she did so. Frank Butler, her Irish husband and a champion sharpshooter in his own right, was also her business manager. As such, he tried to garner as much publicity for her as he could.
Grinning, Rose said, “Whoever it is, I’m sure he’ll love you, Annie. You’re so—perfect.” Rose was honestly only a little bit jealous of Annie’s fame, mainly because Rose knew Annie had earned it. Annie was also small and pretty and elegant, and every inch a lady.
Rose herself was small and guessed she was sort of pretty, but she felt thoroughly deficient in the ladyship and elegance departments. Annie was trying to help her there, too. So far, she’d managed to correct Rose’s grammar for the most part—Rose slipped up occasionally when she was nervous—had taught her how to eat with a knife, fork, and spoon, not to drink her tea out of her saucer, and gone with her on a shopping expedition when they’d first arrived in Chicago, but Rose knew she needed lots more work in order to become a real lady, if she ever could.
Annie sniffed. “Rose Gilhooley, you’re being silly. You’re ever so much younger and prettier than I am. Who’s to say whoever this person Frank’s bringing hasn’t come here to see you?”
Rose felt her eyes pop open. “Oh, no, Annie! That never happens!”
Annie only sighed, patted a stack of cards together, and stood, looking as if she didn’t relish whatever this interruption was going to mean. Rose stood, too, feeling nervous. She never felt nervous when she was performing because she’d practically grown up on a horse and was confident there. Horseback, however, was the only place she felt confident.
The tent flap opened, and Frank Butler came in first. “Howdy-do, ladies. I see you’re hard at work, as usual.” Frank, a real sweetheart in Rose’s opinion—he even wrote beautiful poems that Annie read to her sometimes—winked at them.
“Hello, Frank, what are you surprising me with today?” Annie went over to give her husband a buss on the cheek.
Rose had never seen Annie or Frank show any but the mildest displays of affection for each other in public, even though she knew their love ran deep. Annie had told her so. So had Frank, for that matter. And there were the poems he wrote, which were so beautiful they made Rose cry.
“I have here a photographer, Mr. Winslow Asher, and a newspaperman, Mr. H.L. May. Mr. Asher has been hired by the Fair Directory as the official photographer for the Exposition, and Mr. May is writing a series of articles for the Chicago Globe. They want to interview you, darlin’, and take some pictures.”
Rose turned impulsively, and gave Annie a hug. “Oh, Annie, that’s wonderful!”
“Aye, ‘tis,” said Frank complacently.
“Frank.” Annie shook her head. “You are amazing.” She didn’t sound as if she considered his being amazing a particularly endearing quality at the moment.
Frank only chuckled. “Say your howdies to the gentlemen, ladies. Annie Oakley and Rose Gilhooley, please meet Mr. Win Asher and Mr. H.L. May.”
Always slightly abashed in fancy company—and any company she met outside the Wild West or Deadwood, Kansas, qualified—Rose still managed a dainty curtsy. Annie had taught her that, too.
Mr. Asher bowed and shook Annie’s hand, then Rose’s. “So good of you to allow us to disturb you, Mrs. Butler. Miss Gilhooley.”
“Certainly,” said Annie.
She sounded as much like a queen as Victoria had, Rose thought. She mumbled, “Sure.”
“Ah. Good to meet you, Miss Annie Oakley,” said H.L. May. Then he surprised Rose by turning abruptly in her direction. “Say, I’ve heard you’re the best rider anybody’s ever seen, Miss Gilhooley. I’m looking forward to watching your act tonight.”
H.L. May’s smile was a wonder to behold. Rose wished he hadn’t shot it at her so suddenly, because it made her heart flop around like a hooked trout and then begin racing. She muttered, “Thank you,” and forced herself to maintain eye contact with him. She wanted to bow her head and stare at her own toes.
“I hear you ride bareback and with no shoes on,” H.L. went on, to Rose’s chagrin.
He seemed to expect some kind of answer, so she said, “Can’t balance standing up on a horse’s back with shoes on. Hurts the horse, too.”
His grin widened, as if her comment had tickled him. “A barefoot bareback rider. I can see the headlines now.”
Was he making fun of her? Rose wasn’t sure. She peeked quickly at Annie, but read no hint in her expression. Glancing back at H.L., she noticed his eyes this time. Darn it. His eyes were a dancing green that complemented his dark brown hair, jaunty checked suit, and dashing straw hat. He was big, too, and had muscles. He looked more like he dug ditches for a living than wrote articles. Rose had always thought newspaper people were thin, pale, drunkards who lived in smoke-filled saloons and only staggered home occasionally to write a few newspaper articles. This fellow looked as if he went out every day, tackled life with his own bare hands, and thrashed it to a standstill. “Um,” she said. “Really?”
He laughed. He didn’t just laugh; rather, he threw his head back and roared. Rose was pretty sure he was making fun of her this time. She frowned. “I don’t see what’s so funny.”
Shaking his head and wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, he said, “There’s not a thing funny, Miss Gilhooley, but I’d sure like to be allowed to interview you. I have a feeling you’re a true original.”
What did that mean? Rose looked at Annie again. This time, Annie evidently read the beseeching quality in Rose’s glance, because she smiled encouragement. “That’s wonderful, Rose. I think you ought to take Mr. May up on his offer.” As if she imagined Rose needed further impetus to accept the request for an interview—and she was right—Annie added, “Think of the publicity for the Wild West.”
There probably wasn’t another thing Annie could have said that would have made Rose accept H.L.’s proposition. Rose didn’t want to be interviewed by him. He alarmed her. But any time she became aware of an opportunity to benefit Colonel Cody, Rose pounced on it. She felt her shoulders sag.
“Say, Miss Gilhooley, I don’t bite. Honest.”
When she peered up into the face of H.L. May, who looked as handsome, devil-may-care, and dangerous as made no matter, Rose wasn’t sure about that. Nevertheless, she knew where her duty lay. She’d been doing her duty all her life.
“Very well. When would you like to conduct this interview?” Her voice sounded stifled. Rose felt stifled. She heard Annie release a breath of relief and vaguely resented it.
“How about tomorrow?” H.L. suggested. “That way I can watch you perform tonight and get a better idea for the direction my article will take.”
Rose nodded. “All right.” She didn’t feel good about this interview.
Frank Butler patted her on the shoulder, as if he understood her embarrassment and reluctance. “You’ll do fine, Rosie.” Frank and the colonel were the only people Rose knew who called her Rosie. She chalked it up to Frank’s being Irish. She hadn’t come up with an excuse for the colonel yet.
“Right,” she said.
H.L. May only laughed again.
