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ABSTRACT

SINGING SLEUTH: THREE ROMANTIC MYSTERIES

Stephanie Cassandra McCall, M.A.

Western Carolina University (May 2010)

Director: Ms. Pamela Duncan

The novella collection Singing Sleuth: Three Romantic Mysteries is a vital contribution to
the creative arts because it fills an artistic gap. Within creative writing, a myriad of romantic
stories and police procedurals exist. However, although genre-blending has become popular, it is
rare that the romance and the detective story get blended in one plot, let alone three that center
on the same protagonist. However, there are many readers who appreciate a bit of romance
within a gritty mystery, or vice versa, that the collection does fill a need for.

What is even rarer is a story or collection that cements these two genres and also
incorporates a spiritual thread. Singing Sleuth does this not only in its dialogue and characters,
but in the restraint it uses. For example, unlike in secular romances, there is no sexual activity
except between married couples, and even then, it is discreetly handled. Also, unlike secular
mysteries or thrillers, the collection’s violence is not gratuitous or graphic. Therefore, the
collection serves a special purpose for a religious audience by giving them an entertaining read
without the pitfalls of action they would rather not read about.

In order to write the novella collection, | conducted different types of creative research.
Most of this research involved reading inspirational romance and mystery novels, as well as some
novella anthologies already on the market that blend the two genres. | also took time to polish my
craft in general, using books on plot, structure, and other elements to sharpen my writing. Finally,

| was fortunate to be given the contact information for a retired Chicago police officer, who proved



a valuable resource because my heroine is a homicide detective. Personal experience also
played a major role—having been in theater and choirs for many years, | was able to write the
many performing arts scenes with authenticity.

As a result of my research, | was able to create a full and well-developed novella
collection that seamlessly blended two opposing genres. | was also able to stretch my writing
skills because until this project, | had never written a mystery and only attempted romance. The
project required learning many new things, such as how law enforcement works, the complexities
of romantic relationships, and how I could grow and mature as a writer.

| believe the implications raised by my project are myriad. First, the existence of such a
collection confirms that the genre blend of romance and police procedural can exist. Because the
elements of these genres will also draw in readers despite, or perhaps because of, a spiritual
thread, the implication also exists that spirituality can be entertaining and creative. However, |
think the most serious implication the collection raises is that creativity knows no borders. Others
have asked if such a unique collection is publishable. | believe it is, and furthermore, | believe a

story like mine will help the writing world to open itself up to even more unconventional projects.



INTRODUCTION:

When the time came for me to begin my thesis for the graduate English program at
Western Carolina University, | was unsure of what to write about. | was aware, however, that a
student should be passionate about his or her thesis topic. | am passionate about many topics,
but the one that has taken up most of my time and energy over the years is creative writing. | love
exploring characters, motivations, unique settings, and multifaceted conflicts. | also enjoy
stretching myself within my writing. Therefore, my thesis became a creative one—a collection of
three romantic suspense novellas with a spiritual thread which starred Maria Keller, a homicide
detective with deep-seated, often repressed, theatrical interests.

The first novella, To Protect, Serve, and Sing, deals with Maria’s need for a support
system. When the story begins, Maria has just received a promotion to the homicide division of
fictional Cherry Creek, North Carolina’s police department. However, the position is not what she
anticipated. The all-male division is not ready for the presence of a woman, so Maria is constantly
ignored and even harassed. The only person who believes in Maria’s ability is her partner,
Brendan Schmidt, who does his best to help his protégé despite the sergeant’s mandate that she
is to be relegated to grunt work.

Maria’s optimism, creativity, and humor serve her well in dealing with her hostile
coworkers, but they are not enough. When Maria visits the local community theater, the Stage
Door, in order to relieve stress, she doesn’t expect to get the chance to prove herself. But when
she discovers the corpse of the shrewish youth director in the ladies’ room, this is precisely what
happens. Maria goes undercover as an actress and sets her sights on catching the criminal who’s
poisoning members of the staff. But in the process, Maria falls hard for executive director Gil
Montgomery.

Maria and Gil are highly unlikely as a romantic couple. Gil is everything Maria is not—
organized, a perfectionist, introverted, and over-scheduled. Most importantly, he is a Christian,

but Maria turned her back on God years ago. Yet, Gil is the first man Maria has ever met who



treated her with respect and kindness (readers discover she was raped in college, which caused
her to drop out). His three children, whose mother died of leukemia three years ago, soon
become precious to Maria. And when Maria learns that Gil’s strict parents disapprove of her, she
becomes more determined than ever to help the Montgomery family. She and Gil enter a platonic
relationship for the sake of the case and the kids. Meanwhile, Maria rediscovers her latent love
for performing and music. But as the case gets harder, her feelings for Gil stronger, and her need
for spirituality deeper, Maria finally admits she can’t do everything herself.

Maria gains support from her two adoptive cousins, Gil, and his children, as well as
Schmidt and his wife Dorothea who become the equivalent of parents to her. Yet, even this
support system is not enough for Maria to risk turning to God to fulfill her heart’'s need—one
person who will always love and never abandon her. She considers becoming a believer on a few
occasions, but adverse circumstances always arise to refresh the feeling that God could not want
her. Maria hits her low point after a phone conversation with her adoptive dad, during which she
learns he believes she tried to commit suicide in college. It is true she considered this after the
rape, but the fall she suffered at the time was a freak accident.

Unbeknownst to Maria, the two Stage Door perpetrators have since become bent on
taking her down, and they plan to use her badge as their weapon. A few days later, Maria is
accused of the murders she’s trying to solve. In a jail cell and facing life in prison or death, Maria
works out her anger with God and places her faith in Him. This marks a drastic change in our
protagonist. Before, her attitude reflected that she may have seen embracing God as a sign of
weakness or inability to control her own life. Therefore, in turning to Him, Maria has
acknowledged that she neither needs to control her circumstances or play the strong woman.
Furthermore, she has learned to place faith in what she cannot see, rather than only in what she
can. This faith is rewarded when, during interrogation, Maria exposes her enemies and walks
away a free woman. Even better, she is able to agree to pursue a serious relationship with Gil.

The second novella, Four-Part Fiasco, finds Maria in her second year of homicide and
maturing on all fronts. Most notably, she has gone back to college to finish her drama degree,

balancing classes with work. She does not suspect that murder will follow her to a Christian



school, but when a professor is shot, Maria finds herself embroiled in a decades-old choir feud
fueled by intolerant Christian faculty members.

Maria’s spiritual and mental capacities are tested to their limits as she becomes
overworked and one of her teachers displays unwarranted hostility toward her. She discovers the
murderer’s victims are all Christians with shady pasts, and that the root of his or her motives lies
in what does or doesn’t constitute true Christianity. Maria attempts to stop the infighting in order
to get to the real danger, but finds this difficult because she is struggling with legalism in her own
life. Maria’s unconventional Christianity has led some people, especially Gil's parents, to believe
she is a nonbeliever or at least a bad influence. Gil has even broken up with her, citing Mom and
Dad’s unfavorable opinions as a reason. When the death of her favorite professor compounds
that wound, Maria is devastated. Worst of all Schmidt, who has been freezing her out due to his
desire for a coveted promotion, refuses to understand her grief.

It is during these travails that Maria faces her second trust issue. For the first time, she
realizes she does not, indeed cannot, trust herself or her decisions. Again, her painful past is
somewhat responsible, but Maria discovers that her status as a cop plays a role, too. During the
second novella, readers realize that in fact, “Maria” the idealistic theater maven and “Keller” the
practical cop are basically functioning as two separate people inside one woman’s psyche. Maria
has practically drowned out her theater side, believing it is worthless. Yet, her passion for theater,
and that part of her personality, refuse to die, and so she must deal with the fact that they still are
a big part of herself.

Schmidt eventually comes around, promising to be a better partner and friend to Maria.
He makes good on this promise, even coming to Maria’s aid when the case endangers her friend,
but is shot in the process. Maria saves his life, but is forced to kill the murderer before he can
strike at both of them. Racked with guilt, Maria is forced to come to terms with the fact that she
did what she had to. After being reassured Schmidt will be okay, Maria must also acknowledge
that she cannot lean on him or anyone else to make decisions for her, be they work-related or
personal. Once she realizes these things, Maria becomes better equipped to trust her own heart,

which helps her accept Gil's marriage proposal at the end of the story.



The final novella, Standing Ovation, places Maria Keller in the path of her greatest
challenge. As it opens, readers find her planning for her wedding, but also struggling with inner
demons. The murder accusations from the first book, the insinuation that she killed the choir
murderer on purpose, and memories of her rape and near-suicide are conspiring to torment the
woman. She has frequent nightmares, her hands shake, she’s unable to eat, and work has
become nearly impossible. Her innate toughness makes Maria able to function, but her
colleagues know she’s losing control.

Maria’s situation worsens when she finds out she’s being stalked. A series of threats and
morbid “gifts” point to the stalker’s intent to kill. Maria’s colleagues can’t figure out who's after her
or why, and when Maria hyperventilates at work due to a new threat, her supervisor declares he’s
had it. He forces Maria to take paid leave, and she flees to Texas, into the arms of Luke and
Jasmine Brown, her adoptive parents. She’s welcomed warmly, but Luke gives off signals that tell
her their relationship is still tense.

Maria turns to a counselor for help, with some success. Meanwhile, she keeps in close
touch with her Cherry Creek support system, but feels discouragement set in when each phone
call fails to bear the news that she can come home. A few weeks into her stay, clues lead Luke
and Houston’s PD to discover Maria’s stalker has been operating from Texas. When a clue points
to Maria’s past, she returns to her hometown of Angel’s Crossing to examine some old memories.

Maria’s mind has repressed a great deal of the events surrounding her last days with her
parents, and only prayer seems to bring any memories back. When Maria is taken hostage,
however, she discovers the truth. Her kidnappers are Willis Portman, her parents’ former prop
master and a violent ex-con, and his grandson. Worse, his grandson is Chandler Halliday, Maria’s
rapist.

Maria is informed she will be tortured before death and given four days to live. She
attempts to use her time to dig up the truth of what happened to her parents. But after being
severely beaten, denied food and water, and rendered hypothermic, she is barely able to
function. It is here that readers see Maria’s greatest resilience. Without her own tactics or support

system, Maria only has God as a source of hope. For the first time, she must learn what it is to



give her whole self—not just her soul—into the hands of the divine. She does so, and though her
trial does not miraculously end, Maria is able to survive. She experiences a prime example of
divine intervention when an ally comes to her aid and helps fill in enough memory gaps for Maria
to learn that Willis did kill her parents. Maria’s subsequent rescue and healing are the ultimate
example of this woman’s ability to beat the odds. But as the story indicates, she could not have
made it without her trust in God. Furthermore, it is Maria’s trust that finally brings her full circle.
Her ultimate decision to leave the force and return to the theater has been guided by her own
heart and the support of those she loves. Yet, it is her acceptance of the Lord’s destiny for her
that finally allows Maria to be true to the woman she was created to be.

While creating Singing Sleuth, | faced several challenges. The biggest of these involved
creating an ongoing plot arc that would support threads of suspense, romance, and spirituality.
Each of these elements needed to have its own well-developed thread, and if one thread was
dropped at any point, | knew the story would lose its essence. Therefore, my task throughout all
three novellas was to make sure that suspense, romance, and spirituality all got equal time. This
was particularly difficult to do with the suspense thread because | had never written a mystery
before, nor did | know much about the law enforcement world. Research, including contact with a
retired female officer, helped tremendously, as did the reading of novella collections whose
format was similar to mine.

My second challenge involved Maria’s character. As explained, Maria is a tough, put-
together woman who lives in the moment and adores life. Yet, her insecurities needed to come to
the forefront at various points. Sometimes, | had a difficult time writing about these insecurities
well, which made Maria seem as if she was good at everything and made her a less likeable
protagonist. Yet at other times, Maria’s introspection sounded like a woman feeling sorry for
herself. The challenge, then, became making her a relatable woman with unique struggles,
without making her seem helpless against her inner demons. Humor was often the key there, as
was crafting a few weaknesses for Maria that were not related to her past, such as, she’s a bad

cook and though agile, she doesn’t have as much athletic prowess as she’d like.
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Finally, in creating believable mysteries, | also faced the challenge of creating believable
villains. This was a particularly thorny issue for me because | thought | had grown past the
tendency to make antagonists caricatures. However, because | often had Maria face villains who
could be archetypes—the dirty cop, the vengeful former love interest, the man who killed her
parents and now wanted her blood—I had to find fresh ways to present them. With the help of my
thesis director, | was able to get inside these characters’ heads and create reasons for their
negative behavior without making them too sympathetic. For example, the antagonist Maria deals
with in the first novella, a crooked coworker, is a sort of “shadow twin” for her. That is, he is very
much what Maria would have become had her adoptive family not taken her out of the foster care
system and given her love and support. He is also a humanized result of what happens when
someone takes the rules of a certain institution, such as law enforcement, so far that he becomes
power-hungry and loses respect for others.

Critically, | believe Singing Sleuth has a secure, yet distinctive niche in the contemporary
writing tradition. The novella collection has been described as a “genre blend” of romance and
police procedural, with enough of the formulas of each genre to give it a base, but enough
departures from stereotypes to make it appealing to a broader selection of readers. For example,
Maria is by no means a typical police officer, and by no means is she a typical romance novel
heroine whose main focus is winning the hero’s affections. Instead, she and Gil come together as
a team to deal with suspenseful and often dangerous events, discovering love for each other in
the interim.

| believe Singing Sleuth also has critical value because of its success in dealing with
inner turmoil and spirituality on a relatable level. As a longtime reader of inspirational fiction, |
have seen several spiritual pitfalls that can and have caused me to get rid of a book. Among
these are sugary conversion scenes, friends who exist only to witness to non-Christian
characters, and Christians who act perfect, to the point that they fall apart if they forget to pray.
These characters never face real conflict, and | believe none of them could actually stand up to it
if challenged to do so. Maria and Gil, however, have and do face real-world issues such as

deaths of loved ones, difficult jobs, and relational disagreements. They deal with these in realistic
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ways; while faith does play a big role, neither one ever sugarcoats real feelings in the process.
Furthermore, although Maria is a non-Christian at the beginning of her saga, she is never the
focal point of a “witnessing scene” where someone explains salvation to her in a five-point
presentation. Nor is she made to feel as though she will be shunned if she doesn’t choose to be
saved. When she does convert, the experience is presented as a realistic one-on-one
conversation with the Almighty, in which Maria works through her feelings of abandonment and
rejection and requests healing only after becoming sure of God’s love.

| find it ironic that inspirational fiction was not a big part of my formative years’ reading
material. In fact, | shied away from this fiction as a child because | thought it was unfair that some
people thought a Christian girl should only read Christian books. However, | was fond of literature
that featured strong female characters. This literature ranged from the American Girl series to
books like Ann Rinaldi’s historical novels, Avi’'s The True Confessions of Charlotte Doyle, Cynthia
Voigt’s Homecoming, and Karen Cushman’s Catherine, Called Birdy. | became especially
attached to these books because the ones | was required to read in school usually starred boys,
and because as a handicapped girl, | never felt | could do as much as my peers could. The
heroines of my books, who were capable of defeating villains, taking care of siblings, and cleverly
escaping arranged marriages on their own, were the women who eventually led me down the
literary road toward Maria Keller’s story.

This literary road became longer and more complex as | grew up. | began reading
inspirational fiction, and while | discovered some of the flaws already discussed, | also found
authors who did not sacrifice quality plots and characters for the sake of spirituality. Among these
were Susan May Warren, Tamara Leigh, Rene Gutteridge, and Camy Tang. Each of these
women, and many others, helped me learn to craft a spiritual message with a strong voice, a
unique point of view, and humor, without neglecting suspense or romance. However, | also had
secular influences—authors who created adult versions of the intrepid girls | learned to respect as
an adolescent. While writing Singing Sleuth, | found myself particularly indebted to Zora Neale
Hurston and Charlotte Bronte. Delia, the heroine of Hurston’s “Sweat,” reminded me of Maria in

that both women faced evil in their lives, yet defeated it with their dignity intact. Bronte’s heroine
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Jane Eyre, the titular character of her most famous novel, was also a help to me. Like Maria,
Jane is an orphan, and so both women have experienced the hardship that comes with that role.
Like Jane, Maria stands strong in the face of adversity, and like Jane, she finds ultimate
happiness in the arms of a loving man. Yet unlike Jane, Maria does not depend on a man to
complete her, nor does she surrender herself to traditional women’s roles once she enters that
relationship. Unlike Jane, Maria also refuses to allow unrealistic views of God to influence her
relationship with Him—she tells God exactly how she feels and what she needs, depending on
His grace to cover any human weakness she might expose.

Maria Keller is, in fact, the central element that ties all three novellas in the Singing
Sleuth collection together. Her personality and strength make her a likeable character that
readers will stick with through all three stories because they want to know if she will succeed, not
only on individual cases, but also in the ultimate quest to discover who she is. Yet, Maria does not
tie all three stories together by herself. The supporting cast—Gil, the Schmidts, and others—are
all multifaceted characters who help make the novellas what they are. Additionally, the
suspenseful, romantic, and spiritual threads all these characters represent come together to form
a sweeping plot arc. The Singing Sleuth collection is much more than a police procedural, a
romance, or even a spiritual quest. It is, in fact, all three of these, but it is also the story of a life.
The overarching message is that without love, God, and a dash of adventure or risk, life is not
entirely complete. Therefore, Singing Sleuth is ultimately the story of a woman finding pieces of

herself within three aspects of a life she is determined to live well.
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CHAPTER 1:

“How do you solve a problem like Maria?”

-The Sound of Music

Yeah, that's me. Maria Keller, also known as the Cherry Creek, North Carolina Police
Department’s problem child. I'm not insubordinate but, just like Maria von Trapp, who Mama
named me after, | do always seem to be in trouble.

I’'m late—again. I'm supposed to be back at the station in twenty minutes for a big
meeting, but thanks to the suspect I've followed into the Sweet Indulgence Bakery, that’s not
gonna happen. One of them, Sarge or the suspect, is going to kill me. | wonder who'll be the
lucky winner.

“I'm not telling you again,” the suspect says. He can’t be more than eighteen, with greasy
hair stuffed under a baseball cap, tattoos from neck to ankles, a pierced eyebrow...oh, and did |
mention the .32-caliber pistol he’s aimed at my chest? “Give me the gun or you're dead.”

My heart ratchets up the beat, but | ignore it. | move closer and let my almost-black eyes
flash venom. “I don’t think so, hotshot. Drop it and come with me.”

Grease Ball fires a shot directly behind my head. “Last warning.”

Of all the times for my partner to be home with the flu. | clamp my lips to avoid choking on
the gun smoke and search for a strategy.

“Keller?” Sergeant Davenport’s voice over my radio breaks the tension. “What’s your 207?
| need you back here, now.”

“‘Don’t answer,” Grease Ball says. “Give me that thing.”

I’'m only twenty-eight, but | have been a cop long enough to know one thing. He will
shoot. | think I've got the quicker trigger finger, but I’'m not willing to see. Nor am | willing to risk
calling in backup anyway. | focus on the bullet hole in the back wall. Provided he knows who | am,

now would be a good time for God to send me some help.
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| don’t know if it's divine inspiration or what, but the next second, I'm unclipping the radio.
“Oh. You want this? Help yourself, bucko.” There’s the pitch, and...yes! She connects with his
nose!

The kid screams a heartless word, hands going to his bloody face, and drops his gun. I'm
holding it a nanosecond later. | fire it once before a click tells me the chamber’s empty.

“Okay, kid, you have the right to...”

But Grease Ball is already running out the back door. Well, two can play that game.
Grease Ball fakes left and heads for the curb.

“Come back here, you...” There, I've got him—no, he’s shot through the front door again.
| slap it open and dart after him, but he’s halfway to the back entrance. Okay, now it's personal.

“‘Enough games, kid. You’re under...” The word “arrest” never gets said, because the
soles of my soaked boots meet the concrete floor, and I'm skidding all over the place like a drunk
Sasha Cohen. | end up falling forward into a bag of flour. The bag bursts, and I’'m covered. The
stinging in my knees and hands tells me I've kissed the concrete en route, but | ignore that and
use the edge of a shelf to pull myself back up. Unfortunately, there’s a sugar canister sitting on
that shelf. Yeah, you guessed it. A shattered sugar canister, inches from my foot, and sugar
grains stuck to my boots, socks, and pants.

“Give up, chick?” Grease Ball asks. He lobs an egg at me. My neck catches it.

“Oh, you are so getting three to five for this...” And the pursuit is back on. We burst back
to the front room at the same time, but | pick up too much momentum and crash into a display
table, which sends cookies, frosted brownies, a cherry pie, and a New York cheesecake flying.
Most of the mess ends up on my uniform. Meanwhile, Grease Ball is halfway to the door, and I'm
ready to scream. I'm not playing this wild goose chase game again, so | yank off my right boot
and throw that at him. I'm aiming for his head and get his back, but that stops him long enough for
me to hop over and slap on the handcuffs. | cut the Miranda Rights short. “You’ve got the right to

remain silent. Use it.”
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He uses it. Good thing too, ‘cause if he’d said one word, I'd have crammed a lemon bar
down his throat right there. By the time | confiscate his great haul—five dollars and some change,
including an Arizona quarter—my radio is crackling.

“Keller? Keller! If you can hear me, pick up, now!”

Uh-oh. Sarge. | examine my hand. It's covered in yolk, and there’s a piece of shell stuck
to my thumb. What are the others gonna say about this one?

“Keller, where in blue blazes are you?”

I do a quick juggling act, holding the radio with one hand and pulling my boot on with the
other. “Sweet Indulgence, sir. | was on the way back...achoo...bumped into a...kachoo,
kachoo...robbery in progress.”

“Hey, Keller, you don’t sound so good. You got Lundstrom’s flu?”

“Negative, sir. | forgot my slicker...ACHOQO!”

“Oh. Do you have the suspect?”

“Affirmative.”

“Fine. Get back here, book him, and then get to the meeting.”

| stare at my soaked, bakery-goods-smeared uniform. “Trust me, sir. You do not want me
to show up looking like | do right now.”

“Trust me, Keller. Unless you're half-naked, | don’t want excuses. Meeting starts in five
minutes. | suggest you put the pedal to the metal.”

My hands feel like a morgue in February, and it has nothing to do with the rain. Sarge
doesn’t accept less than 100% from anybody, but he has never, ever talked to me like this. What
did | do to set him off?

Knowing you, it’s probably more than one thing, a mental voice says. After all, who
locked her keys in her cruiser last week, hmmm?

Shut up, | tell the voice. He wouldn’t get bent out of shape about that.

No, but he’s probably ding-dang-dong bent about your last “sick day.”
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No. No way he found out. Nobody knows | call in “sick” on self-defense training days, not
even my partner. Besides, | don’t do it for kicks. | have a great reason for playing hooky, one that
still gets my heart going like a crazed metronome every time | think about it.

So get over it, says Voice.

| bite my lip. I tried. | can't.

You could if you wanted to, but no, you've gotta be Miss Oddball. “How do you solve a
problem like Maria...”

| flinch. Daddy used to sing that song to tease me. | laughed about it then, but now... No
use digging it all up. We’re here. Perp in tow, | push through the station door.

“Hey, Keller, what happened to you? You eat too many salads and get desperate?”

“Really, if you wanted a doughnut fix, all you had to do was say so!”

“All right, that's enough, get back to...” Sarge cuts himself off. “Keller, what...never mind.
I'll book the creep. You get into street clothes and report to the conference room on the double.
I've got an issue on my mind and | intend to settle it with everyone present so there’ll be no
questions.”

“Um...with all due respect, sir, isn’t there something in the law about a suspect knowing
the charges against her before she’s formally indicted before a jury of her peers?”

Okay. | cannot believe | said that. One, Sarge might take it as smart-alecky. Two, | sound
like a bad episode of Law and Order. And three, I’'m squeaking like an out-of-tune violin.
Sometimes | hate being a soprano.

“I told you to change clothes, not give me a lecture,” Sarge says. “So move!”

Yeah, it’s official. I'm toast. All thanks to a lousy cheesecake. The idea rattles me so
much | can barely change, and | even put my shoes on the wrong feet. | sprint to the conference
room without redoing my usual bun. Cops who are about to be fired don’t worry about the “no-
hair-below-collar” rule.

“Keller, sit down,” Sarge says. “l intend to get this over with as quickly as possible.”

“Of course, sir.” | feel like an electric chair victim who'’s been told it'll only hurt a minute.

Yeah, right.
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“Okay. Keller, you've been with us for what, six years?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Right. And in those six years, all of us can safely say we’ve never met an officer like you.
Now, you are not perfect, but your intelligence, compassion for civilians, and sheer guts have
impressed us on more than one occasion. Most importantly, they have impressed me.”

“Yes...” This sounds like a praise session, but I'm still suspicious. If he wanted to say
“good job, kid,” he could’ve done that at my desk. There’s got to be a “but” in here somewhere.

“But...”

Ah, there it is.

“But while that’s good news for you, it's bad news for me,” Sarge says. “Keller...” He sets
a box in front of me. “This should explain everything. Go on, open it.”

“Okay...”

“It's not a bomb, sweetie,” dispatcher Nancy Harris laughs. “I should know. | made it.”

She’s right, but I'm so shocked when | do open it that it might as well be a bomb. In front
of me sits a chocolate cake covered with M&Ms and bearing the words CONGRATULATIONS,
DETECTIVE.

“W-what?” | can barely hear over the clapping, laughing, and cheering. “Sarge...”

“The look on your face!” He laughs some more and then schools his features. “It was a
surprise. Your detective’s exam results came through. You aced it, so you’re an official member
of Cherry Creek Homicide.”

“Oh...oh...I...uh...um...ahem...”

“Hey, it's the dawn of the apocalypse,” Harold Wilcox laughs. “Keller’s speechless!”

“No, no, I...it’s...” | crack my knuckles. “I'm in total shock here. | mean sure, I've dropped
hints, but | wasn’t sure y’all would take me seriously, and | thought, so what if they did? I'm not
exactly the typical cop, ya know? What if...” The rest of the words stick, but my brain knows them.
What if | can’t hack it? What if I'm just a big joke? What if | get an innocent person charged with
murder? What if...

“What if you knock their badges off?” Sarge asks. “Yeah, definitely gonna happen.”
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| should protest, but | can’t talk. | can’t hear. | can still see, though, and what | see is the
reason I've been dropping hints about homicide. Faces of innocent civilians, and innocent
suspects, who need me. Faces of guilty people who won'’t see justice if | don’t do this. And two
faces in particular.

“Yes,” my voice says. “I'll do it.”

My words kick the party into high gear, including a few toasts, several “Keller stories,”
and the general antics of men hyped up on way too much chocolate at 5:00 AM. Oh, not that |
don’t appreciate it all. I've rarely gotten this kind of treatment from anybody. But that’s the thing. It
makes me uncomfortable, and it also makes a mean voice yell in my ear, insisting that | shouldn’t
be letting my colleagues celebrate. What am |, an attention hog? Do | think it's all about me?

“Keller?” It's Carmen Deluca, one of four more women on the squad. “What’s up? You're
awfully quiet, and you haven'’t even had any cake.”

Leave it to a cop. “It's okay. I'm just tired. Long week, and now this...and...” | think it
over. Carmen’s not a bosom buddy, but we girls in blue have learned to stick together. “| feel kind
of, you know, bad. It should’ve been anybody but me. I’'m not all that.”

“What was that?” Nancy’s in on it now. “You earned this promotion, baby. Don’t you let
anybody say different. Now...” She cuts a slice of cake that would give a fithess coach apoplexy.
“You eat that and give yourself permission to float around on cloud nine, got me?”

She does make me feel better, but not a hundred percent, and there’s only one way to
get there. | stand up. “Thanks, Nancy, but | think I'll wrap this up and go celebrate at home. And
could | have a couple more slices for my cousins?”

“Of course.”

Nancy gives me a plate covered with Saran wrap, and | head for the door. Sarge catches
me on the way out. “Good luck, Keller. And hey, let me know how it goes, okay?”

“Yes, sir, | will. Thanks for making the last six years...” What, exactly? Bearable? No,
that’s wrong. As tough as it was to go from the stage to the proverbial mean streets, | love my job.
| shake my head. | was never a wordsmith and | guess I'm not gonna start now. “I'm just trying to

say, you've been a great boss.”
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“And you are one heck of a cop, lady.”

| hope | can live up to his words.

My cousin, housemate, and best friend, Monique Delaney, is waiting in the living room,
working on some sketches for her interior design business. She takes one look and says,

“‘Well, | don’t think “drowned rat” covers it.”

