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Chapter One

 


Someone is watching me.

The feeling of wrongness had been there,
tickling the back of my mind for several days, but this was the
first time I could remember the sensation taking coherent form.

The thought that immediately followed,
naturally, was, Of course someone’s watching you. You’re a
singer, for God’s sake. But I wasn’t thinking of the dark forms
of the watching directors for whom I’d auditioned, or even the
patrons at the restaurant where I worked part-time as a waitress
and was occasionally required to stroll between the tables and sing
popular opera to give the place “atmosphere” (George, the owner’s
words, not mine, of course).

I paused, key still in the lock to my front
door, and gave an uncertain little glance over my shoulder. The
street was quiet, baking in the heat of the usual October onslaught
of the Santa Anas. The winds had subsided, but the heat remained,
implacable, solid as a hot wave from an open oven door. It was too
early for the neighborhood children to be home from school, and too
warm for the usual Spanish chatter at the mailboxes that was usual
for the stay-at-home mothers on my street at this time of day. The
air hummed with the sound of overworked air-conditioning units.

I turned the lock and went inside the
bungalow. It smelled of overheated Murphy’s oil soap and a faint
lingering trace of patchouli, underlaid with what I always thought
of as “old house smell”: the scent of aged wood and generations of
perfume and smoke. The bungalow had been built in the early
teens—was in fact located on a historical landmark—and made up in
charm what it lacked in conveniences. I couldn’t run the bathroom
heater and the toaster oven at the same time without blowing a
fuse, but the bungalow had lovely oak floors, built-in bookcases in
the living room, and a real stone fireplace.

I laid my few pieces of mail—the dreaded
electric bill, a flyer from the theater department at school—on the
coffee table and pulled the chain on the ceiling fan. The blades
moved slowly at first in the hot air, but at least the draft they
created broke up the oppressive heat somewhat. At this point a room
air conditioner was something I dreamed of when reading the sales
circulars in the Sunday paper.

Luckily I was in the habit of keeping my
shades drawn, more to keep out the heat and light of the hot
weather than for privacy’s sake. I sat there in the warm
semi-darkness, feeling alone at least for the moment. There were no
watching eyes here, as far as I could tell.

The bungalow was tiny, one small bedroom, an
even smaller bathroom, and a kitchen that was more of an
afterthought than anything else. The living room alone was a decent
size, although it was crowded with my loveseat (I’d found out very
quickly that a sofa was out of the question), a drop-leaf table
against the far wall, and my grandmother’s ancient spinet tucked
into a corner next to the table.

“Not a lot of places for a serial killer to
hide,” I said out loud, then smiled, mocking myself. It was just
stress. Stress could cause feelings of paranoia —at least I had a
vague recollection of reading something to that effect in a
freshman psych course. Carrying a full course load while working
thirty hours a week and going to auditions on the side would be
enough to make anyone crazy, I thought.

The message light on my answering machine was
blinking. I reached over to the file cabinet that doubled as an end
table and pushed the button.

Meg, of course.

“Christine, I know you’re at class right now,
but is there any chance you could take my shift tonight?”

I wondered why Meg even bothered with a
part-time job—half the time I picked up her shifts anyway, which
was why something that had started out as fifteen or so hours a
week had slowly mushroomed into closer to thirty. Meg didn’t really
need the job but had taken it to “give her more practice singing in
public.” She had a good voice but was lazy about showing up for
class and even worse about work; during the year I’d had known her
Meg had been on academic probation the entire time, and even now,
with graduation looming (at least for me) Meg seemed airily
unconcerned about the whole process. Of course, if she had to go a
fifth year it would not be the end of the world—with a guiltily
divorced architect father and a local television news producer
mother, the cost of the whole thing was a non-issue. Whereas I was
scraping by on a patchwork of scholarships and grants that covered
tuition and some books but certainly not necessities such as a
place to live and something to drive, even a car as makeshift as my
battered but still breathing VW Fox.

A paper on mid-nineteenth-century Romantic
composers was due on Monday, but today was only Wednesday, and I
had Saturday morning and all of Sunday off, so I knew I could take
Meg’s shift without too much trouble. It meant yet another day of
delayed practice, but my next recital was still two weeks off, and
the electric bill was due next Tuesday. It wasn’t much of a
contest.

Besides, I thought, as I picked up the phone
to leave a message on Meg’s cell, if I were at the restaurant
working I wouldn’t be here, startling at every noise and certain
that a whole gang of serial rapists was lurking out on the front
porch.

 


 


He picked up the photo, certain that the girl
couldn’t be everything Jerome had reported, but the shot was
promising. Taken with the digital camera embedded in his
assistant’s PDA, it was blurred, frustratingly dim, but it showed
enough. The subject had apparently paused as she left the
restaurant, stopping to push a stray strand of hair away from her
eyes—the winds had been strong two nights ago—her face illuminated
by the street lights and the heavy wrought-iron light fixture that
hung above the entrance to L’Opéra. She was fair, her oval
face surrounded by a cloud of curly dark hair, the features in the
photo grainy but obviously regular: large eyes and a full mouth
separated by a straight nose. She wore a plain white shirt and
narrow black pants that outlined her slender body.

“And her voice?”

Jerome straightened even more, if that were
possible. “Classically trained, coloratura. Very lovely.”

He set the photo down on the leather blotter
at his desk. How long had he waited for this chance, this one
fulfillment of dreams and desires he could no longer explain even
to himself? He ached to hear her for himself, to see her delicate
features before him, unblurred by an unfriendly camera. He took a
breath. Not yet.

“Anything else?” Of course he knew that
Jerome had more to report, but he also knew that his assistant
preferred the give and take of question and answer, not a simple
regurgitation of facts.

“She’s a senior at USC.” Jerome paused,
tapping a few buttons on his PDA. “Twenty-three; she had to wait a
year to start because her scholarships weren’t all in place, so she
worked as a waitress. Orphaned—her parents were killed in a car
accident when she was fifteen, so she lived with her paternal
grandmother after that. The grandmother passed away a few years
later, and Christine had to sell the house they lived in to cover
medical expenses.”

“And where is she living now?”

“Still in Pasadena.” Jerome wouldn’t allow
himself to smile, but it was apparent he was somewhat amused by the
irony of it all. “Less than two miles from here.”

Two miles, he thought, and felt his
own lips twist in the closest approximation of a smile he could
make. Two miles in terms of geography, but it might as well have
been two hundred when it came to economics. Her shabby little
bungalow was in a heavily ethnic working-class neighborhood where
one could go blocks without hearing a word of English; his home
stood in a world of faux Norman chateaux, Mediterranean pastiches,
and substantial Craftsman homesteads that bore as much resemblance
to Christine’s tiny bungalow as her battered Volkswagen did to the
sleek new S-Class parked in the driveway outside. To think that she
had been here all this time. . . .

“I need a recording, Jerome,” he said
finally. “I want to hear her.”

“Of course, sir.”

He knew that a recording would only give a
blurred, half-accurate impression of her, much like that one
indistinct photograph, but it would be a start. Jerome could be
trusted with certain things, but while not completely ignorant he
was unaware of certain subtleties of the vocal art.

“Not at the restaurant, though,” he
continued. “There would be far too much background noise. Perhaps
from one of her classes, or a recital, if she has one coming
up.”

Jerome scribbled something on his PDA. “Very
good, sir.”

For quite a while he’d been under the
impression that Jerome could do perfectly well without his newest
electronic toy, but he’d refrained from comment on the matter. If
it helped Jerome feel that he was something more than a glorified
errand-boy, so be it. At least he could trust the man to be
completely discreet, and discretion was needed here above all else.
Of course, Jerome was paid very well to carry out his duties
seamlessly and quietly, but it was still something to feel that he
had at least one person in the world he could trust.

“That’s all,” he said finally, and waved his
hand.

Jerome nodded, secreted the PDA in the breast
pocket of his suit jacket, and left the room.

He pushed the heavy antique chair back from
his desk and stood, going to the damask draperies that framed the
window and pushing one aside. Outside, the gardens wilted under the
heavy autumn heat, despite nightly soakings by a carefully
orchestrated sprinkler system. A few brave roses still clung to
their stems, bright flashes against the green of lawns and shrubs.
He squinted at the light that poured into the room, then shook his
head, letting the drapery fall from his fingers. Better to stay in
the dark, in these carefully climate-controlled rooms, where, if he
never looked outside, he could believe it was winter, or night.

The heavy antiques in the room had come to
him with the house, and he had never had the slightest desire to
change any of them. They suited him, suited the shadows and dark to
which he clung, shrouded from the outside world. To his neighbors
and the few family members who remained, he was practically a
ghost. And since his world had formed itself around him so
perfectly, barricaded behind his wealth the way his home was
barricaded behind high stone walls, he had never bothered to alter
any of it.

Until now.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


“Christine.”

I looked up, not wanting to meet my teacher’s
eyes. Dr. Green was watching me carefully, voice mild, expression
calm, but those dark eyes of his were disappointed.

“Do you really think a performance like that
is up to recital standard?”

Thank God this had been my one hour of
private tutoring for the week. I’d have been mortified if I’d sung
like that in front of the other students in my senior class. As it
was, I found it difficult to stop beating myself up mentally long
enough to reply, “No, Dr. Green. It’s just that I had to work
double shifts—”

He held up a hand, forestalling any further
explanations. Most likely he viewed them only as excuses. “I know
that many students these days need to work to make it through
school. But if you allow a part-time job to take over your life,
then you have no business being in this class—or pursuing a career
in music.”

The words were cruel, but true, I knew. If I
only had the discipline, I’d be practicing far into the night,
after I returned home from work. But exhaustion usually drove me
straight into bed after my shift was over. That familiar choking
feeling rose in my throat, and I swallowed, hard. If I dissolved
into tears in front of Dr. Green I knew I might as well pack it in
and give up on my dreams of singing forever.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Green,” I said at last, after
I was reasonably sure that my voice wouldn’t betray me—at least any
more than it already had. “I’ll tell them I can’t do more than
twenty hours a week. I’ll be ready.”

He studied me for a moment, the worry lines
between his brows seeming deeper than they had a few minutes ago.
“Christine, I know this has all been difficult for you—”

“I’m fine, Dr. Green,” I said, knowing that
the last thing I needed right now was words of sympathy. I admired
Dr. Green greatly and knew that he was genuinely concerned about
me, but sometimes compassion was harder to bear than cruelty.

“Mmm.” He hesitated, appearing to pick
through the words he wanted to say and finding them all lacking. “I
don’t say this to many students, Christine. You have one of the
finest pure instruments I’ve heard. But talent isn’t enough.
Without practice, dedication, hard work, all you have is potential.
And that’s not what casting directors are looking for.”

There being no real reply to that, I said
only, “I know, Dr. Green.”

Again he was quiet for a moment. Then he
said, “I think that’s enough for today. Concentrate on the middle
section, and we’ll see how you’re doing tomorrow.”

I took the dismissal as gracefully as I could
and nodded, then retrieved my canvas satchel and shoved my score
into it. “Thanks,” I said, and turned to the door without looking
at him. I wasn’t particularly thankful, and I knew he knew it, but
there didn’t seem to be anything else to say at that point.

A glance at my watch told me that I’d only
used up half of the hour-long practice time I’d been allotted.
Funny, it had felt much longer than that.

This was my last class of the day, so it was
time for the murderous slog up the 110 freeway through downtown
L.A. back to Pasadena, and I wasn’t looking forward to getting into
the crunch at five-thirty instead of six. Even a half hour could
make a huge difference in the chimerical beast that was the Los
Angeles freeway system. At least it had cooled down somewhat over
the past couple of days. Sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic in
ninety-degree heat with no air conditioning was enough to push my
already frayed nerves over the edge.

I had barely looked up from my watch before I
almost collided with a man who stood outside the rehearsal studio.
He was studying a small tabloid-size poster someone had tacked up
to advertise the senior master class autumn recital. “Sorry,” I
said automatically.

He looked at me swiftly, eyes sharp behind a
pair of dark glasses, and I almost took a step back, so
unexpectedly penetrating was his stare. Then it was almost as if a
shutter closed down over his features, and he smiled. “No
problem.”

“Well, as long as I didn’t smash your foot or
anything…”

“All intact.” He continued to smile, but I
was not reassured.

Eager to keep moving, I manufactured a smile
of my own, gave a little nod of acknowledgement, and hurried off
down the sidewalk, not wanting to look back.

The strength of my reaction surprised me a
little. Sure, the guy “creeped me out,” to use one of Meg’s
favorite phrases, but I couldn’t exactly say why. He did look a
little out of place—I would have put his age at around forty,
probably—but schools were full of “nontraditional” students these
days, whatever that meant. He didn’t look like a student, though.
His air was too polished, his clothes too good. Possibly a grad
student, although they usually had an even worse air of poverty
than the undergrads.

Jumping at shadows
again, I thought, and shook my
head. Like you don’t have enough to worry
about already. George, my boss, was going
to flip out when I told him I could only work twenty hours a week.
And how I was going to make expenses on that amount of money, I
wasn’t sure. I had a small, tightly guarded hoard of money in a
savings account, all that was left from the sale of my
grandmother’s house, but it probably wasn’t enough to get me
through the rest of the school year. I’d thought about getting a
roommate, but my place was so small I didn’t even have room for a
cat, much less an actual person.

“Christine! Hey!”

I turned. Randall again. This was starting to
get awkward.

“You still haven’t scheduled that practice
time with me,” he continued, planting himself in my path so I had
no choice but to stop.

“Well…” I hedged. Things were complicated
enough already. Even though I might admit to myself—deep down—that
he interested me, a relationship was the last thing I needed right
now.

Randall was a graduate student who sometimes
worked as an accompanist for the senior master class. He was also,
as Meg liked to put it, a “hottie.” I wanted to pretend I was
immune to the charm of his hazel eyes and ready smile, but I knew
better than that.

While I tried to play it cool, he made no
secret of his interest in me, much to the disappointment of several
other girls in the master class. And although I thought for sure my
hard-to-get act would wear after time, he showed no signs of
calling a halt to his pursuit. It would have been a lot easier if
he’d been someone who didn’t interest me at all.

He smiled, that easy grin which probably
could have melted harder hearts than mine. “The recital’s only two
weeks off—”

“I know that!” I snapped, my tone sharper
than I had intended it to be. I was still smarting from that
painful session with Dr. Green.

Randall seemed unfazed. “So why would you
turn down hours and hours of free practice time?”

“I’ve been working a lot of shifts at the
restaurant.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Uh-huh.”

Despite myself, I had to smile. “OK, so now
you’ve succeeded in making me sound like an idiot.”

“Never that.” He fixed me with those hazel
eyes of his. “So what are you doing right now?”

I was caught. This was my one night off from
the restaurant, so truthfully all I had planned to do was go home
and slog through that paper. I still had the weekend, though. And
while the music history class was important, it was my marks in the
senior master class that would determine whether I’d get accepted
into the master’s program. How I’d ever be able to afford it was a
worry for another day.

I smiled back at him, surrendering finally.
“Looks like I’m practicing.”

“Good answer.”

I let him take my satchel as he directed me
to follow him to the staff parking lot—being a T.A. had at least a
few perks, it seemed—so we could drive to his place. Apparently the
practice studios on campus were all booked up, he explained
ingenuously, and I had to keep from laughing. He was probably
right, but his enthusiasm about my having to go practice at his
home was all too transparent. Well, if he thought it was going to
be anything more than practice, he was going to be sorely
disappointed.

His home turned out to be a
well-appointed Spanish-style duplex in the mid-Wilshire area, about
fifteen minutes from campus. Although it appeared to have been well
decorated in the not-too-distant past—the velvet slipcovered couch
and curtains were straight out of the Pottery Barn catalog—right
now most of the casually bohemian chic was buried under music
scores, empty pizza boxes, and copies of Wired magazine.

“Sorry about the mess,” he said, grabbing a
couple of pizza boxes with one hand as he dumped my satchel on the
floor next to the piano. “I haven’t been here all that much
lately.”

“Just long enough to order pizza,” I said,
and he grinned.

“Well, it’s fast and easy. My microwave’s on
the blink.”

“And God forbid you’d have to cook
something—”

“Like on a stove?” He gave a mock shudder.
“You’re kidding, right?”

I thought of my lone toaster oven and tiny
apartment-sized stove, and decided not to mention the fact that I’d
had to get along without a microwave for the past two years after
mine self-destructed while nuking a bag of popcorn.

“Right.” I waited in the living room while he
disposed of the boxes and rustled around in the kitchen, doing who
knows what.

It was really a lovely place. Los Angeles
still has some amazing architecture, despite the developers who
seem determined to raze anything more than twenty years old. This
duplex, probably built in the 1920s, had charming arched doorways,
art niches, hardwood floors, and a fireplace that looked as if it
actually still worked. And it had been furnished intelligently,
which led me to believe the decor was probably the work of an
ex-girlfriend.

The living room was dominated by the grand
piano, a gorgeous carved behemoth in walnut, not the standard black
Yamaha or Steinway I had come to expect. At least this room was big
enough to accommodate the thing; at my bungalow I had been
hard-pressed to squeeze in my grandmother’s tiny spinet.

I stepped around the curve of the piano to
look at the name emblazoned in gold leaf above the keys, which,
believe it or not, were apparently the original ivory. “‘Baye,’” I
read aloud.

“Never heard of them, right?”

I shook my head. “I’m not an authority,
but—”

“No, that’s a really obscure reference.”
Randall came back into the living room, a glass of red wine in each
hand. I opened my mouth to protest, but he just handed the wine
glass to me, smiling, daring me to say something, and I took it
meekly. He took a sip, waited until I followed suit, then
continued, “Baye was actually the company that made the guts—you
know, the sounding board, the strings, all that good stuff—for
Steinway back in the 1920s. Then they decided to strike out on
their own and start their own company, but their timing was lousy;
the Great Depression hit about a year later, and the company
folded. But they made some amazing pianos before they went
bust.”

The wine was good. Probably a cabernet, but
past that my uneducated palate couldn’t distinguish much except
that I liked it. I hadn’t allowed myself to indulge for a long
time—couldn’t afford it—and I took another sip. “That’s too
bad.”

He nodded. “It happens. I’m just glad my
grandfather actually bought one. Probably because it had the sound
of a Steinway without the price tag.”

“Was he careful with his money?”

At that Randall laughed, but he didn’t seem
all that amused. “Christine, he made Ebenezer Scrooge look like a
party animal.”

“Well, Scrooge was a party animal by the end
of the story,” I replied.

“Touché. But not Grandpa. Still, he did have
the good sense to pick up property all over L.A., hold on to it,
and then leave it to his grandkids.”

I lifted my wineglass in a gesture meant to
encompass the living room. “And so you’re here?”

“Did you really think I could afford this
place on a T.A.’s salary?”

I’d secretly been wondering about that but
wasn’t going to admit it. “Well, even a T.A.’s salary looks pretty
good from where I stand.”

His smile faded. “I’m sorry about that,
Christine—”

I cut him off. “Why should you be? As if any
of it’s your fault!” I bent and picked up my satchel and pulled the
sheet music from it. I handed the photocopied pages to Randall. “We
did come over here to practice, right?”