# # #
An air of almost palpable excitement surrounded this whole fair experience; H.L. had made note of it, and promised himself that he’d do his best to make his readers feel it. The Columbian Exposition’s purpose, according to its directors, was to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of the New World in 1492. Nobody seemed to care much that the Exposition had opened a year late, in 1893.
On a more fundamental level, the fair was a celebration of American ingenuity and invention. Other nations featured exhibits at the fair, too, but it was the United States and its accomplishments that most people were here to honor.
From a band of settlers rebelling against a repressive British government, the U.S. had grown into a great nation—and all in a matter of a little more than a hundred years. By God, those bull-headed American pioneers had wrested independence from a tightfisted British lion with an organized and well-trained army at its beck and call.
In H.L.’s not-so-humble opinion, the citizens of the United States of America had a right to celebrate. The entire nation exuded a cockiness and confidence that rubbed some folks the wrong way, but H.L. reveled in it. He harbored the same cockiness and confidence about himself.
And he was going to make sure the citizens of the United States recognized the treasure they had in little Rose Gilhooley. H.L. May was going to make Wind Dancer a household name. He vowed it as he headed back to the Midway to meet Sam.
He found his colleague waiting for him near the brand-new, never-before-seen wheel invented by Mr. W.G. Ferris. The Ferris Wheel was rapidly becoming the most popular exhibit at the fair. H.L. and Sam had already ridden on it twice, and not merely because H.L. approved of any man who used only his initials, but because the experience of the wheel was so exhilarating. H.L. found himself wondering suddenly if little Rose Gilhooley, who looked and sounded about as innocent as the new dawn, had ridden on it yet. He thought it would be fun to introduce her to the sights of the big city.
“Want to ride it one more time before we take in the Wild West?” Sam asked.
Noting his friend’s wistful voice and the expression of pleading in his eyes, and understanding Sam’s longing, H.L. grinned. “Sure. Why not?”
After the two men took their seats on one of the Ferris wheel’s passenger coaches, each one of which accommodated sixty people, H.L. said, “Say, Sam, I met Annie Oakley and Rose Gilhooley this afternoon.”
Sam offered H.L. some of his buttered popcorn, a delicacy sold in cone-shaped paper sacks at the Exposition. “Yeah? Is Gilhooley an Indian?”
Considering pretty little Rose Gilhooley, H.L. shook his head. “Nope. I don’t think there’s a drop of Indian blood in her.”
Sam shrugged. “I hear Annie Oakley’s the best shot the world’s ever seen. And that Gilhooley girl is supposed to be a great rider. I’m looking forward to seeing both of them tonight.”
H.L. barely noticed Sam’s mention of the famous Annie Oakley. “Haven’t seen her ride yet.” He popped some puffed corn into his mouth. “She’s cute as a button, though.”
“Who?” Sam looked at him, obviously puzzled.
“Gilhooley.” At once, Sam knew cute wasn’t the correct word to describe Rose Gilhooley. He wasn’t sure what was, but he aimed to find out.
“Really? Is she small, too? I hear Annie Oakley’s really tiny. I can’t imagine anyone doing the things Gilhooley’s supposed to do on a horse being big. The horse wouldn’t survive.” Sam laughed heartily.
“She’s small.” H.L. chewed another mouthful of popcorn thoughtfully. There was something about Rose Gilhooley that excited him. As a reporter. He had a strange, instinctive feeling about her. He’d never quite had it before, but it reminded him of the times in his life when he’d known, without any evidence other than his gut, that he’d found a story. And not just any story, but a story.
“I’m looking forward to seeing her ride tonight.” Sam said around a mouthful of popcorn.
“Yeah. Me, too.”
H.L. didn’t know what these feelings of his meant exactly, but he had a dead-certain instinct that Rose Gilhooley and her story were going to be the making of his career. He couldn’t recall ever being this exhilarated about a story in his entire life. He was going to write the best damned article the city of Chicago had seen since the Fire. And it was going to be about Rose Gilhooley.
# # #
“By God, she’s amazing.” Sam’s eyes were bulging, and he spoke in a hushed voice as they watched Rose Gilhooley perform in the center of the field where the Wild West had been set up. He and H.L. got to view the Wild West from front-row seats, thanks to their newspaper jobs. Cody, a showman to the core, always treated the press like royalty.
H.L. was too engrossed to respond to Sam’s awe-inspired comment. He’d never seen anyone do the things on horseback that Rose Gilhooley, the so-called “Wind Dancer” of the Wild West, was doing right now.
For her act, Rose wore a modified Indian outfit, although H.L.’s cynical side made him wonder what self-respecting tribe would have the gall—or the funds—to wear such a thing. It looked as if it had been fashioned out of buckskin and glitter, with long, dangly fringes and elaborate beadwork. It was not, properly speaking, a dress, or even a robe.
Rather, Rose’s costume sported a split skirt with elastic around the two leg openings that reminded H.L. of the bloomers ladies wore these days for bicycling—and when they wanted to prove to the world that women could wear trousers as well as men. H.L. didn’t begrudge anyone, even women, a dash of defiance. The good Lord knew, he had more than his share of that particular character trait.
Whatever the bottom part of Rose’s costume was called, it sure looked good on her. H.L. didn’t think he’d ever seen bloomers or any other types of trousers set off to better advantage.
Her act was enough to make strong men faint, too. She’d entered the arena at a dead run, on a horse as white as milk. The horse had torn out through a canvas tunnel as if it had been shot from a cannon, it moved so fast. Rose had been bent over, practically hugging the horse’s neck, as if she were trying to create as little wind resistance as possible. The audience had barely caught its breath after her spectacular entrance when it lost it again with an audible whoosh as she performed her first trick.
H.L.’s heart, a generally reliable, rock-solid organ and one not easily stirred, had shot into his throat when she’d suddenly sat up straight and then dived head-first off the horse’s back. A cry of terror and dismay had gone up from the bleachers as the audience feared Rose had taken a probably-disastrous tumble.
But it was all part of the act, as they realized an instant later when Rose’s body slid beneath the horse’s belly, and she emerged on the other side. In one fluid movement, she then climbed up on the horse’s back again. It looked as if she had suction cups on her fingers, since she used neither saddle nor bridle. She guided the horse with nudges and pats of her knees, feet, and hands.
Even H.L., who prided himself on his unflappability, as well as the knowledge that he’d seen and done pretty much everything dangerous there was to do in the world, had gasped in astonishment. The cheer that went up when Rose safely sat once more on her dashing steed rocked the bleachers.
And then, as if she hadn’t frightened everyone to near apoplexy already, she scarcely gave them time enough to swallow their hearts when she was off again. She leaped onto the horse’s back as if her legs were on springs, and stood straight up as the horse raced around the arena.