“Not even close.” | kick off my shoes and leave them at the base of the coat tree. “Tonight
was...well, I'll tell you, but you won't believe it. Where’s Meg?” | ask, as in our other cousin, Meg
Fontaine.

“Where do you think?”

“Right.” Meg and | love each other, but on many matters, we’'ve agreed to disagree. Such
as, | don’t hobnob with the academic bigwigs at Cherry Creek Lutheran University, where Meg
teaches French and aerobics. In return, she doesn’t wait up when I've got a late shift. But I'm
gonna insist on an exception. We've been there for each other since | showed up as a gangly ten-
year-old foster kid with flyaway raspberry blonde hair, a singing voice rusty with disuse, and
bruised kneecaps. Our parents called us the M&M Girls because we all love the candy, and
because of our names. No way am | going to step into a real detective’s shoes without the other
two M&Ms at my side.

“Wake her up, would you?” | ask Monique. “I have to...to tell... KACHOQO!”

Monique frowns. “Okay, | will, but you’re not telling us anything until you have a hot bath
and put on something cozy.”

“Anybody tell you you’ve got a Florence Nightingale complex?”

“Yeah, but you love me for it. Go on. I'll make tea. What do you want?”

“Chamomile, decaf. My nerves are jangled.”

Of course, | can’t say something like that and expect my cousins to just drop it. Sure

enough, twenty minutes later, Meg meets me at the living room door.
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“All right, so what’s so important you had to disrupt my beauty sleep?” Meg certainly
looks “disrupted,” with her pink floral nightgown crumpled, her ebony hair half in and half out of
her curlers, and her sleeping mask hanging around her neck.

“C’mon, Meg, be nice,” Monique says. She shoves tea and cake into my hands. “Okay,
eat, drink, and spill your guts.”

“You do know what you just told me to do is impossible.”

“Yeah, but as you would say, I’'m not playing that game,” Monique says. “So make like a
canary and chirp.”

So that's what | do. Once she has the story, Meg nearly chokes on her cake.

“Oh, Maria!” she exclaims. “This is wonderful news—you’re finally going to be a detective!
You've worked so hard, and now...oh! I'm so proud, and so happy, and...and...” Uh-oh. She’s
into French now. | love my Aunt Charlotte, Meg’s mom, dearly, but darn those five years she
spent in Paris.

“Meg,” | say, “simmer down, honey. | have got serious questions here. Girls, what've |
done?”

Monique squeezes my shoulder. “The right thing. Considering the way it happened, |
know God’s got plans for you, starting now.”

“‘“Amen,” Meg says.

“Girls,” | warn them. They know how | feel about God talk. Now, | don’t mind that they’re
Christians, and I'm no atheist. | believe in God, angels, the devil, heaven, and hell. But as for the
Jesus-died-for-you-and-wants-to-get-personal shtick? Not going there.

“Okay, but we’re not sorry for saying it,” Monique says.

I laugh. “Non-apology accepted. Y’all go on to bed. I'll hang out here until my brain shuts
off.”

“No,” Meg says. “As long as we’re up anyway, let’s celebrate.” She indicates my prized
possession, the secondhand piano I've named Esmerelda, in the corner. “Will you sing
something?”

“Sure. I'll even let you choose.”
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“Well, since we were talking about divine intervention, how about “Impossible” from
Cinderella?”

“Yeah,” Monique says. “You rocked when you played the Fairy Godmother that time.”

| flinch inside, but rather than visit dark memories, | sit on the piano bench and start
playing. After all, the impossible did happen tonight, and to me, no less.

Take that, Maria von Trapp!
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CHAPTER 2:

“You’ve got no disguise, from somebody’s eyes”

-Footloose

“Keller, you're late,” Sergeant Alexander Tunney barks the minute | get through the door
of the detectives’ bureau. “Can you read this watch?”

| look down. His watch says 8:15, but...crumb, surely he wouldn't...

“With all due respect, sir, | don’t think thirty seconds is worth...”

“Don’t give me any claptrap about respect, Keller. You are one of the most disrespectful
excuses for a detective | have ever had the misfortune to work with. You think thirty seconds is
nothing to get upset about? Do you know what can happen in thirty seconds? I'll tell you. A
murder! You know those little crimes Davenport led me to believe you were passionate about? Or
maybe he was mistaken. Maybe you’re more passionate about getting your beauty sleep.”

Okay, easy, girl. Deep breath, in through the nose, out through the mouth. This is no
biggie. It’s just like when your choir director used to get her Texas temper going when you were
late for rehearsal. “Sir, that isn’t it at all. If those thirty seconds are important to you, they’re also
important to me, and | will do my level best to respect that.”

“I'll believe it when | see it, which, if what I've heard about you is correct, will be never.
Now, quit trying to clean up your latest mess and get to work. There are files on your desk that |
want to see on mine no later than ten AM, and that doesn’t mean ten and a second.”

| want to tell Tunney he can take his files and stick them in his ear, and | almost do it, too.
But | don’t give in to emotions, and just because I've been the office gopher for the past three
months is no reason to start now. Instead, | book it toward the lounge. Tunney may treat me like a
slave, but I'm not acting like one. I'm having breakfast before | even touch a file. Now, let’s just
hope somebody thought to bring in something besides doughnuts and sausage biscuits. A-

ha...bagels, and as usual, the fat-free cream cheese is untouched. Now all | need is a cup of tea,
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and | think it's a passion fruit kind of morning. So | cross the lounge, turn on the hot water, and
immediately sneeze.

“‘What the...oh, crumb.” | turn away from the deadly scent of coffee and find the lid for the
can of Maxwell House. “What stupidjerk idiot moron left the darn thing open in the first place?” |
shove the can to the back of a cabinet, slam the door, and straighten up just in time to hear a
laugh.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Jenny Come Lately. You know, | hear they're learning to tell time in
first grade this week if you're interested.” Pete Rawlings leans way too far into my space, takes a
huge bite of his chocolate chunk muffin, and slurps his coffee. The scent is close enough to make
me feel dizzy, which knocks me into Rawlings.

Rawlings glares at me. “Hey, Keller, quit contaminating my air.”

| blink to clear the water from my eyes. “Your name’s not on this air.”

“Hey, watch it, Keller. You forget I'm second in command here. Tunney’s not around, you
answer to me. Got it, Policewoman Barbie?”

“Oh, I didn’t know they made Policewoman Barbie. What, did you order it for your
collection?”

Rawlings plunks down the rest of the muffin and presses in, less than an inch from my
nose. His flinty gray eyes narrow, giving a sinister cast to the rat-like features that make him more
intimidating than your average fat cop. “Listen, Keller. You’re a rookie, so I've been easy on you
so far. But I'm warning you right now, don’t cross me. Because if you do, you’ll wish you never
saw a badge.”

I've almost got to feel sorry for the guy. He actually thinks I'm gonna cringe and run. |
smile. “Rawlings, you’re right. | am a rookie, so you don’'t know me. And one thing you don’t know
about me is | have seen plenty of people and things that scare me. You are not one of them. So
you take your caloric nightmare, get out of my face, and let me do my job while you attempt to do
yours.”

“What job you have, that is,” he says. He lumbers out.
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“Jerk,” | tell the coffeepot, like it cares. “I should’ve just smashed the pot over his head.
No, wait, | should’ve dumped it down his shirt. No, wait, that would require touching the rat and I'd
rather die. Although if | did it while wearing latex gloves...”

Ah, who am | kidding? | say anything and I'm out of a job, a thought that nauseates me. |
let my hand find the angel pin that belonged to Mama, and that | started wearing again once |
didn’t have the restrictions uniformed cops live with. The cool silver comforts me the way Mama'’s
hand on my forehead used to when | was sick. I'd give anything if she were here now, or even if |
could call her up and...

“Oh, get over it, Keller,” | tell myself. “Your parents are dead, and even if they were here,
what would you expect them to do, tell Tunney and Rawlings and the others to quit picking on
you? Right. Stop acting like a damsel in distress and get to work.”

A few minutes later, I'm at my desk, fixing up Tunney’s precious files. | turn on the radio
to break the monotony.

“Good morning, Cherry Creek! Cynthia Cranston here, better known as your old friend
CeCe, here at WTHR, your home of all those ‘50s and ‘60s classics, one-hit wonders, and show
tunes. You're listening to the Curtain Up Show, and I've got a hit here for every jerk teacher,
coach, and boss in the city. No intro needed, people, you know it...”

“Do | ever,” | mutter as Aretha Franklin’s “Respect” starts pumping through the speakers
(or as much as medium-low volume can pump, anyway). | don’t sing along, but | do hum, and
even tap my pen on the desk in perfect rhythm.

“Hey, is this a private party or can | crash?”

I look up to find my new partner and only ally in the homicide business so far, Detective
Brendan Schmidt. He’s a total sweetheart. Oh, not that I'm interested or anything. He’s ten years
older than me and married with four kids. But he treats me like a person, and around here, that's
better than any office romance. “Like you can ask permission. | don’t have a door.”

“Right.” He leans against the cubicle wall and studies me. “Everything okay?”
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“Oh, sure. I've got my bagel, my fruit passion tea, my show tunes, and the easiest tasks
in the whole detectives’ bureau. Plus, Rawlings and | were having a ripping good time just now.
What more could a gal need?”

Schmidt gives me an unreadable look. “Are you ready for the ten-fifteen meeting?”

“The ten...oh, crumb! What time...whew!” It's only 9:57. I've got three minutes. “Excuse
me.” | scoop up the files, but Schmidt stops me. “Whoa, where’s the homicide, detective?”

“If I don’t move it, the homicide’s going to be right here in this cubicle. Tunney will kill me
if | don’t deliver these files on time. He already jumped on me for being late.”

“What? You were not...” Schmidt sighs. “I'm sorry, Keller. | wish | knew why he’s always
on your case in particular.”

“What case? The Mysterious Case of Who Switched to Decaf?”

Schmidt howls with laughter. “Keller, you know something? You're a real stitch. You just
keep up that attitude, and go get some air. You’ve got to get Tunney out of your head or he’ll
mess up your moment.”

It's no big deal. I'm just expressing an opinion.”

“Well, for you, that’s big.”

“Right. Wish me luck?”

“I'll do better. I'll pray for you.”

And therein lies my partner’s only real flaw—the guy’s a stinkin’ saint. “Yeah,” | say. “God
doesn’t like me, but thanks. It means a lot that you tried.”

Schmidt just grins, takes the files, and walks away.

For me, our weekly meetings usually move at the speed of a convertible through snow,
but this one’s more like the Coca-Cola 600. Tunney’s already brought up the Rhodes murder, and
the guys are deep in discussion.

“l don’'t know why we’re wasting our time,” Sam Greenwood says. “We’ve got usable
prints, but no murder weapon, and it couldn’t have been stashed like we thought. Adams and |

tore that crime scene apart. Zilch.”
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“But the prints matched the stepson’s, right?” asks Oliver Farris. “Well, there you go.”

“No. There was another set of prints on the windowsill, and the one print on the body
didn’t match the stepson’s,” Eliot Doyle says.

“Don’t you clods get it?” Rawlings, of course. “Work with me here...the print was on Mrs.
Rhodes’ mouth, and her mouth was bruised. We're talking suffocation, which is why there’s no
weapon! Honestly, you bunch of pansies...”

“Suffocation with what, Rawlings?” Greenwood shoots back. “They found the body in the
kitchen. What was the perp gonna use, a spatula?”

Now or never. Clearing my throat doesn’t work, so | raise my hand. When that doesn’t
work, | lean forward. This obstructs everybody else’s vision of the guys next to me. They have no
choice but to see me.

“How did any of you get out of the academy?” Rawlings is still ranting. “A perp is usually
so desperate he’ll move the body if he has to. It’s called a cover-up, ever heard of it?”

Farris looks at me, but immediately looks the other way. That second, | feel something hit
my shoe. | duck and find a note from Schmidt.

-Wait for them to shut up and jump in. And put your hand down. You're not in third grade.

As if on cue, the room gets quiet. Okay, I’'m through with messing around. “Guys, wait a
minute here. If you ask me, the reason Greenwood and Adams haven’t found a weapon is
because there is no weapon. Not what you’d think of as a weapon, anyway. | mean, think about it.
The only prints in that room are nowhere near the body. They’re on the windowsill, the sink, and a
couple of pots and pans hanging over the stove. The only print on the body is on the mouth. And
the only other sign of activity in that kitchen is the presence of a cookie sheet in the sink. Now,
considering that Mrs. Rhodes was deathly allergic to nuts, and considering that one of the last
things she ate, according to the report | read, was a slice of breakfast bread, | think it's worth
looking into whether or not that bread had nuts in it, and whether or not it was forced down her
throat, courtesy of a homicidal guest at her bed and breakfast.”

| don'’t take a real breath until the last word. Once I'm finished, Schmidt gives me a

discreet thumbs-up. The others are giving me “are you crazy” looks, except for Rawlings, who
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looks like he wants to eat me for lunch with fries and a Coke. Tunney’s somewhere between that
and shocked that | would dare speak. Too bad for him.

Farris rolls his eyes. “Women and their food theories.”

This gets a group laugh and a slap on my knee from Doyle. “Ha, good one, Keller. What's
next, a conspiracy theory about that murdered postal worker getting abducted by aliens?”

“Knowing Keller, it's probably Julie Andrews clones,” Rawlings says.

“Oh, now, don’t be too rough on her.” If Farris’ sympathy gets anymore sugary and
synthetic, I'm gonna have a mouthful of cavities. “Maybe she knows something about the
sociopath poisoning all our cologne!” Cue second group laugh, or rather, howl. What a bunch of
boys.

Schmidt starts to speak, but | catch his eye and mouth, “please, please don’t.” He doesn’t
look happy about it, but he nods. Meanwhile, Tunney claps twice.

“All right, fall out and get back to work, detectives. Keller, don’t forget to write down
everybody’s lunch orders. And do us all a favor. Learn some respect for the people in this
business who know what they’re doing. Dismissed.”

Back in my cubicle, | flinch when | feel a large, tan hand on my shoulder. It belongs to
Frederick Adams, otherwise known as Lurch for his 6’8” frame and 300-pound body. He hasn’t
said much to me, but I've always chalked it up to his stammer, which is why I'm shocked to see
kindness in his eyes.

“Easy, M-Miss K-K-Keller,” Adams says. “J-just w-wanted to s-say, | d-d-didn’t think that
w-was f-f-funny.”

“You’re darn straight it wasn’t,” Schmidt says, like he wants to say the real word. “I've got
half a mind to file a discrimination complaint with Internal Affairs.”

“Then tune in to the other half,” | tell him. “Schmidt, | don’t want you to...”

“I don’t care. Nobody should have to bow and scrape to those...those pigs, and...”

“No, I mean it, Schmidt. | don’t want...l can’t...l can’t handle the stress, okay? Well, | can,
but I've not been here long, and I've wanted this job since | was in patrol. | do anything, and I'm

out. Please don’t blow it.”
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Schmidt gives me a compassionate smile. “Okay. I'll keep quiet for now. But just for now.”

“In the meantime,” Greenwood’s voice speaks up from nearby, “Adams and | have a case
to get back to and a new lead to check out.”

“No,” | say. “They’re probably right, it’s stupid...”

“Let us decide that,” Greenwood says. “Believe me, if | ever thought you were stupid, I'd
have said it before now.”

“Thanks. Oh, by the way, what do you two want for lunch?”

“Tunney on Toast,” Greenwood says.

“Will that be with or without cinnamon and jam?” | ask.

The three guys walk out laughing, and | go back to work. On the radio, CeCe is still
manning the Curtain Up Show, and “Somebody’s Eyes” from Footloose is on. | nod at the radio.

“Exactly.”
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CHAPTER 3:

“It’s the hard knock life for us...”

-Annie

| wake up at 7:30 the next morning from a terrible dream in which Tunney drugged me
and imprisoned me inside a clock. The phone’s ringing, so, grimacing at the bitter aftertaste of
sleep in my mouth, I throw back the covers and start to get up, but Monique hears me.

“Go back to bed, Maria—I've got it! Hello? No, this is Delaney. Monique Delaney to you.
May I...oh. Oh, really? | hope you have evidence to back that up, Detective. Well, that is not her
problem. In fact, | don’t blame her...what? No, she cannot cover your shift as “payment” while you
and your partner go to Asheville for the gun and knife expo. Who do you think you are, huh?
Yeah...yeah, you better keep quiet, Mr. Big Stuff. Yeah, I'll tell her...when | feel like it, which may
not be until Friday...yes. Yes, | will have a nice day, but | can’t say the same for you. Goodbye
and good riddance.”

“Exactement!” Meg calls from her bedroom. She mutters a few words in a mixture of
“Frenglish”. | catch my name coupled with “best detective they’ll get” and “meatheads” before |
hear light snoring that means Meg is back in dreamland, most likely eating chocolate truffles with
Prince Charming.

| hurry into Monique’s room, still working on the tie of my cherry red bathrobe. “That
wasn’'t Tunney you told to go jump, was it?”

“No, it was one of his moron underlings. Oliver something, like | care what his name is.”

“Oh, you mean Farris. Don’t worry. He’s just mad because | told him I'd go out with him
when a very bad place froze over. He’s a real Casanova. Schmidt and | saw him hitting on a

meter maid one time.”
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“That’s not why he called. Maria, please, please tell me you did not put a sign over the
sink in the lounge that says, ‘your Mama don’t work here, so wash your own dishes,’ signed The
Management.”

“Hey, | disguised my handwriting.”

“Oh, right. And you thought a bunch of detectives—key word there—wouldn’t figure out
who it was?”

“That’s not the point. The point is that my name is Maria Keller, not Little Orphan Annie. If
they can lift fingerprints off a paper clip, they can wash their own plates and coffee mugs.”

“True that, sister,” Monique says. She gestures that | should sit on the bed with her. “But
I’'m wondering something. Why don’t you quit? The Maria Keller | grew up with never let people
push her around.”

“Yeah, but that Maria didn’t have so much at stake. Look, if this were just about being a
detective, I'd quit in a heartbeat. But it's more than that. This is personal now. It's about self-
respect. It's about showing them they can’t run me off, and that | deserve a chance. And it's
about...” | can’t say it.

Monique hugs me. “I know. | know. If it’s any consolation, they’d be proud of you.”

‘I hope so.” | break the embrace. “Now, enough with the mushy stuff. I've got two good
hours before I've got to go in for my shift and I'm gonna make the most of ‘em.”

“Okay. You go get dressed, and wear what you want.”

That's easier said than done. In theory, as a detective, | am indeed supposed to be able
to wear what | want, as long as it’s not sweats or jeans and flip-flops. But with Tunney at the
helm, “plainclothes” takes on a whole new meaning. His idea of appropriate dress is anything in
black, gray, brown, or blue. Hey, if | wanted to be a Quaker, I'd hop a plane for Pennsylvania,
okay? | grab my black twill skirt and white blouse. Note to self—find a way to dress this up.
Blouse on, skirt zipped, hose on—oh, boy, do | hate pantyhose—and now for shoes.

And there sits my other problem. I'm not a shopaholic, except if you count sheet music
and books, but | am a hard core shoe fiend. | own no less than thirty pairs, and most of them are,

in some way, decorated. | own bejeweled ones, sequined ones, gold and silver ones, polka-dot
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ones, beaded ones, and one pair of sandals with fake sunflowers across the top. Plus an array of
cowboy boots, because otherwise, what kind of Texan native would | be? But, yeah, you guessed
it, Tunney doesn’t go for funky shoes. That leaves me with two—count ‘em two—acceptable
pairs. One is a half-size too small. And the other...

“Okay, that left shoe’s gotta be around here somewhere. They don’t just get up and walk
away...” | get on my knees to lift the bed skirt and start singing a number from one of my favorite
shows, She Loves Me. “Where’s my other shoe/help me find my other shoe/don’t just stand there
like that, where’s my shoe?”” The song weaves its spell, and soon, I'm singing at the top of my
lungs while turning the room upside down. “’Help me find my shoe/l can’t leave until | do...”

“Do | hear...singing in here?” The voice is Monique’s, but it's deeper, threatening, and a
tad familiar. She clomps into the room. “Well, okay then. Since you’re in such a chipper mood this
morning...get moving, | don’t have all day! Redo those requisition forms—the commas are off-
center! Reorganize my files...the order they're in is pathetic! And speaking of orders, go get me
an iced hazelnut mocha!”

| play along. “But it's 7:45 in the morning.”

“But it’s 7:45 in the morning,” Monique echoes. “What kind of excuse is that? The
narcotics guys were up at six! Now, get to work...there’s a stack of cases taller than the Chrysler
building in here!” She steps closer and sweetens her tone. “What do we say, Keller?”

“I love you, Sergeant Tunney.”

“I love you too, you knucklehead,” Monique says in her normal voice. She plops down in
the middle of the shoe search mess and tugs me down with her. “But Maria, don’t you see? When
you were singing, and just now, you were doing something fun. Your life needs to be fun again.”

| hate it when Monique goes all Dr. Laura on me, but crumb, she’s right. “I know, and |
hate that it’s not. But Tunney has rules, and I've got to play by them, or best-case scenario, I'll be
labeled the station twit. Worst-case, I'll be out of a job.”

Monique frowns. “From what you’ve said, you already are the station twit.”

We look at each other and burst out laughing. | recover first. “Okay, you're right. Hang

on.” | find my red blazer in the closet and then reach for my red, bow-festooned heels.



33

Monique nods. “Close. Not quite there, though. Let me see...” Before | can blink, Monique
jerks my hair from its bun. “I feel like the hairstylist on What Not to Wear,” she says. “Let’s get you
a decent style going.” She starts combing. “| always loved your hair.”

“Hmmm,” | say. | don’t notice my hair much, but | guess it would be a novelty to Monique
and Meg. They're both brunettes. Monique has cocoa-colored hair and Meg, rich, true black. You
can definitely tell ’'m adopted, but Meg and Monique have been more family to me than anyone in
recent years. I'd literally be dead without them.

“There!” Monique sounds like she just finished a painting to rival the Mona Lisa. And |
have to admit, my hair looks ten thousand times better. She’s got it one-quarter up, three-quarters
down. I'd almost forgotten what my hair really looked like.

“Monique, I...uh...”

“Never mind. This is payback for saving that rayon scarf | thought I'd ruined with pottery
clay.”

“Okay, okay, enough with the glamour session. I've got to get going.”

“Good girl. And knock ‘em dead at work today.”

“Is that supposed to be a pun? Because if it is, it needs work.”

“Well, it was supposed to be a pun, but don’t worry if you actually decide to do it.”

“Why, because you’ll bail me out of jail?”

“No, a friend bails you out. A cousin helps you hide the bodies.”

| didn’t leave as soon as | wanted to because the minute Meg saw me, she threw a hissy
fit. “Maria Magdalena Keller, what on earth have you done to yourself? You look anorexic! How
much weight have you lost?”

Now, | know | don’t look anorexic. Meg’s just got a thing for melodrama. But she’s right. ‘I
dropped ten pounds.” Well, okay, thirteen, but if you round it down...

Meg gave me a Look. “That’s criminally thin, Miss Cop.”

“Oh, yeah, and what are you gonna do, Miss Legs-up-to-Here? Arrest me?”
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“No. Feed you.” Which she did—eggs and French toast with strawberries. | tried to tell
her I'd grab a bagel on the way, but when Meg gets in Angel of Mercy mode, look out. But at least
| finally got on the road.

Ever since | got my license, one of my favorite ways to de-stress has been to get in my
car and just drive. | never have a plan for where to go, but somehow, | always end up where I'm
supposed to be. Today is no exception. Twenty minutes from my house, | pull up in front of the
Stage Door Community Theater, a four-story converted house on Sinclair Street. Memaories rush
out to meet me.

Mama and Daddy owned a community theater, the Thousand Stars in Houston, Texas.
Daddy was an actor, and Mama handled the books and publicity and all that stuff. | was their only
child, conceived after three years of trying and a miscarriage, my big brother. Mama was scared
she’d lost me too, because | was two weeks late getting myself out of her. (Guess that explains
my time issues). Well, the night of October twenty-seventh, Mama was sitting in on a rehearsal of
The Sound of Music when her water broke. From that point, she barely had to push.

It stands to reason that theater is in my blood. | walked around the house humming and
singing from the time | could talk, and started voice lessons when | was four. | could read music
before | could read words and was learning piano before | learned to add and subtract. Mama
homeschooled me, and although | was never a straight-A student (B’s, mostly, with the
occasional A), we had a wonderful teacher-to-student relationship. That came in handy too,
because she also taught my piano lessons, and she was tougher than Tunney some days. My
voice lessons came from an on-staff coach.

So here | am, this creative kid who's practically a musical prodigy, with two great parents,
a theatrical family, and a growing love for books of all kinds, especially mysteries, on the side.
Life’s good. And then | turn eight, and it all goes down the toilet.

| don’t know why I'm here now. Maybe it’s true, what they say about how you always

come home. And this is as close to home as I'll ever get. So | park the car and walk in.
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“May | help you?” The woman sitting at the big oak desk in the foyer is a tall, violet-eyed
blonde in a pale pink business suit and soft pink sandals with heels. Her nails are also a glittery
pastel pink. Add her high, breathy voice, and she looks and sounds like a bubblegum ad.

“I...uh...I...” | have to say something, but what? No way am | gonna tell her my personal
business, and “l just came in to look around” sounds stupid, whether it’s the truth or not.

“Are you lost?” she asks.

Ha. She has no idea. “No, I...” I've got to think on my feet. “I'm looking for a job. I'm a
police detective, but | want to moonlight.” Perfect, and true, too. If | could moonlight here, I'd have
something to think about besides my lousy, menial, anti-feminist desk job.

“Oh! Well, that’s nice,” she says.”I’'m Sarah Goodson, the AD. Oh, | forgot, you might not
know. That’s...”

“Assistant director,” | say. “I do know.”

“Right. Well, as | said, that is just super, but I'm not sure if we have anything open, and
even if we did, we don’t take just any Penny the Policewoman off the street. I'd need to know if
you have any actual theater experience.”

Breathe in, girl. Ignore the chick’s tone and just give her your credentials. “Over ten years
in school and community theater productions, twenty-two years of voice lessons under different
teachers, piano proficiency, and two years as an assistant youth choir director.” Beat that,
Bubblegum.

Sarah doesn’t write down anything. “Okay. That’'s impressive. But | must admit, I'm
curious. What is someone with that much experience doing carrying a gun and wearing a
badge?” she asks, as if she thinks | was lying.

“My degree fell through. | needed a change.”

“Oh, no. I'm sorry.” And, darn it, Sarah sounds as if she means it. Being around my
colleagues sure has turned me into a shrew. “Thanks. | mean, it's not a big deal, but thanks.”

“You’re so welcome. Now, | can’t do anything about getting you a job. Those requests
have to go through our executive director, Gilbert Montgomery, and unfortunately, he’s not here

right now. But I'd feel bad about sending you away empty-handed, as it were. | know you public



36

servants don’t get much of a break. Could | interest you in coffee? A cookie? | just baked some
chocolate chip ones.”

Man, | must look worse than | thought. “No to the coffee,” | say, “but yes to the cookie.”

Sarah’s back with the goods in short order, and soon, we're talking theater like we’ve
known each other all our lives. Somehow, | end up telling her about my parents and the
Thousand Stars.

“Is this theater like theirs?” she asks.

“In some ways. We had play posters in the foyer, too, and it smells exactly the same.
Dried flowers, wood, greasepaint, and lemon Pledge.” | get a feeling I'm saying too much, but
ignore it.

“Ah,” Sarah says. “Then why don’t you take a look around? We've got elevators, so
whenever you need to leave, just find one and press the button for the ground floor.”

| should refuse and hightail it out of there. Something just doesn’t feel right. But six years
of theater deprivation does funny things to a woman, so | say,

“Okay, thanks,” and start walking.

And what a walk it is. Every room in the Stage Door takes me further from the present
and into a past that’s painful, but | would give anything to have back. If | close my eyes for a
minute, | can almost believe Daddy’s going to come around the corner, swing me up in his arms,
and say,

“Hi there, Pumpkin, how’s it going? Mama'’s not working you too hard at school, is she?”

I'd giggle and say no, and then he’d say,

“Good. So, since it's Friday, can | count on my favorite junior director to sit in on my song
rehearsals with the leads?”

Childish giggles interrupt my fantasy when | come to a door marked SECOND STAGE. |
hear a series of harsh claps and then,

“All right, y'all shut up and plop your hind-ends in chairs, now! Last night's performance
was horrible, and unless y’all want to look stupid again next week, you'll listen up and get all

these mistakes fixed.”
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Okay. Now, | know show biz is a tough world and all, but these are kids. | feel myself
edge into the stage area and sit in back, grateful the darkness hides my distinctive hair color. I'm
then treated to a rehearsal of The Wizard of Oz. At least, | think it's a rehearsal. Every few
minutes, the harpy in charge stops to yell at the kids, even calling one a “worthless, whiny twit.”
She finally stands up and snaps,

“If I have to spend one more minute with you unprofessional, snot-nosed brats, I'll need
therapy. I’'m getting some coffee. You kids sit silently until | get back.”