His eyes met mine for a moment, and I sucked
in my breath. Under the easy smile and the friendly demeanor I
suddenly got a glimpse of the desire underneath, and I felt a
tremor go through my body. This could be dangerous, then, probably
more so than I had thought. After all, I’d never really had a
serious relationship or experience with anything more than a few
awkward dates.

He took the score from my hand, and the
moment passed as he seated himself in front of the keyboard. His
fingers brushed mine as he took the music, but the touch was so
fleeting I wasn’t sure whether it was by accident or intention.

Then there was no time for worries about his
intentions or my reactions to them, because Randall launched into
the opening notes of the aria, and the music stole me away with the
first trill.

“Ah, je rit, de me vois si belle en ce
miroir,” and I felt the rush, the warmth
of the music flowing over me and welling up from somewhere deep
inside, the notes coming out pure and strong, my voice clear,
unmarked this time by worry or doubt or fear.

I didn’t know whether it was Randall’s
presence, the half a glass of wine I’d just consumed, or a desire
to prove Professor Green wrong, but whatever the case, I had never
felt in truer voice. And I could tell, as the last few notes of the
aria died away, that Randall felt the same.

After a moment he finally lifted his hands
from the keyboard and looked over at me. “You blow them all away.
You really do.”

I made some sound of demurral, but inside me
was a tiny, fierce triumph, because I knew at some level he was
right.

Randall kept his gaze locked on mine, and I
could see a sudden shift, just the slightest twinkle in his hazel
eyes before the corner of his mouth twitched. “But that doesn’t
mean we can’t try to improve perfection, does it? From the top,
then—”

And we launched into it all over again. Then
again, and again, until two hours were spent and I was limp with
exhaustion and euphoric at the same time.

Finally Randall closed the piano lid and
said, “Well, I think you’ve earned an Italian dinner.”

I opened my mouth, but he didn’t even give me
time to let the protest cross my lips.

“And a bottle of chianti, I think,” he added,
daring me to argue.

“Sounds decadent.”

“Absolutely.”

That was the end of the argument. He whisked
me off to a lovely restaurant only a few miles from house, an
intimate little place called Cucina, where we had entirely too much
pesto and chianti and amazing fresh-baked bread and all sorts of
conversation. We were both that rarity, natives of Southern
California, but his tales of his extended family and growing up in
Larchmont Village with his well-to-do but domineering grandfather,
lawyer father, writer mother, and apparently teeming hordes of
brothers, sisters, and cousins were as foreign to me as if he’d
grown up on the other side of the continent. Nothing could have
been farther from my quiet childhood in Pasadena, where I had been
the only child of an only child, as my mother was estranged from
her own family back in Wisconsin. Certainly there had been no
visits from her relatives, and I had grown up knowing only one set
of grandparents.

We talked about so many other things, of
course, of music and art and all the seemingly endless distractions
of student life, comparing professors and fellow students and
pointless papers and the whole crazy mess of it, until we were the
last couple in the restaurant—it was a weeknight, after all—and we
finally emerged into the cool night air. We both shared a guilty
glance at our watches, and he bundled me into the passenger seat of
his older-model but meticulously maintained BMW while apologizing
for the hour.

“I do tend to run off at the mouth,” he said.
“Youngest child syndrome—always looking for attention.”

“It’s OK,” I said, somewhat dreamily,
enjoying the luxurious warmth of the wine in my stomach and the
happy afterglow of a good meal. “My first class isn’t until ten
tomorrow.”

“Well, that’s something.”

We finished the rest of the drive back to the
parking lot in silence, broken only by my giving brief directions
as to where my car was parked. At that hour only a few cars
remained, and Randall pulled up in the space next to my shabby
VW.

I climbed out a little awkwardly, pausing to
collect my satchel from the back seat, then rummaged through my
purse to find my car keys.

Randall followed me to the driver’s-side
door, where we both paused. The yellowish light from the sodium
vapor street lamp overhead cast odd shadows on his face, bleaching
the color from his eyes, making him suddenly a stranger.

The words—“thank you for a lovely
evening”—only made it to my lips before his mouth was on mine, his
arms encircling me in an embrace that was both shocking and
expected. How else, after all, could this evening have ended?

I hesitated for the slightest fraction of a
second—so slight it was hardly a hesitation at all—then let myself
surrender to the pressure of his lips, the warmth of his body
against mine. The adolescent fumblings I had suffered in the past
were nothing compared to this, nothing to the heat I could feel
rising in my own body as I kissed him back, let his tongue explore
my mouth as I tasted him, tasted the chianti on his lips.

We pulled apart finally, and for a moment we
were silent, watching one another.

“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do
that,” he said finally.

I touched my swollen bottom lip. “I have
some,” I said, and managed a shaky laugh.

“Oh, God, Christine, I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s all right,” I interjected hastily. It
wasn’t as if I had tried to stop him, after all.

“Well—”

“Well,” I repeated. “It’s almost midnight. I
really do need to get home.”

He stood by silently as I turned the key in
the door lock but spoke when I tossed my satchel on the passenger
seat.

“I hate to see you go.”

Deliberately, I sat in the driver’s seat. “I
know, Randall, but I’m not ready for that yet—”

“Of course not,” he said immediately, and I
was gratified to see that he actually meant it. “I’ll see you in
senior seminar tomorrow, though—I’m accompanying.”

I smiled, and held his gaze. “I’m glad.”

He smiled, too, and then let me shut the car
door. Thank God the car started. Lately I’d been given to uttering
an invocation to whatever powers may be that the damn thing
wouldn’t strand me twenty miles from home. But after a little
introductory cough the Fox kicked right in, and I was able to
navigate my way through the empty parking lot with whatever calm my
rattled nerves would allow me.

Crazy or not, ill-timed and ill-advised as it
might be, I knew, even after one evening together, that I was
dangerously close to falling in love with Randall Cagney.

 


 


“Impossible,” he said, pushing the envelope
with the 8x10 photographs inside away from him.

“I’m afraid so, sir.” Jerome shifted his
weight almost imperceptibly from one foot to the other, the only
betrayal of his discomfort. “I thought it suspicious that she would
leave her car there for so long, so I waited—”

Waited with the patience of a spider, and
captured the evidence he had so long feared. Nothing in Christine’s
life had borne any evidence of a lover or even a casual boyfriend,
and now this, this—

“Randall Cagney,” Jerome supplied. “A
graduate student and teacher’s assistant. More importantly, a
talented pianist who works as an accompanist for the vocal
program.”

He could feel the anger growing, the sinuous
beast that was already tightening his innards into knots. Rage, and
the impulse to kill, to remove any obstacle in his wake. Under the
desk, his hands clenched, bitter fists eager to reach out and
destroy.

“Get out,” he said, and was only slightly
gratified to see Jerome immediately turn and practically flee for
the door, moving more quickly than he had ever seen him do so
before. Apparently his rage was visible even behind the mask.

Alone again, he returned his focus to the
object of his fury, the photographs shoved carelessly back inside
the manila envelope. He pulled the first one out; it showed an
almost-empty parking lot with two nondescript German cars parked
next to one another. A man and a woman stood next to the driver’s
door of the smaller vehicle, and it was obvious what they were
doing. His arms were around her, as hers encircled his torso; their
mouths were locked, her face almost obscured by the back of the
man’s head. But he would have known that fall of curly dark hair
anywhere, that graceful curve of cheekbone. Christine.

How could she? How could she, when he was so
close to having her?

A sudden violent gesture, and the photographs
flew off the desk to scatter on the Persian rug. He didn’t need to
see more—they were all variations on a theme.

Why now? Why, after a youth of apparent
solitude, a college career where she had carefully avoided any sort
of romantic entanglements, had she finally succumbed?

Randall Cagney. His mouth lifted—the side
that could lift, anyhow—in a grimace. He didn’t know much about
him, other than what Jerome had just related, but he would soon
know much, much more. Everything, really, from the amount in his
bank account to the brand of underwear he wore.

Soon, very soon, Randall Cagney would be in
for a series of most unpleasant shocks. Perhaps he would be forced
to reconsider his connection with a certain Christine Daly.

He pressed the speaker button on the
intercom. “Jerome, get back in here. I have another assignment for
you.”


Chapter Three

 


He awoke, screaming, from a nightmare of
blinding pain, the flash of sharp blades, restraining hands. His
breath came in loud tearing gasps, and he slammed a hand down on
the empty space in the bed next to him. Of course there was no one
to comfort him, alone in the darkness. There never had been.

A moment passed before he felt steady enough
to stand. Despite the absolute blackness of the room, he had no
problem navigating his way from the bed to the table by the window
where he kept a decanter of cognac and a few Waterford snifters.
With a hand that shook only a little, he poured himself several
fingers of a rare vintage from an ancient French label, then drank
deeply, with utter disrespect for the quality of the liquor.

“God damn it,” he said aloud finally. His
voice—his one beauty—was ragged. He pulled out a chair and sat
down, closing his eyes, even though he was surrounded by merciful
darkness.

The nightmares had begun in early childhood,
just after he had stolen the first fleeting glimpse of his face.
That one look was allowed by a careless nanny who had left him
unattended just long enough for him to wander into his mother’s
bedroom—his parents had taken separate quarters not long after his
birth—and peek into the elaborate Venetian-style mirror that hung
over her dresser. One shocked look started him screaming, and he
had been quickly scooped up and carried out by the butler—but the
damage was done.

The surgeries started soon after. His
clearest memory of the years between three and six was of masked
surgeons bending over him, the lowering of the oxygen mask over his
nose and mouth, the weeks and months of pain that followed. He
always recuperated at home, never at the hospital—too many prying
eyes—and never was he allowed to want for anything. Anything except
peace, of course.

At some point during that time his mother
left, never to return. Since he had hardly seen her anyway he did
not miss her that much, but he heard voices raised, doors slammed
in distant hallways, then brooding quiet. Her infrequent visits
ceased. His father would make an obligatory stop every evening,
when they engaged in stilted conversation regarding his lessons,
but he never stayed longer than ten minutes; you could time his
visits by the clock.

Other than that, his only personal contact
had been Ennis, the butler, and a steady stream of nannies, nurses,
and doctors, all of them paid extremely well to never speak of
their young charge or his lamentable condition. Some of them never
saw his disfigurements at all—up until the age of fourteen, his
face had been perennially swathed in bandages and gauze from the
unending surgeries. He supposed they would have gone even longer
than that, had it not been for the outspoken young plastic surgeon
from UCLA.

He closed his eyes. The man’s voice and face
were as clear to him as if they had last spoken yesterday, but more
than twenty-five years had passed since then. That doctor had been
the only one with the strength or integrity to stand up to his
father, the only one in a long parade of distinguished surgeons
from Beverly Hills to Pasadena.

Doctor Santos. Not so long out of his
fellowship, new on the staff at UCLA, but already famed for his
skill at reconstructive surgery for those with birth defects or
accident-caused disfigurements. He was a slight, dark man with
piercing eyes under straight, expressive brows and the fine hands
of a concert pianist. Apparently he spent his summer vacations
doing pro bono work in South America, repairing burn scars, hare
lips, and cleft palates, even performing amazing reconstructive
work on those suffering from neurofibromatosis, commonly known as
“Elephant Man’s disease.”

Even now the irony struck him. Perhaps Dr.
Santos could have helped John Merrick, but he himself was beyond
the doctor’s skill.

He’d gotten very good at hiding in corners,
skulking in shadows. So it was no problem to lurk in the hallway
outside his father’s office, listening to the conference between
his father and Dr. Santos. He had noted that even the earnest
doctor had made the long drive from Westwood to Pasadena for this
meeting, instead of having them come to his own offices for a
consultation.

“Enough,” Dr. Santos said. “I won’t be a
party to any more butchery on that poor boy’s face.”

He couldn’t see their faces, but he knew that
his father would allow no betraying expression. He’d inherited a
massive fortune, but he also had the killer instincts to build on
it in his lifetime. “If not you, then someone else.”

“Quite possibly,” Dr. Santos replied. “I have
no doubt that you could find someone else to take on the
task—although it appears that you’ve already run through most of
the plastic surgeons in the Los Angeles area. But all that would do
is drain more from your bank account.”

His father was silent.

After an awkward pause, Dr. Santos continued,
“And it’s apparent that’s of no real concern to you. How much have
you spent over the years? A million? Two? A drop in the bucket,
maybe, but if no one else will be honest with you, then I will.
There’s just no more that can be done.”

“Your opinion.”

“Yes, my opinion, and a damn good one. I’ve
read the boy’s history. Forty-five surgeries—forty-five, and the
kid’s not even fifteen yet! For God’s sake, there’s nothing left to
operate on!”

He could hear the shift of his father’s body
against the leather desk chair. “What do mean, nothing?”

Dr. Santos paused. Then he said, “There is so
much scar tissue, so much damage to the underlying bone structure,
that you risk creating wounds that will never heal. Do you want him
to run the risk of infection for the rest of his life? At least now
he has half a face. Better that than nothing.”

“I see. And that is your final opinion?”

“Yes. The boy needs to learn to live with
what he has. It’s a tragedy, but causing further disfigurement or
risking death would be much worse.”

A long, heavy silence. Then his father said,
“Thank you, doctor. You may leave your bill with Ennis on the way
out.”

A short laugh from Dr. Santos. “This one’s on
me, Mr. Deitrich. Consider it to be part of my charitable
work.”

“We don’t take charity, Dr. Santos,” his
father replied, his tone frosty.

“Guess you don’t need it, do you, Mr.
Deitrich?” A pause as he gathered up his briefcase. “Then consider
it an early birthday gift for Erik.”

The doctor’s imminent departure necessitated
a hasty retreat down the hallway before his eavesdropping could be
detected, but he’d heard enough. Although it was disconcerting to
hear that nothing more could be done, as he’d been fed false hopes
for years, at the same time he felt liberated. No more surgeries.
No more nights of pain where he stubbornly resisted the opiates
they’d left for him, afraid even then of what they could do to his
mind.

Erik lifted the brandy to his lips and drank.
Yes, the surgeries had finally stopped, but the nightmares
continued. Not every night, of course, and of varying intensity,
but he had soon come to view sleep as an enemy. At least the pain
had finally subsided, and he’d been able to live a somewhat normal
life—as normal as a life completely bounded by the walls of his
father’s estate could be. He had tutors and music instructors, even
a fencing teacher who was paid very well to not question why his
pupil never removed his fencing mask.

The music lessons were his favorite; by the
age of five he was mastering original scores as if he had written
them himself, and after a whispered suggestion from Ennis, who had
heard Erik singing to himself when he thought no one could overhear
him, a vocal coach came twice a week. No comment was ever made
about the bandages, or later the mask, although they both
interfered with his singing, but Erik had learned very early on
that those who questioned or commented were soon dismissed, their
dismissal accompanied by subtle threats if the Deitrich boy’s
physical condition were ever mentioned again. And it never was. No
one had the courage, it seemed, to take on the Deitrich
fortune.

His father had died when Erik was just
nineteen, dropping of a sudden thrombosis after one of his frequent
business trips to New York. There wasn’t even enough time to call
Dr. Maddox, the family physician, although all the proper steps
were taken, paramedics appearing by magic to transport his father
to Huntington Memorial, where he was declared dead on arrival. A
flurry of activity followed, ending with the discovery that, with
the exception of minor bequests to a few distant relatives and ten
million to his mother—he suffered a mild shock when he realized she
was still alive—Erik was the sole possessor of a fortune that
totaled almost three-quarters of a billion dollars.

That was more than any nineteen-year-old
could be expected to handle, and of course he wasn’t. An army of
lawyers had been appointed to manage the money, and the household
continued to be run by Ennis, and in a way, very little changed. He
dismissed his tutors and decided to earn his degree in history
through correspondence, which he did easily and in fewer than three
years. He chose history simply because it seemed mildly more
interesting than any of the other choices. Then, because he thought
it might be a good idea to know more about money and how to manage
it, he got another degree in accounting. Since he had a monthly
allowance equal to most people’s yearly incomes, he toyed with the
stock market, earned a considerable fortune, then socked it away in
a separate account, unsure what to do with it. On a whim he donated
a large amount to the charity for which Dr. Santos did his pro bono
work, thus ensuring many more corrected harelips and cleft palates,
but truthfully, he was bored. What good was it to be able to play a
huge classical repertoire from memory if no one was there to hear
it? What difference did it make that he had the voice of an angel,
if the only living beings he could serenade were the squirrels that
inhabited the trees outside his bedroom window?

His eyes now adjusted to the darkness in his
room, Erik looked over at his bed, the heavy carved four-poster
rising blackly in the dimness, and one corner of his mouth
twitched. At least not all his memories of that bed were
evil....

At twenty-one he had made the unexpected and
pleasant discovery that there were women in the world who would
overlook all sorts of physical limitations if enough money were
involved. Apparently the request that the act take place in total
darkness and that there be no touching of his face was routine,
even tame compared to what some of these women had experienced. But
his first—a lovely redhead named, appropriately, Amber—had
introduced him to lovemaking skillfully and even tenderly, and what
could have been a tawdry experience became instead a night of
revelations. She was with him that night, and several more over the
next few months, until she told him—with possibly a trace of regret
in her tone—that she was about to take the bar and was going to, as
she put it, “quit the business.”

Even now the recollection made him shake his
head. Only in Los Angeles, he thought, could a sharp-thinking
redhead with amazing legs put herself through law school as a
$1,000-a-night call girl. Amber had been replaced by Sheila, and
Kelli after her, until he could no longer remember all their names.
Of course he had been careful to be moderate—only seeing them once
or twice a month—but even so the parade of faces and bodies became
blurred as the years passed.

Then, when he was in his
late twenties, he suffered a shock in his carefully managed
universe. Although he was necessarily cut off from any form of
public entertainments, he still liked to amuse himself by reading
the arts sections of the national magazines, if only to give him
ideas of what he could use to expand his massive library of
recorded music. And what he saw there, along with one photo, was a
review of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s latest musical to cross the
Atlantic, The Phantom of the
Opera.

He was familiar with the story of course, and
had caught the original silent version with Lon Chaney on
late-night television more than once, along with the less
distinguished remake starring Claude Rains. He had been moved by
the story—considering his situation, it would have been odd if he
hadn’t—but he had never particularly identified with the character.
Disfigured he might be, but at least he was able to hide from the
world in the mansion his grandfather had built, not in the damp
cellars of an opera house.

The photo in the magazine, however, showed a
very different image from Lon Chaney’s gruesome, if remarkable,
death’s head makeup, or the smooth curved mask that had covered
almost all of Claude Rains’ face. This Phantom wore a mask that
covered only half his face.

Only half his
face. He could remember the shock of that
moment as if it had happened just minutes before instead of a
decade and a half. With a shaking hand he had reached up, fingers
spread, to encompass the ruined right side of his face. Of course.
How perfect, how elegant. Up until then he had worn an altered
surgical mask that covered him from cheekbone to jaw on that one
side—a mask that still exposed the scarring on his forehead and the
mess that was his right eye socket—but as he never went out anyway
and the only person to ever see him was Ennis, the butler, its
shortcomings were overlooked in favor of the comfort factor. But
this mask—

A few carefully placed phone calls to New
York resulted in a box of gleaming masks arriving on his doorstep
only days later. Of course he was unable to have a life cast taken
of his face to ensure the most perfect fit, but he had compromised
by requesting a copy of all of the masks made for the New York
production, including Michael Crawford’s and all of the
understudies’ masks. The Crawford mask didn’t fit, unfortunately—it
was a touch too broad—but one of the others suited him well enough,
with a little extra padding on the sensitive brow and upper
cheekbone areas.