The Indian-style costume she wore was very effective. Even though she had darkish hair, Rose Gilhooley couldn’t pass for an Indian in a million years. For one reason, her hair was curly, although it was drawn back tightly tonight. But H.L. remembered very well that her eyes were blue. Robin’s-egg blue. Sky-blue. Sapphire blue. Gorgeous blue. And they were as big as saucers.
He grimaced, wondering what was wrong with him that he’d recalled her big blue eyes in such poetic terms. Then he comforted himself with the reasoning that he was only thinking of descriptive words to use in his articles. That made him feel better, and he went back to contemplating the rest of her.
On to her hair, then. He knew, because he’d seen it unbound, that it was a very shiny, very dark brown. Chestnut brown. In order to more thoroughly convey the Wild-West image Cody required, she also wore some type of headband that seemed to drip feathers behind her as the horse rampaged through the arena. The feathers were colorful and reflected the light to perfection.
Cody had made sure there was abundant light flooding the arena, even though his show went on after dark. H.L. thought there must be sparkly things glued or sewn onto Rose’s feathers to make them glitter and shine in the floodlights. The same was true of the beadwork on the bodice of her Indian-style costume.
Her bloomers were heavily embroidered and sported no beadwork, probably because she didn’t want to scratch the horse during her acrobatic routines. They only reached her knees, too, so the audience was treated to quite a display of her shapely calves. The rest of her wasn’t bad in the curve department, either, H.L. noticed with interest when the horse finally slowed to a trot and Rose slid down to ride astride. She didn’t stay there for long, but jumped up onto the horse’s back again and stood in her bare feet as she balanced with seeming ease, her arms outstretched.
He squinted narrowly and decided she wasn’t wearing a corset. Well, how could she, and survive the rigors of that act? The poor creature would faint dead away during her first trick if she had to strap all that whale boning around her midriff. H.L. approved. He liked the natural female shape. A lot. He explored it whenever he got the chance, in fact. He wouldn’t mind exploring Rose’s curves by hand, actually.
Shaking himself hard, he wondered where that thought had come from. He might take a certain pride in a local repute among his peers at the Globe as something of a ladies’ man, but he was certainly no defiler of virgins. H.L. would stake his virile reputation on the certainty that Rose Gilhooley was a virgin.
Innocent. That was a better word for her than cute, but it still didn’t capture the essence of Rose.
Beside him, Sam squeaked. “Jesus H. Christ, H.L.! Did you see that?”
H.L. had seen it. He was, however, unable to speak since his heart had lodged in his throat again. He wished it would stop doing that.
“How does she do those things?” Sam gasped. Then he joined in the roar of cheers.
So did H.L. He and Sam jumped to their feet, applauding wildly and whooping until H.L.’s throat felt raw.
From standing on the horse’s back with her arms lifted in a pose that brought to H.L.’s mind an image of perfect freedom, Rose had suddenly done a spring that shocked the audience into a gasp of alarm and landed on her hands. On the horse’s back. And then she’d done the splits. In mid-air. On the horse’s back. While standing on her hands. That’s when the audience had roared and risen, astounded by Rose’s phenomenal skill.
“By God,” H.L. whispered to himself. “She’s rock-solid. Rock-solid, by God.” He’d never seen anyone ride a horse with as much assurance as Rose Gilhooley.
He found it difficult to reconcile the small, insecure-seeming child-woman he’d met that afternoon with this fabulous performer. “By God, I’m going to do it,” he vowed, again to himself.
Sam, who’d been caught up in the thrill of the moment, heard H.L. that time. Still standing and clapping, he leaned toward H.L. “What? You’re going to do what? I didn’t hear you.”
“Nothing.” H.L. sent an ear-splitting whistle through his teeth, as he’d done when he was a boy trying demonstrate a level of approval for which words weren’t enough. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d been moved to express himself thus. But Rose Gilhooley was a goddamned inspiration.
By God, he was going to do more than write one puny article about her. He was going to make her the centerpiece of a whole series of articles. He was going to write about her the way nobody had ever written about anyone before in the history of the world.
He was going to get to the bottom of her talent and tell the world about it. He was going to make her more famous than Buffalo Bill Cody himself.
Rose’s gift was more than mere talent. H.L. knew it. Her entire personality, spirit, and essence went into her act. Nobody—nobody—could perform the way she did unless she threw her whole heart and soul into it.
H.L. had never understood that kind of dedication. His own love of the English language and of the written word had driven him to become the best writer he could be, but he was damned certain he didn’t possess the depth of talent and single-minded dedication being demonstrated right this minute by little Rose Gilhooley. Hell, he was a natural writer, and he earned a living at it. Rose might be a natural rider, but she was more than that, and he wanted to dig around until he found a definition for whatever it was she possessed.
How old was she? Twenty-two? And she’d been with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West for six years? She’d been riding like that since she was sixteen? Jesus. By the time he got through with Rose Gilhooley, he’d understand the phenomenal female inside and out, upside and down, absolutely, positively, and with no room for doubt.
H.L. didn’t know how long her act lasted. It couldn’t have been long, because the horse wasn’t even sweaty when Rose signaled it somehow—to the audience, her commands were invisible, although the horse obeyed them instantly—to a halt in a shower of dust, made it twirl around like a ballerina—a horse, for God’s sake!—then took one last prancing dance to the center of the arena, leaned over, patted the horse’s neck, and threw her arms in the air as the horse—the horse—by God, H.L. had never seen the like—bowed!
Rose herself swept a dainty bow from the horse’s back and threw kisses to the audience. She reminded H.L. of pictures of angels he’d seen in church. Not that he’d seen the inside of a church for years, but it’s still what Rose reminded him of.
She sat on her horse in the center of the arena for a minute or two, looking unbelievably serene and delicate considering everything she’d just done, acknowledging the audience’s whoops and cheers. She made her horse turn a slow circle as she waved back at her fans. H.L. was sure the whole thing was planned and rehearsed, but it looked natural when Buffalo Bill himself rode out on a comparably white mount and gave Rose a big hug from horseback. The audience went wild.
Then Rose Gilhooley took one last bow, saluted cheerfully at the crowd, and rode out of the arena.
And the show went on. But H.L. didn’t care about the rest of the show. With a clap on Sam’s back that made his fellow journalist jump, H.L. got up. “I’ve gotta go, Sam. See you tomorrow. Give my best to Daisy and the kids.”
Startled, Sam half-rose. “Wh-what? Where are you going, H.L.? I thought you were going to—”
H.L. was already running up the aisle. He called back over his shoulder, “Gotta go. See you later, Sam. Gotta start researching these articles I’m going to write.”