Okay, let’s be clear on one thing. My mama raised me to be a true Texas lady, and one
thing she at least tried to drill into my head was, “now, Maria, don’t you go poking your nose in
business that ain’t yours.” Well, sorry, Mama, but you know | never learned, and that’s truer now
than ever. | follow Harpy out and say,

“Excuse me, ma’am, but | have been in theater for years, children’s theater included, and
I have never seen any director abuse kids like you just did. That behavior is uncalled for and |
intend to report you.”

“Well, aren’t we Miss Crusader? Yeah, you do that, lady. You do that and get laughed
right off the premises.” Harpy sashays off.

“Yeah, well same to you, Miss Hannigan!” | yell. But as with Rawlings, | might as well be
yelling at air. | duck into a vacant music room and put my chin in my hand. How did my life get
this way? All | ever wanted was to help people. Fix things | knew were wrong. Prove | wasn’t the
human mistake everybody always said | was. But...

“What are you doing in here?” a male voice barks in my ear.

| jump up and feel my shoe connect with his foot. He grunts, and | whirl around, knocking
into him. “Oh! Oh, sir, | am so... | didn’t mean to...you scared the daylights out of me, and...”

“It appears | was well within my rights to do so,” he says. “However, | am not in the mood
to deal with you, so if you leave my property now, | will not call the police.”

Now, | haven’t really looked at a guy, much less dated one, in six years. But | have to
admit, this one’s smokin’ hot. Six-two, give or take, clean-shaven, hair the color of upper piano

keys, and incredible, almond-shaped, jade eyes. | really could get lost in them, just like they say
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in books. Except those eyes are glaring at me because Smokin’ Hot thinks I'm a trespasser.
Time to act like the detective | am and set him straight.

“Sir, 'm sorry if | gave you the wrong idea, and I’'m really sorry about your foot, but
there’s no need to be alarmed. | am the police.” | reach into my pocket for my badge. “Detective
Maria Keller, Cherry Creek PD.”

Smokin’ Hot’s glare intensifies. “That’'s a Books-a-Million discount card.”

I look down and see he’s right. “Uh, sorry, | must've left my badge in my car, I...”

“Save it, lady.” And the next thing | know, he’s grabbing my wrist and dragging me out of
the room.

Fear shoots me so full of adrenaline | nearly vomit right there. The last thing | see is my
left shoe. The last thing | hear is the shoe connecting with Smokin’ Hot's kneecap.

He doubles over in pain and | make a beeline for the door, but he catches up near the
end of the hall. “| don’t know who you are, lady, but I've seen some bad acts before, and yours is
one of the worst. So let’s just end this play right now, shall we?” He's got his hand around my arm
again, but I'm so mortified and scared | can’'t do anything about it, so | barely notice when he
pushes me into his office.

“Sit here while | make a phone call.” He plunks me into a chair as if giving a child a time-
out and picks up the phone. He dials a number, then an extension. I'm sitting close enough to
hear who picks up. “Cherry Creek Homicide, this is Schmidt.”

This guy knows Schmidt?

Oh, crumb. The way this day’s going, I'll be lucky to get a job as the theater’s janitor.
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CHAPTER 4:

“We have an opening for a princess...”

-Once Upon a Mattress

Calm down, Keller. Calm down, girl, | coach myself. Schmidt will get here, he’ll recognize
you, and he’ll explain to this so-attractive-it-shouldn’t-be-legal moron that you are in fact a
detective. Then you can get to work, and... | look at Smokin’ Hot’s clock. Crumb. I’'m supposed to
be at work in thirty minutes, and knowing my luck, there is no way.

“I hope you're proud of yourself,” | tell Smokin’ Hot. “Thanks to you, my supervisor is
probably going to have me making coffee for the rest of my natural life.”

He straightens his tie and gives me an arrogant look. “That’s not my fault. I'm not the one
who broke in here.”

Breaking in? He wishes! | glare at him. “Shut up or I'll kick you to Timbuktu, you arrogant,
high-handed jerk!”

He backs off, but not for long. “What is your problem? Are you strung out on drugs? On
welfare and can’t feed your illegitimate kids? What?”

| would laugh, but people have made insinuations like that about me all my life. She can’t
get somewhere on time? She must not care. She doesn’t line her files up alphabetically? She’s a
slob. She’s an orphan? Her parents must've beaten her, or else they couldn’t feed her. Either way
she’s trailer trash. She’s got raspberry hair and a big personality? She must be a druggie who has
piercings, tattoos, and babies by five daddies. She’s a girl? Well, she definitely can’t be a decent
cop. | would laugh, but a gal can only take so much, and...

The office door opens.

“Gil, hey, buddy!” Schmidt’s in the room, and he’s...whoa. My partner is knocking

knuckles with this...this...man? The traitor!
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“So what seems to be the problem?” Schmidt asks. Smokin’ Hot jerks his thumb toward
me.

“My problem is a tiny, dark-eyed woman who packs a serious punch.” He turns away
from me and | assume he’s hiking up his pant leg. “That came from that...cherry-colored bullet
she calls a shoe.”

He steps back, and Schmidt and | finally look at each other. “Keller?” he asks, like he’s
never seen me before.

Smokin’ Hot’s handsome mouth drops open. “Keller? You mean...Brendan, is she really
a police detective?”

“Yes. She took Feldman’s place. Who did you think she was?”

“A petty thief and druggie who sleeps around,” | say.

Schmidt turns to his friend. “And just how did you come up with that theory?”

Smokin’ Hot looks as indignant as | feel. “I found her in a music room. I'd never seen her
before in my life. She told me she was a cop, but showed me a bookstore discount card instead
of legitimate ID and claimed her badge was in her car. Now, was | supposed to believe that? She
doesn’t even look like the type to be carrying a badge.”

“So that makes her a criminal?”

Smokin’ Hot clears his throat. “Uh, no, but...but she kicked me,” he says in the tone a
first-grader uses when tattling to the teacher. “She kicked me and ran off.”

Schmidt gives him a Look. “So let me get this straight. My partner took one look, kicked
you, and ran?”

“Well...no, not exactly. | may have...startled her. | demanded to know what she was
doing there, and she...well, she acted scared, but | assumed it was guilt. So | grabbed her arm
and tried to get her out of there...”

“You did what?” Schmidt asks. “No, on second thought, don’t repeat it. Keller, what
happened?”

So, leaving out the details about my dismal work situation, my maverick emotions, and

the fact that | think this idiot is attractive, | answer Schmidt’'s question. Once I’'m done, his face
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clears and he smiles, but Smokin’ Hot looks unconvinced. “You’re telling me that my AD just let
you traipse around in here without a visitor's badge?”

“Visitor's badge?” | echo like the brilliant woman | am.

“Yes. Visitors to the theater must be wearing identification. | can’t believe she didn’t tell
you.”

I can. | knew there was a reason | should’ve listened to my intuition. What a fool I'd been
to be sucked in by chocolate chips and a sweet smile. “I believe it,” | say. “I get the idea Sarah
doesn’t like me much.”

“Now, don’t go jumping to conclusions.” Smokin’ Hot’s patronizing tone makes me want
to smack him. “You probably said something to offend her, and...”

“l...you...well, maybe you don’t know her as well as you think you do. In fact, | don’t think

you know your staff at all. For example, whoever you’ve got working with kids right now is a

witch.”

“‘Miss Keller...”

“Detective Keller to you.”

“Miss Keller,” he repeats, “you need to leave, now.”

| jump up. “Hey, you can’t tell me what to do. And let me tell you something else, Mr.—
Mr.—*

“Montgomery. Gilbert J. Montgomery, owner and executive director.”

| feel the color slide right off my face. “l...you...you’re the...and I...oh, crumb! Crumb,
crumb, crumb!” | want to say something much stronger, but fortunately—or unfortunately,
however you look at it—spending so much time with Christians means | can’t cuss without major
guilt. Instead, I’'m rooted to the floor, twisting my hands and cracking my knuckles. | think I'll be
sick.

Schmidt moves closer. “Keller? Hey, Keller, come on, pull yourself together,” he says for
my ears only. His voice is neutral, even kind, but | still kick myself for getting emotional. | nod and
turn to Montgomery. “Where’s your closest ladies’ room?”

“Down the hall and to the right.”
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“Thanks. Excuse me.”

I’'m hoping the ladies’ room will be empty, but when | come in, | see a pair of shoes under
the handicapped stall. Well, no problem. | can think on my feet, sing any show tune cold, shoot a
gun, and track down criminals. A broiling face and brewing headache should be a snap. It takes
only a few minutes to wash up and knock back a Tylenol. Then | decide while I'm there, | might as
well use the facility for its intended purpose, because | don’'t want to come in to work, go straight
to the john, and have certain cops who shall remain nhameless make women-in-bathrooms jokes.

The woman from before is still in her stall, but | figure she wants her privacy.
Unfortunately, when | finish and start to pull up my hose, they catch and get a run in them. |
indulge in that curse word, immediately apologize in case God was listening, and make a mental
note to pop a lemon LifeSaver later.

The hose are irreparable, so they end up in the trash can. Thank goodness | shaved my
legs. | wash my hands, but then notice the other woman is still in her stall. | move closer, but |
don’t hear or smell anything weird. Still, this is starting to concern me.

| knock on the door. “Hey, are you okay?”

No answer. Okay, that means she may have passed out or had a seizure or something. |
summon up my first aid training, gather my skirt up around my legs, and crawl toward her. “Listen,
if you can hear me, my name’s Maria. I'm going to help you. You’ll be okay.”

There’s still no response, but I'm not worried. That is, until | see who the victim is. Once |
do, my heart knocks against my voice box, and | hear myself choke. The woman is in her late
thirties, brunette, blue eyes, snakeskin stilettos. In other words, she’s the shrewish youth director.
But if she needs help...

Wait. There’s something wrong with her eyes. They’re staring blankly, as if...

“Oh, no. Ooooh, no, lady, do not do this to me. Not today of all days.” | need a breath. |
need a pulse. | check, but get neither. | remember something Schmidt told me early on—a
person’s not dead until they’re warm and dead. | double-check.

That'’s all | need. I'm out of that room and back in Montgomery’s office in less than thirty

seconds. “Schmidt! I...I...you should...we need...”
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“Slow down, Keller. What is it?”

“Schmidt, there’s a body in the ladies’ room.”

| have heard some crazy things in my life, but | can’t believe what just came out of my
own mouth.

The place is swarming with cops, both homicide division and the uniformed folks. Most of
us are working our tails off, but Tunney is barking out orders, and Rawlings is huddled up talking
to...whoa. Sarah Goodson? What could he want with her? It occurs to me to go over there and
defend her, because after all, Rawlings is a woman-hating pig, but | decide not to. It’s natural for
Rawlings to question her because she’s the AD. Sarah looks like she’s holding her own, and
besides, I've got my own problems to deal with—namely, a racing heart, cold hands, and an
overpowering urge to crack my knuckles.

“Don’t you do it,” I mouth at myself. “Don’t do it, girl. Keep it together. Just breathe.
Come on, you can do it. Breathe.”

No, | can’t do it. I'm officially freaking here. | edge closer to Nicole and feel my head
shake. Unbelievable. She was here thirty-six minutes ago, moving, breathing, talking...well, okay,
yelling, but...and now, she’s...where? Heaven? Hell? Some kind of floaty, empty soul-sleep
thing? Or is the only thing left of her this shell, soon to become a rotting mass of...whoa! So not
going there! | breathe in and take a look at her—the pale blue suit that matches her eyes, the
snakeskin heels...shoe fanatic though | am, | would never wear those. But maybe she was a
shoe fiend, too. Why didn’t | think of that before | chewed her out? Oh, well, that’s easy. She was
ripping poor little kids to shreds, and | had to stop it. Nobody hurts kids on my watch, ever. Still...

Still nothing, girl, 1 tell myself. You just focus on your crime scene photos. So | do.

“Hey, Keller.” Schmidt joins me, armed with his own Nikon. “How’s it going?”

“It's going. Man, are you ever gonna have a case to sink your teeth into. I'm jealous.”

Schmidt gives me a Look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“What do you mean? You heard Tunney.” | imitate Tunney’s voice. ‘Listen, Schmidt.

1]

Keller is an observer. She holds your evidence bags. She throws things away. Period.



44

“Unh-uh. Don’t go there. | need a partner, not a grunt work girl.”

“Ha. Tell that to the good sergeant.”

“I will. I fully intend to tell him that | am sick of running a one-man show when | have a
capable detective right next to me, and who cares if said detective has long hair and a soprano
voice. And | know what you’re gonna say.” Now it’s his turn to do an imitation. ‘1 do not need
anyone to stick up for me, especially a man, and especially you. You are not sticking your neck
out on my account—your married, four-kids-to-put-through-college neck, | might add.’ | know that
argument, Keller, and I'm done listening. It may only be a technicality, but I'm the senior partner
here. Therefore, you answer first to me. | am ordering you, let me help you.”

| wish | could argue, but Schmidt is coming to know me better than | know myself, which
means he knows that by this point, I'm too physically and emotionally tired of the whole mess at
work to protest. “Okay, okay. | surrender. Help away. But,” | jab my finger at him, “if you get fired
and your kids miss out on Harvard, | will have your head on a platter with chocolate ganache
sauce.”

Schmidt cracks up. “Well, Hannibal Lector you are not,” he manages. “I'll take over with
the pictures for now. You grab Gil. We need to interview him, figure out what we’re working with.”

“You got it.” | pass my camera to Greenwood and head out. Most of the rest of the
homicide squad is milling around in the hall, talking amongst themselves, but | don’t see Tunney
or Rawlings. | feel myself relax, but only for a minute. 1 still have to face Gilbert Montgomery, who
for all | know still thinks | was gonna rob him blind. Well, nothing for it but to woman up and get it
over with.

“Excuse me, Mr. Montgomery? If you'll come with me, my partner and | need to ask you a
few questions.”

He turns on me. “Miss Keller, with all due respect, you are the last person | want to talk to
right now.”

“And with all due respect, | don’t care.” Okay, that didn’t sound so good. I'll try again.
“Look, I'm sorry. | can well imagine how stressed, upset, and worried you must be, and I'm sure

our earlier meeting didn’t help. But | promise, if you will just cooperate and give me the
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information | need, | will do whatever it takes to solve this case for you.” | start to leave, but hear
footsteps behind me. The next thing | know, Tunney has my arm.

“You better have a good explanation for this, Keller,” he says.

“'m working.” And two and two is four. Now that we’ve established the basics, what else
do you want to know? Honestly, that formal complaint is looking better all the time.

“Don’t you give me lip, woman. | specifically told Schmidt that you are strictly an
observer. You wanna do something, make yourself useful, go down the street, and buy a couple
dozen doughnuts.”

The others, including Gilbert Montgomery, have dropped what they’re doing and are
staring. Tunney is smirking, like he thinks an audience will intimidate me. Well, if that's what he
thinks, he doesn’t know Maria Keller. | have never been so grateful for my heels. “Sir, | am
needed here now, and | respectfully ask that you allow me to do what has been asked of me.”

“Keller, get out of here. | am warning you, one more word and you will lose your job.”

“You can’t do that.” Can he? | know he can. My voice is starting to shake with the
knowledge.

“Watch me. | don’t need you. More to the point, the force doesn’t need you. You think just
because Davenport likes you, you're irreplaceable? Wrong. You’re as replaceable as a roll of
toilet paper.”

“I never said that, and | don’t want you throwing Sergeant Davenport in my face. | earned
that promotion, and if you don't like it, you can just...”

“Jump in the lake.”

Whoa. That’s not my voice. That's...Gilbert Montgomery’s voice, and he’s marching over
here like a knight storming the castle. He smiles at my supervisor, but | see something lethal
underneath. “Sergeant Tunney? Gilbert Montgomery. | direct this theater, and I'm the one who'’s
requesting the force’s help. In case what that means isn'’t clear, let me explain. You work for me,
not the other way around. And because you work for me, | have the right to request, if | choose,
which detectives work this case, because it concerns me and my business. And at my request,

Maria Keller is on this case, as a detective, not a servant. And if you have a problem with that, I'm
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sure your superiors wouldn’t mind transferring you to a division that adheres to your standards,
ridiculous though they may be.”

Tunney backs off. “I'm not sure you understand, sir. Keller’'s a rookie. More to the point,
she’s a softhearted, empty-headed rookie. Surely you know what a lethal combination that is,
especially in this job.”

“A-ha,” Gilbert says. “And if her name were Martin Keller, would you feel the same way?”

“Hey, listen, pal, don’t you go accusing me and telling me how to run my force. I've
forgotten more about law enforcement than you’ll ever know.”

“I'm sure you're right. And so I’'m sure you understand that part of being a good officer is
giving everyone under you a fair chance, your trust, and your respect. It seems to me those are
things you’ve forgotten what it feels like to have to earn.”

“Amen.” That voice belongs to Davenport, who's been hovering around on the outskirts
with the patrol squad, like the leader of a flock of blue jays. “Tunney, how about you and | step
outside and have a little talk about your rookie detective? Schmidt, you and Keller get back to
what you were doing, now.”

If it were anyone but Tunney, I'd swear he was about to cry. He sputters like a stuck
faucet for a minute, mutters something about how women are nothing but trouble, and leaves.
Meanwhile, Schmidt’s eyes are thrilled, but his voice stays serious. “I'll meet you in Gil’s office in
a few, okay?”

I nod and head toward Gilbert, who'’s off by himself in a corner. When | get closer, | see
his face is pale and strained, and it appears he’s muttering at the air.

“I'm not going to argue because | have enough to worry about, considering this murder.
And by the way, | beg you to let it be solved quickly. But all-knowing or not, you’re wrong. She
and | are as alike as chocolate and celery, which never tasted good, if you get my drift.”

“Who’re you talking to?”

He jumps like | yelled in his ear. “Miss Keller, didn’t your supervisors at the academy

teach you not to sneak up on people?”
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“No. They actually taught me to do it, because it's part of my job. But you're not
answering my question.”

“'m praying, if you must know, and from what | understood, you should be working. |
don’t want to find out | spent the last five minutes standing up for a slacker.”

Great. Gilbert’s a Christian, and judging from what I've seen, he’s not a nice one. Worse
than that, the way he just called me a slacker stings like a blast of pepper spray. But | shouldn’t
feel that way, because he’s right, and I'm wrong.

“I came over to thank you,” | say, “but you're right. There’s no excuse for slacking off.
Let’s get this interview done.”

He gives me a strange look, almost as if he...what, exactly? Pities me? He better hope
not, because man or not, if he said he did, I'd knock him on his butt. Doesn’t get me at all? Yeah,
I’'m used to that one, and since being one of a kind is cool, | can roll with it. Wants to apologize?
Right, a man apologizing to me. That'll be the day.

“All right,” he says. “If you’ll follow me.”

So | do, at a safe distance, of course. Under my breath, | find the courage to sing,

“We have an opening for a gumshoe/for a genuine, certified gumshoe...”
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CHAPTER 5:

“Anything you can do, I can do better...”

-Annie, Get Your Gun

Thanks to Gilbert Montgomery’s staff roster, Schmidt and | have a name for our victim.
Nicole Ainsley. Personally, | like Miss Hannigan better. But if there’s one thing you don’'t do as a
detective, it’s let your personal judgment cloud your work. So | don’t. Instead, | consult my
notebook—Dbright red, with my favorite black, musical-note-patterned pen in the spiral ring. Like
Alfred Doolittle of My Fair Lady said, a little bit o’ luck never hurt.

“Mr. Montgomery, how long have you owned the Stage Door?”

“Ten years.”

Down goes the info. “And in that time—* Self-doubt sneaks up on me. Tunney’s words
still burn, but worse is what Gilbert Montgomery’s rescue, because that’s basically what it was,
has done to my heart. | don’t know how to feel or what to do about it, and that scares me. But it
doesn’t matter. I'm a detective now, and my head rules my actions. Six years ago, | vowed it
always would.

Schmidt lays a barely-there hand on my knee. “You okay?” he mouths.

| smile and move away. “Fine,” | mouth back. “Nerves.” Liar, liar, pants on fire.

He nods and gives me a supportive smile, and | continue. “Mr. Montgomery, in that time,
have you ever felt threatened? Been badly received? Made any enemies?”

“Nothing unusual, no. We've gotten the occasional scathing review, but that's normal.”

“Yes. Now, let’s talk about Nicole. While | was um, touring your theater, | observed her
browbeating the kids. Is that how she’d normally handle them?”

“Apparently so,” Gilbert said. “l received a complaint from a mother about it this morning.”

“‘Ah? What's her name?”

“Lorna Hamilton. But she was gone for several hours before the murder. Plus, | don’t

think she’s capable. She stakes too much on being a ‘nice person.”
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| tap my pen against my cheek. “Everyone is capable, Mr. Montgomery, but I'd be willing
to bet you're right. | studied up on homicide for years before | ever got promoted, and in my
experience at least, people with families, especially young kids, don’t kill others unless they’re
desperate or just don’t give a flip what happens to their kids. Murder equals jail time, which
equals virtual loss of family, and most parents, if they’ve got any sense, don’t want that.”

“Indeed.” Gilbert looks surprised. “You’re quite the criminologist, Miss Keller.”

“If that’'s a compliment, I'll take it. So, tell me more about Nicole. Everything you say can
only help.”

“If you ask me, she never should’ve been hired. I'd lost three youth directors before
that—one to maternity leave, one to an elopement, and one to a family emergency. | was
desperate to find someone. Nicole had two educational degrees. It escaped me, or at least |
didn’t think to consider, that she had no experience with children. Her background was preparing
her to teach young adults and college students.”

“Hmmm.” Down it goes. “What about Nicole’s relationships with the rest of the staff? Who
were her friends? Her enemies?”

“In answer to the former, no one. In answer to the latter, you could say the entire staff. I'm
not sure there’s anyone she didn’t ignore, insult, or give the runaround in her time here,” Gilbert
says. He clears his throat. “I was stupid to hire the woman.”

“Blaming yourself won’t help,” | tell him. It’s true, or at least it's supposed to be. People
have told me that often enough. The catch is, behind it, there’s always been that hidden
statement—the one that says, ‘but | don’t want you to forget you screwed up.’ | bite my lip. Yeah,
that’'s me, all right. Maria the Mistake. But then, this is not about me. | take down Gilbert’s info
and keep quizzing him. Schmidt jumps in every few questions or so, and after a few minutes, |
feel like I’'m hitting my groove. But then Gilbert shakes his head and asks,

“Brendan, | really need to step back for a minute. Is it okay if | take a quick walk?”

Schmidt puts his hand on Gilbert’s shoulder. “Sure thing, buddy. Take five. Keller and |
will stay here and wait for you.”

“Okay. You two avail yourself of the candy dish if you want.”



50

Avail ourselves? What is this guy, an escapee from a Shakespeare troupe? But coming
from him, the words sound natural, and nice. Delicious, in fact.

“Keller? Earth calling Keller, anybody home?”

“What? Oh! Ah, what did you just say, Schmidt?”

‘I said, want some?” He’s picked up the candy dish and has “availed himself’ of a packet
of Red Hots.

“Oh. Okay, yeah.” | take out a miniature Hershey bar. “At twenty-five calories, | don’t think
this counts as dessert.”

“Sure doesn’t. | have got to teach you how to eat right, and | don’t mean eating your
veggies. But seriously...” Schmidt grins. “You’re doing great.”

“Huh. Tell that to your buddy Gilbert. He keeps looking at me like he wants me to screw

up.

“Hey.” Schmidt’s eyes turn serious. “Keller...Keller, look at me. Go easy on Gil, okay?
There are things about him you don’t know.”

“Oh, what? His parents were alcoholics and he didn’t get the part of the head elf in the
school play, so now he has license to be a jerk?”

Now Schmidt’s the one glaring. “Maria Keller, that is not funny.”

Oh, crumb. Me and my big fat mouth. | crack my knuckles. “I know that. I'm sorry. It's
just...”

“I know. Men are not your favorite species right now.”

“No, it’'s not that. It's...” How do | explain about the many foster kids | knew who used
things like that as excuses for bad behavior? How much it hurt that they got cut breaks, and |
didn’t? | decide to discipline myself, finish off the Hershey bar, and reach for a lemon drop. The
taste makes me cough.

“Why eat it if you don’t like it?” Schmidt asks.

| shrug. “Habit. Mama used to use lemon juice on me instead of soap when | back-talked
her or, as she put it, had too much mouth. So, uh...why is it that | should be nice, just in case I'm

tempted to tell him where to put his attitude again?”
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Schmidt laughs. “Well, if | know human nature, you’ll probably give in at least once, but
okay. He’s a widower, Keller. Lost his wife two years ago. She left him with three kids, all under
age ten. Gil loves them, but can’t spend as much time with them as he wants because of running
this place. | know how he can be sometimes, but he really is a good guy. Just try to remember
that.”

| sigh. “Okay. As a favor to you.” It's all | can say, because I'm too busy giving myself
forty mental lashes to talk. No wonder the man’s insufferable. His grief for his wife doesn’t seem
fresh, but even old grief has a sharp bite. Plus, he’s got hurting kids, and it sounds as if at least
one is little enough to barely remember his or her mama. Plus, he’s got a theater of yapping,
harping, whining people...and then here he has to deal with me, showing up out of nowhere,
stomping on his foot like the moron | am. He thinks he’s stupid? Well, he hasn’t met the poster
child yet.

Gilbert’s back a few seconds later, and | let Schmidt wrap up the interview. At the end,
Gilbert stands, looking tired and defeated. “Anything | can do to help you close the theater
down?” he asks.

“Nothing,” Schmidt says. “| talked to Tunney earlier. Apparently, during his little talk with
Davenport, he found out Keller has a strong theater background. Davenport thinks Keller and |
should work this from the inside, and despite his personal feelings about her, Tunney agrees. He
thinks she’s the perfect undercover cop.”

“Undercover?” Oh, what am |, a parrot?

“Yeah,” Schmidt says. “I'll be visible, which means I'll kinda float in and out, conducting
interviews and, if need be, interrogations. But you’re going undercover. Tunney thinks if we get
somebody on the inside, we’ve got a better chance of solving the case.”

“‘Makes sense.”

“Okay, so you throw on some makeup, you trade the business suits for something more,
uh, theater-ish, and boom, you’re a civilian. What's your middle name?”

“Don’t you dare laugh. It's Magdalena.”

“Okay. Maggie, um...what’s your mom’s maiden name?”
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“Channing.”

“Nope, too close.”

“Brown? It's my adoptive parents’ name.”

“Perfect. So tomorrow, up-and-coming actress Maggie Brown comes in for an audition.
Congratulations, partner. You more than earned it.”

“Wait.” Gilbert stands up. “Brendan, what...you want her to act for me? Why couldn’t she
just be...l don’t know, a janitor or something?”

“Because the janitor can’t get in good with your cast and thus, discover who knocked
Nicole off.” | don’t know why | don’t just scream at him. Honestly! Attractive or not, grieving or not,
kids or not, this is the most arrogant, selfish, elitist guy I've ever seen. Janitor, indeed.

“And,” Schmidt says, “because someone around here is liable to catch on to her acting
experience, so if she’s not using her talent, she’ll lose credibility.”

“But...but...” Gilbert turns to me. “Can you even sing?”

“I guess you'll just have to find out, won’t you?”

“I guess | will. And Miss Keller?”

“Yes?”

“Four o’ clock sharp. | consider being late highly disrespectful.”

The next day, since | don’t have heels to announce my presence ahead of time, | rely on
my voice. “I'm here! I'm here...I'm sorry I'm late, it's just...”

“l don’'t want to hear it, Miss Keller.” Gilbert Montgomery’s baritone voice rumbles through
the auditorium just before he steps out of the shadows like the Phantom of the Opera. “What did |
tell you yesterday?”

Who does he think | am, an errant four-year-old? “| know what you said yesterday, Mr.
Montgomery, but | honestly could not help it. | was...”

“l did not ask you where you were. | asked, what did | tell you?”

Man, is his attitude ever getting old. Time to cop up and lay down the law. | hold his eyes.

“Mr. Montgomery, if I'm going to work undercover for you, and thus get a murderer out of your
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theater, we might as well define our relationship right now. As long as | ostensibly work for you, |
will respect you and follow your rules. But you are not going to talk down to me, and you are not
going to treat me like a naughty little girl. Is that clear?”