That was the beginning of an obsession that
soon consumed him, devoured almost every waking moment for more
than five years and still had its grip on him even today. One cast
CD was played into scratched ruin, then another. Efforts were made
to procure recordings from around the world, even before they were
commercially available. His library soon burst with bootlegs—both
audio and video—of the show. He collected press clippings, books,
sent to New York for every souvenir the show offered, wired to
London for the ones he couldn’t procure in New York, went so far as
to have an unused back parlor gutted and fitted with a small pipe
organ and ornate candelabras in an effort to duplicate one of the
sets from the show.

If he had stopped to think about it, he
supposed he would have shocked himself with the depths of his
obsession, but it all seemed perfectly natural and, if anything, at
least a constructive outlet for his energies. The compulsion at
least allowed him to think of something besides his isolation, his
utter loneliness.

And then the show came to Los Angeles.

Up until then he had resigned himself to
never being able to see it in person. There was no way a trip to
New York would be feasible; he couldn’t allow himself the
vulnerability of being that far from home. But now, with the show
only a little more than ten miles over the hills to downtown Los
Angeles, the thought of not seeing it was pure torture. He could
not imagine going without it another day longer. The terror of
facing crowds was nothing compared to the agony of being deprived
of the one thing he had desired for so long.

In the end, it wasn’t as bad as he had
feared. With Ennis and a handsomely compensated LVN as his
companions, he had ventured out, face well-covered by a surgical
mask and dark glasses, a wheelchair as his excuse for the mask and
the nurse, to a Saturday evening show some three months after
Phantom opened. Unfortunately, the subterfuge of the wheelchair
forced him into a slightly less desirable chair-accessible seat,
but that was a small price to pay. The lights went down, the first
chords of the overture were struck, and the magic began.

Afterward he was shaking, and immediately
replaced the dark glasses so his companions could not see the tears
that stained his cheeks. They were forced to wait until the theater
had mostly emptied before they could wheel the chair out to the
street where his limousine waited. He remembered being angered by
the delays, wanting nothing more than to return to his home, to the
comfortable dimness of his suite. To be alone again, away from
prying eyes.

His wish was granted soon enough, even though
at the time the wait seemed interminable. Once he was safely in his
chambers, he flung the dark glasses into a corner and sat huddled
in a chair by the window, utterly spent. Finally his loneliness had
been given a shape and form. Finally he was unable to deny any
longer what he had been craving for so many years.

“Christine….” he had whispered, finally
raising his eyes to the moonlit gardens beyond the mullioned
windows. What was it like, to burn for a woman like that, to
descend into hell, only to be redeemed by her kiss?

He had to know. It seemed as if until this
night he had only been half alive, haunted by something that should
be there. Those brief encounters with the women he had paid over
the years suddenly disgusted him. What were they but only bodies,
bodies paid well to satisfy an animal craving that had nothing of
soul behind it?

That night he made a vow. Until he had his
Christine, he would never know the touch of another woman. Until he
could find the soul that answered the emptiness inside him, he
would not rest.

Little had he known, he thought now, just how
long that search would take. She had to be perfect, the modern-day
embodiment of Christine Daaé. It was not just the voice, but the
face, and not just the face, but a certain innocence, an attribute
not as easy to find these days.

A few years down the line he hired Jerome,
who came with sterling recommendations from several of Erik’s
lawyers. A former private investigator, Jerome was more than happy
to abandon his practice for a far more lucrative exclusive contract
with a mad multimillionaire. If said millionaire made the odd
request that he locate a local voice student with dark curly hair,
fair skin, blue eyes, and a pure coloratura and then dig up every
fact about her, well, he was being compensated handsomely enough
that he was more than happy to find out everything he could. It
also caused Jerome to do more loitering around college campuses
than he probably would have cared to do otherwise, but a man could
put up with a lot when he was being paid in the low six figures to
do so.

There had been a couple of near-misses over
the years. One time the girl was physically perfect but was,
unfortunately, a mezzo. Another had a lovely voice and was quite
beautiful, but she was a flaming redhead, and apparently that
wouldn’t do at all. Yet another had a notable voice and a head of
gorgeous brown curls, but the presence of a longtime boyfriend and
a penchant to smoke the occasional joint on the weekend combined to
make her completely undesirable.

And then, after Erik had almost given up
hope, Christine Daly was found. It was unfortunate she hadn’t been
located earlier, since she was now in her senior year at USC, but
apparently she had transferred in midway through the junior year,
and Jerome had missed her. Since he traveled amongst a huge number
of campuses all over Southern California, it wasn’t completely
surprising that she had been overlooked—Jerome had paid someone to
hack the music department’s records, and her name had appeared on
the list said hacking produced, but her student photo was missing.
It wasn’t until he visited the campus himself and saw her leaving a
class that his interest was caught. From then it was a simple
matter to gather all the information he could about her, from her
orphaned state to her precarious financial situation, her utter
aloneness in the world. Now all Jerome had to do was get her voice
on tape, to prove finally that this was the girl Erik had been
seeking for so long.

After that, well—Erik lifted the brandy and
drank deeply, this time savoring the aromatic warmth that caressed
the back of his throat and tickled his nostrils. If her voice truly
matched her looks, then she would be his, even if she didn’t know
it yet. As for Randall Cagney—he was an irritant, a nuisance,
nothing more. He could be dealt with. But it was important to
procure Christine, and soon, before hers and Randall’s relationship
could progress much further. The thought of her untouched beauty
was deeply arousing, and he did not want it sullied by Cagney’s
common gropings.

After all, if the Phantom could steal
Christine out from under the Vicomte de Chagny’s nose, then it
shouldn’t be that difficult for him to do the same thing to Randall
Cagney. The Phantom, however clever, certainly didn’t have the
immense resources that he, Erik Deitrich, had at his disposal. And
very soon Cagney would realize he had crossed the wrong person.

…very soon, indeed.

 



Chapter Four

 


I stood in front of the bulletin board in the
break room at work and groaned silently. A new flyer highlighted
yet another one of my boss George’s fabulous ideas, something
designed to lure in more patrons and give me yet another headache
to deal with.

“So who are you coming as?” Meg asked,
leaning over my shoulder to read the announcement for herself.

“A starving college student?”

“Oh, come on!” she said, her brown eyes
crinkling at the corners as she grinned in anticipation. “How many
people get paid to dress up on Halloween?”

“Apparently a few more this year,” I replied.
Great—huge Halloween party this year, since we were lucky enough to
have the big day fall on a Saturday. All staff on board, special
buffet, costume contest, the works. No doubt it would be a big
success.

Of course George couldn’t
make it easy, either—the flyer tacked to the bulletin board
specified that all restaurant employees dress “in theme,” which,
since the place was named L’Opera, made it fairly obvious what
sorts of costumes he was looking for. No simple ghost sheet or
leotard with bunny ears was going to do—not that I would have ever
worn something like that out in public in the first
place.

“I think I’ll go as Carmen,” Meg said
dreamily, twisting a strand of dark hair around one finger as she
considered her costume. “Some sort of off-the-shoulder blouse, one
of those fun waist corset things, red flower in my hair—it’ll be
totally cool.”

It would be, too, since Meg’s mother was from
South America and had given her daughter a warm olive skin and
glowing dark hair and eyes. She would be perfect.

I, on the other hand—

“Ooh, do something
from Aïda,” Meg
urged. “Egyptian stuff is awesome.”

“Yeah, because I look so Egyptian!” It would
be even worse than trying to dress as Carmen, although luckily Meg
had already chosen that role.

“Violetta!” she proclaimed.

“Right, and it’ll be too fun to watch me
navigate between tables in a big old hoop skirt,” I said.

She laughed. “Oh, right, hadn’t thought about
that.” Then apparently noticing for the first time my troubled
look, she added, ”Oh, it’s not that bad. You’ve got almost three
weeks to figure it out.”

Meg was so airy in her unconcern, I almost
laughed as well. No problem for her—she’d collect her costume bits
from funky shops in Old Pasadena and possibly even make a foray
downtown into the Fashion District for the finishing touches—but I
didn’t have the luxury of such largesse. Still, she was right. I
did have three weeks…barely. Something would work itself out before
then.

Of more pressing concern was the autumn
recital for the senior master class, now only a week and a half
away. Thanks to my continuing practice with Randall—on campus only,
since I’d had to work every night since that one time we’d had
dinner—I felt in command of the aria, charged and energized and
ready to perform. Certainly Dr. Green hadn’t had cause for
disappointment since then. But although I was confident in my voice
and my mastery of my performance piece, there was always that faint
unease which came with performing in public. I knew I wasn’t
alone—even seasoned professionals could get butterflies—but as much
as I was looking forward to the recital, I’d be equally glad when
it was over.

Well, as my mother used to say, if it wasn’t
one thing, it was another. Our break time was almost over, and I
nodded significantly at the clock. “Back to the salt mines,” I
said.

She grimaced. “Yeah, I
am so over this!”
But still she dropped her order pad in her apron pocket and headed
back out.

I wondered when she was going to be “over” it
enough that she actually quit. Certainly she didn’t really need the
money, but she’d made noises about how her parents considered it
“character building,” whatever that meant. I hoped she’d make it
through the rest of the school year. I’d miss her if she went, even
though we’d still see each other at school. Even during the most
difficult shifts, times when I could have cheerfully strangled a
few of my customers, Meg was breezy and relaxed. Of course, her
casual attitude might simply stem from the fact that she could walk
away whenever she felt like it.

As I left the break room I wondered, idly,
what it would feel like to have that kind of money….

 


b

 


It turned out that Randall had the perfect
solution to my Halloween predicament. “Go as Marguerite,” he said
simply, after he let me vent for about five minutes on George’s
crazy ideas and last-minute schemes.

“Marguerite?”

“You’re doing the aria for the recital. I
think it fits.”

“Maybe, but if you think I can just whip up a
fifteenth-century gown in the next few weeks—”

He laughed. “Of course not.
The drama department did Romeo and
Juliet last semester. They’ve still got
the costumes lying around. I’ve got contacts over there—I’m sure
they’ll let me borrow one for a while. I can give it to you the
night of the recital.”

Randall looked so serious
about his “contacts” that I almost laughed myself. But, limited
though my experience of men might be, I knew better than to make a
comment that he might think was mocking. And I was grateful, after all. “That would
be great, Randall. This has been driving me nuts!”

He smiled at me. “Couldn’t have you worrying
over that when you’ve got the recital coming up—” and he glanced
significantly at the score resting on the piano.

“Ready when you are.” I took the usual
singer’s stance, tucked in the curve of the Steinway grand, and we
were off once more, and there was nothing in my mind except the
music.

 


b

 


As promised, Randall
delivered the dress to me the evening of the recital as I waited
backstage at Alfred Newman Recital Hall, the usual venue for
smaller-scale performances on campus. More than once some prankster
had changed the name on the building to the “Alfred E. Neuman”
Recital Hall after the Mad
magazine icon, but of course that’s not really
who the hall was named for. I had found myself hoping several times
that the hall’s namesake had departed this world before he found he
was being confused with the gap-toothed spokesman of a humor
magazine.

I unzipped the garment bag just enough to
reveal the glory of white and gold brocade inside, then murmured,
“Wow….”

“Nice, huh? Guess it was from the scene at
the ball where Romeo and Juliet see each other for the first time.
I think Teresa is about your size, but you might have to hem it a
little. She’s pretty tall.”

And I, at just barely five foot five in my
stocking feet, was anything but. “A hem I can handle,” I said.
“Thank you, Randall. I can’t tell you how much this helps me
out.”

He waited until I had hung up the garment bag
on one of the hooks in the dressing-room area, then said, “Maybe it
can help you imagine to be her—Marguerite.”

I had a brief image of myself wrapped in
flowing white and gold, hair streaming down my back, and shivered.
Was that how Marguerite had first felt when she lifted up the
mirror and beheld the glittering jewels at her ears and throat, the
pearls entwined in her hair? Suddenly I felt glowing, regal,
despite the simple black recital gown I wore.

Randall must have noticed something different
in my aspect, because he smiled suddenly and said, “Well, that
seems to have done the trick.”

“I think it did.”

He opened his mouth to reply but was
interrupted by Dr. Green, who stuck his head in the door and said,
“Five minutes, Randall.”

He held up his hand in acknowledgment. “No
prob—” and Dr. Green’s head abruptly disappeared, something like a
jack-in-the-box retreating into its container.

We both grinned. Then I said, “You need to
get going. I’ll see you out there soon enough.”

He surprised me with a quick kiss on the
cheek. “Break a leg.”

“I hate that expression,” I replied, but he
had already turned and was hurrying down the hallway to the
stage.

My aria was at the end of the program (I
tried to reassure myself that the unfortunate placement had
something to do with saving the best for last). I didn’t have much
to do except cool my heels backstage for most of the evening,
although I was able at one point to peek out past the curtain to
see what kind of audience we had.

Not bad for a Thursday night. The auditorium
was probably a little over two-thirds full, with the usual row of
overeager parents with camcorders on tripods taking up residence
toward the back. I tried to ignore the now-familiar pang as I
realized there wouldn’t be anyone out there carefully recording my
performance….

I narrowed my eyes suddenly. It was hard to
tell, what with the dim lighting, but one of the figures in the
back row looked oddly familiar. I recognized a couple of them—in
fact, there was Meg’s father, over to the left, hunched over one of
those scarily expensive new camcorders that recorded directly onto
DVD—but I didn’t think it was a parent who had caught my attention.
No, now I was sure of it—the brown-haired man who stood almost at
dead center in the back row of videographers was the same man I had
almost knocked over several weeks earlier, when I had run from Dr.
Green’s classroom in disgrace.

Who the hell was he? He didn’t really look
old enough to be the parent of a senior-class college student.
Also, as I stared at him, I noticed something odd. He might be
standing with the rest of the parents in the back, but unlike most
of them he wasn’t paying any attention to his camcorder. From time
to time he glanced at his watch, then at his program, and then,
faintly, I could see his chest heave, as if he were sighing with
boredom or annoyance. It seemed as if he were waiting for
something.

He’s waiting for
you, came a treacherous little thought in
my head, a thought I clamped down on immediately. Rampant paranoia
was the last thing I needed right now. He could be anyone—someone’s
older brother, an uncle, whatever—and very possibly he didn’t see
the value in recording the whole program if he were really only
there to see one performer.

“Spying?”

I jumped a little. It was Carrie Gustafson,
the only person in the senior master class whom I genuinely
disliked. She had a decent voice, but from the way she paraded
around the class you’d think she had already inked an exclusive
contract with the Met.

I swallowed my anger. “Just wanted to take a
look.”

“I can’t imagine why,” she drawled. “It’s not
as if anyone’s out there to see you.”

Taking a deep breath, I reminded myself of
the legal consequences of assault. Still, as much as I would have
liked to snap back with something witty and yet pejorative, the
only rejoinder I could come up with was, “Whatever…” before I
dropped the curtain and slunk away. Carrie was one of the few
people who could make me feel as if my IQ had suddenly dropped by
fifty points. My only satisfaction was that she had obviously been
interested in Randall and was now doubly spiteful because he had
made it plain that not only was he not interested in her, he was in
fact already seeing the hated Christine Daly.

“Ten points to me,” I whispered as I waited
in the darkness backstage. Then my name was called, and I walked
out into the blinding spotlights.

I could still see myself—see Marguerite—robed
in white and gold, shimmering with jewels and precious pearls. I
took that image with me as the music welled up from inside,
wrapping everyone in the hall, including myself, in its glorious
spell. And I rode the waves of golden sound until the hall burst
into applause like booming thunder and I stood alone in the
spotlight, tears rolling down my cheeks as the audience erupted
into a spontaneous standing ovation.



 


 


Erik took the disk from Jerome with a hand
that shook only a little. Now past twelve, it was still the early
watches of the night for him. Besides, he knew he couldn’t have
slept knowing that he was so close to hearing her.

“Thank you, Jerome,” he said.

The man was obviously bursting with news, but
Erik did not want to hear his assistant’s version of the night’s
events. He wanted to see and hear for himself.

Even though Erik had meant his last words as
a sort of dismissal, Jerome still lingered.

“That will be all, Jerome,” he added, putting
extra emphasis on “all” just in case the man really was too dense
to understand that he wanted to experience her alone.

Jerome blinked. “Of course, sir.”

Finally. Erik stood and went to the armoire
that housed his audiovisual equipment, then slipped the DVD in the
player. The plasma screen powered up and he stepped back,
watching.

The image came on abruptly,
as the audience was still applauding the previous performer.
Christine walked to the center of the stage, heartbreakingly lovely
in her simple black dress, her luxuriant dark hair pulled back from
her face with a silky ribbon. She had a faraway look on her face,
and he sucked in his breath, his thoughts running in an incoherent
little prayer: Please...please...please....

Then she opened her mouth to sing, and it was
all he could do to not fall to his knees there and then, hearing
the glory of it, the utter bell-like perfection, the sweetness and
purity and strength. There was not a single false note, not a
single hesitation—she sang as if the music had come to her directly
from God. Perhaps it had.

It ended with a tumult of applause and then
the sound of everyone rising to their feet almost simultaneously,
as if directed by a power as far beyond them as her talent. Erik
stood there in shock for a moment, staring at the blank blue
screen, as the tears ran down his ruined face and the remote
dropped from suddenly nerveless fingers.

He had hoped for—what? Of course, a lovely
voice, a true coloratura, but he had never imagined this. Long ago
he had abandoned the thought of God, save as possibly some cruel
entity who existed only to inflict torment on hapless souls such as
he, but surely only God could have been the architect of such
beauty.

For a second he wavered. Who was he to
presume to take such perfection from the world, to keep it only for
his own pleasure? Was he really so desperate, so low, that he could
only think of himself when the whole world deserved to share in her
beauty? Better to abandon his plans now, before he could debase
himself any further. He could still worship her from the shadows,
make sure that the way was smoothed for her, so that she could
quickly become the dazzling star she deserved to be.

The indecision lasted only a moment before he
reached up angrily to brush away the tears on his one uncovered
cheek. The world didn’t deserve her. She was everything that was
good and pure, and the world was all too harsh to women such as
she. No, she should live in sheltered luxury, surrounded by music
and art, nurtured in love and unending passion, never to want for
anything again. She should be his.

He turned away from the television screen and
noticed for the first time that Jerome had laid a piece of folded
paper on his desk. Picking it up, he unfolded it, scanned its
contents, then felt a slow fire kindle in his chest. He could see
her, be with her in her own world, if only for a night. The only
night of the year where no one would question his mask.

On Halloween, the Phantom
would definitely be in attendance at L’Opera….