Glancing back once, H.L. saw Sam staring after him, dumbfounded, but he didn’t care. He wanted— No. He needed—to talk to Rose Gilhooley. Now. Not later. Now. Right this minute. While he was still under her influence.
Chapter Three
To the accompaniment of cheers from the crowd, Rose directed Fairy, the pretty white horse Colonel Cody had given her and which she’d trained because Gingerbread was getting old, out of the arena. Even though she sometimes thought living in a traveling theatrical exhibition was an odd way to live, she was happy. It was fun to entertain people.
She was greeted by smiles and friendly waves from other members of the cast as she rode Fairy through the group of people gathered to head out into the arena for another educational depiction of old-west activities. The show was a self-contained community, and Rose felt secure within its limits. The rest of the world scared her, but the Wild West was home.
Next on Cody’s agenda was a reenactment of the Battle of the Little Big Horn, so there were hundreds of cast members, both soldiers and Indians, as well as horses, ready to ride out into the arena. Therefore, Rose got to greet lots of friends as she maneuvered Fairy through the mob. Little Elk, the same Sioux who’d helped her refine and expand her riding skills, gave her a brief salute with his highly decorated tomahawk—reality, to Colonel Cody, sometimes required augmentation. “Good riding, Wind Dancer.” His guttural voice always held a smile when he spoke to Rose.
“Thanks, Little Elk. It’s all your fault, you know.” She sent him a grin, which he acknowledged with a nod.
“You were wonderful, Rose. I’ve never seen you ride better or with more grace and assurance.” Annie Oakley walked up to pat Fairy’s neck and hold out a pair of moccasins to Rose.
Rose always put on the moccasins after her performance, and she did so now, slipping them on before she dismounted. While she had to do her act barefoot, she knew it was both unsafe and improper to tromp around the fairgrounds without shoes on. The colonel was very careful to maintain a sanitary workplace, but no one wanted to take a chance of contracting lockjaw, which was always a risk when one worked around horses. Rose knew, too, that no real lady would ever walk barefooted and, while she knew she was no real lady, she always pretended to be one if only for Annie’s sake.
“Thanks, Annie.” Rose gratefully took the hand Annie held up to her and slid from Fairy’s back. “It’s a good crowd. They’re going to love you.”
Rose was in great shape physically, and made sure she stayed that way, never eating too much or too little and doing stretching exercises with her wrists, hands, arms, and legs every day. But the act was hard on her body. Her hands and wrists, which had to bear the brunt of her weight during her act, got an especially rigorous workout. She vigorously shook them after she landed.
After giving them a thorough shake, she wiggled her fingers and turned her wrists as she’d seen dancers in the Egyptian Exhibition do. Little Egypt herself had shocked Rose slightly, because she wore a rather scandalous costume. She appreciated having witnessed her dance, though, because she’d learned movements that helped limber up her fingers and wrists after a hard show. Anyhow, as far as costumes went, some folks were shocked by Rose’s. Rose sniffed with dented dignity.
The feathers on her elaborate headdress were quite effective during her act, but they bothered her once she dismounted. The long ribbon to which they were attached trailed behind her, and the feathers tickled her calves.
She left Annie and the rest of the Wild West cast and led Fairy beyond the arena to the stable area, carefully unpinning the headdress as she walked. Once, during a performance in Italy, she’d almost lost the headdress due to inadequate pinning. These days Rose made extra-specially sure the silly thing was secure. Fortunately, her dense, curly hair helped hold the pins in.
“Miss Gilhooley! Miss Gilhooley!”
Rose jumped and whirled around when she heard her name being called in such excitement. Usually during Cody’s reenactment of the Battle of the Little Big Horn, nobody paid attention to anything else, unless a crisis of major proportion had occurred. Whatever could be wrong?
She frowned when she saw that newspaper reporter—what was his name? H.L. Something?—burst through the crowd of performers and stage hands rimming the arena tunnel and hurry toward her. Whatever his name was, she remembered clearly that he’d found her amusing earlier in the day. In point of fact, he’d laughed at her.
Rose, who felt naive and unsophisticated around big-city folks, resented being laughed at. She didn’t smile as H.L. Whoever-he-was hurried up to her. Nor did she speak.
Evidently this person, who seemed to have a rather high opinion of himself, didn’t need anyone else when it came to carrying on a conversation, because he spoke without waiting for a response from Rose. Rose decided she didn’t like him.
“Miss Gilhooley, I just wanted to tell you that yours was the most spectacular performance I’ve ever seen in my life.”
Hmmm. Rose forgave him a trifle for making her feel small and insignificant earlier in the day. “Thank you.”
She’d learned long ago not to trust strangers. She’d had men try all sorts of unkind, not to mention occasionally downright improper, maneuvers on her in the six years she’d been with the Wild West. Colonel Cody, bless him, tried in all ways to protect the female members of his cast and generally sent pushy fellows off with fleas in their ears. Unfortunately, Cody wasn’t here now. He was in the arena, fighting off Indians and could not, therefore, fight off H.L. Whoever.
Before she could turn and continue to the stable with Fairy, H.L. grabbed her arm. Again she whirled around, this time snapping out, “Stop that!”
Fairy whickered, unnerved by Rose’s sharp command.
H.L. released her instantly. “Sorry.” Despite the word, he appeared unrepentant. “But I’ve got to talk to you, Miss Gilhooley.”
If Fairy was unnerved, Rose was completely upset. She was routinely accosted by press people, but not when she was alone, right after an act, with her horse; and certainly not by one who appeared all but deranged with agitation. Members of the press usually approached her in the daytime, by appointment, and behaved in a respectful and respectable manner.
Right now she needed to attend to Fairy. She needed to calm down, too. Her concentration during her act was so complete as to involve her entire self, inside and out. It upset her routine to have people approach her before she’d had time to collect herself.
She also felt uncomfortable talking to people unconnected with the show while she was still in costume. Rose might have been born on the frontier and grown up in unusual circumstances, but she knew propriety from impropriety—and this costume was a decidedly improper one in which to conduct a polite conversation.
“I don’t have time to talk to you right now, Mr.—” Drat, she could only remember his initials. “Whatever your name is,” she concluded grumpily, irked that he, of all people, should have caught her unprepared.
“I’ll walk with you,” he said blithely. “Maybe I can help you.”
“I don’t need your help, thank you. Besides, I’m sure you wouldn’t know what to do for a tired horse.”
She’d meant it as sort of an insult, although Rose was too polite to be rude to strangers unless severely tried, which she was at the moment. H.L. only laughed. “Hell, you can teach me!”