He glares at me, and for a minute it looks like he’ll laugh or throw me out. But then a new
look comes into his eyes. Is that...guilt? He glances at the ceiling and back to me. “Fine. Why
were you late, after | specifically told you | would not tolerate it?”

Oh, God, if you really care about me, please don’t make me sound like a whiny female.
“Because my supervisor insisted | stay and retype a report he was dissatisfied with. | don’t
understand why the man got so bent out of shape over the date not being written to his
specifications, which, by the way, he didn’t inform me of, but it's the police force, what are you
gonna do?” | laugh, but then remember that the guy I'm talking to apparently has no sense of
humor. “Check with Schmidt if you want. He’s...”

“Upstairs on surveillance duty,” Gilbert says. “Which reminds me, has anything turned
up?”

“Not yet. Whoever this guy or gal is, they know how to hide the evidence. From what we
know, Nicole Ainsley’s body was moved into the ladies’ room. Now, she’s about a hundred forty
pounds. That’s roughly twenty pounds heavier than me, which means in all likelihood, one of two
things are true. One, we have a strong single perp, probably male, or we have a perp, plus an
accomplice who agreed to move her. There are no prints on the body, which means our perp
used gloves. The last time anybody saw Nicole, from what we can gather, was yesterday at 12:45
PM, at the same time as—*

“A crowded rehearsal,” Gil finished. “Which gave the...uh, perp, was it?”

“Yeah, short for perpetrator, ample opportunity to slip in, poison Nicole, slip out, ditch the
evidence, come back, and stash her.”

“Poison her? How do you know that’s what happened?”

“Simple. No gunshot wound, no indications of stabbing or strangulation—in general, no
violence. No murder weapon, either. And as | said, no prints on the corpse. Plus, Schmidt and |

have found an overturned cup of tea, plus the remains of a spilled lunch, in Nicole’s office. We
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didn’t see anything suspicious, but the crime lab can uncover that, and an autopsy will tell us
exactly what was in her system.”

He actually smiles at me. “Wow, you’re good at this.”

Wow, he has a gorgeous smile. And wow, does he know what those five little words just
did for me? “Thank you. That means...I can’t tell you how much it means. | hate to see anyone
steal life from an innocent human being, so I’'m going to put my heart and soul in this thing. And
well, I've got to admit, I'm excited. I've never done this before. Until yesterday, | was the office
flunky.”

“I guessed that. Get coffee, type reports, file papers, make copies, answer the phone—
did that about cover it?”

“You got it. Plus pick up lunch, take out the trash, and replenish the pastry supply. | drew
the line at scrubbing coffee mugs and picking up Tunney’s dry cleaning.”

“He tried to make you do that?”

“Well, no, that was his pet, Rawlings, but he did suggest getting Tunney’s, too.”

“You could sue him. There’s a name for what Tunney’s doing—discrimination. Veiled
sexual harassment. Borderline employee abuse.”

“Wait a minute,” | cut in. “Now, I'm obviously not your favorite person. Why do you give a
flip what happens to me?”

“Because you'’re a fellow human being, and though | don’t like you, my beliefs require me
to love you. Plus, I've got enough conflict in my theater without Tunney throwing his weight
around.”

“Oh.” Why does it hurt so much that his motives for being nice to me are basically
selfish? | shake my head. Snap out of it, Keller. That’s not why you're here. | turn to him. “That
may be,” | say. “But if I'm gonna prove myself to the boys, I've got to get in here and solve a
murder. Do | still have an interview, or do we reschedule because | was late?”

He gives me a slightly faded version of that delicious smile. “You do, but this isn’t my

usual interview. For the purpose of this case, you’re in, and from what I've heard about your
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previous experience, you would be anyway. All | want is to hear you sing. Then, I'd like to hear if
you're interested in any specific roles, which will help me determine where to put you.”

“Okay, but is it fair for me to ask what the play is before | sing? If | have a title, | might
know what to sing, instead of picking something at random.”

“That’s perfectly kosher. I'm opening auditions for She Loves Me. Do you know it?”

“By heart. | was in it in high school. | played Amalia. Oh, not that | expect that part,
because | don't, it’s just, you asked, and...” Okay, Keller. Shutting up would be a great idea about
now.

Gilbert nods. “l understand. So, you played Amalia. That tells me you’re a soprano, so
we'll stay in that range to warm you up. Take the stage, please.” Once | do, he sits at the nearby
piano and gives me an F sharp. “On an “ah,” please. Sustain the sound until | release you.”

Can do. Deep breath, and... “Ahhhhhhh....” Ah, indeed. Dead center. That glass of
orange juice this morning really did the trick. My head tilts up and | tell my throat to open some
more. My vocal chords are thrilled. It's been awhile since they’'ve gotten to show their stuff in a
place like this. | don'’t tell them to add vibrato, but they do it on their own.

“‘Release.” Gilbert sounds a little shell-shocked. Uh-oh. Maybe | sounded horrible. Oh, |
knew | should’ve gone with the cranberry juice. Darn that pulp! But before | can finish giving
myself the punching bag treatment, he’s playing a chord, and I'm back to warm-ups. A few
minutes later, he asks for a real song, and having handed over sheet music, I'm soon deep into
“Far From the Home | Love” from Fiddler on the Roof. In it, middle daughter Hodel tries to
convince traditional Tevye that her going to Siberia to marry her true love, the revolutionary
Perchik, is the best thing for her, even though she’ll be homesick and miss her folks.

Within a few notes, | forget everything. | can’t remember who Tunney is, or what a
murder is, or why | have to impress this jade-eyed stranger sitting in front of me. The only person
in front of me is Tevye, and I'm Hodel. | love him, but crumb, | adore Perchik. He’s everything to
me. “Oh, what a melancholy choice this is/wanting home, wanting him/closing my heart to every

hope...
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The scene breaks down. I'm still singing, but I'm not outdoors in the dead of a Russian
winter. I’'m onstage at the local theater, and my piano backup has disappeared. | laugh. “Hey,
Montgomery, where’d you go?”

He clears his throat. “Sorry. That’s okay, though. I've heard enough. Your voice is great,
but...” He frowns. “I have problems with your volume. You're inhibited in places. What's more, it
makes the twang in your voice pop up. | won’t have you losing your breath onstage, and | won't
have my audience thinking they’ve inadvertently walked into a Reba McEntire concert. You will
begin meeting with a vocal coach tomorrow at four PM sharp for an hour of intense work before
your first rehearsal.”

Of course, some of this, | was expecting. My vocal coaches were always complaining that
| was “inhibited” and needed to “let go, not just pretend to”. But Gilbert’s tone, and especially that
snarky little Reba McEntire comment, are too much for me. I'll have him know | love Reba! | give
him the look suspects get when they dare try telling me that no, Miss Officer, | ain’t been smokin’
no crack. “Agreed, provided that your vocal coach is more supportive than you.”

The moron laughs. “Oh, come on, Miss Keller. You’ve been in the theater world, and
you’ve been a cop for awhile, haven’t you? Surely you don’t expect people to jockey for position
so they can tell you how wonderful and perfect you are.”

“Why, | oughta...” Hold up, girl. It won’t help if he thinks you’re a diva. | give him a brittle
smile.

“You misunderstood me, Mr. Montgomery. | appreciate constructive criticism. My mom,
several choir directors, and two highly qualified voice teachers who taught me after my mother
died, gave it to me for many years. And they pushed me as hard as they could.”

“As for my experience in the force, | have had supervisors who screamed in my face,
insulted me, my family, and the great state of Texas—that whole “don’t mess with Texas” thing is
a myth, according to them, by the way—and sergeants who drained every scrap of physical
energy | had. You try being on your feet from six AM to six PM, five days a week—sometimes
seven, and sometimes on Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Independence Day. You try facing down

criminals who would like nothing more than to see you in a morgue with a tag on your toe. You try
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cleaning drunks’ vomit out of your cruiser—the smell sticks around for days. You try wading
through enough red tape to fill a swimming pool, and having a civilian spit at you because you
arrested his guilty three ways to Sunday nephew. You try that, Gilbert J. Montgomery, and then
you tell me you know a thing about my life. You try that, and then you see how it feels when
someone you’ve known a total of thirty-six hours laces what would otherwise be considered
constructive criticism with mocking remarks about her accent and condescension thicker than
cinnamon on French toast. You try that, and then just see what you’d do for a compliment or even
a lousy smile, for crying in a bucket.”

If we were in a musical, this would be the part where Gilbert would do a double take,
realize he sounded like a jerk, sweep me off my feet, and declare that even though he treated me
like dirt before, | am in reality the most amazing woman he’s ever met. But all he says is,

“Be careful, Gumshoe. You'll strain your voice.”

“l...” What's the use? | sigh. “Look, let’s not torture each other anymore than we have to.
Just give me a script. I'll be here at four, and that’s a promise, if | have to jaywalk to get here.
Who do you want me to play, anyway?”

“Right, | forgot. Um...if it's okay with you, I'd like you to reprise your role as Amalia. It's a
better fit for your vocal range, and it also gives me a way to introduce you as an up-and-coming
rookie. Most of the cast and staff will probably treat you like a little sister, which will make it easier
for you to get info from them.”

Gilbert Montgomery just gave me the lead in his production. Does he realize what he’s
done? Does he know how much I've missed acting in any role at all? Does he know the number
of nights | sat up because my shift schedule threw off my inner clock, drinking tea and reliving
rehearsals, opening nights, cast parties, and inside jokes? Does he know how often I've played
the “what if” game with myself, wondering if maybe | should...well, a lot of things?

| want to tell him the answers. | want to spill out all that information like tea out of an
overturned kettle and tell Gilbert he’s an angel from Heaven. But what | say is,

“Sure. Yeah. | mean, yeah, getting info. Perfect.” Lame, Keller. Lame.

“Miss Keller!” Gilbert claps his hands in front of my face, and | jump back. “What?”



58

‘Answer me.”

Well, so much for Mr. Angel. “What did you ask me?”

He gives me a Look. “l asked you to take this script.” He hands it over.

“Thanks,” | make myself say. “Now, I've got to get out of here.” And far away from you.
“You’re welcome. See you later, Gumshoe. And make sure you spend some quality time

with your lines. A cast is only as strong as its weakest actor.”
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CHAPTER 6:

“You are precisely my cup of tea...”

-The King and |

“Gumshoe, indeed. Why is it that man can’t go five lousy minutes without mocking or
patronizing me?”

The hallway’s empty, so | don’t get an answer. Just as well, because | know what it'd be.
Maybe he can't, but you deserve it. And | know | do. What was it | said, anyway? Something
about criticism, choir directors, dead mothers, and of all the stupid things, vomit and spit.
Wouldn’t that just make a man turn into a blob of Jell-O and beg for a date?

“Whoal!” | exclaim. “Girl, since when are you interested in dating anybody, especially
that...that...man?” And what a man he is. Time-obsessed, critical, self-righteous, demanding, a
schedule freak...the man wears a suit and tie in the middle of the week and carries a pocket
hanky, for mercy’s sake!

Oh, but what a man he is. Those incredible jade eyes that normally held such contempt
for me, but could be so warm and gentle when he tried. That luscious dark hair | thought only
belonged to princes in storybooks. The smile that, crumb, I'd do anything to see more often. The
way he’d made me feel protected when Tunney jumped on me. The way he understands how
much theater means to me. The way he makes me feel worthwhile, and...

“Keller, stop that right now!” | whisper so no one hears my real name, but with all the
fervor of Sergeant Langley, the only cop at the academy | was afraid of, until | showed her |
wasn’t afraid to use a gun like so many of the other girls were. | infuse more of her Brooklyn
accent into my voice. “You have no business thinking about Gilbert Montgomery, or any man, in
any context unless that context is business-related. Have you forgotten how much trouble you got
into last time?”

| feel my body vibrate. No, | most certainly have not. My memory’s still got the whole

horrible scene locked in the archives. Chandler throwing my car keys out the window. Myself, in
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sock feet because | abandoned my shoes, on the asphalt reaching for said keys. Shoving a fist in
my mouth so | wouldn’t cry and hightailing it back to my dorm at breakneck speed until | had a
stitch so bad | couldn’t move. And after that...

“Scuse me, miss? You okay?”

| realize too late I've been leaning against the wall with my eyes closed, moaning.
“Oh...I'm fine.”

“Hate to be the one to spot a liar, but no, you ain’t,” the man says. He steps up and
shakes my hand without invitation, but doesn’t seem to notice when | break the contact. “Max
Vandenberg—Miracle Max around here. Now, what’s happened to make a sweet thing like you
upset? If it was one of them snooty actors, I'll kill ‘em.”

Suddenly, my embarrassing situation is lucrative. My intuition is screaming “suspect,” so |
have to bite my lip to rein it in. “Oh? | mean, oh, no, it wasn’t. Miracle Max? That’s your real
name?”

“Well, Max is, but the Miracle part’s just what they call me. I'm the head maintenance guy
here. | can fix anything. Well, anything ‘cept broken hearts, but I'll at least try. So, what’s wrong,
honey?”

Now, if Mr. Miracle were about thirty years younger, I'd be running for the border right
now. But considering his salt-and-pepper hair, slight stoop, and thick glasses, | figure I'm safe. |
decide to tell a smidgen of truth. “It was my boyfriend. We broke up a long time ago, but being
here...l love the theater, but being around all these happy endings is hard sometimes. He—our
relationship ended badly.” Whew, if that isn’t the understatement of the millennium.

“Dumped you, did he? Well, now, | don’t understand that at all. You seem like such a nice
gal. But let me tell you, honey, most men will try to be good to a lady, but some of us are just rats.
You take some of the kooks in this place.”

Oh, man, this is pure gold! “Like who? | mean, who should | watch out for?”

“Well, the chorus guys, for one,” Max said. “Mr. Gil gets a lot of ‘em from the big cattle
call auditions ‘fore he starts a new play, so you never know who’s gonna come in here. And then

you gotta be careful around Tyler West. But George Richmond—now, he’s the one you better
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watch out for if you ask me. He’s kinda gettin’ up there in years, but he’s still a crackerjack actor.
Playin’ Maraczek in the big show. Problem is, he’s always goin’ around sayin’ how Mr. Gil makes
this place a fourth-rate outfit and we’d be better off if he got his tail outta here. So you ask me, |
wouldn’t put it past George to have knocked off Miss Nicole so’s the town’d think Mr. Gil can’t
handle things ‘round here.”

| feel like a child being handed her first Christmas present, but keep it in check. “Does Mr.
Richmond, um...” Careful, girl. Don’t let your cop voice slip. “Is he...violent?” | gulp, look down,
and crack my knuckles. Only half of it's an act.

“Well, miss, | don’t want to worry you, but yeah, I've seen him kick up a ruckus before.
Last play he acted in—it was Shakespeare, Hamlet—he got all bent outta shape ‘cause Mr. Gil
had him playin’ the ghost, but he wanted to be that guy...P-somethin’, kinda rhymes with
baloney.”

“Polonius?” Thank goodness the only English course | got a B in was Shakespeare.

“Yeah, that’s it. Anyhoo, that was what set it off, but then Mr. Richmond got mad ‘bout a
bunch of other stuff, which | don’t know what all it was, but it don’t matter now. He took one of the
swords from the prop shop, slashed his costume with it.”

“You don’t say.” My fingers itch for my notebook. “Well, thanks, Max. I'll steer clear. And |
hope this mess gets cleared up soon. | love theater with all my heart, and | don’t want to see
anything happen to this one.”

“That’s good of you to say, Miss...”

“Maggie. Just call me Maggie,” | force out. | despise my middle name. When we were
kids, Meg'’s older brother Claude loved to tell me how Mary Magdalene was a demon-possessed
woman in the Bible. Just one reason in two million that | refuse to go to church.

“Nice name,” Max says. “Well, | gotta run, but it was nice to meet you. You be good now,
hear? Watch your step ‘round those guys | told you ‘bout, and if anybody gives you trouble and
you can’t find Mr. Gil, you come get me. And as for the other, you forget him, honey. It'll be your

turn to marry the prince someday. That boy was just a big ol’ frog.”
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“Thanks, Max,” | tell him, even though | know his words are a well-meant lie. I've tried to
deny it, but it's true. Chandler Halliday was the only guy who'd ever look at me, a show-tune-
singing, tea-drinking, time-challenged, female cop, twice. And even if | weren't all those things, no
other guy would look. Not if they knew.

“Keller?” The soft, but insistent sound of my real name brings me back to the cop world.
Schmidt’s gesturing at me from across the hall. “What’s going on? I've been looking everywhere
for you.”

“| got sidetracked, but it’s legit. You will never believe the information | got out of the
maintenance guy.”

“Miracle Max?” Schmidt whistles through his teeth. “Good work. | couldn’t get him to open
up if | used a crowbar and I've known the guy for years. What'd you do?”

“Uh, never mind that. What about you? Got anything?”

“‘Negative. I've been questioning everybody in the place, and they all swear they had
nothing to do with it. Everybody but Sarah Goodson, that is. | asked her a couple of questions
and she acted like she was about to come unglued.”

“And that doesn’t tell you anything?”

“Look, Keller, | understand what you're saying, but you have got to stop letting bad
experiences cloud your judgment. Sarah is a sweet, caring woman. Furthermore, she’s the last
person on my suspect list. So | want you to question her, but | don’t want you jumping all over her
case just because you don’t like her. Am | clear?”

“Yes, sir.” I'm shrinking inside. | haven’t felt like this since the academy. No, that's wrong.
Back there, | could get insulted and pushed around all day and walk away unscathed because |
knew it wasn’t personal. No, the last time | felt like this was when | woke up in the hospital, and
Luke...

“Miss Keller.” Gilbert Montgomery strides toward me, carrying a piece of paper. “You
dashed out without signing your show contract. And consider this a warning. | will not tolerate this

kind of irresponsibility again, detective or not. The next time it happens, I'll...”
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“What? Lock me in a torture chamber and put me on the rack? Or maybe you prefer the
dark-dungeon, bread-and-water treatment? Either way, if it means | don’t have to hear your
condescending, nagging, sharky voice, | am more than game. And did | mention that you never
showed me that contract in the first place?”

Gilbert grips my hand. “Maria, look at me. You're right and I'm sorry. I...”

His touch gives me a sharp adrenaline shot, and | jerk away. “Back off, Stage Nazi.”

His eyes are cold again. “Miss Keller, is that what you call anyone who dares correct
you?” he asked.“Because if it is, | can see why you can’t get along with Tunney.”

“And if that’s the way you talk to your cast, | can see why they’ve always called you a
slave driver, Gil,” Schmidt cuts in. “Leave her alone. She does not need this from you.”

“Brendan, um...” Gilbert clears his throat. Why is that habit becoming endearing instead
of annoying? And why is it so easy for me to use his first name in my head? “l...” He straightens
his tie—paisley, a perfect contrast to the charcoal suit. “I'll call you later, okay?” Bam, he’s outta
there.

Schmidt frowns when he sees me rubbing the back of my hand. “What is it?”

“Nothing.”

He doesn’t look like he buys it, but changes the subject. “Look, | didn’t mean to bite your
head off. It’s just, | don’t want certain cops to have their opinions about you confirmed, and
sometimes, that makes me treat you like a kid, which you are the furthest thing from. I'll try not to
do that anymore.”

“It's not your fault, but thanks. So you want the scoop on Max?”

Schmidt laughs. “Honestly, you remind me of a Timex watch. How'd you get so resilient?”

“You got an hour?”

“Sure. | want you to come to dinner, and you’re not finagling your way out of it this time.”

“Schmidt, you know how | feel about that. You have a family, and | cannot...”

“Yes, you can. My wife’s been planning for this all week, and trust me, her orange
chicken would bring Tunney to his knees.”

“Ooh, that’s too tempting to resist. Okay, I'll follow you over there.”



64

Two hours later, I'm asking myself why | didn’t do this months ago. The Schmidt house is
the one you’'d find if you looked up “hospitality” in the dictionary. His four kids, ages eleven to
three, are wonderful, but it’s his wife who rocks my world. | knew it from the minute she asked,

“Maria, Brendan tells me you flit around the station like a hummingbird because you like
feeling useful. Would you help me set the table?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“No, it's Dorothea. Not “Mrs. Schmidt,” not “ma’am,” and not “my partner’s wife who |
can'’t talk to because she might think I’'m horning in.” Dorothea angled her head toward the
kitchen. “Now, let's go—those dishes aren’t going to walk in and make themselves at home, and |
need to get to know you.”

| don’t know how | managed to get through setting the table without dropping silverware
or breaking a dish. Setting the table was always my job at home before Mama and Daddy died,
and doing it with Dorothea was so much like having Mama back, it was scary.

They don’t look a thing alike. Dorothea, | noticed, had blue eyes and brown-black hair,
but Mama and | could’ve been twins. Mama had a Texas drawl ten times thicker than my slight
twang, which thanks to years in theater, | barely have anymore. Dorothea had something that
reminded me of the famous Ocracoke brogue. Mama always called me “cricket,” because of my
singing voice, not “dear.” But both Mama and Dorothea, | have learned in the past two hours,
have a gift for sizing up what a guest needs and making sure she gets it. And I'm not just talking
about food, although Dorothea makes Julia Child look like a Whopper flopper. I'm talking about
what happens after dinner, when Dorothea says,

“Brendan, sweetheart, why don’t you take the kids to the living room and play Uno for
awhile? | think your partner could do with some good old-fashioned woman talk.”

“‘Read my mind, love.” They kiss, and Dorothea and | are left alone in the kitchen.

“Maria, | don’t know if | can say it enough. I'm thrilled to have you here.”

“Excuse me?” | feel like Dorothea just spoke Japanese. “You don’t even know me.”
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She laughs. “Well, | feel like | do. Brendan’s told me a lot about you. Such as, you can’t
drink coffee, but you love tea. | have some chocolate mint in the cabinet. Would you like some?”

So maybe she does know me. “Yes, please, but...he told you about...the allergy?”

“Oh, dear. I'm sorry.”

“No, it's okay. It’s just that your husband is the only one who really knows I'm allergic to
the stuff, and I...well, if the others found out...”

Dorothea hands over a steaming mug. “l understand. But now, let’s get down to brass
tacks. What else should | know?”

“l, uh, I'm a singer.” | know | sound stupid, but what else can you say to a woman who
practically sees into your soul?

“Yes, and an actress, too, | hear. | love theater, but | never had the talent for it. Could you
tell me about it?”

| hesitate. | fell for this once, with Sarah. And really, I've fallen for it with others, too. |
once stayed with a foster family where the mom was an actress. | thought she understood me,
but she ended up trying to get me into beauty pageants, putting me on strict diets, and pushing
me to the forefront of a circle of drama club “mean girls.”

“Bad question?” Dorothea’s voice makes me sick with guilt.

“Oh, no,” | say. “Not at all. But...” And the next thing | know, I'm opening up about Sarah
Goodson, the murder case, and how much | want to succeed. And soon, I'm telling Dorothea all
about my theater experiences. It doesn’t take long before we’ve bonded, and unlike with Sarah, |
know deep down it’s real.

Dorothea gives me that probing look again and smiles. “You see now why | was so happy
when you came? | can tell how special you are, Maria. God must have a wonderful plan for you.”

Okay, Schmidt's a dead man. Of all the things for him not to mention. “Uh, Dorothea, I'm
not...”

“I know you’re not. That doesn’t mean | can’t say it.”
“Yeah, but it'll make you wish you never met me when | tell you | don’t believe that. Once

they hear who | really am—or rather, who | am not—Christians don’t want anything to do with me.
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The only exception is my adoptive family, and even they...the only ones | have left now are my
cousins. They're my best friends, but they're Christians, too.”

“And so you believe one day, they’ll abandon you,” Dorothea says, but without
condemnation.

“Yeah. And before you tell me that’s not true, you should know some things. My mom and
dad died when | was eight. | loved them more than anyone, but they were Christians. I've never
been able to quit asking myself if maybe | wasn’t a good enough daughter so God decided to take
them to Heaven where | couldn’t wreck their lives. | went through ten foster homes in two years.
Two of those were Christian families, and they dumped me faster than any other family. Oh,
they’d blab about how taking me was their Christian duty, but they never...noticed me. Never
picked me up from school, never asked about my day, never paid attention when my music
teachers said | was gifted...nothing. But | don’t want to dump this on you.”

“You aren’t. From what | can tell, you’ve flown solo for much too long, my dear. So I'm
making an offer now that | expect you to take me up on. We're all here if you need us. But if you
ever specifically need someone to talk to, or even loan you a shoulder, I'm right here. You can
trust me.”

“l...” I have to drink some tea to get my tongue unstuck from the roof of my mouth.
“Thank you, Dorothea. But...” Am | really going to do this? “I was wondering...”

“Yes?”

“Since you said that, could you help me figure something out?”

“Of course. What do you need?”

“I feel a little silly saying this, but it's a woman thing. See...” | proceed to explain the
Gilbert Montgomery situation.

“And | just don’t know what'’s gotten into me,” | finish up. “Because at first | thought, hey,
get over it, his only good quality is that he happens to be cute. But then, when he stood up for
me, it was like he actually cared. Like he thought | was worth more than Tunney said. And it
made me feel...well, this is gonna sound cliché and dumb and totally female, but it made me feel

different inside. Like | was flying and stuck to the floor at the same time. And at the interview,
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he—well, he made me so mad | couldn’t think straight, but even so, there was something...|
hated to leave. | wanted to stay, if only to spar with him. For a minute, | wanted to ask what he
meant about my volume, and | wanted him to show me how to fix it, because | knew critical
though he was, he’d treat me like a professional singer. And all | want to know is, what’s going
on?”

“I don’t want to frighten you,” Dorothea says, “but | think you’re seriously attracted to Gil.”

“Attracted to...no! No, that's impossible. That's insane. I...I'm nothing like him. I’'m not
even a Christian!”

“So you’ve said. But that has never stopped God. So here’s my advice. Go back to the
theater and do what you're there to do. | know you won’t throw yourself at Gil, but don’t shun him,
either. Even when you two argue, let it run its course. God will do the rest.”

That’'s what I’'m afraid of.
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CHAPTER 7:

“Some things nearly so, others nearly not...”

-The King and |

The next day, | speak into the microphone Greenwood, our tech wizard, embedded in my
angel pin. “Case number 13329-776. Codename, Songbird. Now entering the nest on the trail of a
bloodthirsty hawk—or two.”

“I don’t know,” Schmidt says. “You’re having way too much fun. Of course, it's about
time.” He looks me up and down. “Man, you must really miss dressing like a civilian.”

| study my outfit—straight-leg jeans, a multicolored peasant blouse, a little more blush
and lipstick than usual, and a pair of white tennis shoes with rhinestones. “Well, | figured if 'm
gonna be rubbing shoulders with my old crowd, | might as well look the part. Plus, I'm kinda
partial to this blouse.”

“Yeah, but that wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain director, would it?” Schmidt
elbows me in the ribs.

| pull away. “You wish.”

“Sorry. But out of pure curiosity, what's your deal with being touched?”

“That’s not something you need to know right now.”

“Okay. I'll shut up. But if you ever want to talk...“

‘I don’t, but if | do, | promise to tell you. Now, come on, let’s do this deal.”

“Go get ‘em, partner. I'll be praying for you.”

“l could use it.”

| head in then, but almost turn back. Schmidt has made it clear that | can come to church
with his family anytime | want and that we can talk one-on-one if | ever have questions about
Jesus. Today, | almost ask if we can talk faith later over an appetizer and Cokes. But a quick
stab, like the burn from a taser, holds me back. Questions about Jesus? Yeah, | got a million of

‘em. Why did he abandon me when | was a kid? Why, when | begged for his help, didn’'t he
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listen? Why did he take Mama and Daddy? If he was mad at me, why didn’t | die? Could Jesus—
would Jesus—get rid of the fears that | only acknowledge when | can’t sleep? The fear that | don’t
matter, the fear that | am a mistake, the fear that if | go to sleep, | might not wake up?

But | can’t ask Schmidt any of that. His life is perfect. His wife is an angel, his kids adore
their daddy, Tunney never steps on him, and even Rawlings gives him a wide berth. No, | tell
myself. Don’t you dare say anything, because the minute he realizes what a piece of trash you
are, he’ll dump you. You better get your head on straight, forget the spiritual, and focus on the
physical stuff you can fix, starting with this case. | turn and march myself down to the costume
room. Once there, | do a quick self-check before going inside. Badge—in the secret pocket of my
blazer sleeve. Gun—concealed in a shoulder holster. Wallet—left-hand pocket, next to my
silenced pager. Post-it—in my purse somewhere, but where? Let’s see, we've got a notebook
and pen, a Books-a-Million card, a Payless Shoes discount card, a tube of red lipstick, a
peppermint...ah! There itis. | knock on the costume room door.