Chapter 5

 


Halloween in Southern California was always
unpredictable. One year the area could be scoured and dry under the
fierce winds of a late-season Santa Ana condition; the next year
trick-or-treat could be cut short by unpredictable rains. This
year, unfortunately, the evening was threatening to be one of the
latter type. I threw a wary glance at the lowering skies,
blood-colored to the west with the last traces of sunset, and
prayed that if it was so inconsiderate as to start pouring down
rain it would at least wait until I had arrived at work. One of my
windshield wipers was starting to disintegrate into long ribbons of
black rubber, and it was hard enough driving in the bulky
Marguerite dress without having to deal with wet streets and
drivers who seemed to lose their last few brain cells when a few
drops of water fell from the sky.

Luckily, though, I was able to pull into the
parking lot of L’Opera without incident, although a few scattered
drops had hit the windshield on the way over. The rain looked as if
it was about to start any minute, so I gathered up my heavy skirts
and hurried in to the employees’ entrance at the back of the
restaurant. I hoped that it would let loose soon and get it over
with—I was pulling an eight-hour shift tonight and wouldn’t be off
until 2 a.m., so it could happily rain away while I was safely
inside.

The break room looked like an explosion in
the costume closet at the Met. Everyone appeared to have taken
George’s instructions seriously, and there wasn’t a cheap
satin-draped Dracula or bunny-eared leotard in the bunch. Probably
a lot of people had done the same as I had—called in favors from
the drama departments of their respective schools, since most of
the wait staff were struggling students like myself.

“Wow,” Michael, one of the waiters, said at
my ear. “Who are you supposed to be?”

“Marguerite,” I replied, then added, at his
blank look, “From Faust.”

“Ah. Better watch out, then, because I think
George is dressed as Mephistopheles.”

“Great....” It made sense, though. George
looked like Goethe’s dapper version of the devil even in street
clothes, with his carefully groomed goatee and slicked-back dark
hair.

Michael himself was wearing some fancy
toreador-style outfit that looked as if it had come straight from
Olvera Street. It went well with his dark hair and olive
complexion, but he didn’t look very comfortable in it; he kept
hitching his shoulders under the heavy embroidered jacket and
pulling at the tight collar of his high-necked shirt.

“Don José?” I asked, and he nodded.

“I couldn’t think of anything else, and then
when I heard that Meg was dressing as Carmen...”

Poor boy. Meg probably couldn’t remember his
name from one day to the next, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.
I smiled and said, “Well, just remember that Don José ends up
knifing Carmen at the end!”

He looked stricken. “Are you kidding?”

It was amazing how many people worked at
L’Opera without knowing anything about the real thing. Michael was
a musician, but strictly of the rock variety, and didn’t seem to be
too concerned about furthering his college career, since he was now
in his fourth year at Pasadena City College.

“It’s OK, Mike,” I said. “We’re just supposed
to dress like them, not act like them.”

“Oh, right, yeah.”

I looked up at the clock. “Oh, heck, I need
to get out there. If I make it through tonight without spilling a
plate of marinara on this gown I’ll be totally shocked.”

I picked up a menu pad and a pen—George had
told us it was OK to go without the aprons tonight—and went on out
into the dining room. Looking around, I had to admit that George
and the staff who’d been on earlier in the day had done a nice job
of decorating the place. Cobwebs festooned the heavy wrought-iron
chandeliers, candelabra flickered on the tables, and interesting
gargoyle fixtures had been placed at strategic spots around the
restaurant. It wasn’t overdone, but the additions definitely made
the restaurant—already highly atmospheric, with its stone walls and
floor, iron light fixtures, and mural of the façade of La
Scala on the far wall—look gloomy and haunted.

The real festivities wouldn’t start for
another hour or so, but we had early diners who were grabbing a
bite before moving on to their own parties or concerts. Some were
in costume, but not all. Everyone seemed to be in a cheerful mood,
however, and I hoped the evening would continue to run
smoothly.

Not for the first time, I found myself
wishing Randall could have come. He had a paying gig to play at a
private party in Bel Air, though, and I hadn’t been about to ask
him to turn down five hundred dollars just so he could watch me
wait tables all night. He’d wanted to see me in the Marguerite
gown, but I’d promised to take lots of pictures—a promise I was
miserably failing to fulfill right now—and we had made tentative
plans to go to the Day of the Dead festivities in Olvera Street in
two days as a sort of compensation for not being together on
Halloween, since neither of us had ever been.

I’d always loved Halloween growing up; we’d
lived in a quiet family neighborhood where kids could roam safely
in search of treats, and my mother, a talented seamstress, had
always delighted in coming up with something new for me to wear
each year. Usually it had been some variation on a “princess”
dress, because I’d always been fascinated by fancy gowns and
historical costumes. So the Marguerite dress was really the latest
in a long line of pretty Halloween costumes for me, although I
hadn’t had much desire to dress up even for private parties the
past few years.

These days it seemed as if more and more
adults were getting in on the fun; I supposed the relentless
marketing of the holiday made it easier for those of us who missed
the good old days of “dress-up” to keep throwing on the costumes
year after year. At any rate, the array of fancy dress that started
arriving soon after seven o’clock was truly startling, since I
hadn’t done anything much for Halloween the past few years except
stay at home and hand out candy from the dollar store.

True, George was sponsoring a costume contest
with a $250 grand prize, as well as a discount of ten percent off
the bill to anyone in costume, but I was still amazed at the effort
some people had put into their get-ups. A party of four at one of
my stations included a pretty creditable Scarlett O’Hara in her
famous green velvet “curtains” gown, a fairy princess complete with
fancy airbrushed wings, a man dressed as either a Ringwraith or the
Grim Reaper (I guessed from the absence of a sickle that he was
probably supposed to be a Ringwraith), and George Washington. Or
maybe he was supposed to be Thomas Jefferson, but it was hard to
tell.

I took their orders and more from an
assortment of nuns, flappers, vampires, and zombies before I
returned with a tray full of drinks and discovered there was a new
arrival, seated at the far edge of my station next to a pillar.

Jerri, the hostess, leaned in and whispered
in my ear as she was heading back to her station at the front of
the restaurant. “You’ve got a live one there.”

“What?”

“That guy just tipped me two hundred bucks so
he could sit in your station. What’s up with that?” Then she rolled
her eyes, rubbed her fingers in the universal sign for big bucks,
and hurried off.

Two hundred dollars? Just to sit in my
station? L’Opera wasn’t really the sort of place where people
usually dropped that kind of cash. True, there was no way I could
afford to eat there myself, but still it wasn’t exactly Spago or
something. I looked back toward where he sat, half-shrouded in the
dim lighting next to the pillar, and took in a quick breath.

The Phantom of the Opera...

Or at least, I told myself quickly, a damn
good version of the character. The fedora, the white half mask, the
impeccable tails, the dark cloak that glittered with beading on the
shoulders—he’d definitely done his research. He looked as if he’d
walked straight off the Broadway stage.

I’d always loved the show. My parents
actually took me once when I was about twelve, and I had been
completely smitten. I loved the music, loved the fact that the lead
female character had the same name I did, loved the whole sweep and
romanticism of it, even though at that age I had been unaware of
some of the more passionate and sensual undercurrents of the
musical. At the same time, though, it had awakened feelings in me
that I had never experienced before. But I had to say that it was a
little disconcerting—to say the least—to see the real-life
embodiment of my first exposure to adult passion sitting at one of
my tables.

Still, if he’d been willing to tip two
hundred dollars just for the privilege of sitting at my station, I
could only imagine what my own tip might be if I played my cards
right.

“Happy Halloween!” I said to him in that
sprightly “customer service” voice George insisted on and I hated
with a passion. “What would you like this evening?”

He looked up then, and I had to keep from
catching my breath. The half of his face I could actually see was
just on the interesting side of handsome—high cheekbone marred by
some sort of scar I couldn’t see clearly in the dim restaurant
lighting; strong eyebrow over hooded dark eye; mobile, beautifully
sculpted mouth that nevertheless had that taut look at the corner
which indicated some sort of chronic pain.

Quite the Byronic hero, I thought to
myself, purposely keeping the thought ironic and light. The costume
was enough of an attraction without the fallen angel looks
underneath.

“The veal milanesa,” he replied, closing the
menu and handing it back to me. Even in the noisy restaurant I
could tell his voice was a clear, pure tenor, warm and vibrant.
“And a bottle of the ‘99 Banfi, I think.”

I scribbled hastily on my pad, hoping he
hadn’t noticed my raised eyebrows. Just the most expensive wine we
offered! We probably sold a bottle a month if we were lucky, but
George liked to keep a few of the high-end labels around just to
prove we were a cut above the chain restaurants that were our
direct competition.

“That’s a very elegant gown—“ he paused
delicately, apparently noting my lack of a name tag.

“Christine,” I supplied.

“Ah. Fortuitous, it would seem.” He regarded
me for a moment, and for some reason I felt a thin fingernail of
chill run down my spine. “Faust, I believe?”

“Excuse me?” Had I ever sounded like more of
an idiot?

“The gown. Marguerite?”

I let out a breath. “Yes, of course. I’m
doing the “Jewel Song” in my master class at USC, so—“

He smiled—or rather, the right side of his
mouth lifted. “And do it very well, I might think.”

I started to make a self-deprecating gesture,
then realized, damn it, I did do it well. “People tell me I
do.” Then, feeling suddenly awkward under his dark, half-masked
gaze, I added, “Let me get your order in—I’ll bring your wine
straight out.”

I got the feeling he was amused by my
discomfort, but he said only, “Thank you, Christine.”

And I fled to the kitchen, feeling more
relieved than the situation probably warranted. George caught me
pulling out a bottle of the Banfi—I had paused to dust it off—and
gave me an unexpected and totally uncalled-for smack on the
cheek.

“Someone bought a bottle of my baby?”

“Yes, George.” I dropped the clean towel I’d
been using to wipe off the dust. “And he
ordered veal.”

“You are my star, Christine!” he said with a
dramatic flourish, and I just had to laugh—he looked so silly
standing there in the kitchen, making grand gestures in his red
Mephistopheles doublet and short black cloak.

“Who knows, if I play my cards right I might
get a tiramisu and some espresso out of him, too!” I gathered up
the now-clean bottle and a corkscrew and headed back out into the
dining room, but not before I gave George a wink.

Well, he had every reason to feel good this
evening. The restaurant was packed, and I could tell from the crowd
in the lobby area that it was at least a forty-five-minute wait to
get a table.

The Phantom—I had to think of him that way
since naturally I didn’t know his name—looked up and smiled when I
approached the table.

“Was there much celebrating in the kitchen
when that bottle was brought down?” he asked, his tone sly, and I
couldn’t help laughing.

“Hosannas and everything,” I replied. Then I
had to turn my attention to gently slicing the top of the label to
reveal the cork and even more carefully pulling it out. The damn
thing was hard to pull, too, and I uttered a brief prayer that it
wouldn’t break during removal. That had only happened to me once or
twice, but it was equally mortifying each time it happened.

“Allow me,” he said, and reached for the
bottle.

“I couldn’t—really, it’s almost there—“

Silently he ignored my protests and took the
bottle and corkscrew from me. His right hand brushed mine in the
process, and I couldn’t help the shiver that passed over me.
Whoever he was, something about him seemed to resonate in my very
soul.

He deftly removed the corkscrew. I noticed
that his hands were beautiful, too, long and very slender, although
quite pale, as if he did not spend much time out of doors. An onyx
and gold ring gleamed on the pinky of his right hand.

“There,” he said, and handed the now-open
bottle to me. “You may pour, if you like.”

I took the bottle and carefully poured him a
glass without spilling anything, thank God. I hoped he wouldn’t
notice that my hands shook a little. “Your meal should be out
shortly.”

“I look forward to it.”

And then I tore myself away, soon absorbed in
bringing out plates to the patrons who had been seated before him,
refilling drink orders—in short, buried in the minutiae of any busy
shift.

Once I paused in the kitchen to gulp down a
glass of water, and Meg popped in and grinned.

“I hear you have a secret admirer.”

“What?”

“Oh, come on, Christine!” She paused for a
moment to readjust the red silk rose she wore tucked into the bun
at the back of her head. “I haven’t had too many guys plopping down
two hundred bucks for the chance to sit at my station.”

“Oh, that.”

“Yeah, that.” She reached out and
readjusted a curl on my forehead, looked at me critically, then
said, “You probably need to put on more lipstick.”

“Oh, come on, Meg—“

She produced a tube from a pocket hidden
somewhere in her skirt. “Girlfriend, if there was ever anyone who
needed a sugar daddy, it’s you. So pretty up already.”

I took the lipstick from her and dabbed a
little on. “I’m sort of seeing someone, Meg.”

“Yeah, and?” She reached out and flicked away
a little excess lipstick from my lower lip with her pinky. “You’ve
gone out with Randall what, once? Plus a couple of practice
sessions? I wouldn’t exactly call that an exclusive
relationship.”

“Meg, the guy’s a customer—“

“So what? Women meet rich men on the job all
the time.”

“Who says he’s rich?”

She gave me an unbelieving, “you are so
stupid I’m not even going to comment on the fact” look. “Last time
I checked, poor guys don’t tip two hundred bucks to sit at a
particular waitress’s station, and they don’t order hundred-dollar
bottle of wine, either.”

“OK, so he’s rich. Does that matter so
much?”

At that all Meg did was lift an eyebrow. “You
of all people should know the answer to that one, Christine.”

And she left me with that, picking up a tray
of food and sailing back out into the dining room.

That’s really unfair, I thought. Did
being poor automatically render you vulnerable to the first guy
with a big bankroll who came along? I didn’t think so. Besides,
compared to me, Randall really was comfortably well off—his home
was paid for, and he made a decent stipend as a T.A., not to
mention the private gigs and studio time he took on the side. Not
exactly Donald Trump, of course, but certainly a lot farther up the
economic scale than I was at present.

But I didn’t have a lot of time to ruminate
on the value of a rich boyfriend, or whether what Randall and I had
so far constituted a “relationship”—the Phantom’s dinner was ready,
and I had to take it back out to him.

Unfortunately, my promise to him that it
would be out “shortly” had, well, fallen short. It was pretty
common on busy nights like this, and we were just about the busiest
I had ever seen. By the time I got back to his table, it was well
after eight o’clock, and the music had been turned up a click to
accommodate the people who were starting to filter onto the dance
floor George had set up at the far end of the restaurant.

“Sorry about the wait,” I said, placing his
plate of veal before him. “We’re sort of maxed tonight.”

“No bother,” he replied. “I’ve been
people-watching.”

There was definitely plenty of that to be
had. The group seemed to have grown even wilder and more diverse as
the evening progressed. But he sat in a sort of dark eddy away from
the crowd, observing but not really a part of it.

“Is there anything else you need?” I
asked.

He turned then and looked up at me, and again
I could feel my breath catch in my throat. What dark passions hid
behind that mask, in those gleaming eyes? “If I think of anything,
I’ll be sure to let you know.”

I managed to muster a smile. “You know where
to find me.”

“Indeed I do.”

The exchange seemed innocuous enough, but
again I found myself searching for a suspicious subtext in his
words. Still, it was enough of a dismissal that I could make my
escape and go on to tend the other customers at my station. But
even as I went about my tasks I could feel his eyes still on me,
watchful behind the half-mask that hid everything save what he
cared to reveal to the world.

 


 


 


Christine...

He finally was willing to believe in the
mercy of God. Finally, tonight he had seen her, spoken with her,
even managed to touch her delicate hand as she struggled with the
bottle of wine he had ordered.

The photos were nothing, liars that had done
nothing to convey the luminosity of her fair skin, the hidden
auburn gleam in her dark curls, the subtle dimple at the corner of
her cheek. Even less had they been able to convey her quiet wry
humor, the gleam of intelligence in her blue-gray eyes, or the
pretty lilt of her voice. That he had been able to sit here,
conversing with her in the merciful half-darkness of L’Opera,
seemed nothing short of a miracle.

He was able to watch her as she bustled
about, expertly removing dishes or placing steaming plates of food
in front of her patrons, all the while gleaming like a princess in
her white and gold gown, ropes of pearls glimmering in the dusky
glory of her hair. She reminded him of some of the old fairy tales
he’d read when he was a child, of the princess in exile, forced to
do menial chores but still retaining her innate nobility and
grace.

It was all he could do not to take her from
this place, here and now, but of course that was not feasible. No,
all he could do was sit and make himself enjoy the truly excellent
wine and quite passable veal, when all the while his true
nourishment came from watching her.

He watched as more couples took to the dance
floor at the rear of the restaurant. God, what he would give to
hold her in his arms, feel her body pressed against his! But that
had to be impossible—she was working this evening, and surely that
would be a heinous breach of protocol?

She appeared to remove his empty plate, and
asked if he would care for dessert or perhaps a cappuccino or
espresso?

What he wanted was for her to sit at his
table and share the last glass of wine from his bottle, but of
course that was even less likely than taking her on to the dance
floor. Still, anything to prolong the evening --

“An espresso, and a tiramisu,” he said in
response to her question. He actually did not care much for dessert
as a rule, but it was a good way to pad the bill.

She took the order and disappeared into the
kitchen, collecting a few additional requests for coffee and drink
refills along the way. He admired the easy, casual way she was able
to work with people, as if it were perfectly natural for a being
with the looks and voice of an angel to wait on others like a
common serving girl.

More than ever he was convinced that what he
was planning was the only true, right way for Christine. She was
too good for this world, and if fate had been cruel enough to force
her into servitude, then it was his place to combat fate and take
her where she would be utterly secure and protected, where her
enormous gifts could be nurtured and cherished.

In her absence the costume contest commenced,
with a man who appeared to be the restaurant owner acting as master
of ceremonies. He was dressed as Mephistopheles and certainly
looked the part, right down to the spade beard and pointed
eyebrows. Still, his costume was unimportant, and Erik had to admit
he was somewhat amused by the eclectic group that paraded across
the temporarily emptied dance floor.

Since the winner was chosen by audience
appreciation, it was no surprise that the one chosen was a woman in
a very scanty—if gorgeously beaded—devil costume. He shook his
head, amused and disgusted at the same time. There were many more
costumes in attendance that deserved the prize, but none of them
had legs that went on forever and an amazing amount of
gravity-defying cleavage—no doubt surgically enhanced.

Still, the costume contest was of very little
interest to him, since he had decided not to participate and
Christine, as an employee, was of course ineligible. He knew that
his costume was correct in every detail, down to the ring on his
little finger and the diamond-patterned $200-per-yard fabric that
made his dress suit. He certainly had not come here to put himself
on display, however, and would not have done so even if he had
needed the prize money, which he certainly did not.

Christine arrived with his espresso and
dessert just as the dance floor began to fill again. He allowed her
to set both before him, but then he leaned forward impulsively and
said, “Would you care to dance?”

She took a step backward, obviously shocked.
“But—I’m working!”

“And have you taken a break yet this
evening?”

From her hesitation, the answer was obviously
no. He wasn’t surprised, considering how busy the place was.

“Indulge me,” he said and stood, offering her
his hand.

For one long, frightening moment he was
afraid she was going to refuse. Then she laid her hand in his and
said, lifting her chin valiantly, “I don’t think I’m breaking any
labor laws.”

He smiled at the defiant sparkle in her eyes
and the sheer loveliness of her. Hardly daring to believe this was
really happening, he led her to the dance floor.