Rose felt her eyes open wide. She might be unsophisticated, and she might have grown up on the American frontier and have little formal education, but she wasn’t accustomed to men swearing in front of her. She barked, “I most certainly can not! I have work to do. Will you please excuse me, Mr.—” Blast. She’d done it again.
“May,” he supplied nonchalantly, as if she hadn’t just told him to get lost. “H.L. May. And I’m going to write about you, Miss Gilhooley. Your act was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”
This time, she wasn’t so willing to forgive him. He was beginning to worry her, in fact, with his leech-like adherence to his purpose and his feverish intensity of manner. Since his avowed purpose was in direct opposition to her own, which was to enjoy a little quiet time with Fairy after a difficult act so that they could both relax, she didn’t appreciate him one bit.
She stopped walking, causing Fairy to whicker again. Fairy didn’t like disruptions to her schedule any more than Rose did. She decided to be blunt. “Mr. May, you’re annoying me. I have to take care of my horse, and I don’t need help.”
“Aw, hell, Miss Gilhooley, all you need to do is answer a couple of questions tonight. We can talk more later. I won’t be in the way. I promise.”
“You’re already in the way,” Rose said through clenched teeth.
He laughed again. He was, without a doubt, the most impervious, not to mention aggravating, person Rose had ever met. Well, except for the few occasions when she’d been accosted by men who were liquored-up. Rose knew liquor did horrid things to men. On those occasions, however, she’d been armed. At the moment, all Rose had with which to defend herself were her fingernails, and she kept them short because of her act. Well, and her feathered headdress, which only tickled. A whole lot of help that would be.
“Nonsense,” H.L. said jovially. “I promise I won’t be a nuisance. I’ll just tag along. That way I’ll get to write about what you do after your act is over.”
He gave his head a small shake, and Rose thought she detected reverence in his expression, although it was difficult to tell since he was so brash and rude. Reverence from this source would also be incredible, so she decided she’d been hallucinating.
“I swear, I’ve never seen anything like your act. You’re amazing.”
Bother. She guessed she couldn’t shake him off her tail. And, although she hated to admit it, it was sort of flattering to have a cultured big-city reporter so enamored of her showmanship. However, she still didn’t view with joy the prospect of having him ogle her corsetless body while she rubbed Fairy down.
“Well,” she said with less than her customary courtesy—he was really a most aggravating fellow—”I guess I can’t stop you.” She turned and clicked to Fairy, who walked beside her obediently. Rose reflected that it was comforting to have something obey her commands, even if H.L. May was too dense to do so.
“Great.” H.L. seemed totally undismayed when Rose took off for the stables without waiting for him. He merely trotted along next to her.
Rose cast him a sidelong glance from the corner of her eye and was irked to observe that he didn’t show the slightest degree of embarrassment. She’d known for six years now that newspaper people were aggressive sorts and inclined to be pushy and insensitive, but she hadn’t understood until this minute that some of them had no feelings at all. It was quite vexatious.
She also felt a little edgy, knowing she was hemmed in on both sides. Generally, she had only Fairy beside her as she walked to the stables. She felt much more comfortable without H.L. May walking with them. She kept expecting him to say or ask something awkward or embarrassing.
Nevertheless, Rose knew Colonel Cody courted the press, so she aimed to do her duty by him. She didn’t give a rap about H.L. May or his articles, but Rose held up William F. Cody almost as a saint in her life, and she’d not disappoint him if she could help it.
This reporter made her awfully nervous, though. Rose had the disheartening feeling that she’d be less anxious if H.L. May were a plain man. Or old. Or obviously dissolute and dissipated. Or short, soft, and flabby. Unhappily for Rose, he was none of those things.
H.L. May was a large, robust, young, healthy-looking fellow, with a charming grin, a handsome face, lovely eyes—they looked dark in the dim light leaking from the arena, but Rose recalled that they were a dancing hazel green. He also towered over her, although that wasn’t hard to do.
Rose frequently felt insignificant, but the feeling most often occurred when she was contemplating her lack of formal education and her frontier upbringing. She was unused to feeling insignificant just because she was small. Her overall smallness worked to her advantage in the most important area of her life: Her work.
At the moment, if she’d been able to grow six inches and gain thirty pounds, she’d have done it instantly, because then H.L. May wouldn’t seem so overpowering to her. Or maybe he would. With a sigh, Rose decided that H.L. May was uniformly bad news in her life, and there probably wasn’t anything she could have done about it, even with help from a miracle growth spurt.
“Here’s the stable,” she grumbled.
“Aha. Where the real work takes place.” H.L. sounded smug.
Rose shot him another glance, this one more sour than before. What did he mean, the real work? If he thought doing all those tricks in front of thousands and thousands of strangers was easy, he didn’t know real work from his own hind end. She chose not to say so, Knowing he could use words better than she and fearing she’d lose any verbal battles he cared to wage.
Shoot, she was already thinking of their relationship, if you could call it a relationship, in terms of warfare. This boded ill for any articles he aimed to write about her.
At least Fairy was happy. The small mare pranced gaily into the stable, knowing she was going to be groomed, covered with a snug blanket, led to her comfy stall, and given food and water. Colonel Cody only gave his animals the best, too, so Fairy would get a share of oats this evening, as she always did after a show.
“There you go, girl.” Ignoring H.L. and determined to carry on with her job as if he weren’t there, Rose clicked to Fairy, who obligingly walked over to stand near the equipment Rose used to brush her and rub her down. She was a good horse. Given tonight’s company, Rose blessed her for it. Fairy represented normality under abnormal circumstances.
“That horse is sure well trained,” H.L. observed, watching with interest.
Rose dared to glance at him. She wasn’t pleased to find him relaxed, leaning against the stable wall, his arms crossed over his chest, and watching her acutely, as if his eyes functioned as tiny motion-picture cameras. Rose had seen an exhibition of motion-pictures at the Fair. She got the impression his brain was recording and cataloging everything his sharp green eyes saw.
“Yes, she is.” She went to where her tools were laid out, picked up the curry brush, slipped her hand under the leather strap, and began working on Fairy’s beautiful white coat. Rose had contemplated naming the lovely mare Buttermilk, but decided she was far too dainty for such a countrified name. The name Fairy suited her much better.
If Rose were a horse, she had a feeling nobody’d think twice about naming her Buttermilk.
Fiddle. She had to stop thinking things like that. H.L. May brought out the insecurities in her, and that was not a good thing if she wanted to impress him. Which she did. For the colonel’s sake. For her own sake, of course, Rose didn’t care.
Who do you think you’re fooling, Rose Gilhooley?