“‘Come in!”

“Hi, I'm looking for...” Can | read my own writing? “Karen Winters?”

A blonde in her early forties stands up from behind a sewing machine. “You've found her.
How can | help you?”

“Maggie Brown—I'm here for costume fittings.”

“Oh. Let me get my schedule...yes, here you are, right up top. You're our Amalia.”

Hearing my character’'s name feels foreign, but it still makes me smile. Once auditions
are over, actors address each other by character name only within the confines of the theater.
“That’s right.”

“Wonderful. You won'’t need costumes right away, but | need to get your measurements
and figure out your colors. Just step over here...good, now arms out. So, where did you act
before?”

“Texas. | moved up here after my cousins asked me to be their housemate.”

“Well, you picked a great theater family to join. We do tons of musicals, but

Shakespeare’s big here too, and a lot of non-singing plays if that’'s more your cup of tea. The
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people are all wonderful, too. At least they used to be.” She lowers her measuring tape and her
voice. “Don’t take this is an insult, but my advice to you is to think long and hard about working
here. There was a murder here yesterday, did you know that?”

| throw my hand over my mouth, eyes wide. “No! Who was it?”

“Our pathetic excuse for a youth director. Not that she didn’t have it coming, because she
never gave most of us the time of day, but | certainly wouldn’t touch her. You want my opinion, a
man did it. Which is why | say to you again, you better think about running. Killers go after pretty
young things, and honey, you are gorgeous. Got a boyfriend?”

“Not now.” Which is more than I'm willing to say, but I'm being careful in case she runs
into Miracle Max. Theater people gossip like you wouldn’t believe. | smile at Karen over my
shoulder. “Besides, I'm a lot tougher than | look.”

“For your sake, | pray so, honey. There were cops all over the place yesterday, but they
didn’t turn up a thing. This scum’s smart. He'll be back.”

“Any idea who he might be after next?”

“Who knows with criminals? But if you ask me, which you didn’t but | think you should
know...I've got a good idea who did the dirty deed.”

“Do tell.”

She circles her measuring tape around my waist and chest, and | focus on the info I'm
about to get so | won’t think about the tingling, burning sensations I'm feeling. Meanwhile, Karen’s
still nodding her head and casting conspiratorial looks at the door.

“George Richmond,” she finally says. “He’s got it in for this place, and everybody knows

‘Hmmm. So I've heard.”

“Yeah. He’s worse news than the economy, baby. In fact, | saw him skulking around
Nicole’s office for three whole days before the murder.”

“Well, are you sure he wasn't just...l don’t know. Maybe he didn’t like her anymore than

the rest of you, but he had to talk to her, and...you know.” Rule number one: if the costumer
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thinks you're a pretty young thing, play it like you are one and act a little airheaded. Rule number
two: don’t sound too eager to get the bottom line.

“Oh, no. You ask me, he was up to no good. Kept slipping in there when she wasn’t
around, and sometimes when she was. | heard them talking plenty of times. Couldn’t catch words
most of the time, but once, | clearly heard, ‘you need to get out of here.”

“You think he was threatening her?”

“I know it. Because just before the murder, | saw him sneaking down the hall, carrying a
bag of food from Chang’s Café. And don't try telling me she just had a bad reaction to the MSG.”

Ding-ding-ding, we have a match! The spilled food Schmidt and | found was sweet and
sour pork, lo mien, beef chow fun, and several other salty, fattening Asian dishes. But that doesn’t
mean good old George is our perp. Personally, | hope he isn’t. | love a challenge, and if he’s the
perp, it'll make the case too easy. But either way, | can’t wait to talk to this guy.

“Okay, you're done,” Karen says. “I'll start working on your first dress. Any particular color
you would like or that | should stay away from?”

“No neutrals, please,” | say. “l was always getting stuck wearing them in my last job.”

“And I'm always stuck looking for stray actresses,” a familiar voice says. “Your vocal
coach is waiting in the practice room on the second floor, Miss...Brown.”

| can tell he almost said “Keller,” and | send him an eye message—who messed up this
time? Gilbert just clears his throat.

“Be right there,” | tell him before risking a prayer. Please, God, let my voice be okay.
Outside of solving mysteries, singing’s the only thing I'm halfway decent at.

“You'll do great,” Karen says. “Word on the street is you’ve got some serious pipes.”

“Pipes that need some oiling,” Gilbert says. “Miss Brown, please use this opportunity to
improve your punctuality record.”

“What record? | was born two weeks late. Mama tried everything from castor oil to
jumping rope, and then, the way she said it, | got in so big a hurry, | was born on the theater

floor.”
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“Which explains your penchant for rushing everywhere,” Gilbert says, but he’s smiling. |
wonder if he’s sick. | pick up my purse and realize too late it's unzipped halfway. A plastic click
tells me | dropped something. Gilbert is holding my bookstore card.

“I believe this is yours. You must love to read, as much as you carry it.”

“Thanks. No, not exactly. | mean, I'm not the scholarly bookworm type. If | hadn’t worked
as hard as | did in school, | would’'ve gotten all C’s, and | never finished college. But yeah, | read
a lot. Those classics authors are cool, for a bunch of dead guys and gals. Hawthorne, Poe, Mary
Shelley...”

“So basically anything grim and slightly macabre,” Gilbert says.

“Yeah, but a lot of other stuff, too. | only read the macabre stuff if | want to scare myself,”
| say. We laugh, but then Gilbert frowns.

“Miss Brown, | will excuse your lateness one more time and walk you to the practice
room. But | don’t intend to keep turning a blind eye, so stop spending your money on Sue Grafton
mysteries and spend it on a watch.”

| wait until we're in the hall and turn on him. “Okay, Montgomery, what the heck is your
deal?”

“Miss Keller, | recognize the euphemism you’re using. In my mind, it's as good as the
real word. Nonbeliever though you may be, | insist you clean up your language.”

“And believer though you may be, | insist you quit being a self-righteous jerk. Although
maybe I’'m being unfair, because | just don’t get you. | mean, one minute, we're having a friendly
conversation, or you’re sticking up for me or otherwise being nice. And the next minute, it's like,
‘bad detective! No doughnut!™

“What?”

“It's a cop joke. You know, cops, doughnuts? Doesn’t apply to me, though. | hate the
blasted things.”

Gilbert starts to answer, but the practice room door opens first. “Miss Brown? Finally!
Montgomery, where have you been keeping her?” a male voice asks. “Hi, I'm Tyler West.”

“Hi.” | offer him my hand, which his own swallows.
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“Hey there. Nice to see a new face. So, let’s go in here and let’s see if your voice is as
gorgeous as the rest of you.”

My inner alarm goes off, and my throat closes up. “Uh, thanks,” | manage. Easy, girl, no
need to panic. He thinks you're pretty. Big deal. But it is one. All | can think about is Chandler and
what he suckered me into with his sweet nothings, appreciation, and seeming unconditional love.
My heart’s in crazed metronome mode and it’s all | can do not to run.

“Miss Brown?” Tyler opens the door. “Are you coming?”

Yeah, | am, but no way am | going in there alone with you. | play the rookie card. “Sure,” |
say. “But | wondered, would you mind if Mr. Montgomery sat in? I'd rather know up front if my
voice is up to his standards.” Because | would. Against my better judgment, | care what he thinks.
| want him to approve of me. Why that matters, | don’t know—okay, | refuse to admit—but there it
is. Plus, | want the protection.

“I would love that,” Gilbert agrees. “After all, someone’s got to make sure you do your
best.” He flashes me a cocky smile.

“Okay,” | warn Tyler once we’re all situated. "I have to warn you, my voice is rusty. |
mean, | keep it in great condition, but | haven’t done much singing since | joined...uh, the ranks of
the non-theater world.”

Well, in that case, I'll oil it for you,” Tyler says. “The boss said something about your
ability to hold long notes, so we’ll start there. Take as deep a breath as you can and let it outon a
hiss, as if you were a deflating balloon. Stop only if you run out of air.”

“Twenty-eight seconds,” Tyler announces when my air is gone. “Very good, but I'd like to
see you at sixty.”

“Excuse me?” The longest I've ever held a note is thirty-two seconds, and that’s a big
stretch. My breath sustainability has wavered over the years, and even though four seconds off
my record might not seem like a big deal, ’'m not going to stand for it. “Okay, so how do I fix
that?” | ask Tyler.

“You practice. You know the health saying, burn more calories than you consume?”

“It's what keeps me in single-digit jeans.”
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“Impressive. Yeah, | didn’'t peg you as a big girl, which is good. | like ‘em skinny.”

“And that has what to do with my voice?” I'm starting to feel sick. Meanwhile, Gilbert
clears his throat, but it sounds like a growl.

Tyler notices and gets back to business. “The calories thing is also true for your voice. |
noticed that you tend to breathe in and out slowly, but what you need to do is breathe in quickly
and then breathe out slowly. That sounds counterproductive, but it’ll give you more air to burn.
Here, put your hand on your ribcage, and I'll put mine...”

“You will keep your hands to yourself, Minnesota Skinny.”

“Oh-ho, a diva. “ Tyler grins at Gilbert. “Better teach this one some discipline, boss.” And
he pinches me somewhere his fingers have no business going.

| know what to do. Turn around, smack the guy silly, and run like heck. But Tyler's words
and actions catapult me back to a dreadfully similar situation, and all I can do is scream.

Gilbert’'s head whips toward me. His eyes take in my face, Tyler's hand, and the spacing
between us, or lack thereof. “What the blue blazes do you think you’re doing?” he shouts. “No,
you know what, don’t answer that. You just got yourself fired, pretty boy. Get out.”

“Hey, man, | was just having a little fun.”

“Do not make me repeat myself. You're lucky I'm firing you, not smacking you. Go on,
move it!”

Whoa. Is this knight in shining armor the same guy I've been butting heads with since the
minute we met?

“Maria? Maria, are you all right?”

No. | am not. Tyler's behavior has scared me senseless, on top of which Gilbert is now
acting like Prince Charming, and | think...

“Gilbert? | mean, Mr.—uh...l...uh...I think I'm gonna...”
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CHAPTER 8:
“People will say we’re in love...”

-Oklahoma

“'m sorry. I'm so sorry. It was stupid, I'm so sorry...” Why can’t | say anything else?
Because of Chandler, that's why. Chandler, and Tyler, and the other dirty, rotten pigs who call
themselves men on this planet. Well, not all men are pigs. In fact, the one with me now is...a
fresh wave of nausea crests, and my stomach burns as | lean over the trash can he’s holding.

“'m so sorry.”

“Yes, you said that.” Gilbert laughs. “Don’t worry, Maria. You had cause. Besides, | have
three kids under age ten. I'm used to this.”

“Oh, that’s right, you do.” Yeah, Maria, go with that. Get him away from the fact that you
just urped two meals and three cups of tea into his wastebasket. “How old are they?”

“Clayton’s seven. Then Sophie and Desiree—we call her Desi—they’re my twins. They're
four. Here, let me show you.” He pulls out a wallet-sized photo. The little boy, a gap-toothed,
freckle-faced kid, has blue eyes and his dad’s black hair. The two little girls, carbon copies of
each other, are nothing short of dolls, with flyaway curly brown hair and wide-set grayish-green
eyes. They're all positioned in front of a Christmas tree. The woman behind them has Clayton’s
eyes and the girls’ hair.

“Your wife?” | ask.

“Yes, that's Anne. | took that the Christmas before...”

“Yeah. How did she die?” | ask before | can stop myself. | bite my lip. “Me and my big
mouth.”

“No, it’'s okay,” Gilbert says. “It was leukemia. Anne was always frail, so when she got a
fever that year, we figured we’d just have to let it run its course. But she got worse and worse
and...well, by the time they figured it out...there were literally six months between the diagnosis

and the day | buried her.”
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“Oh, Gilbert...I mean, Mr. Montgomery...that's awful.” | shrug. “Punks with knives and
guns | can deal with any day. But something that just creeps up on you—inside you—like
that...ooh!”

“I know. But those punks don’t look too easy to deal with, either. Maria, I’'m sorry about
Tyler. He was always a ladies’ man, but when | hired him, he swore up and down he’d converted,
and...”

“Hey, news flash. Christians lie.”
He does a double take, and | expect him to condemn me to hell, but he looks confused.
“What does that mean?”

Okay, pal, you asked for it. “It means there are plenty of true, good Christians in this
world. The Schmidts are, and | think you are. But others lie. They hurt people. They shove their
standards down people’s throats and hate anyone who dares disagree with them.”

Gilbert nods, but just as | know he will, he has an answer. “Maria, God’s people are
flawed, and yes, some of them are hateful despite their claims to faith. But God is perfect, and He
loves you.”

“I don’t think he does,” | say. “More to the point, | don'’t think he could. Not if what | saw
from his children was any indication.”

“Didn’t you hear anything | just said?”

“Yes, |1 did, and it's the typical answer of a sheltered Christian who grew up in a great
home, with wonderful parents, and had sweet, nurturing Sunday school teachers and pastors to
show them the way. You didn’t see what | did, bud. You didn’t spend two endless years of your
childhood with a different family every six weeks, two of which were quote, unquote, Christian.
You weren’t ignored and seen as a burden. You weren’t called a devil-child because your parents
were actors. You didn’t have to copy passages out of the Bible about wrath and punishment for
the smallest offense. And you...” | crack my knuckles.“You never knew what it felt like to know
that God saw how much you hurt, and yet ignored you.”

“Maria...”



77

“No. No, please, don’t try to convert me. My cousins have done that already. When, and
if, | become a Christian, I've got to do it on my own.”

Gilbert clears his throat. “That wasn’t what | was going to say. | was going to apologize to
you. | didn’t know about your experiences, and it was foolish of me to feed you platitudes.”

“‘Excuse me? |...Gilbert...| mean, Mr. Montgomery...”

“Call me Gilbert if we aren’t working. In fact, call me Gil.”

“Okay. I'm sorry. | didn’t expect that from you, that’s all.”

| know. Maria, I...I've been a real jerk. I've tried to blame it on a lot of things...stress,
worry, missing my wife—but it hasn’t worked. I've treated you like a twit, and as a gentleman and
a believer, | should know better. | should have treated you like the capable person you are from
the minute you walked through my door.”

“I wish you had. But it's refreshing to hear a Christian admit to making a mistake. Most of
them don’t.”

He gives me that killer smile. “I'd like to prove you wrong. That is, I'd like a truce. Can we
do that?”

| bite my lip. “I'd like that. This whole rivalry thing is stupid, and it’s not helping either of
us. I'm starting to forget how it started in the first place, if you want to know the truth.”

Gil laughs. “Okay, then, truce it is. Although you’re fun to spar with.”

“So are you. But...” | give him my hand. “Here’s to a clean slate.”

“I'll shake on that.” He does, but lets go fast. “So | take it you're okay with handshakes?”

“Yeah, but anything beyond that is hard.” He has no idea how hard. | feel myself shudder.
“It's chilly in here.”

He holds my eyes and nods. “A cup of tea might help.” | must’ve given him a Look,
because he smiles. “Brendan told me, for your safety. But | promise he hasn’t told anyone else
and neither will I.”

“Thanks, Gil. Yeah, I'll take that tea.”

Gil disappears into the room next door and returns with two teabags. “I didn’t know what

you liked, so | thought I'd let you choose.”
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“Well, | like everything but lemon,” | tell him. “Vanilla almond sounds good.” | take the
cup of hot water Gil offers and let the bag steep. One deep drink later, I'm starting to forget about
Tyler. “l feel better already.”

“Good. | take it you didn’t want cream or sugar?”

“No, never. | take my tea the way | take chocolate. Straight, strong, and as full and rich as
it gets.”

“Just like life?”

“You could say that, yeah. But then, if you don’t live that way, you might as well be sitting
pretty in a nursing home, smart-mouthing the judges on Court TV.”

Gil's shoulders shake with laughter. “I see you more as the type who would race her
wheelchair down the hall and spike the prune juice with grape soda.”

“Yeah, that about nails it.”

“Is that why you became a cop?” he asks.

It's my turn to laugh. “What, because | thought I'd look hot in the uniform? Wanted glory?
No way.” | suck tea through my teeth, letting the heat ward off bad memories. “No, that was
more...a practical thing, | guess. More secure than theater. That's what my adoptive dad said,
anyway.”

“Adoptive?”

Oops. Wrong move. Might as well tell him, though. Otherwise, he might get the idea, like
some people did, that my parents are alive and just didn’t want to take care of me. “Yeah. My
parents have been gone twenty years. They died in what the cops said was a car accident.” No
need to tell Gil what | think really happened. Not yet. | take another drink. “Anyway, | didn’t have
family, so | spent two years in foster care. Luke and Jasmine Brown adopted me when | was ten.
Luke’s a cop. A captain, actually.”

“Oh. I'm very sorry. About your real parents, | mean.”

“Yeah, so am |. | miss them every single minute of every single day.” Oh, crumb, why'd |
go and say that? | sound like a wimpy, whining female. Time to get the conversation back on

track.
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“Foster care is kinda the reason | became a cop,” | say, like | don’t care what I’'m talking
about. “See, the families | stayed with were mostly decent, but | did hear a lot of comments about
how I'd never amount to anything because | wasted my life playacting. | just wanted people to like
me and think | was worth something. Stupid, huh?”

Gil sighs. “Maria, | wish you'd stop calling yourself that. You aren’t stupid, and neither are
your desires. Everyone wants that. Everyone needs that.”

“Yeah, but you have to earn it, which I'm working on,” | say. “Although | did look pretty
good in dress blues.”

Whatever Gil’s going to say gets cut off when a terrific crash reverberates through the
hall.

We stare at each other. “You don't think...” Gil asks.

“No, I don’t. Don’t get paranoid. That's what every perp wants. Just come with me.” With
every word, | can feel myself changing from Maria, the free-spirited actress, to Keller, the
confident, all-business cop. My smile is gone, and in its place is a pursed mouth and clenched
jaw. I've straightened as if there’s a broom stuffed down my back. Even my heels sound
different—instead of clicking on the tile floor, they’re clacking. I've got my gun out of its holster in
record time. The sound of it cocking reassures me—I'm here. You're safe. Let’s do this.

“‘Maria?” Gil asks. “One question. If there’s nothing to worry about, why are you cocking
your gun?”

“Hey, not being paranoid is no excuse for being stupid. That, and...” | laugh. “If it turns
out the perp made that noise, I'm taking him down. Nobody interrupts my tea and gets away with
it.”

Gil and I find the noise in the middle of the third floor lounge, where a table lies on its
side, legs splintered, contents scattered all over the floor. Those contents are an order of buffalo
wings and ketchup-drenched fries. Good grief, does everyone in this theater plan to retire to an
obesity clinic? The sight of this heart-attack-for-a-buck makes me crave fruit salad.

“Keller, there you are. Get over here.” Schmidt waves from a few feet away. “Gil, what

are you...”
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“Just came to see about the noise, but I'll let you two work.” Gil gives me one of his Killer
smiles. “See you later, Gumshoe. Please be careful.”

“Gil, trust me. | know what I'm doing. But you might want to pray.”

“Gumshoe?” Schmidt asks.

“‘Don’t look at me like that. It's nothing.”

“Okay. So since when is he ‘Gil?’ Last time | checked, you couldn’t stand the guy. And
may | add that that was a little over seventy-two hours ago?”

“Since he asked me to call him that. Now let’s get to work. Sheesh, who’s the rookie
around here? Who’d our perp hit this time?”

“Vocal coach.” Schmidt steps back, and | almost puke again. “Oh, crumb,” | mutter.
“Schmidt, we’ve got major trouble here.”

| make myself kneel and study our latest victim, none other than Tyler West. “This guy
was supposed to give me a lesson before rehearsal, but...” | can’t make myself say it. What if
Schmidt takes what happened as evidence that I’'m not a real cop, just a woman who can'’t stay
out of trouble? | don’t think he would, but | haven’t known him long, and...

“But what?” Schmidt gives me a piercing look. “Keller, did you slip and tell him who you
are?”

“No! No, never!” | know I'm practically yelling, but it stings that Schmidt would even think
of thinking I'd blow my cover.

“Shhh. Shhh, calm down. I’'m sorry, but you know | have to ask. | know you wouldn’t. Not
on purpose. But what happened?”

“West hit on me. At first, it was just sleazy comments, but then he pinched me. You know
where. Gil fired him on the spot.”

“Oh, man. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I'm fine.” I'm not, and Schmidt looks like he knows it, but to his credit, he
nods.

“Okay, then. Take a good look at our victim here. What've we got?”
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| recognize his question as a kind of pop quiz and lean in. West’'s hand is against his
throat, like he’s ingested something horrible, even fatal. His shirt is covered with some kind of
brown substance, saliva, and trace elements of...ah!

“Sugar,” | announce. | move to the trash basket. “And I'd bet my piano it came from in
here.” | slip on my gloves when | see what I’'m looking for. “Schmidt, hand me some tongs, would
ya?”

“You got it.”

“Okay, come to Mama...there you have it. Large sweet tea, courtesy of Wendy's.”

“Good work,” Schmidt says. He pops the cup into an evidence bag. “Poor guy. Never
thought the calories really would get to him.”

“You said it.” | bite my lip, trying to force away the thought that West got what was coming
to him. I may not be a Christian, but | can hear Luke’s voice scolding me to watch what | say. It's
never a good idea to wish bad things on anybody. In fact, | once had a Sunday school teacher
who claimed doing that would send me straight to hell. | don’t remember where she got the
idea—some Bible verse out of Matthew, | think. She told me that during a Texas “super summer”
day in July when it was literally a hundred ten degrees out. To this day, | count the days until fall,
starting June twenty-first. | sigh. Still two months to go.

“Keller? Where are you?”

“What? Oh. Sorry.”

“That’s okay. But really, woman, what is it with you and daydreaming?”

“'m not daydreaming. It’s...being in homicide makes you think, | guess. | mean, about
mortality and all.”

Schmidt nods. “That it does, but think about mortality later. There’s a clue flashing right
before your eyes. Look. West may not have gotten to you, but it looks like he got a good smooch
from another lady in his private harem.” Schmidt points to a red stain on Tyler’s cheek.

“Yeah...hey, wait.” Is it my imagination, or does that stain smell? “Schmidt, hold it. That’s
not lipstick. It's nail polish. The smear’s too big to be a leave-behind. It’s like the perp wanted us

to see it. It's gotta be a signature.”
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“Like a serial killer? But then why didn’t Nicole have one?”

“I don’t know. Unless the perp is trying to confuse us. Remember how we said there
could be a perp and an accomplice? Somebody to hide the bodies? Well, the male could be
doing that, but it could be a female doing the dirty work. Or it's a male leaving nail polish to make
us think he’s a woman. Or the perp is now playing a game because he or she knows we’re here,
so he or she killed again just to...”

“Keller!”

“What? Is it that crazy of a theory?”

“No, that’s not what | meant. Look! He’s still breathing!”

“Holy...” A look from Schmidt stops me just in time. “I mean, uh, that's something, all
right.”

A series of coughs startles us both. “Ugh. You got...that...right.”

Schmidt pulls himself together first. “Tyler? I'm Detective Schmidt with Cherry Creek PD.
Can you talk to me, buddy?”

Tyler looks at me. “What’s she...doing...here?”

“'m his partner,” | bark at him. Victim or not, this is still the scum who made a pass at me.
“And he’s the merciful one in this duo, so start talking to him, Romeo.”

“Please do,” Schmidt says. “First off, was there anyone here when you came in?”

“Ms. Goodson came in...said she was—looking for...some tea for...front office...” Tyler
clutches his throat again. A smothering, depressed feeling settles over the room seconds before
the death rattle.

“At least we got something,” Schmidt says.

“Yeah, but what do we do with it?”

He runs a hand through his hair. “I hate to say it, but we go find Sarah.”

“Wait a minute,” | say. “There’s something else. | was talking to Karen Winters, and...” |
sum up the George Richmond situation.

“Oh, | see. Looks like we're gonna have to split up. You handle Sarah, I'll handle

George.”
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“No, you got stuck with Sarah last time.”

“‘But | don’t want to leave you alone with a strange man.”

“Look, | know what you’re saying, but George is older. | don’t think he’ll try anything.”

“Okay, there’s only one way to settle this.” Schmidt holds out a fist. “Winner gets first
choice, loser gets the other one. One, two, three, shoot!” He grins when his rock crushes my
scissors. “Looks like you've got Sarah.”

Goody, goody, gumdrops.

“I am telling you, | don’t know anything about the deaths.” Sarah’s face is tear-streaked,
her voice pleading. She clutches the edge of the desk in her office, where I've set up shop.

“'m not saying you do,” | assure her, because really, I'm not. Sure, | don’t particularly like
the chick. | mean, who would, after the little visitors’ badge stunt she pulled, and the fact that
she’s just...well, ya know...too frou-frou for words? But up until this point, | was not completely
sold on the idea that she could be a killer. But still...

| consult my notebook. “But we did find nail polish at the scene, and you're a big-time
manicure girl.” | motion to her red nails.“Plus, Tyler did connect you to his murder. Now, that
doesn’t mean you're guilty. Schmidt and | would be shocked if you were. But if you know
something, now’s the time to tell me.”

“So this is the price | pay for being taken into confidence about your true identity! |
thought I could trust you, but | was wrong. Some detective you are, coming in here, disrupting the
business...”

“l understand how rattled you must be, Miss Goodson, but...” Whoa, | sound like Gil.
Maybe that’s good.

“I have good reason to be upset, you flighty upstart. | didn’t like you the minute you set
foot in the door—prancing in here, driving Gil crazy...he doesn’t need a woman like you...*

Oh, so that’s it. Sarah’s single, beautiful, and after Gilbert Montgomery with the
determination of a starving barracuda. Why, that little...hold it. Focus, Keller. | turn back to her. “I

understand you're upset, but it is in your best interest to calm down and do it now. Your anger is
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translating into suspicion on my detective’s radar. Now, once again, whether you murdered
anyone—"*

“ didn’t!”

“Okay, you didn’t. Do you know anything about anyone who would have?”

“l didn’t even want to get involved. | don’t want myself or poor Gil exposed to__“

Oh, for Pete’s sake! Okay, think, girl. What would Schmidt do? Well, that’s easy. Just
because | was the flunky before this case doesn’t mean he didn’t work with me so | could prepare
for this day. Oh, no, we worked, and he bossed me around like an older brother on steroids. One
thing he’s been drilling into my head is, ‘Keller, it's okay to play bad cop. You're gonna have to do
it sometime.’ I've dreaded it, but it looks like “sometime” is right now. Deep breath, and...

“Okay, Sarah, listen up. Barney the dinosaur has left the building. Here’s the deal. If you
don’t want to find yourself on my suspect list, | need names. | need motives. You got ‘em, hand
‘em over, and sooner rather than later.”

“I don’t know anything! I just don’t find you trustworthy enough...”

| smack the table. “You know what, Sarah? | don’t give a flyin’ flip!”

She backs off, and for a minute, | wonder if she’ll start crying again, but finally, she sighs.
“You do believe me, don’t you? That | didn’t kill them?”

“I certainly want to. But if you didn’t, why won’t you tell me who did?”

“Because | don’t know! | did see something, but...”

“Yeah? What was that something?”

She’s about to lose it, so | switch back to Good Cop and get her some water. Once |
return, Sarah shakes her head. “I saw him—this man—nbut just from the back. | was cleaning the
foyer desk the day Nicole was killed, and | saw him walk through. It had started to rain, and he
was wearing a slicker, but he had the hood up over his face. And | remember the slicker was red.”
“See? Was that so tough? Now, how big is our red raincoat guy, would you say?”

“I couldn’t really tell. You're the sleuth, for better or worse. But...but the coat looked like it

was large or extra-large,” she hurries on, as if afraid I'm going to yell again.

“Thanks. Anything else?”
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She’s got something. | can tell by the way her eyes slant to the right. But she shakes her
head. “Look, | don’t have anything to do with this, but | can’t tell you who does.”

“Why? Did this person blackmail or threaten you? Because if so, Schmidt and | can and
will protect you.”

“No. You could try, but he’d come after me. He...he’d kill me. He’d kill you too, and
Brendan. Surely you wouldn’t want anything to happen to your partner. I've seen the rapport you
two have.”

“We’re good friends, yeah. But we're also cops. You need to trust us to take care of
ourselves.”

Sarah’s face hardens. “Miss Keller, you must be just as stupid as | thought. You can’t
take care of yourself. You don’t know what you’re doing. Without Brendan, you can’t do anything.
You're worthless to me and to other civilians. Furthermore, if | say anything, there will be
consequences you cannot face. And considering how | feel about you, plus how attached | am to
my own life, | cannot—will not—protect you.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“No. I'm warning you.”