Luckily, the restaurant’s owner (and presumed
arbiter of the evening’s playlist) was something of a
traditionalist. Instead of some hard-pounding techno or completely
undanceable rap, the song playing was Andrea Bocelli and Sarah
Brightman’s duet, “Time to Say Goodbye.” Of course, at the moment
Erik hoped this was anything but goodbye, but at least the song
gave him a chance to really hold her, to sweep her along with the
melody.

Being a singer, of course she was attuned to
the rhythm of the music, but she also did not seem to fear being
held by him, to let him clasp her one hand and cradle her slender
waist in the other. God, the sensation of her body against his, the
intoxicating scent of roses that came from somewhere in the dark
masses of her hair! Her fingers twined with his, and she moved
gracefully despite the heavy skirts of her costume, which he could
only assume was none too easy to dance in.

He had experienced a few moments like this in
his life. The first time he had heard Beethoven’s Ninth. The
first time a woman touched him. Of course the first time he saw
“Music of the Night” performed on stage. But the difference here
was that the embodiment of all those passions, all those dreams,
was held now in his arms.

All too soon the song was over, and Christine
pulled away almost immediately. Her cheeks were flushed, but she
would not meet his eyes.

“I really need to get back to work—“

He had to let her go. As much as he wanted to
hold her forever, he did not want to cause trouble or call too much
attention to himself. He had probably done all too much
already.

“Of course. Thank you very much for the
dance.”

She shot him a quick, uncertain smile but
still would not look him directly in the face. Murmuring something
about getting his bill, she disappeared among the crowd.

Was it unreasonable that he could still feel
the touch of her hand in his, still smell the scent of her hair?
His body ached for her even as he made his way back to his table,
sipped at his now-lukewarm cup of espresso, and wished that the
evening would never end.

But, as with all things, of course it did.
Christine brought him his bill, but at least now she seemed to have
recovered herself enough to meet his eyes and smile.

“Thank you for coming this evening—“

Of course he couldn’t tell her that he’d give
up all his useless millions just to hold her again. “This has been
a memorable Halloween,” he replied instead, and was amused to see
the quick blush rise in her cheeks.

“Yes, it has,” she said, and looked as if she
wanted to say more, but was interrupted by a drunken hail from the
next table over.

“Waitress—hey—another round over here!”

She turned, distracted, and he took the
opportunity to drop five hundred-dollar bills on the table and
sweep himself away outside before she could notice. The air outside
was cold and smelled of damp, the unmistakeable scent of wet
asphalt. It had obviously rained hard during the hours he had spent
inside the restaurant, but now the pavement was merely slick with
rainwater, the sky mottled with hard-driven clouds that were
charcoal-gray against black.

The valet brought his S-Class around
promptly, obviously giving him preferential treatment even though
several other people had been out there waiting for their cars
before Erik had arrived. He tipped the young man—obviously another
college student—with a twenty before taking the wheel and driving
off into the night.

He had actually learned to drive at a fairly
early age, although it had been Ennis, who had taught him,
certainly not his own father. Erik enjoyed the isolation he could
experience behind the tinted windows of his car, and although he
never drove during the daytime, he liked to take the car out at
night, when he could drive through the meandering roads that
crossed the arroyo and feel as if he were somehow part of the
world, if even for only a short time.

Tonight was no different. Tonight, if
anything, he felt more kindly disposed toward the human race than
he had in a long time. He had spoken with her, seen her face with
his own eyes—even, incredible as it seemed, held her in his arms.
And she had not recoiled—if anything, he could sense her attraction
to him, even though she tried to hide it, even though he knew even
now she was probably telling herself that it was just a silly
response, that she was truly only interested in Randall.

Well, she could tell herself anything she
wanted. He had held her, felt her breathing quicken as he touched
her, and he knew that, deep down, she had wanted him.

That, of course, would make things much
easier. Possibly she would be resistant at first, but he felt
certain that once she understood everything he had to offer her,
she would surrender to him completely. After all, her current life
had so little to give her, and he was willing to lay the world at
her feet, in exchange for so little. Such a small thing,
really.

All he wanted was her heart.



 



Chapter 6

 


Randall did not look happy.

We’d agreed to meet at a restaurant at the
western end of Olvera Street at four-thirty, since he had class
until four, but it wasn’t until almost five o’clock before he
rounded a corner, looking grim. I was just glad he had shown up;
all sorts of horrible possibilities had presented themselves,
ranging from a simple standing up to a multi-car wreck somewhere
along the 110. Aside from his expression, though, he looked none
the worse for wear, so I thought maybe the traffic had just been
especially bad—nothing unusual for Los Angeles at rush hour, even
though campus was only about fifteen minutes from the historic
pueblo near Union Station.

“Hi,” he said briefly. “Let’s go inside. It’s
freezing out here.”

Nice of him to notice, especially when I’d
been sitting in the chill for the last forty-five minutes. Although
the Halloween night rain had gone, the cold air mass still hovered
over the city, and it was unseasonably chilly.

“Bad traffic?” I asked, hoping that my tone
was neutral.

“Sucked,” he replied. “They’re still tearing
up part of Main for something—pipes, I guess.”

The hostess seated us in a dark booth toward
the back of the restaurant. It was fairly crowded, no big surprise
considering that the Day of the Dead festivities were still going
on outside. At least I’d gotten to see a parade of folkloric
dancers while I sat waiting for Randall, although I wished I had a
proper coat instead of the thin denim jacket I had thrown on over
my sweater.

“Do you drink beer?” he asked, after we’d
been seated and were looking over the menus.

“Not usually, but I do kind of like it with
Mexican food.”

“God, I’d kill for one right now.”

I raised my eyebrows, but luckily Randall
wasn’t forced into homicide, as the waitress appeared at my elbow
and asked what we’d like to drink.

“Two Dos Equis,” Randall said. “Stat.”

The waitress—her name badge announced that
her name was Lupe—blinked, then smiled. Up until then she had been
looking somewhat tired and even sour, but when she smiled she was
an entirely different person. “That kind of day?”

“You have no idea.”

“In that case I’ll make sure you get a double
order of chips and salsa. And I’ll get those Dos Equis—stat,” she
added, grinning as she left us.

Randall ran a hand through his hair. “Sorry,”
he said. “I’m being an ass.”

“Hey, if you’ve had a bad day—“ Seeing him
like this was harder than I had thought. After my evening with “the
Phantom,” I’d been feeling more than a little guilty. I knew I was
being silly—all I’d done was dance with the man for five minutes,
after all—but I didn’t think it was right for me to have felt the
attraction I had experienced, not if I cared about Randall.

The problem was, I knew nothing about love
and attraction, really. After our first date, I had thought I was
in love with Randall, or at least seriously in infatuation if
nothing else, but what was my basis for comparison? A few high
school crushes that had amounted to nothing? I wanted to be with
him, thought of him when he wasn’t around, felt my heart speed up a
little when he sought me out with those gorgeous hazel eyes of his
and gave me a quick smile during class, but was it really love, or
just an extension of my not wanting to be alone any longer? Surely
if I were truly in love I wouldn’t have felt the touch of that
stranger’s hand on mine for hours afterward, or shivered at the
look in his dark eyes as he spoke with me?

Randall’s voice brought me back to the
present. “Even if I’ve had a bad day, I shouldn’t be taking it out
on you. I just had some bad news this morning, that’s all.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

He hesitated, and then we were interrupted by
the arrival of Lupe with our drinks. She set them down, along with
the promised chips and salsa.

“Ready to order?”

Randall and I looked at each other, guilty.
We had barely even glanced at the menus.

“Give us a couple of minutes,” he said.

“No problem,” she replied, and left
again.

He lifted the beer to his lips and drank
deeply. I took a more cautious sip, then helped myself to a chip
with some salsa. The beer tasted OK in combination with the chip,
but it wasn’t something I would have sought out on my own.

“Guess we’d better figure out what we’re
having before we get into anything else,” Randall said, and for the
next couple of minutes we busied ourselves with perusing the menus,
preparing ourselves for Lupe’s return.

Eventually we decided on carnitas for him and
chicken mole for me, gave our orders to Lupe when she returned,
then looked back at one other.

There was an uneasy pause.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s
OK,” I said at length.

He waved a hand. “No, that’s all right. I’m
just simultaneously pissed off, frustrated, and confused, none of
which are fun, especially all together.”

“So what happened?”

“Stupid bureaucratic screw-ups is what.”
Randall took a more reasonable swallow of beer before continuing.
“The duplex is paid for, and it’s in my name, but of course I’m
responsible for paying the property taxes. They’re kind of hefty,
but I just put the money away each month like I’m paying rent until
it’s time to pay the tax bill in the spring, and I send it all in
in one big chunk.” He frowned. “So this morning I pick up my mail,
and there’s a notice from the county assessor’s office that I’m
delinquent in my taxes and that the property’s going to be put up
for auction in ten days unless I pay all the back taxes plus some
hefty fines!”

“Oh, my God!” I said. No wonder he was in
such a foul mood. “Did somebody screw up?”

“Of course somebody screwed up—they’ll just
never admit it. I spent most of the morning on the phone with a
series of dipshit—sorry—bureaucrats who all swore up and down that
my taxes this spring hadn’t been paid and that I was seriously
delinquent.”

“But don’t you have a canceled check or
something to show that you paid?” I asked.

“Not exactly. I let my stupid bank talk me
into doing the whole electronic check storage thing, so now I have
to go in and request my records back six months, locate the check,
and get a facsimile made. No problem—except that that process is
going to take fourteen business days, which is four more than I
have.”

Next to this, my recent problems seemed
fairly insignificant. “So what are you going to do?”

“I’ll keep fighting it, but in the meantime
I’m probably going to have to borrow the money from my parents.” He
scowled, then took another pull at his beer. “That’s going to be a
real fun conversation.”

“I am so sorry, Randall,” I said, and I meant
it. Having spent the last five years of my life fighting with
various financial aid organizations, I knew that dealing with the
random stupidity of government bureaucracies was about as much fun
as having a root canal.

“Yeah, so am I.”

At that point the food arrived, and we were
silent for several moments as we took a few bites.

Then he said, “I really didn’t mean to dump
on you, Christine—“

“If you can’t dump on me, then who can you
dump on?” I replied, and was gratified to see some of the warmth
return to his eyes.

“Yes, but we were just supposed to have a fun
evening together—“

“And we can,” I said firmly. “Don’t you feel
better that you told someone what’s going on?”

“Actually, yeah, I do,” he replied, looking a
little surprised at himself.

“Well, then,” I said, and was gratified to
see him smile.

“OK, next topic.” He helped himself to a bite
of carnitas, then asked, “How was the Halloween gig?”

I forced myself to swallow, even though my
food seemed to stick in my throat. “It was all right. Busy. I made
some good tips.” That was the understatement of the century—upon my
return to the Phantom’s table, I had discovered that he had dropped
five hundred-dollar bills on top of the check, giving me a tip of
approximately three hundred and fifty dollars. The relief I felt at
what that extra cash could do to help me out the next month was
almost overwhelmed by the guilt I experienced at how little I had
really done to earn that money. Still, I couldn’t exactly give it
back, and I just made sure I was very generous in the percentage I
had shared with the busboys and kitchen staff that evening. “How
was your gig?”

“Fine. Bunch of annoying Hollywood types.
Still, there were a lot of agents and producers there, and it never
hurts to get heard. I actually got a couple of business cards, so
we’ll see what happens.”

Ah, the sordid side of the business. I
supposed it was all about schmoozing and who knew whom, but at the
university I was still sheltered from much of that. Of course I had
gone out on auditions, but they were usually for local productions,
and just summer stock, since I simply didn’t have time during the
regular school year to perform in a full production unless it were
something being staged on campus. I’d been lucky enough to play the
role of Pamina in last spring’s production of Die
Zauberflöte but had held off auditioning for the autumn opera,
since they had chosen Norma, which had never been one of my
favorites. Also, breaking into opera was not exactly the same as
trying to break into Hollywood—not that that was what Randall was
really doing. He had admitted to me that he knew he was never going
to be a concert pianist, but he did have a gift as an accompanist,
and being a full-time studio musician was not a bad way to go.

“You’re dreamy tonight,” Randall said, and I
was brought back to myself.

“Oh, I was just thinking that I wish they had
chosen something else for this semester’s opera besides
Norma.”

He laughed. “It is a little heavy for your
voice. You were stellar as Pamina, though.”

“Well, thank you.” I smiled back at him, and
the conversation drifted on to a more musical direction as we
discussed the merits of various operas. I was glad to see that much
of the angry, distracted look had disappeared from Randall’s eyes
and made sure to keep the rest of the conversation light.

After dinner we drifted out to the main
plaza, where a band was playing some lively Latin dance music. Even
though neither of us really had a clue as to what we were doing, I
let Randall swing me out onto the pavement with the rest of the
dancers as we moved to the intoxicating beat. Luckily the crowds of
dancers around us were forgiving of our missteps, and really it was
more about moving to the rhythm than being technically perfect. It
was also a really good way to stay warm, because I could see the
breath of the dancers as white smoke in the cold evening air, and I
would have been freezing in my thin jacket if it weren’t for the
fact that I was moving fast.

Since it was a weeknight, the dancing ended
at 7 o’clock, but we’d had enough by then anyway—I don’t recommend
salsa dancing on a full stomach! The crowd began to disperse, and
we paused by the statue of King Carlos to one side of the plaza,
trying to decide what to do next. Most of the shops and restaurants
at the monument closed early in the evening, so if we wanted to
continue we’d have to decide on a change of venue.

I was tired, though, and usually I tried to
go to bed early on Mondays because I had an eight o’clock class on
Tuesday mornings, as well as a five-hour shift at the restaurant in
the evening. Still, I hesitated—it didn’t seem fair for me to cut
the evening short when Randall had had such a nasty shock.

He seemed to notice my diffidence, though,
because he said, “Are you ready to pack it in?”

“I’m sorry, Randall—“ It didn’t help that the
cold was starting to overtake me, now that I was standing still
again, and I began to shiver.

“Can I persuade you to come back to my
place?”

That would be treading on dangerous ground, I
knew. I was pretty sure Randall had a good idea of how
inexperienced I was, but he was, after all, a man, and of course
he’d be wanting the relationship to progress physically. What I
wanted, I wasn’t sure. Dancing with him had been exhilarating—we
had moved together easily, and I had felt the familiar leap of my
heart as he held me, but I did know that I wanted things to move
more slowly than he did. But how to express that delicately without
offending him --

“Not tonight, if that’s OK.” I wrapped my
hands around my elbows, trying to persuade myself that I wasn’t as
cold as I thought I was. “I have an early class, and then I have to
work—“

The only real betrayal of his disappointment
was a subtle tightening of his jaw. “Oh, right.”

To both our surprise, I stood on my tiptoes
and kissed him full on the mouth. He hesitated for a second, and
then he put his arms around me and pulled me in closer, his mouth
opening to mine. When we broke apart, he was smiling, and I felt
considerably warmer.

“Rain check?” I asked. “I don’t work on
Thursday, and I don’t have class on Friday.”

“Deal,” he replied.

Then we walked arm in arm over to Union
Station—I had taken the light rail from Pasadena, since it was
actually cheaper than paying for parking—and he kissed me
goodnight, thoroughly and well, before I climbed on the train and
headed back home. I’m sure it wasn’t the first passionate goodnight
kiss shared in the station, nor would it be the last, but the
memory of it was enough to keep me warm until I laid myself down in
my narrow, lonely bed.

 


 


The room was dim, lit only by the four
candles mounted in the candelabra that sat on the right side of the
massive gilded organ. Erik sat in the semidarkness, mechanically
moving through the third Brandenburg Concerto. His thoughts were
not on the notes, as much as he had admired them in the past for
their pure mathematical complexity. Things had finally been set in
motion, and so far everything seemed to be going well, but still
there was a vague unease in his heart. Jerome was tracking
Christine’s every movement, and his report that she had spent
another evening with Randall was disquieting. One would think that
she had felt nothing when she had danced with Erik on Halloween. He
knew in his heart that was untrue—he had felt her heart quicken in
her breast, watched her soft lips part as they had moved together.
But apparently that brief attraction was not enough to distract her
from that annoying young man.

And Randall, damn him—one would think going
out on a dinner date would be the last thing on his mind,
considering he was in very real danger of losing his house. That
had been an elegant stratagem—really, it was so easy to have those
records hacked and altered, and since one of the basic tenets of
survival in a bureaucracy was never admitting you had made a
mistake, it would take Randall quite a bit of maneuvering to keep
the lumbering beast of government from swallowing his pitiful
little property whole.

His distorted mouth pulled to one side as
Erik grimly remembered the last time he had been crossed. That time
the fools had been his own neighbors, the family who had owned the
property that shared the block with his mansion. He had always
disliked their home, mostly because it was an uninspired piece of
mid-century mundanity that offended his artistic sensibilities, but
it wasn’t until they had decided to build a pool in the piece of
their property that backed up to his own gardens that indifference
had flared into hostility.

It wasn’t the pool so much as the fact that
it became a haven for all the members of the family, including a
pair of very noisy seven-year-olds as well as every other child
within a five-block radius. The sounds of their screaming laughter
echoed off the walls and rendered that portion of his property
completely unusable. In self-defense, Erik had a row of closely
planted Italian cypress placed there in an attempt to buffer some
of the noise. Instead of settling back into uneasy coexistence,
however, his neighbors promptly sued him for blocking their view of
the mountains. He immediately countersued for loss of property
usage as well as emotional distress.

The legal bickering went on for quite a
while, during which time he had some carefully placed bribes at
city hall unearth problems with the permits that had been given to
build the pool in the first place. The owners of the property were
then hit with more fines in addition to the ever-mounting legal
fees from their lawyer. The final blow was the recession, which
caused the owner of the property to lose his software company along
with any hope of paying off his enormous legal bills. Bankruptcy
soon followed, and the home was sold at auction—to Erik, of course,
who promptly razed the house, knocked down the wall dividing the
two properties, and extended the stone wall that encircled his own
mansion to include the new acreage. The hated pool was dug out, and
he had a lovely Neoclassical gazebo erected there in its place. It
was still one of his favorite haunts.

Homelessness and bankruptcy were not really
his plan for Randall, however. No, the boy would probably pull it
out by appealing to his parents for money, but the whole process
would be humbling at the very least, not to mention a colossal
waste of his time. And that was what Erik wanted all along—to make
life difficult for him, to distract him from Christine by any means
possible until she literally disappeared out from under his
nose.

The disappearance, though, was the most
difficult part. As isolated as Christine was, she still went to
school and had a job, and so there were people who would quickly
note her absence if she turned up missing. But he could not wait
forever—obviously Christine and Randall were still seeing one
another, and things would progress naturally unless she were taken
away, and soon. Within the month, if possible.

His fingers stilled on the keyboard. Of
course. He had been stupid not to think of it earlier. In less than
four weeks the perfect opportunity would present itself. In less
than a month it would be the Thanksgiving holiday, and she would
not be expected at school for at least four days. He knew that she
did not work on Mondays, and a very probably no one would think it
strange that she missed school the first day after a long
weekend.

Yes—very soon, for the first time in his
life, he would finally have a reason to give thanks.