She managed to suppress a snort laced with self-disgust in time to prevent it from hitting the air. Blast H.L. May, anyhow. He rattled her. Rose didn’t allow herself to be rattled very often these days. She’d learned in six years of hard work with the Wild West how to keep herself to herself and to appear quiet and dignified under the most trying circumstances. She definitely didn’t want to have her humble origins splashed all over the newspapers.
Well . . . She thought about it as she brushed the mare’s coat with a soothing rhythm . . . She guessed she didn’t honestly care if people knew about her hard beginnings. What Rose didn’t want folks to know was how dumb she was.
Annie would figuratively smack Rose for calling herself dumb, even to herself. Annie, whose upbringing had been almost exactly like Rose’s, had lectured her often about how a body couldn’t choose the life into which she was born, and that it was what one did with one’s life after one was dumped out onto this earth that counted. Annie invariably went on to say that Rose had made something of herself, and she ought to be proud of it.
As for her education, or lack of it, that wasn’t Rose’s fault, either, Annie always said. What’s more, Rose was constantly striving to improve that aspect of her life. Therefore, according to Annie, Rose ought to hold her head high and take a back seat to no one.
The good Lord knew, Rose thought as she brushed, Annie herself never took a back seat. She’d made sure she’d learned how to read and write, even though she hadn’t had any schooling, and she was as dignified and self-assured as Queen Victoria herself. Rose sometimes wondered why Annie was so self-confident and if Rose would ever learn how to be that way. She doubted it more often than not.
“Who trained him?”
Having become involved in her own glum musings, Rose had almost forgotten about H.L. May’s presence in the stable. Her head jerked up, and she stared at him. “Who? I mean what?” She stamped her foot in frustration, causing Fairy a moment of uneasiness, which Rose allayed by cooing softly to her.
H.L. nodded at the horse. “Who trained him? That horse you’re brushing?”
Him? Rose stared hard at H.L. May for only a second, before she transferred her gaze to Fairy. “This,” she said, trying not to sound as surprised as she felt, “is a mare.” Eyeing H.L. once more, keenly, she added, “A mare is a female horse.”
He laughed. He had a loud laugh, and it seemed to bounce off the wooden stable walls. Several of the horses that weren’t being used in tonight’s show shuffled and huffed. Rose knew exactly how they felt. She’d have liked to heave the curry brush at Mr. H.L. May’s head, but she knew that would probably only amuse him, too.
After what seemed like hours, H.L. stopped laughing and said, “Ah. Well, then, who trained her? Whoever it was did a darned good job.”
Rose eyed him for approximately ten seconds more before she ground out frigidly, “Thank you. For your information, I trained her. Whom did you think trains the horses I’m expected to risk my neck riding?”
He laughed again. Naturally. Rose might have predicted as much.
“Ah, I see,” he said after another several hours of his impertinent laughter had disturbed the horses and Rose’s sensibilities. “I should have known.”
“Indeed.” Finished with brushing Fairy’s glossy coat, Rose replaced the curry brush without doing anything untoward with it, for which she congratulated herself, and took up the comb with which she maintained Fairy’s sleek main and tail.
Sometimes Rose braided her horse’s tail, but she didn’t do so unless the weather was particularly windy. Tonight she hadn’t. The colonel had told her that when an audience witnessed the free-flowing tail of a fast-moving horse, they went crazy with excitement, and Rose always tried to please the colonel. Even for the colonel’s sake, however, she wasn’t going to risk her neck any more than she had to, and if the wind blew just right, Fairy’s flying tail interfered with her vision.
Trying her best to ignore her inquisitor, she started combing, making sure she whispered soothing noises to Fairy, in case the horse was as upset as Rose by H.L. May’s continued presence.
It wouldn’t be so bad if he weren’t so—so—obtrusive. But he was. Rose had a suspicion that even if he were to be polite and keep his mouth shut, she’d still know he was there. He had a commanding presence. Sort of like the colonel’s, only nowhere near as restful.
“You did a really good job training her,” H.L. observed.
As if he knew anything. He couldn’t even tell a mare from a gelding “Thank you.”
Although Rose had told herself she wanted H.L. May to shut up and go away, when he did remain silent, he made her even more nervous than when he talked. She discovered this unnerving fact when a space of quiet ensued after her last frigid thank you.
Blast the man, what was the matter with him? For that matter, what was the matter with her. It wasn’t like Rose Gilhooley to be this anxious around newspaper people. Not any longer. During the first year or so of her tenure with the Wild West, she’d been as nervous as a cat on a hot rock every time anyone connected with the press came around. But that was only because she’d been so conscious of her shortcomings regarding language usage and proper grammar. She’d studied hard in the ensuing years, however, and now she could hold her own around most of the press buzzards, as she’d come to think of them.
At least the reporters in Europe had been polite. This H.L. May person was rude and intrusive, and Rose wished he’d either get on with it or leave. Her nerves crackled uncharacteristically. Perhaps she was only tense because she’d not had her quiet time alone with Fairy.
Twaddle. She’d been pursued by newspaper people plenty of times after a show. Everyone who saw her considered her act spectacular, and most folks wondered how such a tiny, delicate-looking girl could do the amazing things she did.
Ha! If they only knew. Rose was about as delicate as bear jerky. She never admitted it to members of the press. When H.L. finally spoke again, Rose was so involved in her own tumultuous thoughts that she jumped in alarm.
“Say, Miss Gilhooley, I get the feeling you don’t like me much, but I’m really not such a bad fellow.”
Involuntarily Rose slapped a hand over her thumping heart. She turned to stare at H.L. through slitted lids. Blast him, anyway! How dare he lull her into thinking he wasn’t going to talk any more, and then say something like that?
Well . . . Rose realized instantly that she’d just been irrational. She chalked up this aberration in her normal clear thought patterns to H.L. May’s influence, too.
After she’d caught her breath and her heart stopped thundering, which took approximately five seconds, she said, “Don’t be ridiculous, Mr. May. I don’t dislike you. I don’t even know you.”
His grin made her heart stop for a second. She felt the heat creep into her cheeks, and this time she wanted to heave the mane-and-tail comb at him. Instead, she put the comb in its place with the precision that had been drummed into her by Annie Oakley and Colonel Cody, both of whom liked to keep things neat, and walked over to Fairy’s own personal stall, where the mare’s special blanket hung over the railing. Rose had embroidered Fairy’s name on the blanket with her own fingers, under Annie’s tutelage. Rose picked it up and carried it back to the mare.
“Hey, why don’t you let me help you with that stuff?” H.L. said, jerking away from the wall he’d been holding up. “That’s a pretty heavy blanket for a little girl like you.”
If there was one thing Rose resented more than H.L. considering her a weakling, it was him thinking of her as a little girl. She glowered at him from under Fairy’s neck as she flung the blanket over the mare’s glossy white back. “I am not a little girl, Mr. May. And I’m quite strong. If I weren’t, I wouldn’t be able to perform my act, would I?”