“m hearing a threat, Sarah. You better tell me what you meant by it. There are penalties
for withholding that nature of information from a police officer.”

She sighs. “Fine. You want a name? You really want to stay involved in this?”

“Yes, ma’am. On both counts.”

“Then stop talking to me and talk to George Richmond.”

| know as sure as | know my own name that she’s lying like a perfect blanket of icing on a
cake. | also know that, no matter what Schmidt thinks about her being too sweet and dainty to
commit murder, it's all an act. | am so adding her to my suspect list, whether my partner likes it or
not. But no way is Sarah saying anymore, so | say,

“Fine. Thank you, Sarah. I'll be in touch,” and let her go.
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I’'m not fifty feet out of the office before | run into Schmidt. He smiles and taps the
earpiece he’s wearing. “| eavesdropped. | don’t know what Tunney and Rawlings see when they
look at you, but they’re blind. You’re good.”

“But she lied to me.”

“True, but you got a physical description, however brief, that we can use. Plus, you faced
up to your anxiety about being the bad cop, didn’t let her pull anything, and knew when to drop it.
That adds up to a big fat A+ in Interrogation 101.”

“Gee, and me without a shiny red apple. So | take it things went well on your end?”

“Not exactly. Things are getting sticky. George is still on the suspect list, but he claims he
didn’t do it because he had a crush on Nicole. He says that what Karen interpreted as “sneaking
around” was him secretly dropping flowers and gifts at her door.”

“Wait. | thought Richmond was an old guy. Miracle Max said he was ‘getting up there.”

“Yeah, well, he’s forty-five, which | guess is old to you. Nicole was thirty-nine.”

“‘Hmmm. So you think he could’ve been stalking her with intent to kill?”

“It's a possibility, but we've got to be careful with it. According to George, that ‘get out of
here’ line Karen heard was him telling Nicole to blow this joint and go to a theater that
appreciated her talent, if such a one existed, which it probably does not. And because the
Chinese food he brought her was in a plastic bag, he never actually touched it. In other words, we
don’t have any evidence to arrest him and are back to square one.”

“Crumb. Want me to call the morgue, have them get Tyler West outta here?”

“No, I'll do that. Gil's holding rehearsal until you can get there. Go relieve him.” Schmidt
winks at me.

“It's not what you think!” | call after him.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say.”
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CHAPTER 9:

“This mad adventure I've begun is unlike anything | know...”

-City of Angels

“Okay, people, that's a wrap,” Gil says around six that evening. “Good work today. I'd like
to see the customers early tomorrow for a run-through of their part in “Sounds While Selling,” but
the rest of you, be here at the regular time. Amalia, may | have a word before you go?”

| should be anxious. | mean, | was never a troublemaker as a kid, but when you’re in
foster care, the “troublemaker” label hovers around you like the threat of the flu bug. You might
not have it, but you'’re a risk. That tends to carry over to adulthood. When people want to have a
“word,” it's never a good thing.

But I'm not anxious, because I’'m exhausted. I'm sitting in a chair that’s a temporary set
piece, gulping down ice cold water, and | cannot even think about moving. But there’s euphoria
behind this exhaustion that | haven't felt in six years. It's the euphoria that makes me smile, nod,
and gesture “come on up” to Gil.

He does, and sits down in another chair. “Good job today. You truly love this, don’t you?”

“Yeah. I've been a cop for so long I'd forgotten how it felt.”

“‘How long has it been?”

“My last production was in college. Steel Magnolias. That’s still one of my absolute
favorite productions, play and movie.”

“Anne liked it too, and | have to admit, it wasn’t bad for a chick flick,” Gil says.

“Oh, you are such a man.”

“I know.” His grin is unrepentant. “So, who did you play? Oh, wait, let me see if | can
guess. A strong, indomitable lady like you would’ve had to play M’Lynn.”

I laugh. “Indomitable? Me? | don’t feel it these days. But no, you’re wrong. | got cast as
Truvy. | wanted to be Shelby, though. That's the role | said | wanted when they asked at the

audition.”
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Gil frowns. “l don'’t see it.”

I nod. My director hadn’t seen it, either. When the cast list went up, he called me aside to
explain. “I know everybody else got their first or second choices,” he said, “but | could not, in good
conscience, let you play someone whose role basically hinges on sickness and death.”

| knew deep down he was right, so | didn’t fight the decision, but it hurt. Back then, | told
myself | just had leftover audition jitters and a dash of PMS. But the truth was, I'd wanted to play
Shelby because for once, | wanted people to see me as sweet, unselfish, and good, even if it
wasn't really me. For once, | didn’t want to have flaws. | didn’t want to be...

“Maria the Mistake.”

Gil looks up. “What?”

Crumb, did | say that nasty, scratching, needling, nibbling nickname out loud? Quick, girl,
cover! Cover! “I mean, uh...it was a mistake. Wanting to play Shelby. | could never be her. Not
really. | guess | just wanted to feel one hundred percent good.”

“So you don’t believe you're good?”

Crumb! Why do | keep spilling my guts to him? “So what if | don’t?” But then | realize I've
snapped at Gil and backtrack. “Ah, Gil, I'm sorry. I'm just tired. | have to run.” Literally, or else Ill
end up telling Gil all sorts of things | shouldn’t, and he’ll go all sympathetic and gentlemanly on
me, and I'll melt like M&Ms in the backseat of an eighty-degree car, and then... I'm already
making a break for the stage stairs.

“Maria, wait, please. You don’t have to be afraid of me. I...”

“No, 1 do.” You don’t know the half of it, Gil. | do have to be afraid of you. Because if I'm
not, I'll let you see all of me, and you'll be so disgusted you'll...well, who knows what. And I'd
rather take a bullet than endure that pain. I'm halfway down the stairs.

“Maria, wait.” Gil grabs my sleeve. | can feel the burn through the fabric, but it’s just a tad
less intense than usual. “What?”

“We agreed to be friends, right? Well, you look like you could use one. | have an idea.
Why don’t you forget about murders and rehearsals and everything else, just for a little while, and

come have dinner with me?”
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“Hold it, cowboy. What happened to ‘just friends?””

“It's not like that. The kids and | have a tradition. Friday nights, we make deli sandwiches
for dinner and watch a movie. You could join us. | want to make up for being such a moron
before.”

Whoa. Gil’s not a criminal, but since I've known him, he’s done a great job of shooting
things at me that I'm not prepared for. It makes me wonder why the police academy spends so
much time teaching you how to dodge bullets and so little time teaching you how to dodge
wonderful, confusing men.

“Maria?”

Oh, right, he needs an answer. “I...no one’s ever done anything like that for me before. |
don’t know why you would, except maybe you are the good person you’ve made yourself out to
be. And let me tell you, that's becoming extremely difficult to deal with.” | sigh. “Okay, here’s the
deal. I'll do it as a favor to you so you can make restitution or do penance or whatever you wanna
call it. But after this, no more date-like activities until | say it's okay, got it?”

“Got it. And remember, | didn’t invite you over to put the move on you. My kids will be
right there, and young though they are, they’re pretty good chaperones.” He chuckles. “So, it's
276 Lindell Street. You know where that is?”

“I'll MapQuest it. Oh...should | bring anything over? Thank goodness it’s deli night,
because I'm such a bad cook | scorch water, but | could bring chips, or if you don’t want the kids
eating junk, | always have fruit, or | could bake something...l can bake, | don’t know why when |
can’t cook, but...” Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP!

“Maria, relax. You’re invited to dinner, not a trial. If you want to, you may bring whatever
you like, but no, it's not necessary. See you in a few minutes?”

“Um...yeah, | guess...” But then the full implication of what I've agreed to nearly knocks
me down. | have just told a single man that | will come to his house, and kids or not, that is
completely freaky. I've got to make an excuse, quick.

“Oh, crumb, Gil, I'm sorry. | don’t think | can. | mean, | need to go over my case notes,

and if Schmidt were to call...”
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“What's this about Schmidt?” my partner himself asks, poking his head into the
auditorium. “Hey, Keller. | just wanted to let you know that | was heading out.”

“Have a good night,” Gil says. “Say hi to Dorothea and the kids. Oh, and by the way, did
you need Maria to do anything, or can you spare her?”

The snake!

Schmidt shakes his head, a stupid grin plastered all over his face. | hope it cracks and he
loses a tooth. “I can definitely spare her.”

“But...”

“Keller, you’ve got the evidence and case file memorized. Staring at the computer screen
won’t make the perp appear. If it'll make you feel better, you can call the morgue and check the
status of Nicole’s autopsy report, but that’s all | want you doing right now, okay?”

No, it's not okay. I'd like to argue, but Schmidt looks like he’d pull rank if | did. Plus, with
Gil standing right next to me, it’'s not the best idea. “Okay. See you in the AM.”

“And I'll see you in...oh, about thirty minutes?” Gil asks.

“Your wish is my command, Mr. Punctuality.”

Wait a minute here. Did | just flirt with him? Yes, | did, and he looks like he knows it.

Oh, holy crumb.

| don’t know why, but before | head over to Gil’s, | decide to stop by the house and
change. Oh, all right, | do know why, but | can’t think about it or I'll completely freak. So instead, |
dash upstairs, forgetting that that does absolutely nothing for my heart rate, and throw open the
closet. | wish it were cool enough for one of my favorite jackets, but the thermometer seems
permanently stuck on ninety these days. | wouldn’t mind if it was a dry Texas kind of heat, but
with this blasted humidity...shut up, | tell my head. Focus, Keller, focus. What to wear? What...a-
ha! | pick a three-tiered, jewel tone peasant skirt and a white blouse. Gil's never seen me dressed
like that, and he’ll be surprised, maybe even impressed...but | don’t care. | do not, | do not, | DO

NOT!
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I’'m standing at the mirror, putting on a fresh coat of lipstick, when | notice the polish on
my left thumbnail is chipped. | reach for the bottle of Cherry Rose, but it's not there. | step back
for a better look. | don’t have that much makeup, so if | misplaced it, it should be easy to find
again. Foundation...clear gloss...one compact of blush...two red lipsticks...nail polish. Nude
pink...frosted strawberry...firehouse red...yup, I'm missing a shade.

“Hey, Maria, do you—wow.” Meg looks me up and down and grins. “You look positively
hot. Who's the lucky man?”

| feel my face redden. “Tell you later, okay? Listen, have you seen my Cherry Rose
polish?”

“No. Is it missing?”

| shrug. “Yes and no. It's probably under my nose and I’'m just too distracted to look. Or
else | ran out of that shade last week and forgot to replace it. No biggie. You and Mo eat without
me. I’'m going to dinner. Back in a few hours.” | run for the stairs and out the door before | can

lose my nerve.

| don’t know what I’'m expecting when | walk into the beautiful brick, two-story house with
a turret, picture windows, and a swing attached to a blue spruce. But what | hear is definitely not
it.

“Clayton, if you don’t stop being ugly right now, | will spank you, and you can spend the
rest of the evening cleaning up the living room.” The voice sounds like it belongs to one of those
old ladies with iron-gray hair and a perpetual frown that you see in movies set in Victorian
England.

“But that’s not fair! You shouldn’t punish Desi...she never does anything bad! And Sophie
was just sticking up for Desi, and all that stuff in there isn’t even my mess!”

“Clayton Montgomery!” This voice is male, deep and stern. “You have one more chance
to apologize to your grandmother.”

The kid must've done it, because | don’t hear anything else. Meanwhile, Gil is hustling up

behind me. “Oh, Maria...how did you get here so fast?”
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“MapQuest works wonders. Besides, no offense, but | think my little baby gets better
mileage than your car. Plus, it's red, so maybe that helps. Say, is everything okay in there?”

Gil clears his throat louder than I've ever heard him do it. “Yeah. Listen, uh, why don’t you
go in through the back and set that grocery bag in the kitchen? I'll do damage control and be with
you right away.”

“Right-0,” | say, a la Julie Andrews, and snap a salute at him. | find the back entrance and
try to squelch my urge to rush upstairs and investigate what I'm hearing. It’s a faint sound, but |
know it all too well. It's the sound of crying children. Girls, to be exact. | wonder what the little
boy’s done with himself. Oh, well. Not my kids, not my business. I'd better focus on setting out the
goods. Two bags of chips, plain and tortilla, fresh apple slices, and a gallon of vanilla ice cream,
Hershey’s syrup, and the works. I’'m opening the freezer to put the ice cream away when | hear
footsteps, and within two seconds, I'm facing the boy from Gil’s photo. He gives me a strange
look, and | expect him to do what his dad did and threaten to call the cops. But instead, he blinks.

“Hi. Are you one of the church ladies?”

| can'’t help it. | start laughing, hard. The kid’s looking at me like I'm crazy when I finally
manage,

“Oh...oh, no. No. Um, my name is Maria Keller. 'm a...” What am |, exactly? | can’t say
I’'m Gil’s friend because then Clayton might think we’re dating. And | sure can’t tell him the
particulars of our relationship. “I'm a new actress at the theater. And you’re Clayton, right?”

“Yeah. Wow, that’s a relief. | mean, | don’t care if we have chips for dinner. Some of
those ladies sent us some pretty lousy casseroles after my mom died. But Grandma and Grandpa
would freak.”

“Do they...live with you?” Because if the grandparents do live here, I'm guessing Gil's
kids might be enduring a semi-lousy childhood. Whatever happened to grandpas who swung you
up on their shoulders and took you to the park, or grandmas who baked you double-decker
brownies and let you watch Disney movies all day?

“Nah. They just stay with Sophie and Des when they get out of preschool in the morning,

and they pick me up from day camp, or school when it starts. Then they're here ‘til Dad comes
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from work. But,” he sticks out his chest a little, “when | turn eleven, | get to be in charge, and we
get to stay by ourselves. And I’'m almost eight.”

“When will you be eight?”

“October.”

“‘Really? My birthday’s in October, too. What day is yours?”

“The eighteenth. When'’s yours?”

But before | can tell him, | hear raised voices in the other room.

“Gil, look, your mother and | know you’ve done your best since Anne died, and we
respect that. Most other single parents couldn’t hold this home together for half as long as you
have. But it's time to face facts. Your children are...”

“Falling through the cracks,” the female voice says. “They’re becoming...well, Clayton is
becoming a hermit. One of these days, you're going to wake up and find out he’s been playing
violent video games and is in a gang.”

“Mom,” Gil sighs, “this is Cherry Creek, not Los Angeles. Name one gang that exists
around here.”

“Well, all right, maybe not a gang, but...and Sophie...Gil, you must know Sophie is, for all
practical purposes, wild.”

“You make her sound like an animal.” Gil's voice tightens.

“What else would you call it when a child throws herself down in the middle of the floor,
kicks, screams, and throws everything in sight just because her grandmother and | said she
couldn’t play outside until she had a nap?” the older man asks.

“How about ‘being four?”

“Gilbert, | do not need disrespect right now. Wake up, son. Your oldest is a hermit, your
older twin is a wild child, and if | have to clean up one more of Desi’s accidents, | think I'll...”

Clayton looks as if he’d like to bolt, and | don’t blame him one bit. I'm trying to think of
what | could possibly do when he shoots a look at the door and says,

“Miss Keller, would you like to see my room?”
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What is this kid, a butler? But | smile. “Sure, sport. Only, nix the Miss Keller stuff, okay?
You can call me Miss Maria.”

“Okay. | like that better. C’'mon. Let’s go this way.” He takes my hand and we head up a
set of stairs that lead from the kitchen. At the top, | can still hear one of the girls sniffling.

“Hey, Clayton, are your sisters okay?”

He frowns. “Yeah. See, Sophie got in trouble ‘cause she didn’t want to nap, and she
threw toys and movies and stuff all over the living room, so Grandma made her go to her room.
And then Desi said she wanted to watch a video, but Grandpa said no ‘cause she didn’t eat
vegetables at lunch, so she started crying, and then Grandpa got mad.” His face is a mixture of
sad and frustrated. “But Miss Maria, Desi didn’t do anything. | don’t know why Grandma and
Grandpa pick on her, just ‘cause she doesn't like to eat some things, and she has accidents.
She’s little. She can't help it.”

Yeah, little kids being little kids. What a concept. Maybe the question of if we adults are
smarter than fifth graders doesn’t just belong on a game show. | want so badly to say
something—to comfort Clayton, to let him know that | know what he’s going through, to tell him he
doesn’t have to worry so much about his sisters because that’s a grownup job. But that’s not what
he needs right now.

“And this is my room.” Clayton opens the door at the end of the hall, and | see a portrait
of the real Clayton Montgomery. Scenes of knights, castles, and a heroic captain fighting off
pirates are painted on the walls. The shelves above the bed are stacked with kids’ books—Hardy
Boys, Judy Blume’s Fudge books, the Narnia books, and so on. The nightstand holds a black
composition book, and on the bed lies a well-used sketchbook and colored pencils.

“You draw?” | ask him.

He blushes. “Yeah, but I'm not good. Not like a real artist.”

“Oh, | bet you are. Um...” Okay, I'm taking a big risk here, but Clayton looks starved for
interaction that doesn’t have the threat of punishment attached. “Would you show me?”

“Well...promise you won't laugh?”

“If I do, you can drop a piano on my head.”
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He laughs. “Okay. Hmmm...oh, this one’s pretty good. It's the big maple tree at school.”

| study the drawing. The kid’s no Rembrandt, but | know from looking at Monique’s
drawings for years that he has definite potential. He proceeds to show me several more
sketches—his sisters swinging in the park, boys playing kickball, the public library, even the
Stage Door, with his dad smiling out front. He turns the page. The portrait is full of faces |
recognize. It's the Cherry Creek homicide squad, only with exaggerated features. Greenwood’s
striking blue eyes practically leap out of his head. Schmidt’s hair, which is always a little tousled
because of the way he runs his hands through it, looks like a squirrel played in it. The mole on
Tunney’s chin looks like Mount Vesuvius. And Rawlings...

Clayton’s laughing along with me. “Mr. Brendan is Dad’s best friend,” he says, “and he’s
showed me pictures of all the other guys. | made this as a joke. Except, Rawlings really looks like
that.” He points out the bared teeth, the gut hanging off the page, the rodent nose, and the cruel,
squinted eyes. “You better hope you never meet him, ‘cause he doesn’t like women at all.”

Before | can explain, Gil knocks on the door. “There you two are. Come on, it's time for
dinner.”

“Okay, so how does this deli thing work?” | ask once we’re all assembled in the kitchen,
minus the authoritarian grandparents, thankfully.

“Well, you and | are deli clerks. The kids will give us their sandwich orders, and we’ll
make them. Then we make each other’s.”

“Okay.” | putona New York accent. “Youse guys take a number—whaddya want, | ain’'t
got all day—you, pretty lady with the curls and the Mickey Mouse sweatshirt, whatcha gonna
have?”

“‘Roast beef and cheddar on rye with tomatoes, onions, and mustard, please.”

“Oh, Miss Adventurous! What, you goin’ bungee-jumping later? You’'re my kind of girl,
Sophie...you are Sophie, right?”

“Yup!”

Meanwhile, Gil takes Clayton’s order, and the fun begins. Gil and | get into a rhythm,

slicing veggies, loading plates, and arranging fruit almost in sync. | turn his tomato so he doesn’t
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get juice on his shirt, and he puts his hand over mine when my knife almost slips. | barely have
time to register that the touch didn’t burn before it’s time to take Desi’s order.

“Let me get hers,” Gil whispers to me. “Desi is very dependent on routine. More so since
Anne died. She doesn’t trust many people to take care of her needs but me.”

“Gotcha,” | say, but Clayton breaks in with,

“Des, you need to eat vegetables. That's why Grandpa got mad.”

The little girl frowns. “But they taste yucky.”

“But everybody has to eat ‘em.”

“Clayton...” Gil warns. “Do not fight with your sister in front of our guest.”

“That’s okay,” | assure him. “l didn’t hear fighting. | heard a concerned big brother. But
your dad'’s right, Clayton. I'll bet you’ve kinda had to be the man of the house since your mom
died, with your dad working a lot. And I'm sure he appreciates you taking good care of your
sisters. But you need a rest. We grownups will take care of Desi and Sophie. Don’t worry, they're
in good hands.” | turn to Desi’s sandwich, which | have to admit, looks bland. | think hard. | tried
everything as a kid, so Mama never had to sneak veggies past me. But some of my foster
families had biological kids who couldn’t look at broccoli without throwing a fit. And one of my
foster dads had...oh, that was it! | cut the sandwich in half, leave half plain, and sprinkle lettuce,
tomato, and a smidgen of Thousand Island on the other. Either way, she’ll eat.

A few minutes later, Gil has asked a blessing and all of us, even Desi, are talking and
eating like nobody’s business. Gil does mention that I’'m a police officer, explaining that he knows
his kids aren’t going to tell anyone about my cover, and he wants them to feel safe. For a few
minutes, | worry that this will spoil the mood, but the kids seem relieved, and fascinated that a
skinny redheaded lady like me could be a policewoman. And they can’t believe that | also sing
and act. Soon, I'm surrounded with questions, and I'm so busy answering them and telling stories
that | feel an inner jolt when | look up and notice Gil staring at me. Curious, | offer to help him do

the dishes so | can see what’s up.
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“Sure, | could use the help,” Gil says. “Kids, why don’t you wait for us in the living room?
Work on picking out a movie. Miss Maria and | will be in shortly with dessert.” He watches them
leave and grins. “You're great with kids.”

‘I don’t think so,” | say. “I mean, | love kids, but being with them is easy for me. All they
want is somebody to understand where they’re coming from and give them what they need based
on that. Like with Desi. | know as well as you do what she needs to eat, but if she hates veggies,
I’m not gonna force her to eat a whole plate of carrots. She’s not ready for that. She doesn’t like
change. You have to go slowly or she’ll shut down.”

Gil shakes his head. “You are amazing. You solve murders, you sing like an angel, you
can act, you love kids, you'll try anything—I have never seen someone who likes pickles and
tomato vinaigrette on a sandwich—*

“Hey, let’s not forget about you,” | say. “You own a theater and you're raising three kids
alone, and yet you're so...calm. So steady.”

“You haven’t seen me on a bad day yet.”

“Yes, | did. As | recall, you were ready to arrest me, and | was the cop.”

“Yeah. And I'm sorry, again. But yes, that day was a low point. My youth theater lead quit,
and when | went home to see the kids, | walked straight into chaos.”

“Ouch. Parent problem?”

“Yeah. | must sound like a wimp, but at that point, | couldn’t take anymore. | just didn’t
know what to do.”

“You don’t sound like a wimp. You sound like a human. I think it's honest and brave of
you to admit you're sometimes at the end of your rope. As for your parents, | get it. I've been
there. Some people seem so powerful that even if you're not the shy type, you just can’t respond
to them the way you want to.”

“Like your coworkers?” Gil asks.

“No. I mean, yeah, but they’re not the first ones. It’s...” | sigh. “The kind of life | had—
have—it makes you tough, even if you don’t want to be. You have to tell people exactly what you

do and do not want, will and will not put up with. But then somebody comes along, like the wrong
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set of foster parents, or an intimidating coworker, or...well, someone who’s more powerful than
you. And you try to deal with them, but the more you do, the more drained you get. And you try
not to, but pretty soon you can’t do it anymore. You have nothing left.”

“You have God.”

Okay, time to back off. “Whoa. Wrong, mister. You have God. | don’t. He’s not interested
in me. Even if he were, | have no clue where I'd start as far as talking to him. My life is such a
mess right now | think he’d need a whole team of angelic Merry Maids to clean it up.”

Gil laughs, but sobers fast. “| see where you’re coming from, but Maria, do you see what
you've just done? You can’t win. ‘God doesn’t want me, and if He says different, He must be an
idiot, because He can’t forgive what I've done.”

“And what do you know about what I've done?” | ask. “Okay, so | wasn’t the classic bad
kid. I never smoked—would’ve ruined my voice. Never did drugs, never touched booze, never did
the nasty under the bleachers after Friday night’'s game. No tattoos, no piercings other than my
ears, no dyed hair, no motorcycle...not so much as a parking ticket. | wouldn’t have done that
stuff even if | wanted to, because the last thing Luke needed was for the town to think a police
captain couldn’t handle his own kid. And Jasmine was a Sunday school teacher, so you can
guess how it was. Most people think my life’s pretty clean. The problem is, they haven’t bothered
to look under the bed.”

“Okay, but what if God did?” Gil asks. “What if God did look, and said it was okay? That
He could and would forgive you for what’s under there?”

“Then I'd be stuck,” | say. “Even if | became a Christian, I'd still be me. I'd never want to
wear fancy dresses, or sing slow hymns, or take meatloaf to sick old ladies, or teach women’s
Bible studies. Now, do | want what you have? Yes. But | can’t have that. I'd only hurt God, and
that would hurt me.”

Gil stares at me, nods, crosses to the fridge, and takes out the ice cream. “Okay, Maria. |
get it, | really do. One question, though. Do you want a dish of ice cream?”

“Sure.”

“You want it, knowing that you run the risk that it could make you fat?”
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“What? I'm not gonna gain weight from one dish.”

“But you could, couldn’t you?”

“Yeah, but | don’t think | will. | know how to control my sweet tooth. And | am not one of
those women who lives on celery just to stay in her little black dress. | eat what | want, within
reason, because it tastes good and it makes me feel good to eat it.”

“Right. Why deny yourself something you want, like an occasional dish of fudge-covered
ice cream or a rich relationship with the God of the universe, just because outside influences—the
nutrition label, self-righteous Christians—try to make you afraid?”

“l...” But | can’t say anything. | point at him. “Sneaky.”

“And proud, Gumshoe.”

Something bubbles and fizzes in my chest at the nickname. “Okay, okay. You win this
round. I'm not ready to pray the Sinner’s Prayer and go down to the river, but | will think about it.
I'll badger you and Schmidt some more. I'll...I'm not sure, but I'll do something about this, okay?”

“I'd love that.”

“Great. Now are you going to let me have some ice cream or torture me?”

“I've got a better idea. Why don’t we dish up five bowls of the stuff and go watch a
movie?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

About an hour and a half, a viewing of Homeward Bound, and a dish of vanilla, fudge-
covered ice cream with M&Ms later, I'm headed home. Gil and the kids walk me to my car, amid
thanks for the sandwiches, encouragement to come back soon, and best wishes on “catching that
bad guy at the theater”. | don’t know what it is, but as | start the drive back to my place,
something inspires me to talk to God.

“They’re really something, you know that?” | tell him. “You did a bang-up job creating
them all, especially Gil. And yeah, | know it wasn’t too far back that I'd rather have spent the day
in the morgue than with him, but now | know better. He’s a fantastic guy. And his kids...well,
they’re wonderful, but they seem so sad. | know they miss their mom, and that’s part of it,

but...okay, God. | never ask for anything for myself, ‘cause we don’t talk, so why should | come
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knocking when | need something, right? But for Gil's kids—couldn’t you make it so their
grandparents ease up some? Oh, not that | think it's okay for Sophie to throw tantrums, and
Clayton should probably get out more, and Desi...”

My prayer cuts off when | look in my rearview mirror and notice something. Is that the
same car that’s been on my bumper for the last three miles? | can't tell, but that’s irrelevant. He'’s
way too close. | thump the horn. Bumper Rider moves back a little, and | keep driving—and
talking.

“Anyway, God, I’'m not saying any of that’s okay, because in itself, it isn’t. But it's not
because they’re bad kids. And Gil—I worry about him. | don’t know why, but | do. And if you
could...whoal!” | slam on the brakes. It takes me a minute to realize what happened. Another car
came this close to broad-siding me.

“Oh. Oh, my. Oh...okay, deep breath. In...out...sorry, God. Guess that means, ‘hey,
Keller, keep your eyes on the road.” Well, 10-4. I'll shut up now.”

| do want you to keep your eyes on the road. But you can talk to me anytime. In
fact, | wish you’d check in more often.

“Holy crumb!” That voice is so clear | snap my head around looking to see if someone’s in
the backseat. Of course, no one is, and | shake my head.

“Girl, you must be working way too hard. Hearing voices...right.”

A little later, after sharing the details of the non-date with my cousins, I'm off to bed. But
once there, all | do is dream about eating ice cream in a morgue while a phone screeches in my

ear.
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CHAPTER 10:

“Who could see that a man would come who would change the shape of my dreams?”

-Fiddler on the Roof

A few weeks later, I'm deep in my case notes when | feel rather than see a shadow fall
over the keyboard of my computer. My nose wrinkles at breath that smells like chili, Twinkies, and
Coors, just before a hand punches me in the shoulder. “Ouch!”

“Weakling.” Rawlings lumbers in and parks his fanny on my desk. “When are you gonna
wake up and get out, Keller?”

“When you join Jenny Craig.”