Chapter 7

 


The envelope looked innocuous enough—just a
slim ivory piece of paper with my name neatly ink-jetted across the
front. But then I looked at the return address, read it again to be
sure, then dropped my books down on the dining room table. The
letter appeared to be from the Long Beach Opera, and I was pretty
sure it wasn’t a flyer advertising their latest production. They
sent out slick brochures for that sort of thing.

“What the—“ I said aloud, then ran my finger
under the flap to tear it open. The envelope contained a single
piece of matching ivory paper with the Long Beach Opera logo
embossed at the top. Unfolding it, I quickly scanned its contents,
then read over them again, slowly, at first unbelieving, then with
my heart beating faster and faster.

“Dear Ms. Daly,” the letter read, “as you may
know, our organization is always on the lookout for new and
promising young talent. I was privileged enough to attend the
master class recital several weeks ago and hear you sing. I was
very impressed by your performance and would like to extend an
invitation to you to come audition for our production of The
Rake’s Progress, which is scheduled for next April. Our next
auditions are scheduled for Monday, November 9, at 4 p.m. Please
bring two prepared pieces, one in English, one in the foreign
language of your choice. We look forward to hearing you then.”

The letter was signed “Peter M. Mischoff,
vocal director.” I’d never heard of him, but I wasn’t that familiar
with the staff of the Long Beach Opera. I did know that they tended
to specialize in less-performed operas and avant-garde pieces,
leaving the more mainstream works to the L.A. Opera company.

“Monday, November 9,” I repeated, then
groaned a little. Only five days away, and awkward timing, too,
since I was done with class on Mondays at 1 o’clock and then
usually headed straight home for Pasadena. So I had to decide
whether to hang around campus for an extra few hours—not very
appetizing—or drive home, and then turn around and make the slog
all the way down to Long Beach just a few hours later, at the very
beginning of the afternoon rush, which was even less appetizing.
Still, you didn’t argue with audition times. You either showed up
or you didn’t, in which case your slot would be promptly filled by
at least ten other hopefuls eager to take your place.

I knew even then I’d just wait at campus—I’d
have my laptop with me and could work on the paper for my comp.
lit. class if nothing else. I just couldn’t afford to waste the gas
it would take to go up to Pasadena and then all the way back down
to Long Beach. Then I stopped for a second and shook my head at
myself, just a little. Here I was, being handed an amazing
opportunity practically on a silver platter, and all I could do was
worry about the gas it was going to take to get to Long Beach!

The phone startled me then, and I picked it
up on the second ring after placing the letter down on the love
seat next to me.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Christine.”

Randall, probably calling to confirm our date
for the following evening. Oops. In my excitement over the letter,
I’d forgotten for a moment that George had called me in to work
unexpectedly on Thursday night—and this time it wasn’t even Meg I
was having to cover. Two of the other waitresses were out with a
nasty stomach flu that was making the rounds, and George really had
no choice but to call me in. I knew Randall would be less than
thrilled to hear that our date was canceled, so I opened with the
unexpected letter from the Long Beach Opera.

“You will not believe what I got in the mail
today,” I said.

“What?”

I explained about the letter, let him give me
his congratulations, then said slowly, “Um, Randall—about tomorrow
night—“

Even through the phone line I could hear him
tense up. “What about it?”

He was not making this easy. “It turns out I
can’t make it. George needs me to come in.”

A silence. “George, huh?”

Well, if he was going to be that way about
it—I continued, sounding defensive even to myself, “Look, Randall,
it’s my job. Two of the other waitresses are out with the flu and
he needs me to help cover for them. It’s not like I volunteered or
something.”

Another pause. God, I hated telephones. That
was how I first found out about my parents’ deaths—the hospital
called the home number the O.R. staff had found in my father’s
wallet. They didn’t know that the only person at home to pick up
the phone was a frightened fifteen-year-old girl who waited alone,
wondering why her parents were taking so long to come back from
that dinner party....

Randall said, “OK, fine. It’s not as if I’m
not going through something over here or anything—“

I felt a little flame of anger then. Guilt
was the last thing I needed to deal with right now. “I’m not doing
this on purpose, Randall!”

“Of course not. You never do anything on
purpose if you can help it, do you, Christine?”

That came right out of left field. I
glared at the phone for a moment, then snapped, “What the hell is
that supposed to mean?” I was really angry now, and not bothering
to hide it. “If you really think I’m some passive-aggressive victim
type, then fine! Think what you want—it doesn’t change the fact
that I have to work for a living!”

“And I don’t?”

Possibly I had gone a little too far, but at
that point I didn’t much care. “Well, at least you’ve got some kind
of safety net. You can always count on your parents to bail you
out, right?”

Silence again, this time so long I wondered
whether he had hung up on me. Finally he said, “Well, at least now
I know your opinion of me. Talk to you later.” And with that he did
hang up.

Crap. I sat there for a moment, holding the
useless receiver in my hand, until the dial tone changed to the
angry busy signal of a phone left off the hook for too long. Then I
did replace the receiver in its cradle, not sure whether I should
be angry or hurt. The truth was, maybe Randall had hit a snag in
his perfect little world, but even as upset as he was over the
whole property-tax mess, he did have resources that I didn’t. His
parents were very comfortably well off and could probably afford to
help him out without too much effort. Whereas I --

Well, that way led to self-pity, and I’d been
there often enough in the past that I really didn’t feel like
revisiting the territory. If Randall wanted to be angry, then let
him. Either we’d make up or we wouldn’t. I felt a pang then,
wondering if he really were angry enough to call everything off,
but I wasn’t about to play the needy girlfriend and call him with
apologies I really didn’t mean. If he truly wanted to be with me,
then he’d have to understand my current situation and work with it.
It wasn’t as if I had lied about my job or the hours I had to put
in to keep myself afloat.

In the meantime, I had work to do. I knew
that I could sing the “Jewel Song” again for my audition, but I
also needed a good English language piece. After a bit of thought,
I decided that “Glitter of Waves and Glitter of Sunlight” from
Peter Grimes would be a good choice. I had done it my
sophomore year, and it was not something the other candidates would
probably choose. The last thing I wanted was to blend in. It had
been several years since I had worked on the piece, though, which
meant I had a few days of hard practicing in front of me. And since
apparently Randall and I weren’t speaking right now, I’d have to
rely on my own shaky accompaniment to prepare for the audition. Not
exactly a promising start to what could possibly be the most
important audition of my life so far, but I didn’t have much of a
choice.

The sheet music was still stored in the piano
bench, thank God. I pulled it out, set it on the piano, and got to
work, thankful that at least I had the music to pull me away from
thoughts of Randall and the worry of how angry he really might be
with me. Music had been my escape so many times in the past that I
had lost count, and I tried to take refuge in it now, hoping, even
as I tackled the difficult modalities of the aria, that Randall
hadn’t quite given up on me yet.

 


 


So they were arguing. Erik switched off the
tape recorder and smiled to himself. Good—very good. If they kept
at each other’s throats for the next few weeks he wouldn’t have to
worry about the progression of their relationship, of whether
Christine would find herself attracted enough to Randall to give
herself to him.

The tap on her phone had actually been
Jerome’s suggestion, but up until now the tapes of her phone
conversations hadn’t been of much use except to keep track of her
schedule, since the majority of the time she spent on the phone she
was either talking to Meg about picking up shifts or planning time
with Randall, which didn’t appear to happen very often. The paucity
of personal conversation was in itself illuminating. More than
anything it seemed to highlight her utter aloneness in the world.
Erik had imagined that most girls her age would spend a great deal
of time on the phone talking with friends or calling home to family
members, but of course Christine had no family to call, and her
circle of friends seemed quite limited.

On the other hand, he would have liked a
little more of the personal information he could have gleaned from
listening to her speak with her peers. In so many ways she was
still a cipher, even though he had at last finally met her, spoken
with her, even touched her. Her conversations with Meg were usually
work-related, although he could sense at times Meg was trying to
draw her out, with Christine politely resisting. She seemed to have
none of the current generation’s self-fascination that led to
personal websites, live journals, or blogs. Jerome had observed
that she seemed to be well-liked—with the notable exception of that
bleached, strutting mezzo in her master class—but did not appear to
have any close friends except for Meg.

Even an examination of her transcripts back
to high school did not reveal much. She had been an excellent
student, and of course had participated in choir and musical
theater in high school, but those seemed to be her only
extracurricular activities. Her grades had suffered a dip during
her sophomore year of high school—naturally, since her parents had
died on a frosty New Year’s Eve that year—but she appeared to have
recovered and gone on to graduate with high honors. She should have
gone straight to a four-year university, but the death of her
grandmother set her back both financially and emotionally, with the
result that she had not been able to attend USC until midway
through her junior year.

Erik would have dearly loved to have seen the
personal essay she had to submit with her application, but Jerome
was having a hard time getting his hands on it. No matter. The
paperwork would probably be procured soon enough, and, if not, then
he would have the real thing in his hands within the month. Then he
would be able to learn everything about her at his leisure.

At least his plans on that front were
progressing well. Really, it was a simple enough matter, and Jerome
already had several promising leads as to whom to hire for the
actual operation. No, the real frustration lay in waiting for the
time to be ripe, for the Thanksgiving holidays to be upon them,
that blessed four-day stretch where she could be missing for some
time before anyone really noticed her absence. Her room was already
waiting for her, an enchanting little jewel-box of a chamber ready
to address her every comfort.

He flipped the pages of his desktop calendar
from today’s date to the 25th. Twenty-one days. It seemed like such
a narrow sheaf of paper when he held it like this, measuring from
one date to the next, but he knew so much could happen in such a
short span of time. Twenty-one days. Wars had been fought and lost
in less time. People had met, fallen in love, and gotten married in
fewer days than that. Lives had ended, and begun.

Still, the last few months of Christine’s
life seemed to have followed a fairly set routine, and all he could
do was hope and pray for it to continue in such a way. That, and
pray as well she really had wounded Randall’s sensibilities to the
point he wished nothing more to do with her. Of course, Erik
himself knew that it would take much more than a few stinging words
to give up on a woman such as Christine—actually, he had been
pleased to see her show that much spirit—but Randall appeared to be
made of weaker stuff. At least, that was what Erik hoped. The boy
had probably never suffered a major setback before in his life, and
now he was faced with a huge financial obstacle as well as a
girlfriend who apparently wasn’t the doormat he had thought her to
be. What Randall did next would do much to prove his worth as a
man.

Even if Randall did surprise him by admitting
to Christine that he had been in the wrong, Erik wasn’t
worried...much. The spat had at least set the relationship back a
few significant steps, and that would take up more time—time that
neither Randall nor Christine knew was running out.

The development with the Long Beach Opera was
interesting, but not of much concern. It was high time more
attention was paid to Christine’s remarkable vocal gifts, and he
was interested to see how the audition turned out.

Curious on a purely intellectual level, of
course. By the time the opera was cast, let alone staged, Miss Daly
would have disappeared from the scene, much to the bemusement of
her friends and colleagues. Perhaps one day she might be able to
return to the opera scene, but first of course she had to prove her
loyalty...prove her love.

Yes, Christine would have to prove she was
completely his before she could ever be allowed to return to the
world....


Chapter 8

 


The offices of the Long Beach Opera were
located in the heart of the city in an area of gleaming high-rises
and expensive-looking restaurants. Of course there was no street
parking to be had, so I pulled reluctantly around to the back,
where I took a ticket from the attendant with a silent prayer that
they would at least validate.

It seemed a little odd to be holding
auditions here, in what clearly were administrative offices, but
perhaps they had a recital chamber somewhere on the premises. After
a quick glance in the rearview mirror to make sure my lipstick was
still intact and my unruly hair no more than usually mussed, I
gathered up my purse and the worn briefcase that held my musical
scores, took a deep breath, and headed toward the elevators.

The building lobby was impressively bland,
with slick polished travertine on the floors and walls and a
security guard who sat at a desk half-hidden by a series of potted
palms. He gave me a bored look, and I returned a slight smile even
as I hoped that he wouldn’t read my nervousness as suspicious
behavior. Apparently not, for he looked away almost immediately and
returned his attention to the newspaper spread out before him.

Between the two elevators was a building
directory that showed the Long Beach Opera offices as being located
on the fifth floor. I pressed the button, started to bite my lower
lip, then stopped, realizing that all I’d accomplish was to chew
off my carefully applied lipstick.

Before I really wanted it to, the elevator
reached the lobby, its doors opening. I had to pause to let a
brittle-looking woman with over-streaked hair exit the elevator,
but then I had it to myself.

As luck would have it, no one else had called
for the elevator, so I rode smoothly to the fifth floor, trying to
keep my breathing calm and unhurried. I don’t know what it was with
auditions, but I always let them get to me more than they should.
It always seemed as if they were vitally important to my continued
existence as a singer, even though I knew intellectually that not
even the most gifted performer won every role and that my voice,
good as it was, was not perfectly suited to every role for which I
tried out.

Meg once tried to feed me some psycho-babble
about fear of rejection stemming from the loss of my parents, but I
hadn’t let the conversation get very far. Who knows—maybe she was
even right. Over the years I had resisted the efforts of
well-meaning school counselors and psychologists to get me into
therapy, thinking it all a waste of time. No amount of talking was
going to bring my parents back, and in the meantime I’d had papers
and tests and concerts to worry about. Even Meg had finally given
up once she’d realized that that particular topic of conversation
was a guaranteed dead-end.

The elevator doors slid open, and I stepped
out directly into a reception area. It was furnished with
considerably more personality than the lobby downstairs; the
couches were covered in a vibrant if tasteful modern print in jewel
tones that matched the posters advertising various Long Beach Opera
productions which hung on the walls, and a gorgeous orchid bloomed
on the receptionist’s desk. She looked up as I entered, her gaze
friendly if a bit curious.

I approached the desk with what I hoped was a
confident and professional smile. “I’m Christine Daly,” I offered.
“I’m here for the auditions.”

Behind her fashionable rectangular frames the
receptionist’s dark eyes widened a bit. “The what?”

“The aud—“I began, then trailed off. Of
course. How could I be so stupid? This was an office building, not
a theater or rehearsal hall. But perhaps merely the address on the
letter was wrong, or the information as to the actual audition site
accidentally omitted. “Just a sec,” I added, when I saw her start
to open her mouth to speak, “I can show you the letter.”

I set my purse down on the floor and
scrabbled through my briefcase, looking for the envelope I had
tucked in with my scores. Of course it was buried at the bottom,
but eventually I dug it out, although it was a bit the worse for
wear. Then I unfolded the piece of ivory paper and handed it to
her.

She took it from me, the frown line between
her brows deepening as she looked it over. “I think someone’s
played a pretty mean joke on you,” she said at last.

I just stood there, staring at her, as my
heart began to pound in heavy, anguished strokes against my
ribs.

“This is our stationery,” she went on, and I
could tell she was trying to help me out by explaining further. At
least she looked sympathetic. “And we are doing The Rake’s
Progress in the spring. But the production was cast two weeks
ago. I don’t know who sent you this letter, but it didn’t come from
us.”

I said, in a voice not entirely my own, “I
see.”

“I’m very sorry,” she said, and, to her
credit, she actually did look sorry. Then she handed the letter
back to me.

Because it was the polite thing to do, I took
it—why? so I could burn it later?—and shoved it back inside my
briefcase. Then, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say,
and because I knew I had to get out of there before I made even
more of a fool of myself, I said, “Thank you,” managed a watery
smile, maintained enough presence of mind to gather up my purse and
briefcase, and then had to endure the excruciating wait for the
elevator to return.

She watched me with concern as I stood there,
wondering to myself what kind of moron had designed an elevator
that opened directly into an office suite. Wasn’t a proper hallway
with a discreet door good enough for them? Finally, after several
eternities, the elevator arrived and I fled inside.

You will not cry. You will not cry, I
scolded myself during the long ride down. Of course, my ignominious
retreat had to be attended by the unwelcome addition of elevator
riders from the fourth and third floors. I burrowed into a far
corner of the elevator, my briefcase and purse clutched against my
chest like a shield. Luckily, no one was really paying any
attention to me—it was the end of the work day, and all people
seemed to be concerned with was getting the hell out of there. In
that way I had a lot in common with them.

Of course when I got to my car I realized
that I hadn’t gotten my parking ticket validated—no surprise,
considering the circumstances—and had to pay for my lovely little
episode in the offices of the Long Beach Opera. Price of
humiliation, $6.50, thank you very much. Not to mention all the gas
this pleasant trip had cost me.

Not until I had peeled out of the parking
structure, popping the clutch from first directly into third and
almost stalling the Fox in process, did I allow the tears to flow.
By that point the quick-falling dusk of late fall had already come
to the city, and it was dark enough that no one could see me
weeping as I pointed my battered little car northward for the long
drive home.

 


 


Erik had been expecting Christine to make at
least one phone call when she returned home from her audition, so
he was poised by the listening equipment instead of just waiting
for Jerome to give him the tapes for review. The apparatus had been
set up in a smaller secondary office that had once been a
bedchamber, but of course it was furnished in the same discreet
opulence as the rest of the house. Because the evening was already
chilly, a small fired burned in the rose marble fireplace, lending
a subdued light to the otherwise darkened room.

The green light indicator for an outgoing
call began to flash, and he immediately picked up the headphones
and settled them over his ears even as the red recording light
turned on.

“Meg?” came Christine’s voice. She sounded
shaky and faint. Then a long pause. “OK—I guess you’re out. Can you
give me a call if you get this tonight? I don’t care how late it
is.” Another pause. “Talk to you later.”

He sat, considering, not bothering to remove
the headphones. That hadn’t sounded good at all. The audition
hadn’t gone well, then. He couldn’t comprehend anyone not
recognizing what a marvelous instrument she possessed, but perhaps
Christine was one of those unfortunate performers who choked at
auditions. It happened.

The outgoing call light began to flash again,
and he sat up straighter, wondering if perhaps Christine were
trying to reach Meg by another number. It was a male voice that
answered, however, one which Erik immediately recognized and
despised.

“Randall?” Again that frightening little
hitch in her voice.

“Yeah—Christine?” Even as a disembodied voice
heard through a set of headphones, there was no mistaking the
sharpened concern in his tone. “What’s the matter?”

A muffled sound in return.

“Are you hurt? Christine!”

A ragged breath. Then, “No—I’m not hurt. I
just—I needed to talk to someone.”

“What’s wrong?”

Almost unconsciously, Erik’s hands clenched
into fists. How he longed to be the one Christine had called in her
despair, the one she instinctively sought for comfort.

She took another one of those halting
breaths. “Oh, God, Randall—that audition was just a fake. Someone
set me up!”

“What do you mean, ‘set you up’?”

“I mean that I thought I had an audition and
drove all the way down there, and then—then—“ For the first time
she broke down into weeping, not loudly, but little wrenching cries
that were somehow more painful to listen to than outright sobs.

To do him credit, Randall did not try to
cover up the sound of her pain by murmuring platitudes or telling
her to hush. There was silence for a moment on the line, broken
only by the agonized sound of Christine’s weeping, a horrible
moment in which Erik waited, hardly daring to breathe until she
spoke again.

Finally she said, “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry. You’re upset.
It’s OK.” A pause. “Do you want to tell me what happened next?”

“Oh, God, Randall, it was so
humiliating! I go to their offices—their offices,
like a complete idiot! Who holds auditions in their offices?”