Thank goodness he didn’t laugh. He grinned, but Rose thought she might be able to stand that—although she wasn’t sure. His grin flashed two whole rows of gloriously white teeth that made a remarkable contrast against his tanned face. He looked too healthy to be a reporter. Rose had always been told reporters stayed indoors and drank all the time, and were mostly consumptive and dying. This specimen looked awfully darned robust to her.
“I suppose not,” he said through his grin.
She sniffed.
“All right, Miss Gilhooley, I promise I won’t offer to help again. And I also promise I won’t get in your way.” He held his hands up, palms out, as a peace offering.
“No?” She made sure she appeared as skeptical as she sounded, because she didn’t want him getting any ideas.
“No.”
Fiddle Rose wished his eyes wouldn’t twinkle like that. He was too good-looking for her peace of mind, and that was a very bad thing. Rose knew all about newspaper men. She understood they were men of loose morals and looser tongues. Annie, Rose’s model for all things proper, had often told her so.
Annie’s opinion of men in general wasn’t very high. Her husband, Frank Butler, was a model of masculine perfection, but there wasn’t another man in the world who measured up to Frank, not even Rose’s personal hero, William F. Cody.
Rose trusted Annie’s opinions absolutely. Since Rose had joined the Wild West, except for that one awful year when Annie had absented herself—she’d not condoned the inclusion of another lady sharpshooter in the Wild West—Annie had substituted for Rose’s family. Mother, father, teacher, moral arbiter: Annie had been just about everything to Rose.
“Heck, no,” H.L. said. He walked over to stand on the other side of Fairy and helped Rose straighten out the blanket. Rose wished he hadn’t done that. “I’m really a great guy. And I’m going to write a series of articles about you that will bring you to the attention of the world.”
Rose squinted at him, this time from over Fairy’s graceful neck. She had to stand on tiptoes to do it, but that was all right. She wanted to make sure he knew she wasn’t any old backwoods hick. “I’ve performed in front of the crowned heads of Europe, Mr. May, not to mention most of the celebrities in the United States and its territories over here. What can you do for my reputation that Colonel Cody hasn’t already done? I’m sure I don’t need any publicity from you.”
She placed special emphasis on the you in order to make him understand that she considered him a mere scribbler and worth little in the overall scheme of things. She didn’t, of course, but she’d die sooner than let him know it.
“Nonsense. All performers can use publicity. And you’re really something.”
She was? Since she didn’t know what to say, Rose remained silent, only leading Fairy to her stall. Fairy was glad to be home. She let Rose know as much by nuzzling her cheek before retiring for the night. Rose’s eyes filled with tears. At least Fairy appreciated her. Because she didn’t want H.L. May to know how much he was affecting her, she kept her back to him as she retrieved a bucket, got some grain, filled Fairy’s feed bin, and checked her water supply.
“There you go, girl.” Rose patted the mare’s white rump and, unable to delay any longer, left the stall. With a sigh, she closed and locked the stall door, then sucked in a breath redolent of sweet hay and horses, and turned to confront her tormenter.
“What exactly do you expect to accomplish with these articles, Mr. May? And why do you want to write about me? Wouldn’t you prefer to concentrate on a more famous performer?”
Annie Oakley was forever being written about. Annie was used to it. Rose wasn’t. She feared she might get big-headed if reporters suddenly started paying attention to her. Worse, she feared that once they got to know her, they’d despise her for her many deficiencies of education and refinement. In Rose’s opinion, that would be much worse than anonymity.
“Everybody writes about folks who are already famous, Miss Gilhooley. I’m interested in you.”
“Hmmm.” His statement might be taken in more ways than one, if Rose weren’t so certain of her position in life, which was quite low. If she hadn’t been so superior a natural rider, she’d still be living on a miserable farm outside Deadwood, Kansas, illiterate, ignorant, and shooting game for a living. It was pure dumb luck—and her brother Freddie—that had brought Rose to Colonel Cody’s attention.
H.L. lifted his arms as if he were presenting Rose to the world. “You’re a true phenomenon, Miss Gilhooley! I’ve never seen anyone ride like you do. You’ve got to be the most sensational performer I’ve ever seen, and you put on an absolutely amazing bareback riding act. Why, you put every single one of the circus performers I’ve seen to shame.”
“Thank you.”
“And I’m sure your story is fascinating. According to the publicity dodger Cody sent to the newspaper, you’ve been with the Wild West for six years. You must have started when you were a baby!”
“I was sixteen,” Rose muttered, peeved. Why did this man persist in thinking of her as a child? She didn’t want him to. Or maybe she did.
Fiddlesticks. H.L. May made her brain hurt.
“That means you’re only twenty-two years old right now. Do you realize what most twenty-two-year-old women are doing with their lives these days?”
Getting married to nice men and having babies, Rose thought unhappily.
She said, “No.”
“Well, neither do I, really.” H.L. laughed.
This time his self-mocking laughter charmed Rose. She considered her reaction an unhappy indication of her underlying moral depravity. Annie had told her over and over again that poverty did not equate to moral depravity, and Rose tried to believe her, but she had her suspicions.
“I do know, though,” H.L. went on, “that most of them aren’t riding horses as star performers in the premier Wild West show in the world, as you are.”
“I’m sure of it,” Rose said dryly. For one thing, they didn’t have to, as she did.
Because she wasn’t feeling too good about herself at the moment and, more, she didn’t want H.L. May to agree with her self-assessment, she added, “What I do takes a lot of skill and even more practice. Most people, male or female, aren’t willing to put so much time and effort into perfecting a skill.” That was quite good. Rose tried to think of some of the other things Annie and the colonel had said of and to her in their on-going efforts to boost her self-esteem. She couldn’t think of any.
“That’s right,” H.L. said energetically. “And I’m going to show the world exactly what you’ve made of yourself.”
Instantly, all of Rose’s insecurities leaped to attention. “What do you mean by that?” She slammed the bucket back into place and was sorry at once when Fairy whinnied and fidgeted in her stall.
H.L. blinked at her. “Nothing bad, honest. Why won’t you trust me, Miss Gilhooley? I don’t intend anything of an improper nature, believe me.”
The way he said it made Rose understand that being improper with her was about the last thing in the universe he desired. Oddly enough, knowing that his intentions were honorable didn’t make her feel significantly better. Nevertheless, she said, “Of course not,” because she felt she should. This was so embarrassing.