“Real funny, Joke Lady.” Rawlings eyes my computer screen. “You won'’t solve it, you
know.”

“No, | don’t know. What makes you think that?”

“‘Hmmm. Maybe it’s the fact that you're a bleeding-heart, theater-obsessed, redheaded
maggot. Or maybe it's that you have suspects, but no perp. Could it be that your soft heart is
letting you protect a killer?”

“‘How dare you insinuate...”

“Ooh, ‘insinuate.” Mighty big word for a college dropout.”

Okay, now he’s got my attention. “How do you know that?”

“I know everything | need to know about you.”

“What have you been doing, going through my records?”

“Oh, no, Keller. See, unlike you, | don’t buck the system. And because I’'m not trying to
think up creative methods to get my own way and charm everybody’s stinkin’ pants off, | have
more time to listen. I've heard what you’ve confided in Schmidt recently. How you’ve been going
over to his place for dinner once a week and telling his wife sob stories about how you just had to

drop out after your scummy boyfriend raped you.” He laughs. “Little tart like you, you deserved it.”
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“Hey!” I'm standing now, poking a finger into his chest. “What | tell my friends—which you
are not—is none of your darn business! And if | ever hear of you eavesdropping on my
conversations again, | swear | will...”

“What? Tell Tunney on me?” he says in a high voice. “Right. Tunney’s starting to see you
in a new way, Keller, I'll give you that. But I'm still his right-hand man. And a man needs his right
hand, but he doesn’t necessarily need his pinky toenail.”

| could use a good knuckle crack about now. My heart’s in metronome mode, and my
throat is clenching. It's not so much what Rawlings is saying as how he’s saying it. | don’t know if
I've been hanging around too many Christians or what, but when | look in his eyes, | see evil. Not
that | haven’t seen evil before, but this is a new breed, and I'm not sure how to stand up to it.

“Hey, what’s this?” Rawlings snatches the small Novel Idea Books bag off my desk and
yanks out the contents. “The latest in the Jane Castleberry mysteries, huh? Yeah, should’ve stuck
to those.”

“Oh, that’s real mature, Rawlings. Maybe you should stick to giving safety lessons to
kindergartners.” That's it, girl, nail ‘im. He doesn’t have to get to you.

“Like I'd listen to anything that comes out of your mouth.” He tosses the book in the trash,
leans over my computer, and proceeds to highlight and delete my entire case report. Maybe that’ll
teach you to walk around here thinking you’re a decent detective. Next time I'll do more than
that.” He slaps the back of my neck and leaves.

A few seconds later, the full impact of the confrontation hits me. I've got to get out of
there, so | flee to the lounge, throw open the cabinet, and reach for the private stash of teabags |
hid behind a stack of paper plates and cups.

“Keller?”

“Ack!” Teabags fly from my hands like possessed birds—or rather, frightened birds. |
stumble backward and nearly trip, but Schmidt catches me just in time. “Whoa! | didn’t mean to
scare you. You all right?”

“Yeah. I...1...” | start to pick up the teabags, but they fall out of my hands again, so | give

up. “l...I'm just relieved it's you. What's up?”
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“Gil just called. Something about the café scene not going well and needing you there to
get an idea of how far he needs to go, whatever that means. He wants to know, can you...” He
trails off. “Keller, what’'s wrong? You look like you just saw somebody shot in front of you.”

“Nothing.” | start to sit down and almost miss the chair.

Schmidt frowns. “Don’t give me that, partner. What happened?”

“Nothing, really, I...” But then Rawlings’ voice zooms into my head, and next thing | know,
I've told Schmidt everything he said and did. Once I finish, my partner looks ready to kill
something, or somebody.

“Why that little...” He mutters a cuss word. “Whoops, sorry.” He takes the mug | was
holding from me, fills it with hot water, and dunks a peppermint teabag. “Keller, listen to me. You
listening? Okay. | want you to drink this, every bit of it. Then | want you to go to Tunney and
explain how you're being treated. He gives you any trouble, find me, Greenwood, or Adams. We'll
back you up. No arguments, okay?”

| drink the tea faster than | should so | can go to Tunney’s office and get the confrontation
over with. But when | get there, | hear Rawlings’ voice on the other side of the door.

“I don’t care, boss,” he yells. “At this point, | just do not care. | want her out. | want her out
of this division. | want her off this force. Today!”

Tunney snaps his fingers.”Watch your tone, pal. You know neither of us has the authority
to get Keller stripped of her badge.”

“I'd like to strip her of something. I'd like to strip that idiotic smile right off her face. I'd like
to get my nails into her voice box and strip...”

“Pete.” Tunney’s voice is low, icy, and serious, but | hear tough love in it. “How many
drinks have you had today, man? Truth, now.”

“Just two. No, maybe three. No...but | didn’t finish the last one.” Whoa. Is it me, or does
Rawlings sound contrite? Impossible, but...

“Well, you're just this side of wasted, and you know my policy.”

Rawlings cusses. “Keller’s the one you should be telling about policy.”
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Tunney sighs. “Rawlings, look. I'll grant you she’s unconventional. I'll even give you
flighty. And half the time, | want to hold the woman down and meld a watch to her wrist. But she
does her work and does a bang-up job of it. And she shows up sober.”

“Oh, for the love of...” More cussing. “Boss, you telling me you’re attached to that...” A
very unflattering word.

“No.” Tunney’s voice turns as compassionate as I've ever heard it. “She’ll never be the
kind of cop you are, and she’ll never have the friendship with me you do. But | don’t think this is
jealousy talking. What's up? Because if you don’t tell me now, you can leave early today.”

Rawlings thumps the table. “Don’t you get it? Until | got on the force, | was just a waste of
skin. The town drunk. And I'm a good cop. | deserve respect. But that little...” There’s that word
again.

Silence takes over. Finally, a chair creaking tells me Tunney’s standing up. “Fine. But
hear this, Pete Rawlings. | ever hear of you touching her again, you are out of here, buddy. 10-
47"

“Yeah.”

| duck into the broom closet so the two men won’t know | heard the whole thing. Once I'm
sure they’re gone, | take the back way out of the bureau, jump in the car, and head for rehearsal.
| call Schmidt on the way, but his line’s busy. Oh, well, I'll explain later. I'm having enough trouble
processing this one. Rawlings used to be a drunk? And now he thinks that because he had to pull
himself up out of the mud to get to the top, and | allegedly didn’t, that he can treat me like trash?
Ha! He makes me so mad | could just spit! He thinks he had it tough? He chose to start drinking. |
didn’t choose to be orphaned, go through foster care, be put under a microscope as a cop’s kid,
and then...

Don’t judge him.

| whip my head around. “Okay, God. | respect you and all—what am | saying, I'm terrified
of you if | think about you too long. But number one, would you please stop hitching rides in my

car? And two, do not tell me that man deserves my pity. That's the way it always is. The other
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person always has some reason to...it is always my fault. | am so sick of it being my fault!” | slam

my hand into the glove compartment, groan in pain, slam my car door, and stalk into the theater.

“I'm sorry,” | tell Gil at the end of rehearsal. We worked the café scene until | was sick of
it, but my big song in the middle of it still won’t come out right.

“You're too hard on yourself.”

“Well, at least one person thinks so. A lot of people think I'm not hard enough on myself.”

“If you're talking about your moron of a supervisor, he wouldn’t know a good person if
one bit him in the...*

“No, I'm talking about... Forget it. | don’t know what it is about you that makes me want to
get personal, but | can’t do it. If | do, you'll think I'm just being a baby, blaming everything on my
bad childhood and my mean old coworkers..."

“Maria, no!” Gil cuts me off. “Maria, let me ask you something. | want to be your friend. |
want to know you. All those misconceptions—I know now that’'s what they were, but | want to
know the real you now. Why do you keep fighting me like this? Why do you insist on thinking
everything | do is against you?”

| don’t know why, but when he says that, | don’t hear Gil. | mean, | do, but it’s like
someone else’s voice is coming out of his mouth. Where have | heard it before? And then |
remember. And suddenly, I'm so sick with my own guilt that | can’t look Gil in the eye, because it
is Gil, but it’s not. | know who'’s inspired Gil to talk to me like that, and | can’t face him.

“No—no, | don’t...I'm sorry...I'm a horrible person, I...l can’t...l don’t know. | don’t know.”
Oh, no. I'm...what am | doing? I'm crying. Why am | crying now? | never do. Why...

“Oh, Maria.” And with that, Gil's holding me in his arms.

And for the first time in six years...no, much longer than that. For the first time in twenty
years, | feel safe. Gil's arms feel stronger than any gun, taser, or bottle of pepper spray in the
world. Maybe | don’t have to be the strong woman all the time, because maybe he cares. Maybe |

could let someone take care of me for a change. Maybe...
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The reality of what I'm doing crashes in on me, along with the memories and the burning.
| push myself out of Gil's arms, screaming at myself. What are you doing? Are you trying to get
yourself ruined—again? You are such a stupid little harlot! And then I’'m screaming at him.
“Don't...touch...me! Don’t you dare touch me!”

“Maria, I'm sorry. 1...”

“No!” And, fresh tears beating a path off my face, | run headlong out of the auditorium.

I’'m not even sure where I'm going. | just know that my feet are flying across the theater’s
floors, and my body is simply following them. The further | go, the more | realize I'm not just
running. I'm trying to outrun the nasty voice chanting in my ear—stupid harlot. Charms everybody
to get her way...not a decent detective...straighten up... I've got to get somewhere that | can lock
the door. My dressing room would be a safe place... | shoot around the corner, ignoring the
sound of Gil’s loafers pounding behind me. | wish | had the time to turn around so | could see
what he looks like with that oh-so-proper suit soaked in sweat and that tie crooked. But | don’t.
One more corner, and...

“Oh, my God!” I'm praying, not swearing. Because I’'m no longer alone. I'm facing down a
runaway piano. Now what am | supposed to do? | consider shooting the instrument and actually
reach for my gun. But before | can so much as click off the safety, a dark blur streaks across my
peripheral vision and yanks me out of the way, pushing me against the wall in the process. The
piano grinds to a stop, putting a hole in the script library door right where | would’ve been
standing.

Gil takes my shoulders and lowers me to the ground. “Are you all right?”

I move my limbs. “I think so. Yeah. See? Nothing broken. I'm a tough egg to crack.”

“‘Don’t you mean ‘nut?”

“No, Humpty Dumpty was an egg. | meant...never mind.”

“Okay. Stay right there. I'm gonna get Brendan.”

“Too late. He's here,” says my partner’s voice.

I look up and give him a shaky laugh. “Schmidt, what are you, an angel? Because

whenever | need you, you're right there.”
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“Well, somebody’s got to look out for you, rookie. But no, | heard a big commotion and
ran down here to investigate, and it's a good thing | did. Gil, thanks. You may have just saved my
partner’s life.”

“How could | do less? Earth would be much too dark and quiet without Maria.”

| flutter my lashes. “Mah hero!”

“Proud to be of service, ma’am,” Gil drawls. “Brendan, did you see anybody with a piano
on surveillance just now?”

“Yeah. Miracle Max and some guys from the tech crew were...”

“Thank the Lord nobody’s hurt,” Miracle Max interrupts. “We was movin’ that piano down
to the second stage and next thing ya know...”

Schmidt’s got his cop face on. “The second stage is only used for youth theater.”

“Yeah, but Miss Sarah said we had to get it down there ‘cause the other stage is gettin’
cleaned in the mornin’.”

“I am having the janitor do that,” Gil says. “But that doesn’t answer why she’d have told
you to move the piano now, of all times.”

“No, but it sure answers what caused this debacle,” Schmidt says. “Two greased wheels,
coated with, of all things, lemon-scented dish soap.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Okay. |
want all three of you to come with me. You’re not in trouble—yet. | just want to ask a few
questions.”

“Do you want my help?” | ask.

“No, you stay with Gil. I've got to find Sarah, too. You could’ve been her target, and the
force doesn’t need dead heroines. Gil, take her to your lounge and get her some water.” Schmidt
checks his watch. “And you both better eat something. Looks like I’'m going to have to tell
Dorothea to hold dinner.”

“Thanks,” | tell Gil when we get to his lounge and he hands over some Aquafina and a
packet of pretzels. “Seems you’re always saving me. | hate being a damsel in distress.”

“Maria, you'll never be a damsel in distress to me. You have the strongest spirit and the

purest heart of anyone | know.”
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“Does that include Anne?” pops out of my mouth before | realize it. “Oh, no. Gil, I...I didn’t
mean it like that. It’s just that Anne was probably so much better than me, and you probably don’t
know what you’re talking about when you...oh, not that you're stupid or anything, but...”

“Maria, shhh. Yes, | know what you meant. And the answer to your question is, yes. Anne
had both the things | said you do, but she had different versions of them. So yes, | included her in
what | said. And no, Anne was not ‘better’ than you. A part of me will always love her, but | do not
hold her up as an idol for other women to fall short of.”

“Well, that’s good, because | could never measure up.”

“And that matters to you?”

“Sure it does. I...” Oh, boy, here we go. Can | really say this? “Gil, I...okay. I'm not
proposing marriage or anything. That’s the last thing I'm ready for. But I'm a straight shooter, and
not just with my gun. You need to know that | care about you very much. And that scares me,
because | know | can never be a woman like...well, like Sarah Goodson, for example.”

“Sarah? How did she get into this conversation?”

“Oh, ¢’'mon, Gil. You know what she’s like. She’s this doily-crocheting, brownie-baking
June Cleaver type. And the way she talks about you...she thinks I'm this big threat. When | first
came here, it was...she wasn’t ugly to me, per se, but there was this undercurrent, like ‘you’re not
good enough to polish my shoes.” And ever since then, it's just gotten worse because of how she
feels about you.”

“I know how she feels,” Gil says, “but | don’t reciprocate. We did date for awhile, but it
wasn't right. It felt like she was trying to be Anne’s twin. So | ended it.”

| give him a thumbs-up. “Good call. You should always listen to your gut, especially when
the opposite sex is involved.” | duck my head. “l didn’t listen to mine, and it was the biggest
mistake of my life.”

I’'m waiting for judgment, but Gil gives me compassion. “Maria. Maria, look at me. It's my
turn to play detective. Now, | don’t see you as a bad person. You make mistakes, yes, but so do
all of us. Yet you insist that there cannot possibly be anything good about you. What have you

done that is so terrible?”
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| sigh. “You sure you wanna know?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. I...1 told you | never finished college, right? Well, there’s a reason. When | was a
senior, | met this guy, and for awhile, he acted like Prince Charming. He even talked about us
getting married. But he...he was a control freak. It was never about him supporting me or treating
me right. | remember this one time, | had a horrific migraine, and he insisted that | still show up for
his stupid baseball game. It was all about him and what he wanted. Except, he wanted sex, and
that was the one thing | wouldn’t give him. So one night, he...he took it. He raped me.”

Gil looks like he’s gonna fall out of his chair. “Maria, no.”

“Yes. After that, I...my life just...fell apart. The only good thing that happened in the last
few weeks of my college career was finding out that he didn’t give me a disease or a kid.” | laugh.
“Although if he had gotten me pregnant, that would’'ve made up for it. Nobody knows this, but |
dream about being a mom.”

“I'd believe it. So...so do your adoptive parents know?”

“No. They don’t know anything. We stopped talking. Not because of the rape, but
because of something else I'd rather not go into. Anyway, the day | saw the doctor, | came back
to my dorm, packed my car, and just started driving. Monique was going to school here, living in
an off-campus house with Meg, who'd transferred from Tulane the year before. They let me move
in with them, helped me put myself back together as best we all three could, cheered me on
through the police academy, and basically helped me survive.”

Gil nods. “So that's why you don’t let men touch you.”

“Right. It literally hurts if they do. And that’s why I'm so mixed up right now. You’re such a
great guy, but | don’t deserve you. I'm secondhand goods.”

Gil nearly comes across the table, eyes icy. “Maria Keller, you listen to me now,” he says.
“You are not secondhand goods. You are not dirty. You are not to blame for what that pig did to
you. None of those things you’ve probably told yourself for the past six years are true. You're still
clean. You're still a virgin.”

| chuckle. “Uh, Gil, maybe it's time you and your dad had that talk.”
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He gives me an indulgent smile. “We did. Let me clarify. In my view, if a woman willingly
gives herself to a man, then yes, she loses her virginity. But if a woman is taken advantage of as
you were, it's different. Physically, her virginity is gone. But spiritually, she still counts as a pure
woman. And | know what you’re going to say—you’re a non-Christian, so what does that matter.
But it does matter, Maria. Jesus knows you did not sin that night, and He will never hold that
guy’s choice against you.”

Gil’'s voice is so kind | nearly lose it again. “Are...are you sure?”

“Yes.”

| let that sink in. | don’t understand it all, but | do feel better about the whole rape thing
than | have in years. I'm about to say so when my pager goes off. | snatch it. “Keller.”

“Keller, it's Schmidt. You better get over to the prop shop, now.”

“Did you find Sarah?”

“Negative, but | do have something here that is not nearly as sweet as she is. In fact,
soon, it's gonna stink.”

“You mean...”

“Yup. Another body.”

“Who is it?”

“You are not gonna believe this, but it's George Richmond.”

He’s right. | don’t believe it. Oh, man, this is just great. One of our prime suspects is
dead. But | don’t have time to analyze the situation. | grab my gun. “Stay here, Gil.”

“Maria, let me come with you. After what happened with the piano...”

His offer of protection makes my heart turn to goop, but | tell it to harden up and do it

now. “Thanks, but I'm a pro at this,” | tell him. “Just sit tight and pray.”
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CHAPTER 11:

“Where is it written what it is I’'m meant to be?”

-Yentl

I’'m halfway to the prop shop when I run into—what else—trouble. Someone jerks me into
a costume room, and a silver flash disrupts my peripheral vision.

“Don’t take another step, Maria Keller. You hear me? Not one.”

What is she expecting me to do, flinch, whimper, and agree to do whatever she says?
Not on your life, sweetie. “It's you who shouldn’t take a step. Because if you do, you will be
charged with assault on a police officer.”

“Ha. You're not a police officer. You’re a sassy little tart playing detective.”

“Tart, huh? Well, if | were a tart, I'd be a lemon. That is, | have just enough edge to arrest
you. Want me to prove it?”

Sarah Goodson’s face pales, and she drops the letter opener she was brandishing at me.
| nod. “Much better. Now, you wanna tell me what’s going on here?”

But the words are hardly out of my mouth before Sarah...

“Oh, no,” | tell her. “Oh, no, lady, you did not just throw a box of pins at me!”

“Oh, yes, | did, Sergeant Pepper. Now, watch this.” And the next thing | know, she’s
knocking a sewing machine off a table. It crashes, and | advance toward Sarah, who rushes at
me with the letter opener. | fire a warning shot, and she screams.

“Hold it!” It's Gil's voice, and | can’t help feeling proud. He sounds just like a cop. But the
real cops are rushing in alongside him, Schmidt in the lead with his gun raised. He takes in the
scene. “Sarah, what on earth...”

“I'll tell you what,” | say, but Sarah’s too quick. “You’ll do no such thing!” she shrieks. |
see what she’s going to do and start to turn and run, but trip over the sewing machine. The half-
second I’'m off balance gives Sarah her opportunity. Stinging, throbbing pain slices through the

area just below my left knee. | look down to see blood soaking through my hose and the hem of
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my skirt. | do have to admire Sarah’s dubious talent, though. Straight, clean line, scarlet
blood...snap out of it, Keller! What are you thinking?

“What the devil...” Tunney pushes to the front of the crowd. “Keller, are you okay?”

Stay on your feet, girl. Don’t give Sarah the show she wants. “Yes, sir. You're talking to a
lady who’s been through taser tests. This is a cakewalk.”

“That’s the last thing it looks like,” Gil says. He crosses the room and grabs a low stool.
“Here, Maria, you need to sit down,” he says in a voice that dares the homicide guys to say
different. “Any of you guys have a first-aid kit in your cruiser?”

“l d-do,” Adams says. Without waiting for an answer, he leaves and is back in a few
minutes with the distinctive white box. He hands it to Gil, who leans close to my ear. “You're
going to have to take off your shoes and your pantyhose, but I'm going to block the view, okay?”

“Okay.”

True to his word, Gil turns so that anything my colleagues shouldn’t see is blocked, and
waits until | have my medium-length skirt pulled up so that it only shows my knee before going to
work. He grins at me. “You're a blessed woman. A little deeper and you’d need stitches, but you'll
be fine with some ointment and gauze. All right, now, brace yourself. This will sting.” And the
peroxide does sting, but I'm not thinking about it. All | can think is, | just got gouged with a letter
opener. This is terrible. I'll be taken off the case. Sarah was right. They’re all right. I'm just playing
detective. If only | could do it right. | can’t do anything right. I've got to solve this case, because it
could be my last chance...

“Okay, now, just another minute and you can get back to work,” Gil whispers. Ointment
slides over my knee a second before Gil tears a strip of gauze and makes a sturdy, but efficient
knot. He drops my skirt back into place and turns to the group. “She’s okay. Now, where were
we?”

I've never felt so grateful to one human being. If Gil had gone all Prince Charming on me
and treated this like a gunshot wound, | wouldn’t have been able to show my face at work for

weeks. For a minute, I'm even tempted to hug him. But his words have galvanized me, and I'm
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back in detective mode in less than thirty seconds. “Sarah here was about to explain why she just
sliced me like a Granny Smith apple.”

“Sounds like an interesting story,” Tunney says. “Miss Goodson?”

Sarah harrumphs. “I don’t see why it matters to you.”

“Because number one, if you don’t want to be labeled the perp, you better start talking.
Two, this isn’t just anybody you've messed with. Keller is one of our own, and when one of our
own gets messed with, we all get mad.”

Whoa. | think I'm gonna...I’'m not sure what. Is it me, or is Tunney being nice? | glance at
him from the corner of my eye. He’s looking at me, but his face...he’s never looked at me that
way. It's not a kind look, but it’s like he’s looking at me, but seeing someone else. Who?

“If not you, who? Who'’s responsible for the piano incident and Richmond’s murder if not
you?” Tunney says, and | realize Sarah’s been crying, insisting she’s innocent. Well, we’ll see.

“It's not what you think!” She’s still at it. “| was here, like | said, stuffing publicity
envelopes, and one of the chorus members came in—*

“Which one?” | ask.

“I don’'t know. He’s average height, average weight. Hazel eyes. Clear hazel eyes.”

The description doesn’t ring a bell, but then again, there are dozens of chorus members.
I'll go with it. “Okay, so this hazel-eyed guy comes in, and then what?”

“Well, he said he was looking for George. Something about a costume piece George
borrowed that he needed. So | sent him to George’s dressing room, but then he came back and
said he couldn’t find anything. So | went down to costume room six, where | knew the piece he
asked for would be, and there you are, snooping around like a—*

“What? Detective? News flash, Sarah, snooping around is in my job description.”

“But you weren’t supposed to be here! Rehearsal ended ages ago! And | didn’t want
anyone to see you, so...”

“Oh, no, do not go there. Do not turn what you did into some twisted story about trying to

protect me from the public eye.”
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“Twisted? Me? You were the one who shot at me, and may | add that it was unprovoked?
| am taking your badge number...”

“Hey, Sarah, cool off right now or you can do it in the cooler,” Tunney barks. “I've got
Keller's badge number. I'm her supervisor, remember? I’'m not sure | wouldn’t have pulled my
gun, too.”

“l cannot believe you are taking that hotheaded, mannish detective’s word over mine. |
saw her eyes. | knew what she was thinking. She was going to accuse me of multiple murders on
sight, and...”

“So what if she was? You are on the suspect list, and we have over five witnesses who
just saw you assault her. You'd better come on downtown. You play nice and | won’t use my
cuffs.” Tunney steps forward and begins reading Sarah her rights.

| should let him take her. After all, she deserves it. But something stops me. She may
very well have a connection to the murders, but | know she’s not our perp. And she is right. For a
minute there...oh, all right, for a long time...| was ready to accuse her if the slightest thing went
wrong. And as my parents always put it, how would | like it if somebody treated me that way? |
may not have been to church in years, but back when, Mama and Daddy made sure | went to
Sunday school, and that lesson on the Golden Rule is coming back to bite me.

“Wait, Sergeant. | don’t want to press charges.”

Tunney cusses. “Keller, do you have mild retardation? She could’ve put you in the ER!”

“True. But | did think for a minute there that she was the perp, or at least an accomplice,
and even though | didn’t say it, I—*

“Oh, for the love of Mike, Keller. That's called circumstantial evidence. People get
convicted on its basis all the time.”

“Yes, but does that make it right?”

Tunney stares at me, and I’'m sure I’'m about to be cussed out. But then he sighs and
steps back. “All right, you win. Miss Goodson, you’re off the hook for now. But be warned, from

now on, Keller and Schmidt aren’t taking their eyes off you.”
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“And neither am |,” Gil says. “Sarah, you’re on probation as of now. If not for your history
here and the fact that | can’t get a new AD on short notice, I'd fire you.”

“And I'd do it anyway,” growls my supervisor. “How did | get thrown in with such idiots?
Now, all you pansies get your butts out of here. Schmidt, stay with Miss Goodson, make sure she
doesn’t pull any stunts. Montgomery, | suggest you drive Keller home. | don’t want lawyers

showing up trying to sue ‘cause | let an injured officer drive herself and she veered off the road.”

“What is your boss’ problem?” Gil asks later. I've given him my address and he’s headed
to 1351 Evergreen Street, face taut with frustration as he bypasses a black Ford.

“Darned if | know. Oh, | mean...”

“It's okay. I'd like to give the guy a piece of my mind myself. Even when he’s treating you
decently, it's with selfish motives. | doubt he’d care if you got killed on one of his cases.”

“Oh, no, he’d care. Tunney worships the media and what it thinks. The thing is, the
media’s all about political correctness, and I’'m Tunney’s proof that he’s on the right side of social
law.”

“So in other words, you're a chip. A pawn.” Gil rolls his eyes. “Inexcusable, but | admire
you for hanging in there. You’re quite a lady, Maria Keller.”

| give in to my urge to flirt. “And you’re my personal proof that chivalry isn’t dead.”

“Thanks, but you flatter me.”

“No, I don’t. | call it like | see it. | wish...” | bite my lip.

“What is it? What do you wish?”

| crack my knuckles three times in a row. | know what | want to say. | wish we didn’t have
to keep our friendship at this level. | wish | could get to know him better. | wish | could really flirt—
tell him how handsome and chivalrous he truly is, in a way that would make his toes curl in those
polished wingtip shoes. | wish he could sit and listen to me for hours, know every skeleton in my
closet, know that my weaknesses are part of the Maria Keller package, and say he loves me
anyway. | wish | could be there for his kids and show them a life that’s not all about reward and

punishment, even though right now, that’s basically what my own life is.
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But | can’t do any of those things, and neither can he. There is a huge obstacle in my
way, and it's not any of my secrets. Oh, no, it's not nearly as dirty as those. That obstacle is
Jesus Christ, the same guy who condemns everything | say, do, and think. And because Gil is
committed to Jesus, he’ll eventually want to condemn me, too.

If that’s what you think, you truly do not know me.

| glance at the car ceiling. Please, Jesus—if that’s you talking—don’t start with that. |
know the truth. That image of gentle, kind Jesus is just for little kids in Sunday school. Once you
get to be my age, you're old enough to understand. You might be able to forgive what I've done,
but not what | am. The voices of former foster parents back up my thoughts.

Maria, true ladies of God do not chatter incessantly. Your constant need to express your
own opinion proves how selfish and unteachable you are.

Maria, theater is not an acceptable pastime. You're feeding an unhealthy desire for
attention.

Maria, you don’t get a choice in this matter. We go to church in this family.

Maria, how dare you insult former foster families? You should be grateful they were
willing to provide for you.

Maria, maybe you should ask God why your parents are no longer here. If you ask me,
you had growing up to do and a lot of lessons to learn.

Maria, you’d better watch what you’re saying around some of the people in this town. The
last thing | need is for others to think a police captain can’t control his own Kkid.

The words are almost too much. | put my hands on my shoulders and tuck my chin into
my chest like I'm folding myself up. It's a game | used to play with myself as a foster kid. I'm
invisible...invisible...if they can’t see me, they can’t hurt me...

But you’re not invisible to me. | can see you, and whether you know it or not, you
want to see me for who | really am.

| sigh. Okay, Jesus, we’'ll play it your way. If | really want that, how do | go about getting
it, hmmm?

| can almost see him wink. Start with what you have. Ask Gil.
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Okay, I'll try that. Big breath, and... “Hey, Gil?”

“Yes?”

“Can | ask you a question?”

“‘May I,” he teases me.

“Okay, may 1?”

“Yeah, sure, anything.”