“Well,” he said reasonably, “you’d never
auditioned for them before. How were you supposed to know?”

“No one holds auditions in their offices,
Randall. A rehearsal hall, even the theater where the production is
going to be held, which I should have known, if I’d stopped to
think about the whole thing logically.”

“Well, we can argue about that later. What
happened?”

“So I walk in and tell the receptionist I’m
there for the auditions, and she gives me this look, like I don’t
know what I’m talking about. So I show her the letter, and then—“
Christine paused and took a breath. “Then she tells me that it had
to be some kind of joke, that they’d cast The Rake’s
Progress two weeks earlier!”

“Jesus.” Even Randall sounded shaken.

“Yeah. Exactly.”

Then Randall said, “Do you want me to come
over?”

Erik tensed, waiting for her reply. If
Randall went to comfort Christine, there was no telling how things
might end up. Certainly their previous quarrel seemed to have been
forgotten for the moment.

“No,” Christine said at length, and Erik
closed his eyes, expelling a breath he hadn’t even noticed he was
holding. “I really appreciate it, but I’m OK. I just needed to talk
to someone.”

“Just someone?”

“I wanted to talk to you.” Another pause, but
not as long as the ones before. “I’m sorry we argued.”

Interesting comment, Erik thought. She’d
admitted regret for the quarrel but not guilt.

Apparently Randall didn’t notice the
distinction. “I’m sorry, too. I was being a jerk.”

She made some sort of protesting sound, but
Randall cut her off.

“No, really. Probably I bit your head off
because I had just borrowed the money from my parents.”

“So your house is safe?”

“It is unless someone else in the assessor’s
office screws up again—which I kind of doubt, since my dad has a
friend of his in the D.A.’s office who’s offered to look into the
matter. We’ll probably get the money back in the next month or
so.”

This was news to Erik, but he hadn’t bothered
to follow up on the matter of Randall’s delinquent taxes for the
past few days. He’d been too busy with his preparations for
Christine’s arrival in the house. Still, the outcome of the matter
didn’t surprise him all that much. He’d assumed that Randall would
be able to extricate himself from the situation without too much
difficulty, and at any rate the object had been to throw some
frustration the boy’s way, not to actually render him homeless.

“Thank God for that, at least,” Christine
said.

“Well, I have to admit that I’m glad to not
have that hanging over my head anymore. But this audition
thing—this is just somebody being cruel.”

A brief silence. Then she said, her voice
small, “Why would anyone want to do something like this?”

“Not ‘anyone.’ Someone. And I have a pretty
good idea who.”

“Not—“

“Yeah, Carrie Gustafson. It’s not as if she’s
made any secret of the way she feels about you.”

“But why? And don’t tell me jealousy—she’s a
mezzo—it’s not even as if we’d be up for the same parts!”

Randall sighed. “Christine, I have to say I’m
touched by your faith in the goodness of humanity, but since when
have feelings ever been logical? Of course she’s jealous—you can
sing rings around her, you’re much prettier than she is, and it’s
obvious to everyone that you’re Dr. Green’s favorite student.
That’s enough to piss off a spoiled brat like Carrie. I know her
better than you, anyway—she’s been at USC for four years, and I’ve
had to put up with her crap the whole time.”

“OK, so let’s say I agree with your version
of ‘why.’ But how?”

“Well, it’s pretty easy for Carrie to get her
hands on official letterhead from the Long Beach Opera—“ and here
Randall paused for a second—“considering that her father’s on the
Board of Directors.”

“Oh.”

“Exactly ‘oh.’ And God knows her father
wouldn’t deny his precious spoiled darling anything she asked
for.”

Then Christine said, with some heat, “What a
bitch,” and Erik smiled to himself. He was always pleased to see
flashes of the spirit he knew burned beneath her calm exterior.

“With a capital B,” Randall replied, and for
some reason that made them both laugh.

“So I suppose,” Christine said, obviously
considering her words, “that the best thing for me to do tomorrow
is to walk into class like nothing happened.”

“Absolutely. It’ll drive her nuts—and she
won’t be able to come out and say anything directly to you, because
then she’d just be giving herself away.”

A small, wry laugh. “This actually might be
kind of fun.”

“That’s the spirit. You know, I wasn’t going
to be accompanying the master class tomorrow, but I think I’ll see
if I can switch with Susan. I don’t want to miss the expression on
Ms. Gustafson’s face!”

“Sounds like a plan,” Christine agreed. Then
her tone grew more sober. “Thanks, Randall. Now I feel like I can
actually sleep tonight.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” he replied, the
quiet intensity of his voice belying the flip words. “Take care of
yourself, Christine.”

“I will,” she said. “Good night,
Randall.”

“’Night, Christine.”

And with that the line went quiet. The red
recording light on the listening apparatus stayed on for a few
seconds longer, then dulled to black.

Erik sat in the warm semidarkness of the
office, unmoving for a moment, then slowly lifted the headphones
from his ears. Unfortunate that the two should have patched up
their differences so quickly, but he knew that he would have been
fooling himself to think that they would hold a grudge for any
length of time. Neither one of them had the darkness of spirit for
that sort of behavior.

Whereas he, on the other hand --

Discarding the headphones on the desk, Erik
punched the intercom on the phone. At this hour Jerome would most
likely be in the capacious apartment over the garage that was one
of the perks of his employment. Sure enough, the man responded to
the intercom’s buzz almost immediately.

“Yes, sir?”

“Jerome, I need everything you can find on a
Carrie Gustafson. She’s a senior at USC.”

“’S-o-n’ or ‘S-e-n’?” Jerome asked. Erik
could hear a beep as his assistant made an entry on his PDA.

“I’m fairly sure it’s the former. I don’t
know if Carrie is short for something else.”

“I’ll check on it, sir. Anything else?”

“That’s all. I want her address
especially.”

“Right on it, sir.”

Not bothering to reply further, Erik pushed
the intercom button again, disconnecting the call. He had no doubt
that Jerome would have the information for him by the time
breakfast was ready. And then --

Then Ms. Gustafson would every reason to
regret the day she made Christine Daly the target of her spite.
Yes, it would be most pleasant to give Carrie instruction in shame
and humiliation. She would find that Christine was not quite so
alone and friendless as she thought. It was a lesson she would
remember every time she looked in a mirror.

Erik laughed softly. It was not a pleasant
sound. Thank you, Ms. Gustafson, he thought. Thank you
for giving me the opportunity be become Christine’s avenging
angel!

 


 


 



Chapter 9

 


It was ironic that one of California’s most
prestigious schools was located in L.A.’s most notorious slum. Only
a few blocks from USC’s graceful stone and brick architecture and
carefully manicured lawns stretched South Central, spawning ground
of the 1992 riots, drive-by shootings, and gangsta rap.

Not that Erik cared much for any of that.
What did bother him was the fact that USC’s proximity to South
Central caused the streets around the campus to be crawling with
campus police and LAPD patrol cars.

He sat in the front seat of his rented Ford,
a big white Crown Victoria that itself looked like an unmarked
police car, waiting for the last light in Carrie Gustafson’s house
to go out. It was now almost one o’clock in the morning; apparently
one of her flatmates was a night owl.

The house was a carefully restored two-story
Victorian in a street of gentrified homes that just bordered on the
campus. It had been broken up into two flats, one up, one down.
Luckily for him, Carrie Gustafson lived in the bottom flat.
Alone.

Still, even though her lights had been out
for almost two hours now, he had to wait until all was dark in the
entire building. He could not risk being heard or seen. What he had
planned would take only a few moments, but he was not going to take
any chances.

There—finally, the last light was
extinguished. He glanced at his watch. One-fifteen. It would be at
least fifteen minutes before it was safe to go in.

A pair of headlights turned down the street,
moving slowly. Erik quickly slumped in his seat, waiting as the car
moved by with agonizing slowness. Had to be some sort of patrol
car, although he didn’t dare sit up to take a look. The sound of
its engine trailed off, and he raised his head cautiously, catching
a final glimpse of red taillights before it turned the corner and
headed down Jefferson Boulevard.

He sat up all the way then, pulled up the
hood of his dark sweatshirt to cover the black ski mask he already
wore, and drew on a pair of thin black leather gloves. His
lock-pick set was already stowed in the small black duffle that
also carried a small pink plastic bottle. One last check of the
time—one-thirty. Good enough.

Although he had parked across the street and
partway down the block, he was still careful to shut the car door
quietly and lock it with the key rather than using the remote lock.
Those things were just too noisy, especially on a residential
street after midnight.

Moving quickly without seeming too hurried,
he crossed the street and then, when he got to the edge of the big
Victorian’s property, he headed up the driveway, which was
partially blocked by a dusty 4Runner and a robin’s-egg-blue New
Beetle convertible—Carrie’s of course.

He resisted the impulse to stop and slash the
tires, or at least let the air out of them. That wasn’t the
objective here, and if nothing else his father had ingrained in him
a love of German engineering, even if in this case the object in
question looked more like a piece of Easter candy on wheels than an
actual automobile.

The gate into the side yard had only a simple
latch without even a padlock. Erik reached over the fence, lifted
the latch, and let himself in, hoping at the last minute that the
girls in the house didn’t employ a Rottweiler or pit bull as their
own form of burglar protection.

No snarls or startled barking met his
intrusion onto the property, however, and he continued to the back
door that opened on to a service porch. Jerome’s thoroughness had
resulted not only in Carrie’s address, phone number, academic
records (spotty at best), bank accounts (impressive for a girl in
her early twenties), credit cards (mostly maxed but all paid for by
daddy, apparently), and DMV record (better than she deserved), but
also the actual blueprints for the house, unearthed in some archive
that dated back to the gentrification of the neighborhood in the
late 1980s. It was always better to go to the back door if
possible; not only was it was less visible from the street, but
people were usually less careful about what sorts of locks they put
on their back doors.

As appeared to be the case here. He hadn’t
approached the front door, a handsome oak affair with a
stained-glass inset, but it had a handsome newish-looking brass
latching handle, probably with a matching handsome deadbolt. The
back door, however, looked as if it could use a new coat of paint,
and while it too had a deadbolt, it was only a Kwikset, something
Erik could probably pick in his sleep.

Picking locks was something he had taught
himself when he was in his early twenties, bored beyond belief and
looking for something to occupy his mind. Lock-picking seemed
interesting, something that would challenge his mind and his manual
dexterity—and he was equally attracted by the slightly subversive
nature of the skill. So he acquired a fancy lock-picking set,
several books, and a variety of locks to practice on, and went at
it nonstop until he could pick even a difficult Schlage in less
than two minutes.

He set the duffel bag down on the back step
and pulled out his lock-picking set, a fancy 72-piece kit that had
come in its own leather case. It seemed like overkill for the lock
he was facing right now, but of course he hadn’t known exactly what
he would have to deal with when he came here.

First, using his left hand, he inserted the
tension wrench, a thin, flat piece of metal, and turned it
slightly. Then he drew out the two picks that he’d used on Kwiksets
in the past and leaned close as he inserted the first one, lifting,
lifting --

Click. There went the first pin. Good.
He tried again for the second pin. It too clicked into place, and
the next three were a matter of less than a minute. Using a cam, he
was able to turn the plug as easily as if the correct key had been
inserted, and the door swung inward.

Moving quickly, he removed the picks and
tension wrench from the lock and tossed them inside the duffel bag.
There would be time enough to put them in their proper places after
he was done here.

The service porch was dimly lit by the sickly
salmon glow of the sodium-vapor street lights outside, its only
occupants a washing machine and dryer and an empty laundry basket.
It opened onto the kitchen, which was likewise dimly lit and also
empty, its counters littered with what looked like empty containers
of Chinese food and several stacks of dirty dishes.

He frowned in fastidious distaste. Of course
the kitchen in his own home had never been anything but spotless,
its counters and floor gleaming under the watchful eyes of Ennis
and his attentive staff, and he’d certainly never had to shift for
himself beyond the odd midnight snack. But in those rare instances
he’d at least always cleaned up after himself, unlike Ms.
Gustafson, who apparently could add “slob” to her long list of
undesirable qualities.

However, once he reached it, the bathroom
wasn’t as bad as the kitchen had led him to expect. Despite an
unfortunate preponderance of pink in the decor, it was reasonably
tidy, although cluttered with a frightening assortment of hair
products and styling tools.

Under the ski mask, Erik’s mouth twitched.
Very soon she wouldn’t have much need for those items....

The shampoo bottle sat in a plastic caddy
that hung from the shower head. He took it, carefully poured a
little over three-quarters of its contents into an empty plastic
bottle that he’d also brought with him in the duffel bag, then
lifted the pink bottle he’d carried along with him and drained it
into the larger shampoo bottle. Then he placed the empty pink
container back into the bag.

He lifted up the ski mask just long enough to
take a whiff from the open shampoo bottle. Luckily Carrie favored a
shampoo with a heavy floral scent, a scent that did a fairly good
job of masking the underlying chemical smell of the product he had
added. Very probably she wouldn’t notice the difference until it
was too late.

Excellent. He zipped the duffel bag shut,
looked around quickly to make sure nothing else in the bathroom had
been disturbed, then exited down the hall, moving with quiet haste.
Once out on the service porch, he pulled the door shut behind him,
double-checked to make sure it was locked once again, then made his
way back to his car.

Once inside the vehicle, he threw back the
hood of his sweatshirt, turned the key in the ignition, and pulled
quietly away from the curb. It was not until he was safely cruising
up the 110 Freeway back toward Pasadena that he also pulled off the
ski mask and started to laugh. He could drive through the darkness
without anyone seeing his face, and he could no longer tolerate the
itchy knit against his skin.

It had all worked out perfectly. His only
regret was not being able to hide there until morning, to see
Carrie’s rage and despair when she lifted her eyes to the mirror
and saw what the Phantom’s revenge had done to her.

Yes, Ms. Gustafson, he thought,
very soon a mirror will be your enemy as well!

 


 


Meg grabbed me almost the moment I walked out
of my comparative lit class on Wednesday afternoon. “Oh, my God,
Christine!”

“What?” I stopped, catching my breath,
certain from her tone that she’d just had a car accident, a fight
with her boyfriend, or something similarly earth-shattering. “Are
you OK?”

I must have sounded sufficiently worried,
because she stopped for a second, then shook her head and laughed.
“No, I’m fine. Didn’t mean to freak you out there. Haven’t
you heard?”

“Heard what?”

Meg looked around, almost as if she didn’t
want anyone else to hear her gleeful tones. “Heard what happened to
Queen Bitch of the Universe!”

She could mean only one person. “Carrie?”

“Yeah, Ms. ‘look at my perfect
two-hundred-dollar highlights’ Gustafson. Well, now those
highlights are down the drain—literally!”

“What?”

“Oh, yeah. I heard it from Jessica
Montalvo.”

Jessica, I recalled dimly, lived in the
upstairs flat in the house she shared with Carrie and another girl,
Lisa Keneally, a pre-med student.

Meg practically glowed, her dark eyes
flashing as she recounted the story. “Well, I guess earlier this
morning Carrie was getting ready for class and got in the shower
first, which Jessica really hates because Carrie uses up all the
hot water. So Jessica was already pissed because she was running
late and Carrie was going to probably make her miss her first
class. Then a little while later, after the water finally stops
running and Jessica starts calculating how long it’s going to be
before the water heater makes enough water for her shower,
all of a sudden Carrie starts screaming bloody murder.”

“Screaming?” I repeated.

“Screaming,” Meg said, obviously relishing
the word. I was starting to wonder whether I should have told her
the whole story of my abortive trip to the Long Beach Opera and
Carrie’s involvement with it. She was enjoying this way too much.
“So Jessica starts freaking out, like should she call the police or
should she go down and see what’s wrong? After all, knowing Carrie,
it could have been just a big spider or something, and then Jessica
said she would have felt really stupid if she’d called the cops. So
she goes downstairs to see what’s going on, and there’s Carrie,
standing in the bathroom, screaming and bald, with huge chunks of
hair on the floor and coming out of her hairbrush.”

“Oh, my God,” I said, even as I started to
think, Could Randall...?

“Oh, yeah,” Meg replied. “And OK, she wasn’t
totally bald, but she might as well be. Jessica said it was one of
the scariest things she’d ever seen—there were still strands here
and there, but everywhere else it was just white scalp.”

“So what did Jessica do?”

“Well, Jessica can hold her own in a crisis.
Maybe it’s because she’s got five younger brothers. Anyway, she
managed to get Carrie to wrap her head in a towel, found some
Valium in the medicine cabinet—it figures that Carrie would have
some of that on hand—made her take some, and then called her
parents. She stayed with her until Carrie’s mom came to pick her
up.” Meg grinned. “Of course, Carrie’s mom started freaking out,
too, but she hung on to it enough to look at Carrie’s shampoo
bottle, smell it, and then realize what had happened.”

“Hair remover, right?”

Meg grinned. “You got it. Apparently Carrie’s
mom went really ballistic then—called the cops, had them come over
and dust the whole house for fingerprints, even though there
wasn’t any sign of forced entry or anything like that. The only
fingerprints they found were Carrie’s, though, and a couple from
Jessica and Lisa. Of course Carrie’s mom started saying Jessica or
Lisa had something to do with it, which is just stupid, because
even though neither one of them were big fans of Carrie’s they
still had to live with her, for Chrissake. Jessica got all
pissed, naturally, but I guess the cops finally managed to quiet
Carrie’s mom down and got her and Carrie out of there, supposedly
to make a statement at the police station, but probably more to get
them away from Jessica than anything else. Jessica talked to Lisa
an hour or so ago, and Lisa said that while Jessica was out at
class Carrie’s mom came back and got a bunch of her clothes and
stuff, so I guess she’ll be staying at home for a while.”

“Wow,” I said finally. Certainly I wasn’t
exactly sorry that someone had targeted Carrie for such a trick,
but it was horrible—and really hit Carrie where she lived.
She’d always been insufferably vain.

“Exactly.” Meg gave me a considering look. I
knew exactly what she was going to say next. “Christine, you
didn’t—“

“Right,” I said. “Because I really know how
to pick someone’s locks, break into their house in the middle of
the night, and doctor their shampoo. All this singing stuff is just
a front for my real life as a master criminal.”

At that she had to laugh. “OK, well, you’re
right. Of course you didn’t do it. But you’re not sorry that it
happened, are you?”

“Take a wild guess!”

“Thought so.” She paused for a moment, then
added, “All the same, you do have an alibi, don’t you?”

“Well, I was at work until eleven-thirty, if
that helps any.” Then I added, “And Jeff next door saw me come in a
little before midnight, because he was just leaving for work.”
Jeff, my neighbor—our bungalows shared an adjoining wall—worked the
graveyard shift at a local call center. It made for a nice
neighborly arrangement, since we hardly ever saw each other unless
we happened to do the ships-passing-in-the-night thing as I came
home and he left.

“That’s probably good enough.” Her dark eyes
narrowed a bit. “You’d better check with Randall, though. Yesterday
I was pretty sure he was going to back his Beemer over Carrie’s
head. Did you hear what he did to her aria?”