She stood as tall as she could, which, at five feet, one inch, wasn’t very, although she was a whole inch taller than Annie Oakley, and tried to sound dignified when she next spoke. “I need to go to my tent and change out of my costume, Mr. May. Is there anything else you wish to say to me?”
He looked exasperated. “Of course, there’s more I wish to say to you! Dammit, I want to write about you!”
Rose drew her shoulders up even more rigidly. “Please don’t swear at me, Mr. May.”
The roar of the crowd and the rat-a-tat of gunfire let Rose know that the Little Big Horn reenactment was about over. Pretty soon, General Custer would be the last man standing and would die a brave and honorable death—although how anyone could know how he died was beyond her, unless Colonel Cody had managed to get one of the Indian participants to yak, and they generally wouldn’t—and Rose didn’t want anyone to catch her alone in the stables with H.L. May. They might get the wrong idea.
“Sorry, Miss Gilhooley.” Again, H.L. May sounded unrepentant about his use of impolite language. “But I need to spend more time with you. A lot of time. Don’t you understand? I want to write a whole series of articles about the Columbian Exposition, and I want more than one of them to be about you!”
“What you want and what I want are two different things, Mr. May,” she said stiffly. “I shall be more than happy to sit for one interview with you so that you can write your article.”
She knew good and well that the colonel had been made rich and famous through dime novels, theatrical exhibitions, and newspaper articles documenting his exploits, but the notion of someone writing such things about her, little Rose Ellen Gilhooley, dismayed her. For heaven’s sake, she didn’t want the whole world to know she was an uneducated boob! She’d never say so to this man.
“Nuts. I’ll bet you anything that if I approached Buffalo Bill about doing a series of articles about you, he’d give me his blessing.”
Rose glared at him—and gave it up. He was right. “There’s no need to ask the colonel,” she muttered. “How do you want to approach this assignment of yours?”
Chapter Four
H.L. May’s smile almost knocked her over backwards. “We’re going to have to spend a lot of time together.”
All of Rose’s suspicious instincts rose up in alarm. “What do you mean?”
He shrugged, as if he couldn’t conceive of anyone ascribing less-than-chivalrous motives to his words. “I want to do a series of interviews with you, but I don’t want them to be stiff and stuffy. I want to chat with you in a relaxed atmosphere.”
Fat chance of that ever happening, Rose thought sourly. She’d relax around H.L. May the day the earth stood still. “How do you propose to accomplish that?” At least she was speaking properly. Rose was rather proud that her rattled innards didn’t express themselves in poor grammar.
His speculative gaze made her nerve endings perk up and quiver. She definitely wasn’t sure about this man and his motives. Rose knew she was no femme fatale, but Annie had often told her that men didn’t care how pretty a girl was. If you’re a woman, you’re prey, Annie had said, and Rose believed her.
“Say, Miss Gilhooley, have you been up in the Ferris Wheel yet?”
Rose blinked at him. “The Ferris Wheel? Why, no.” She’d been wanting to ride on the spectacular invention, but she wasn’t about to wander around this enormous Exposition teeming with all kinds of people by herself. She and Annie had been intending to ride the Wheel one of these days, but so far Annie hadn’t had the time.
“How would you like to ride the Ferris Wheel this evening?”
“This evening?” Rose was so startled, she spoke more loudly than she’d meant to. “But—but—but . . .”
“I give you my word of honor I only want to show you the Wheel, Miss Gilhooley.”
The way he said it, as if he were talking to a small child who needed to be humored, didn’t do anything to settle Rose’s uncertainty. While it was absolutely true she had no wish to be obliged to fend off improper advances, she also wouldn’t mind knowing that H.L. May thought of her as a grown-up adult human female toward whom he might conceivably want to make an improper advance or two. For heaven’s sake, she wasn’t all that young!
She had a feeling she was missing some very important point somewhere, but she had no notion what it could be. “Um, I’m not sure I ought to do so tonight, Mr. May. I have to get plenty of rest, you know, and—”
“Applesauce!”
Rose objected to him interrupting her in that peremptory way. She was, after all, something of a star. A smallish star, granted, and one without a whole lot of twinkle, but she deserved at least as much respect as anyone else in the world.
That being the case, she propped her fists on her hips and frowned at him. “You may think my act is easy for me, given my level of expertise, but it’s not. For your information, I need sufficient sleep and so forth in order to make sure I don’t kill myself out there. And my concerns are not applesauce!”
“Of course they’re not.”
He was humoring her again, using that mollifying, condescending tone Rose hated. She turned around and snapped, “Some other time.”
She’d stomped clean out of the stables before she realized H.L. May hadn’t gone anywhere. Nor had he been intimidated into remaining in the stables. She ought to have known better than to think anything she could say or do would sway this nosy, pushy, aggravating reporter. He was right there by her side, grinning like an imp. She sighed heavily.
H.L. May gazed down at Rose Gilhooley and thought that she, while annoying as hell, was absolutely adorable.
“Come on, Miss Gilhooley.” He used his most persuasive tone on her. It had always worked on women before. He couldn’t imagine artless little Miss Rose Gilhooley being less susceptible to his many charms than any other female in the world.
“I have other things to do.” She didn’t slow down, but continued to march along as if she were trying to kill roaches as she walked.
Whoa, she sounded ferocious. H.L. hadn’t reckoned on her being twice as stubborn as most women, susceptible or not. Although . . . he guessed she’d worked hard to get where she was. That must take a lot of grit and determination. Stubbornness was probably only an outgrowth of those qualities.
But that was the whole point, he reminded himself instantly. He wanted to find out what made her tick. What had motivated this tiny woman to become the best in the world at what she did, especially since what she did required an astonishing level of stamina and skill? Damn it, she wasn’t going to get away with this peremptory dismissal.
“Wait a minute, Miss Gilhooley.” He put a couple of fingers on her arm, and she jumped. Lord, she was touchy. “Sorry.”
She wheeled around and scowled again. “I don’t like people I don’t know touching me, Mr. May.”
So . . . did she like people she knew touching her? H.L. would have liked to ask, but didn’t dare. She might slap his face, although she’d probably have to stand on her tippy-toes to do it. Jeeze, she was cute. “I beg your pardon.” He tried to sound humble. “But you did tell me I didn’t need to ask Buffalo Bill’s permission to interview you. And I’m sure he’d approve of what I have in mind as publicity for you and, by extension, the Wild West.”
H.L. found the lightning-quick change in her demeanor both intriguing and significant. All he had to do was mention Cody’s name, and Miss Rose Gilhooley went tame. It was akin to what that Russian fellow, Pavlov, had demonstrated with his dogs. Only Miss Gilhooley didn’t start salivating when the colonel’s name was mentioned; she started being agreeable. H.L. decided to remember this for future dealings with her.
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