“Okay. Why is being a Christian so important to you?”

He blinks and clears his throat. “Ah...good question. A very good question.”

“You don’t know?” Why am | so disappointed?

“‘No—yes. Yes, | do, but it's not something | can explain while driving.”

“Oh, that’s okay. You don’t have to give me the whole plan of salvation. | know that part.
What | don’t know is why you're a Christian, outside of wanting the get out of hell free card. Could
you kinda sum it up in a sentence or two?”

He chuckles. “Wow. No one’s asked me to do that since college English. Let me
think...all right, try this. | am a Christian because it's my only guarantee of Heaven, but more than
that, it's my guarantee of unconditional love and friendship. Humans are great, but they're not
always available or helpful when I miss Anne, or wonder how to handle a situation with my
parents or kids or at work.”

“Yeah, | know. Humans can be downright flaky and mean. But...” | bite my lip again. Gil’s
explanation helped, but | feel like there are holes. Not that it's his fault. I'm just not good at the
religious stuff. But maybe...

“Gil, could | come to church with you? | mean, not with you, but like in the same building?
Maybe the same pew?”

He nearly swerves off the road. “W-what?”

“Oh, ¢’'mon, Gil. I'm not a total heathen. | have been to church before, just not in a long
time. And I...1...” Do | dare tell him what goes through my mind when | wake up some Sundays?
“I miss it sometimes.”

“But couldn’t you go to your cousins’ church?”
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“You don’t want me to? Why?” But then the truth hits me, and | spear him with my eyes.
“Gilbert Montgomery, are you afraid I'm just asking questions about God so | can date you?
Because let me assure you, | like you a lot, but that is not the case. Yes, you helped me get to
this point. You’re one of a handful of Christians I've met who didn’t turn out to be a total jerk. But
I’'m mostly asking because I'm so mixed up and messed up | don’t know what to do anymore.
Between the case, and Tunney and Rawlings, and Sarah, and you...l need help.”

He breaks down my defensiveness with the battering ram of his kind eyes. “Then I'll
make sure you have it. And yes, you may definitely join me for church. | was just surprised you
didn’t want to go with Monique and Meg.”

“Yeah, well, | tried it a couple times right after...you know. | tried sharing my story and
reaching out for help at this women’s Bible study, and all of a sudden, | wasn’t Maria. | was just
that poor little girl who got raped. And plus, Monique and Meg are so anxious to see me walk the
aisle, they take any little bit of interest as a sign that I'm one talk away from full conversion. Bless
their hearts.”

“Do | detect a Texas twang there?”

“Why, yes, ah do b’lieve so. What can | say? Luke and Jasmine’s church was typical
Baptist. Swaying choir, sweaty preacher, fried chicken in the fellowship hall afterwards—I used to
wish just once they’'d break with tradition and serve pasta or fish—and old folks clucking, ‘bless
her heart.”” | laugh.

“Sounds like the exact opposite of the church | grew up in. We didn’t move here until |
was around eight. Before then, we went to a big Anglican church in Raleigh. You’d have hated it.
So solemn and dry people brought thermoses of ice water even when the sermon wasn’t on hell.”

“So you do have a sense of humor!” I'm cracking up.

Gil grins wickedly. “Yeah, Reverend Whitcomb’s sermons were like tennis. Watch Jesus
and Satan go at it for an hour, knowing who’s gonna win, and when it's over, everybody goes
home happy. When we asked the blessing at lunch, ‘Lord, we are truly grateful’ had a whole new
meaning.”

“Stop it! My stomach hurts!”
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“And Communion...” Gil has no intention of stopping. “First time | took it, | thought, ‘hey,
cool—these crackers are so stale, they've gotta be from Bible times. Maybe we’re gonna have a
guest appearance from Moses!”

“Ahhh! Gil, seriously...”

“Okay, I'll behave. And again, you are more than welcome on Sunday. New Life
Community Church. The service my family and | attend is at nine-thirty, and we have several
Bible studies afterward if you're interested.”

| shake my head. “One step at a time.”

“Of course.” Gil pulls into my driveway. “Let me walk you to your door.”

“Oh...oh, no. That letter opener thing’s just a scratch.”

Gil frowns. “It's more than that. Besides, your walkway is brick and your front steps have
no railing. Humor me, please.”

“Well, since you asked nicely.”

“Come on, then. Easy does it there...” Gil doesn’t take my arm, but hovers just behind my
elbow, as if to assure me he’s here if | trip. | roll my eyes skyward. | have got to get over thinking
of this guy as my prince. Oh, not that | think he’s another rapist, because even |, with my
uneasiness around men, know better than that. But | fell for the prince act before, and...

“Careful!” | realize my shoe caught on a brick, and Gil is steadying me. “There, now...”

“Maria!” Meg'’s out of the house so fast | know she had to be spying at the window. “What
happened tonight? We were worried...oh!” She’s noticed my bandaged knee. “Good heavens!
Monique...Monique, get out here, quickly!”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Meg, would you calm down? Maybe you should be the one in
theater. If you're this freaked out now, | hate to think what you’d be like if | ever took a bullet...oh,
I’'m sorry, | didn’t mean...” | backtrack when | see Meg’s face. She hates to hear about the gritty
side of my job. Of course, the argument for that is, what other side is there, but what are you
gonna do?

“What's up? Oh, my...Maria, are you okay?”

“Fine, Mo. Just had a little run-in with a letter opener.”
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“And | suppose you’d call a third-degree burn a ‘little’ run-in with the sun,” Monique
laughs. “If you couldn’t even drive yourself...”

“‘Hey, don’t blame me. Blame Tunney.”

“Oh.” Monique nods, and Meg visibly calms down. Monique takes my arm and nods to
Gil. “Mr. Montgomery, thanks for bringing her home. When Brendan called and said she couldn’t
come to dinner because she was hurt...we’re usually levelheaded about Maria’s job, but with the
murders and all...”

“l understand,” Gil says. “l should be going, though. Maria, I'll see you at work tomorrow,
and...church on Sunday, right?”

“Right. Nine-thirty sharp.”

“Hey, I'm rubbing off on you.”

“Heaven forbid. But yeah, I'll be there.”

As | know will happen, | haven’t been in the house for long after that before my cousins
pounce on me. Meg is first to speak.

“Ooh-la-la. It looks like it’s finally happened. Maria Keller, who swore she’d never wear
the marital ball and chain, is lovesick.”

“Zip it, Meg. | am not!”

“That’s not what it looks like to us,” Monique says. “It looks like you’ve got a thing for
Gilbert Montgomery, and that his God is starting to light a spark in you, too. What’s this about
church?”

“Nothing! Well, that is, uh...something...” | crack my knuckles a few times.

“Break out the chocolate, Meg,” Monique says. “Looks like it's time to interrogate our

favorite detective.”
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CHAPTER 12:

“My head is saying, ‘fool, forget him.” My heart is saying, ‘don’t let go..."””

-Grease

| know my cousins have tons of questions, but when we sit down a little later, dressed in
our pajamas and holding our favorite hot beverages, it's hard not to think about other things. The
three of us have been doing this since we were kids. | remember the last time, when we were
nineteen. Meg and Monique came home to Texas for fall break, and our first night together, we
had a midnight “tea party.”

| can still see us as we were then. Meg, who came up with the whole idea, in her pink
silk, lacy, rosette-studded nightgown, pinky crooked over a cup of café au lait. Monique in a big
paint-splattered T-shirt and sweats, with whipped cream from her white chocolate mocha on her
nose. And me, in my musical note-patterned pajamas, teasing the other two about how coffee will
stunt their growth while | slurp away at my favorite raspberry tea. Everyone pretending she really
doesn’t want that last cookie or brownie...doing each other’s hair...watching Disney movies like
we’re all still five...talking about how it's gonna be when | make it on Broadway, Meg gets into the
New York Ballet Company, and Monique is the next Andy Warhol, except without the dorky soup
cans.

Tonight, it's as if nothing has changed. We're all wearing slightly bigger models of the
same nightclothes, all drinking the same beverages, and all munching away on Monique’s
chocolate spice cookies (plus soup for me, since | haven'’t eaten). Except tonight, we’re not
giggling at cartoons or talking about dreams bigger than Texas. We’re talking about me and the
mess my life has recently become.

“I can’t believe | asked to go to church with him,” | tell the others. “Can you beat that?”

“No, we certainly can’t,” Monique says.

“You’re not mad, are you? That | didn’t want to go with you?”
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“No,” Meg says. “We understand. We're too close. You can go to any church you want
with our blessing, and if you hate it, we’ll still love you.”

“Thanks, Megs,” | say, using the name | haven’t called her in years. Meg smiles, but
Monique looks bothered.

“‘Mia?” she asks. “What is it?”

| know | better tell the truth. Monique and Meg are the only ones allowed to call me Mia,
just like we only call each other Megs and Mo. And we only use those names when things are
dead serious.

“I don’t really know,” | say. “l do, but | don't. It's...well, one, Gil's a Christian, and even if |
do go to church, and even if | converted, I’'m not sure if that could fix the religious differences
between us. After all, I'd always be a different kind of Christian, and I'm not sure how that would
go over with him, or his folks. They seem so prim and proper. Two, he’s a widower, and
apparently, Anne and | were miles apart on the wife spectrum. Three, he and | are complete
opposites. Four, he’s my partner’s best friend, which means if something went wrong between us,
Schmidt and his family would be caught in the middle, and Schmidt would choose Gil, which
means I'd lose his friendship and respect. | love Schmidt. Not that way, but you know. | don'’t
know if | could take it if he and Dorothea walked out on me.”

“Oh.” Meg nods. “Come here, sweetie.” She pulls me forward, and she and Monique hug
me. Meg starts mumbling in Frenglish, and | can tell she’s praying. Monique must be too, from the
way she’s making “hmmm” noises in her throat and whispering “yes, yes.” Fortunately, just before
it gets freaky, Monique pulls back.

“Mia,” she says, “you should call Aunt Jasmine. She’ll know what to do better than we
will.”

“No, Monique. The minute | tell her it's got something to do with a man, she’ll think I've
fallen for another Chandler. She always suspected he...and she’ll just be angry.”

“l don’t think so. Come on. | know you miss her and Uncle Luke.”

“I won’t argue with you there.” Because | do miss my adoptive parents. The last time |

saw Luke was at my academy graduation. But we didn’t really talk, and when he tried to hug me, |
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couldn’t let him because of the rape. He assumed that meant | hated his guts and walked off.
Debra Fortney, a classmate who’d been my friend and mentor through the eighteen weeks of
training, saw the whole thing. She took me where nobody could see and let me cry for three
hours straight. As for Jasmine, | haven’t seen her since just before | left. So | get up my nerve, go
to the phone, and dial. One ring. Two. Three...four...five.

“Hi, you’ve reached Luke and Jasmine. We're sorry we missed you. Leave a message
and we’ll call back as soon as we can. Look forward to hearing from you.”

“‘Leave a message,” mouths Monique.

“Hi, Luke, Jasmine, it's me. |...”

| slam down the phone. “l can’t.”

“What can we do?” asks Meg.

“Just pray for me.”

“We always do,” Monique says.

“Thanks. Listen, I’'m dead on my feet here. | think I'll head up.”

“Will you be okay?” Monique asks.

“Sure. And listen, thanks for doing this. It feels good to be a girl.”

“Come on, Keller, quit acting like a girl.”

Yup, you guessed it. It's Sunday morning, and I'm standing in the parking lot of New Life
Community Church. The service doesn'’t start for another half hour, but | was so nervous | got up,
got ready, and drove here early just to cut down on adrenaline. I'm dressed in a church-
appropriate getup. Red blouse, black skirt, black bolero jacket with faux diamond buttons, black
boots, and my hair in a French braid, courtesy of Meg. But for all the confidence | feel, | might as
well be in rags. The force’s Cinderella? Right. The church was the place that made me stay up to
my eyebrows in my own dirt.

I look up. “God, | don’t think | can go in there. | know | promised, but...”
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“Miss Maria!” calls a familiar voice. | look up to see Clayton waving at me and force
myself to move away from my safe spot leaning against my car. “Hey, buddy. Where are the
others?”

“Oh, Sophie and Des had to go potty. Dad’s with them. Hey, you wanna come meet my
friends? We get to play on the playground before big church starts.”

“Sure.” How scary could a bunch of kids be?

Not scary at all, I'm relieved to find out. In fact, Schmidt’s kids are among the group, and
once they introduce me around, the others seem eager to get to know me. At one point, nine-
year-old David Schmidt says,

“I wish you could come to school with us, Miss Maria. You don’t act like a girl. Well, you
are a girl, but you wouldn’t like, make us play tea party and jump rope through our soccer
games.”

I laugh. “Well, | do love tea, but you’re right, | don’t play tea party. However, y’all happen
to be looking at the jump rope champion of Lone Star Elementary School.” First foster home, San
Laredo, Texas. Jumping rope and doing math problems, both somewhat repetitive things,
drowned the worst of my grief.

“No way.”

“Way.”

“But that was a hundred years ago,” says Nick Vercetti. “You’re old now.”

“Old? OId?” | pretend to be insulted, and David sighs. “Now you’ve done it, man.”

“Indeed you have, buddy. Somebody find me a jump rope, okay? In fact, bring two. We
may be able to squeeze in some Double Dutch.”

Within five minutes, we’re all involved in a jump-roping fest, including Sophie and Desi,
who ran out in the middle of “Little Dutch Girl”. Some of the kids, the ones who don’t know how or
don’t feel confident enough to jump in, serve as chanters, clappers, and rope turners. It's a good
thing the church bell behind us is loud, or we might've gone on all day. Not that I'd have minded.

“Five-minute warning,” Gil says from behind me. “I've got to take the kids down to

children’s church, but I'll see you inside.”
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“Okay, I'll look for you.”

“We’re usually in about the third or fourth row.” Gil chuckles. “Nice hidden talent you've
got there.”

“Thanks. I'll see you kids later, okay? You'd better hurry if you don’t want to be late for
your service.”

I’'m halfway across the parking lot when | bump into an older version of Gil. It's gotta be
his dad. From what little of | know of the man, he instantly makes me nervous, but | remind myself
to keep cool. He can’t pull any stunts in a church parking lot.

“Excuse me. Maria, was it?”

“Yes, sir. And you are...”

“Laurence Montgomery, Gilbert’s father. And you are the detective he mentioned.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you managed to solve the murder yet?”

My inner alarm starts going ding-ding-ding! “I'm working very hard on that. | promise you,
whoever the criminal or criminals are, they will be brought to justice.”

“Such a promise is empty until fulfilled, Maria. Now, I'd like to ask you a question. You are
a woman, correct?”

“Yes.” What’s with him? He doesn’t look blind.

“So, am | correct in assuming that the fact you’re living with your female first cousins is
strictly based on friendship and business?”

Okay. | don’t care where | am or who he is, | could pop him a good one. But | manage to
smile.”Absolutely. Whatever gave you the idea that we were...”

“No offense meant, you understand, miss. It's only that Gil mentioned you’re from Texas,
and in that state, marital relationships between cousins are legal. Again, I'm sorry. No offense.”

You are not sorry, and offense taken! “Yeah, sure. | mean, that’s okay.”

“Hmmm. And the fact that you have to share a house has no bearing on your sense of

fiscal responsibility? You are financially stable?”
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Okay, no more Miss Nice Girl. “Yes, | am. What | am not, is aware of why you’re putting
me through an interrogation right now. Have | done or said anything to make you feel | deserve
it?”

“No. Not directly. But my wife and | are concerned about how attached Gil seems to you,
and about your behavior.”

“l thought you said | hadn't...”

“Again, not directly. But playing like a little girl with my grandchildren. Flirting with my son.
The way you’re dressed.”

“'m not sure | understand. Do you see any cleavage? My midriff? Any inappropriate
slogans or decorations? I'll answer that for you—no. As for your other two objections, nothing
happened between your son and | that was inappropriate, and if | choose to jump rope, that’'s my
business. It's not like | was engaging the kids in a drinking game.”

“No. But your actions do raise concerns with me and my wife, not to mention your
apparent lack of religious convictions. To be as kind as possible, Paige and | feel it best if you
stay away from our family. | understand you must work closely with my son, but | would rather not
see you at his home or around my grandchildren. | don'’t think you’re too much of a negative
influence, but until | know for sure, I'd like you to abide by my wishes.” He saunters off.

The nerve! The rotten, stinkin’ nerve! In less than five minutes, this...goon-in-a-suit
managed to insinuate that | was a lesbian, an inbred Texas hick, a freeloader, childish,
irresponsible, and a borderline hooker! | should’ve known! | never should’'ve come here. This is
just like every other church. | don’t care what | promised, I'm not staying. | head for my car.

Maria, stop.

“No! You want me to know you so bad, you go in that church and tell your high-and-
mighty disciple Laurence Montgomery to take his half-baked opinions and stick them where the
sun don’t shine!”

I will deal with him. But this isn’t about Laurence. This is about you, and me. | want

my daughter back.
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Hold the phone. That is not what | was taught God’s voice sounded like. It's much too
understanding and compassionate. In fact, his voice has been like that every time | talked to him.
But still...

Please, Maria. | won’t make you come inside my house. But | am asking you to, for
the sake of your own life.

How can | say no to that?

“Hey, partner!” Schmidt waves me over to the pew where he’s sitting with Dorothea and
Gil. “I can’t believe you got here on time.”

“Yeah.” It's all | can say because my throat is so dry. “Hey, can a gal get some tea
around here?”

“Ooh, sorry, we’re not big on hot tea. Coffee or cocoa—will that do?”

“Well, what do ya know? Maybe I'm the one who needs to convert some people. But
yeah, cocoa sounds great. Where...oh, that back table? Okay, be right back.”

The lady manning the beverage table gives me a genuine smile and handshake. When |
mention I’'m new, she laughs and says relax—they only take out the snakes on special occasions.
I’'m chuckling to myself, walking across the room and thinking maybe | really can do this when |
bump into someone’s chest.

“Ouch!”

“Oh, crumb...” Too late, | realize two things. One, the person I've crashed into is
Laurence Montgomery. Two, | just splattered a quarter cup of cocoa on his pinstriped suit. The
gray-haired woman on his arm gasps, a gloved hand going to her pink mouth. Great, now | get to
meet the wife.

“Miss Keller.” Montgomery Sr.’s voice is coated in ice. “What part of ‘stay away from my
family’ didn’t you understand?”

I’'m a professional at what one of my old choir directors called “thinking on your feet.” In
other words, | should have some snappy comeback. But all | can think right now is, Jesus, help!

Thought you’d never ask. And | have a comeback, almost as if it were whispered in my

ear.
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“You might have told me to stay away from your family, but Jesus didn’t tell me to stay
away from him.”

“Well, | never!” Mrs. M gasps. “Just who do you think you are, young woman?”

Montgomery Sr. looks like he’s swallowed a whole glass of Mama’s lemon juice. “No one
to concern yourself with, Paige.” He glares at me. “Fine. But you will not sit with us, nor speak to
us.”

“And just where am | supposed to sit, O Great One?” Okay, Jesus. Not so nice, | know.
Look, don’t hold it against me, okay? One step at a time, remember.

“Anywhere but in my pew, smart-mouth. You can sit on the floor for all | care.”

“I'll pray for you,” Paige sniffs.

Okay. That was downright ugly. But | am not responding. | turn on my heel and
go...where? Ah, there’s a whole pew open in the back. I'll explain to my friends later.

The singing starts almost before | can sit down. Despite the more traditional-looking
members of the congregation (read: Monstrous Montgomerys) the songs are mostly praise tunes
I've only heard now and then. | ache to wrap my voice around them, especially the highest
soprano notes, or even add a descant the way a couple of women do. | want to somehow tell God
that even though | don’t know him, | appreciate the voice he gave me and want to symbolically
return it. But a mixture of hurt and shame keeps me seated and silent. All too soon, the pastor is
striding to the stage, and I'm praying | can pay attention. | used to flip through hymnals when
Mama and Daddy took me to church, because we didn’t have a children’s service. But | doubt |
can get away with it now, especially since there is no hymnal. Oh, well, maybe God will give me a
break if | daydream. I’'m out of practice.

As it happens, | don’t have to worry. Pastor Ken is a great speaker, and his sermon on a
woman with a blood disease has me riveted from the get-go.

“If you’ve ever been through a fiery medical trial, you know, at least in some form, what
this woman went through. And if you haven't, picture it. Shelling out so much money to so many

doctors, she probably had to fight to afford the basic necessities. Going from physician to
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physician, hoping this one would have her answer, only to be let down over and over and slowly
lose hope. But you know what | think the worst part of her situation was?”

Well, Pastor, my guess is the blood. As a cop, | oughta know, that’s nasty stuff. Takes
forever to get out of your clothes. And on the few occasions I've come home covered in it, it's
taken a good hour in the tub to feel clean.

“She was unclean,” Pastor Ken says. “No one was allowed to have close fellowship with
this woman. She wasn'’t allowed in God’s house because of Old Testament law. She could
hemorrhage at any time, and she’d be reminded of the ugly, disgusting side of her disorder. But
even all that—I don’t think that was the most painful. Focus here, folks. Do you remember what
we said she had? A blood disease. She’d had it for twelve years. Scripture doesn’t tell us she was
born with it. But nor does it tell us she went out and asked for it. Essentially, she was labeled
unclean and unworthy for something that wasn’t her fault.”

Oh...holy...crumb. | hear someone suck in a sharp breath that's almost a scream. Oh,
crumb, that was me!

“I see I'm talking to somebody.” The pastor’s face and voice are impossibly gentle. And
the next second, he’s coming down from the platform.

No. No, he wouldn’t. But oh, | want him to. No, | don’t...but | do...but | don't...

“Hello. What’s your name, honey?”

Oh, why can'’t | just die now? “I'm sorry. | messed up your whole sermon.” Pastor Ken’s
the only one who hears me.

“I realize this is unorthodox, and let me assure you, | have never done it before. But you
should know that the Spirit prompted me to come over here. So you don’t have to worry, because
He and | take full responsibility. Now, can you tell me your name?” Pastor Ken asks. He’s using
the mike, as if he wants the congregation to know they can’t blame me for this. But...

“I'd rather not say.”

“That’s okay. Jesus knows it, so | don’t have to. But | do have to tell you this, sister.
Whatever you’re carrying around that has made people label you unclean, whether it was your

fault or not...”
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“Some of it was,” | feel compelled to say. “Some of it was me being incredibly stupid. But
some of it wasn’t. Not that it matters. No one will forgive me.”

“Wrong, sweet sister. Jesus will. | promise.”

“Well, I've met a lot of Christians who lie, but no pastors yet. I'll...”

The Mission: Impossible theme rips through the church, magnified by the pastor’s
microphone. Crumb, | forgot to turn off my phone. Maybe if | don’t answer...

“Hi there, you’ve reached Maria Keller. As you can guess, I'm not here, but if you leave a
message, I'll get back to you, unless of course you're a telemarketer or one of my idiot colleagues
playing a joke, in which case don’t bother. Over and out.”

“Keller, does this sound like an idiot coworker to you? Pick up your phone!” Tunney yells.

Oh, why not? The whole service has already gone to pot. | turn and run out the back
door.

“Sergeant, what is going on? | am in church!”

“A likely story, Keller, but | don’t feel like probing it now. Wherever you are, get out of
there and get to the Stage Door on the double. You heard from Schmidt today?”

“Yeah, he’s in church, too.”

“Well, you two drop your Bibles and pick up your badges. We’ve got an urgent call from
the forensics team that was brought in to investigate the Richmond murder. They're at the Stage

Door right now. Move it!”
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CHAPTER 13:

“l hate men. I can’t abide ‘em even now and then...”

-Kiss Me, Kate

| don’'t know how | get to the Stage Door without wrecking my car. I'm so keyed up from
the whole church incident, I'm surprised one of my former patrol-mates doesn’t pull me over for
reckless driving. When | reach my destination, | almost wish one had.

“Keller, you have pulled some doozies in the time I've known you, but this one takes the
cake,” Tunney says. “Thanks to your voicemail, New Life Community Church has turned into
exactly what | didn’t want—a complete media circus. I've already had to kick one reporter out of
here for insinuating that | discriminate against religious cops by not letting them have Sundays
off. How dare you let your stupid phone go off in church?”

| take a deep breath. After what I've just been through, I’'m not about to take Tunney’s
mouth. “That may be, sir, but number one, we are at the Stage Door right now. Number two, you
have commandeered Sarah’s office without her knowledge or consent, which | can tell you from
experience she is not gonna be happy about. Number three, this whole building can hear you,
which my mom always taught me was completely undignified. And number four, reporters usually
want truth. If you had given them that, maybe...*

“When | want your opinion, I'll ask for it, missy. Now, | want to know, who put you up to it?
Was it Schmidt? Greenwood? Or were you just sick of your boss being a big old meanie and
decided to get a little revenge?”

“Sir, no! | swear, | didn’t know."

“That’s right, Keller. You don’t know. You don’t know anything except that you want to
protect your own skinny neck. And with that selfish motive, you’ll do anything to put the rest of this
team in a bad position.”

“Well, if that's the way you feel about it, why don’t you just fire me?”

“Nice try, missy. No way. But | will tell you the truth. The one and only reason | don’t fire
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you is because | need you. See, you're not a cop. You are a brownie points chip. You’re my living
proof I'm following affirmative action. | kick your butt out of here, | become an evil, uncaring jerk in
the eyes of this town. And I'm not gonna let some skinny, show-tune-singing, flaky, irresponsible,
pathetic excuse for a detective cost me my public respect.”

“And what about the respect of your subordinates, sir? What about your self-respect? Did
you ever have that?”

“Shut up, Keller,” a new voice says. Rawlings is on the scene as fast as his bulk can
carry him. “The boss doesn’t take sass, and | won't, either.”

“Hey, since when are you...”

“Since now.” Rawlings turns to Tunney. “Sir, if | may make a suggestion?*

“Make it.”

“I suggest you dissolve Keller's current partnership. Schmidt’s let her get away with
murder, no pun intended, and as a result, she’s the equivalent of a spoiled brat. Plus, you have to
take into account that half of the media circus is Schmidt’s fault. If he weren’t a Christian, and if
he hadn’'t made Keller his little evangelism project, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“That’s a lie! Schmidt didn’t invite me. If you wanna know, | invited myself.”

‘I don’t care, Keller,” Rawlings says. “No one in this division does. And if | have my way,
you won'’t be able to sucker Schmidt or anyone else into caring. You'll be working with me, and
you'll learn real quick what your place is in this division. Furthermore, you'll stay in it.”

“Sir, are you hearing this?” Schmidt asks from his place behind my chair. “You have to
know how he treats her, you...”

“Stay out of this,” all three of us say at once.

“Sir, let’s cut the touchy-feely stuff,” Rawlings says. “You're a logical man. You’ve seen
sassy rookies before. They’re not bad cops, per se, but they don’t need sympathy and friendship.
What they need is to be, shall we say, broken.”

| clench my hands to keep myself from shaking. Oh, crumb. Oh, crumb. Tunney wouldn’t
do this, right? He’d see Rawlings’ real intentions. Or would he? | remember the conversation |

overheard, and what Tunney said about the friendship between him and Rawlings. Oh, man, I'm
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toast. | switch into prayer mode. God, help me. If Rawlings gets his way, he’ll hurt me—really hurt
me, and no one will stop it. Please.

This time, God doesn’t answer, but just as | finish praying, | remember what Tunney said
about the media. A-hal!

“Sir,” | begin, my voice cold and calm like it is when | deal with a hostile suspect, “I advise
strongly against this. You mentioned you don’t want a media circus. Well, let me put this clearly.
What is going to happen when the only female cop you have, one who is working herself to death
to solve a rash of murders, reports to the media that she’s being forced to work with the very man
who has tried to drive her away through insults, intimidation, innuendo, and who knows what
else? What’s going to happen when said cop reports that her supervisor saw this and turned a
blind eye?”

“Oh, so you’re threatening the boss now?” Rawlings says. “Honestly, Keller, you really
are a brat. Somebody ought to make you spend the weekend in jail. Maybe that would teach you
how to act.”

“And somebody oughta have your butt kicked off this force,” Schmidt growls. “One more
word and | don’t care if | did just leave church, | will sock you so hard...”

“Will both of you shut up!” Tunney breaks in. He waits a minute and points a finger. “You
two, out. | want a word alone with Keller.”

He wants what? | watch Schmidt and Rawlings leave, barely able to register the fact that
they’re still going at it under their breaths. | hope Schmidt does sock Rawlings, and clear to
Timbuktu at that. It might be the last bit of pleasure | have, because | am most assuredly a dead
woman. | bite my lip so hard the skin cracks, and Tunney swears.

“Kelle