Since I had been sitting next to Meg in the
master class the day before, of course I had heard. Carrie was
already a little bit off, because when she’d come flouncing into
class I’m sure she’d been expecting to see me a miserable, cowed
heap. Instead I had just flashed her a bright smile, then continued
chatting with Meg as if nothing had happened the evening before.
She’d frowned for a moment, looking as if she were searching for
something pointed and snotty to say without revealing her
culpability. Her wits hadn’t saved her before Dr. Green asked us
all to stand for the warm-up session.

Things had soon gone from bad to worse for
Carrie. When she’d gone to practice her aria with Randall, he
altered the tempo, coming in a half-second late in some places, and
then early in others, just as Carrie had caught up with the first
series of misplaced beats. The result had been, well, a mess, with
Carrie getting more and flustered and Randall smiling beatifically
throughout the whole process. It ended with Carrie looking daggers
at Randall while Dr. Green sat there bemused, trying to figure out
what exactly what had just happened.

“Oh, yeah, I heard,” I said finally, smiling
a little at the recollection. “But I’m pretty sure that was the
extent of Randall’s revenge.” But even as I was upholding Randall’s
innocence I was thinking that I’d better call him as soon as I got
home. Not for the first time I wished I could afford a cell phone,
so I could call him right away.

“Well, you know him better than I do.” Then
she glanced at her watch. “Crap—I’m going to be late for my psych
class. I’ll talk to you later.”

I waved as she took off, heading across the
quad. Time for me to get moving, too, if I wanted to beat the
traffic home. But even as I headed to my car I wondered about
Randall. Could he? And if it wasn’t Randall, then who?

 


 


 


“No, not me,” Randall said with some regret.
“I wish I’d thought of it, but I don’t think I could have gotten
past the lock-picking part.”

“Hmm.” I cradled the receiver between my ear
and shoulder as I bent down to slide on one of the ugly but
comfortable black loafers I wore to work. I’d called Randall as
soon as I’d gotten home, but he hadn’t answered his cell at the
time. Now he was returning the call just as I was getting ready to
leave for the restaurant.

“Who else hates Carrie Gustafson?” A
pause.”Maybe that should have been, ‘who doesn’t hate Carrie
Gustafson?’”

“Oh, come on, Randall. Not everyone hates
her.”

“Uh-huh.” He sounded unconvinced.

“OK, I’ll admit that she doesn’t do much to
make herself popular. But she’s got friends, and while she’s
irritating, this was a pretty drastic sort of revenge for someone
who’s just irritating, don’t you think?”

“True. Unfortunately, you’re the only person
I can think of who has a real reason to do something like that. Of
course you didn’t do it—but I’m glad that only you, Meg, and I know
about the whole Long Beach Opera fiasco.”

I hoped that was everyone who knew about it.
I’d sworn Meg to secrecy, of course, but Meg had a tendency to run
off at the mouth in the heat of the moment. All I could do was hope
she was distracted by something else and wouldn’t mention it to
anyone.

“Maybe you have a guardian angel.”

“An avenging guardian angel?” I retorted.
“Nice try.”

He laughed. “OK, that was a long shot, I
admit.” Then he continued, “I’ve got a good alibi, anyway. I was at
a studio session until past midnight. Seen by tons of people, with
audio evidence to back me up.”

“How’s that going, anyway?”

So we drifted off into talk about his budding
career as a studio musician until I absolutely had to hang up and
run, knowing that I would probably be late for work even as it
was.

Still, the thought nagged me as I jumped into
my car and sped off to work, praying that the god of street lights
would at least grant me decent through-put so I’d only be five
minutes late to work instead of ten. If it wasn’t Randall who had
put the hair remover in Carrie’s shampoo, then who? More
importantly, why?

And if I really had a guardian angel, as
Randall had joked, it was definitely an angel of the Old Testament
sort—vengeful, righteous, and dangerous. All I could hope was that,
if he really did exist, there would be no more reasons for anyone
else to call down his wrath!

 


 


 



Chapter 10

 


I still couldn’t shake that feeling of being
watched, and more than once found myself pausing in odd places—the
grocery store, the school parking lot, even my own front porch—and
stopping to glance over my shoulder. Invariably there was no one,
nothing that should have caused my disquiet, but it remained, a
faint ghost of doubt that seemed to follow me wherever I went.

Otherwise, the days slipped by, a blur of
classes, work, and far too infrequent dates with Randall. He
managed to keep a good face on the situation, even joking that two
people with schedules as crazy as ours had no right to be seeing
one another, but we both kept at it, unable to deny the attraction.
Better to have a few stolen hours together here and there than
nothing at all.

Carrie Gustafson had withdrawn from classes
for the rest of the semester, and her house mate Jessica seemed
fairly sure she wouldn’t be back for the rest of the year.

“It’s kind of awful,” she said one day, only
a few days before Thanksgiving. She and Meg and I had managed to
get together at lunch for a sandwich and some Starbucks.

I sipped at my guilty pleasure, a chai latte,
and wrapped my hands around the cup for warmth. Whoever said
California didn’t have any seasons had obviously never lived here.
Most of November had been chilly and damp, one storm after another
pushing in off the Pacific.

Meg took a sip of her own coffee. She prided
herself on drinking only the real thing—no frou-frou cappuccinos or
mocha lattes for her. Today it was a double shot of espresso. “So
she really moved out?”

“Oh, yeah.” Jessica shook her head. Like Meg,
she was darkly pretty, an exotic blend of Spanish blood and Native
American genes. “Thank God her parents were nice enough to pay her
part of the rent through the end of the year or we would really
have been stuck. There’s no way we could have found someone to rent
the bottom flat so close to the end of the semester.”

Regular classes ended the week after
Thanksgiving, and I had to say I was looking forward to the
Christmas break. Not the holiday so much—that had been pretty bleak
the last few years—but at least the prospect of having some time
off was exciting.

“Her hair just isn’t growing back very well,”
Jessica continued. “You know how those hair removers advertise that
the new hair will grow in sparser and lighter? Well, that’s exactly
what’s happening to Carrie’s head.”

Both Meg and I flinched, and I put up a
protective hand to my own hair. As much as the unruly curls might
drive me crazy from time to time—especially now, when straight,
sleek hair was the style of choice—the thought of it being
completely gone made me appreciate it all the more. At least it was
long and thick and healthy.

“So now they’re on to Rogaine. Carrie might
be back next semester, but I wouldn’t count on it. Her parents told
Lisa and me to go ahead and rent out the bottom flat.”

Meg turned to me, the gleam in her eyes
telling me she had just had what she considered a brilliant idea.
“Why don’t you rent out the bottom flat, Christine?”

I gave her a sour look even as Jessica said,
“Hey, that’s a great idea!”

“What’s it going for?” I asked in quelling
tones.

“Eight-fifty.”

Ouch. My own rent in Pasadena was only six
hundred. “Too rich for my blood,” I said, taking a sip from my
latte.

“Well, you could always get another
roommate,” Meg said. “Carrie had it to herself because no one could
stand to live with her in such close quarters.”

“It would make more sense for you to live
closer to campus,” Jessica added.

“And you’d be closer to Randall,” Meg
chimed in.

I put up my hands in mock defense. “Was this
premeditated?” I wouldn’t put it past Meg to get wind of the
opening in Jessica’s house and arrange for us all to have lunch
together.

“No,” they both said simultaneously, and then
started to laugh.

“Well, as much as I’d like the two of you to
arrange everything for me so neatly, I really like it where I am.
Besides, I’d have to get another job if I moved down here.” Despite
its inconveniences, Pasadena was safe, Pasadena was home—I’d
lived there all my life and didn’t feel like uprooting myself in
the middle of my senior year, even though there was a pretty good
chance I’d be going on to graduate school at USC.

“Well, Christine, as much as George loves
you, I’m pretty sure L’Opera would survive if you left.” Meg gave
me a considering look. “But I can see you’ve got that so-attractive
stubborn-mule look going right now, so I’ll shut up.”

“Thank you.” I took a bite of my sandwich. “I
hope you’re not offended, Jess.”

“No prob. I’ve got three people interested in
it—I just thought I’d give you the first shot in case you wanted to
move.” She drained the last of her frappuccino and said, “Well,
gotta run. Dr. Leinert has been on the rampage lately—if I’m late I
might get my head nailed to the wall. See ya.”

Meg and I both waved, then settled back in to
finish the rest of our lunch, since our next class didn’t start
until two.

“So what’s the deal with you, anyway?” Meg
asked.

I blinked. “What?”

“I thought you’d jump at the chance to dump
that crappy commute—and be closer to Randall. Or is that not
working out?”

“It’s ‘working out’ as much as it can right
now. I work nights, he’s working more and more nights with all this
studio stuff he’s doing—plus squeezing in a little something called
a doctoral dissertation on the side.” Not for the first time, I
found myself wondering exactly how Randall viewed our relationship.
I assumed he considered me his girlfriend, for lack of a better
word, but we hadn’t made it much past the dinner-and-a-movie stage,
aside from a couple of fairly intense makeout sessions on his
couch. We’d both emerged from them strangely satisfied yet
hungering for more, but I still wasn’t ready to go on from there.
My lack of experience was a source of frustration to Randall, I
knew, and I wasn’t sure what to do about it. As much as I enjoyed
our physical contact and the time we spent together, I couldn’t
help be nagged by a sense that I should be feeling more. Maybe it
was just me. I’d never been in love before—what exactly was
it supposed to feel like, anyway?

She sat for a moment, watching me carefully.
Sometimes one could forget the sharp intelligence she hid behind
the run-on chatter and trendy clothes, but it was always there. She
didn’t miss much. “OK, you like Randall a lot, but you’re not
really sure he’s Mr. Wonderful. Something like that?”

“Maybe.” I sipped my latte, then said,
“Actually, I’m pretty sure he’s Mr. Wonderful. I’m just not sure if
I’m Ms. Wonderful.”

“Well...” She gave a very Latin shrug.
“There’s no law against just having fun. It’s not as if you have
much basis of comparison, right?”

“Absolutely none.” I laughed. “Pretty
pathetic, huh?”

She smiled at that. “I’ve seen worse.” Then
she sobered a little and said, “There’s something else, though.
Something’s bothering you.”

I tried to look nonchalant. “What do you
mean?”

“I don’t know. You just seem...jumpy. Always
looking over your shoulder.”

Caught, I said, choosing my words with care,
“I don’t know, Meg. It’s just kind of a feeling, an uneasiness.
Like someone is watching me, but when I turn around, there’s no one
there.” I shivered a little and pulled my jacket closer around me.
“I’m probably just getting paranoid in my old age.”

She frowned. “I don’t know. You never struck
me as the paranoid type. If anything, I’d say you were too
trusting.”

I would have said the same thing about myself
a few months ago. I said, picking my way through the words as if I
were negotiating a mine field, “This whole thing with Carrie—“

“Do you know something?” she asked, leaning
forward eagerly.

“That’s the whole point! I don’t know
anything. But I can’t help feeling as if somehow it was connected
with me. Everyone agrees that Carrie was an annoying bitch, but no
one had any real reason to do something that horrible to her. No
one except me, that is.”

“But you didn’t do it.”

“But I didn’t do it. Exactly. So what if
someone decided to enact the revenge I wouldn’t take myself?”

She slumped back in her seat, absently biting
her lower lip. “Maybe that true. But who?”

“How would I know? I don’t know many people
who can break into an occupied house, mess around in a bathroom,
and then slip back out without being caught or leaving any sign of
forced entry, do you?”

“Not too many, no.”

“So there we are.” I shook my head. “Maybe
I’m just being egocentric. It probably doesn’t have anything to do
with me at all. But it just keeps bothering me, nibbling at the
back of my mind.” I shut my eyes for a moment, thinking. “And then
there was that guy at the autumn recital—“

“What guy?” She sat up then and leaned
her elbows on the table, fixing me with a stern gaze. “You didn’t
say anything to me about any guy at the recital.”

“Because it was so stupid, Meg!”
Frustrated, I pushed the remains of my sandwich away and met her
stare. “There was this guy at the back of the audience at the
recital, you know, standing in the back with everyone else who was
there to tape their kid’s performance. But he wasn’t taping anyone.
He was just standing there, waiting. Like he was waiting for me,
since I was on last.”

Meg sat very still, watching me. She
obviously could tell there was more.

“If that had been the first time I’d seen
him, maybe it wouldn’t have been such a big deal. But I literally
bumped into him a week or so before as I was leaving class. He was
reading the poster for the recital, for Chrissake!” I shook
my head. “I thought it was sort of weird at the time, because he
looked out of place, but I didn’t think much about it until later,
at the recital, when I saw him again.”

Meg frowned. “What did he look like?”

“God, I don’t re—“ I began, and then,
catching Meg’s glare, amended what I had been about to say. The
truth was, I did remember, or could if I tried. “OK, probably late
thirties or early forties. Dark hair. He was wearing sunglasses the
first time I saw him, and it was too dark in the recital hall for
me to tell then what color his eyes were. Not tall or short. Nice
build—he looked like he might work out. And fairly nice-looking.
Not drop-dead or anything. But—“ I paused.

“But I wouldn’t kick him out of bed for
eating crackers,” she said, and at that I had to smile.

“Something like that.”

“Well, as stalkers go, you could do worse. At
least he’s not a gargoyle.”

I gave her a pained look. “Meg, that’s not
even remotely funny.”

“Sorry.” She actually did look somewhat
contrite.

“Besides, he could be anybody. He didn’t look
old enough to be a parent, but he could be a brother or uncle, or a
grad student from another school...who knows? I just thought that
it was a strange coincidence.”

Tapping a manicured fingernail on the table
top, Meg was quiet for a moment, thinking. “It’s not much,” she
admitted, “but I’m glad you told me. I’ll keep an eye out, too.”
Then she looked past my shoulder, smiled and waved, and said,
“Here’s Randall. Probably time for me to duck out.”

“You don’t have to go—“

“No, it’s cool.” She grinned. “Got to keep
watching for your mysterious stalker. And if he’s as cute as he
sounds, maybe I’ll just ask him out!”

She bounced away from the table before I
could say anything in protest. I sat there, shaking my head, even
as Randall came around the table and pulled out the chair Meg had
just vacated.

“You look like a gaffed fish,” he said
amiably. “Meg up to her usual tricks?”

“You have no idea,” I replied. Just when I
thought she couldn’t shock me any more --

“I’m glad I found you,” he continued. “I
wanted to ask you something.”

Immediately I sat up a little straighter. His
tone was serious, his hazel eyes intent.

“Don’t look so worried.” He grinned. “I just
wanted to see if you would come with me to my family’s Thanksgiving
dinner.”

That came out of nowhere. For over a week we
had danced around the holiday, never really mentioning it. I’d been
wondering whether he was going to ask me to come over, or at least
to go out for the evening, but nothing. I had tried to convince
myself that it really didn’t matter, that perhaps his family wasn’t
open to having strangers at their family dinner, that he was
obligated to spend the holiday with them even if he’d rather spend
it with me—anything except what I feared most, that I just wasn’t
important enough to him for us to be together over the holiday.

Still, I wasn’t going to jump on his
invitation like a starved dog on a bone. “Well...”

“Oh, come on,” he said. “I promise we don’t
bite. Most of us, anyway. I can’t vouch for my nephew. He just
turned three, and he’s definitely the spawn of Satan, even though
he does look just like my oldest brother.”

“Wow, that sounds really inviting!” But even
as I made the protest I couldn’t help smiling.

“I’ll make my brother tie him up for the
night. And I promise that we won’t be relegated to the
kiddie table.” He grinned back at me, and I couldn’t help but be
struck by how good-looking he really was, how open and winning his
smile. “What, would you rather sit home with a Lean Cuisine? Or do
you really splurge on Thanksgiving and get yourself a Marie
Callender’s frozen dinner?”

If he only knew how close to the mark he was.
“OK, you win. As long as you promise that the demon spawn really
will be tied up.”

“I’ll do my best. I’m not sure my mother has
fully recovered from the mashed-potato incident last year, so I’m
sure she’ll back me up.”

“Mashed-potato incident?”

“Yeah—Brian thought he’d discovered a new
form of stucco and was eager to try it out on the dining room
walls.” Randall paused and took in my clothes with a worried look.
“You’d better wear something washable.”

“I think I can manage that.” Frankly, if it
had to be dry-cleaned, I couldn’t afford to own it.

“Great. I’ll pick you up at three.”

“I could just meet you there—“

“Absolutely not.” Although he was still
smiling, I could tell he was being serious. “You think I’m going to
put you through the whole meeting the parents thing without doing
it properly? ‘Meet me there’—I’d never hear the end of it from my
mother, even if my slightly misplaced sense of chivalry would let
me get away with it in the first place.”

“Well, OK. Just to keep your mother off your
back.” I kept my tone light, but I was suddenly very glad he’d
offered to pick me up. All other considerations aside, at least I
wouldn’t have to worry about my car breaking down on me on
Thanksgiving.

He smiled. Then he leaned over the table and
kissed me quickly on the cheek. “It’ll be fun. I promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” I replied, and we
went on to chat about a few other things, the abnormal psych paper
that was giving me so much trouble, the unusually damp weather, the
exciting news that he had been invited to play with the studio
orchestra for a new medium-budget action film, anything but the
concerns I had just discussed with Meg. Somehow I knew that Randall
would not react well—to put it mildly—to the news that I might have
a stalker, and again I tried to tell myself it was nothing.
Besides, Meg had said she’d keep an eye out for me, and I believed
her. If nothing else, I was sure she was dying to catch a glimpse
of the mysterious stranger for herself.

Soon we both had to leave the café to get to
our respective classes on time, and I couldn’t help but take a
quick glance over my shoulder as I left. The only person I
recognized was Randall, who caught my gaze and who waved and smiled
in reply. I smiled back, if a little hesitantly. Good thing he
didn’t know that it wasn’t he for whom I’d been looking.

 


 


Restless as a wind-driven shadow, Erik
drifted through the darkened hallways of his home, his night-sharp
eyes not needing the unnecessary illumination of electricity. The
staff had long since retired, but he, as had been his custom for
many years, remained wakeful through the long watches of the night,
shunning the harsh day and its unforgiving light.

Drawn there without realizing until he stood
beside the door, he paused outside the chamber that had been
prepared for Christine’s arrival. Three days, he thought,
and laid his unmasked cheek against the cool, smooth mahogany of
the door frame. Three days until she slept in the canopied bed
inside, until she breathed the same air as he, until she was
his.

Every part of the plan had been gone over in
obsessive detail, so much so that even Jerome had begun to lose
patience. Usually so controlled, he’d finally lost his temper and
snapped, “You pay me a lot of money to handle this stuff so you
don’t have to. So let me handle it.”

Angry as he had been, Erik had had to admit
that Jerome was right. Jerome had been Special Ops and FBI before
he’d ever hung out his shingle as a private investigator; he knew
whom to contact, how to cover his tracks, which loopholes to plug.
No, the plan was perfect, as far as he could tell. It was the
waiting that was wearing him down, since once they had finalized
the plan there was no altering it at the last minute. No amount of
money in the world could make the days pass any faster than they
already were, and so Erik was left to wait, his temper growing
shorter and shorter as the final days approached.

He’d watched the DVD Jerome had made of
Christine’s recital appearance over and over again until he had
every nuance memorized, every gesture, every slightest movement,
down to the one curl that had escaped the ribbon which bound her
luxuriant hair just at the moment she sang “c’est la fille d’un
roi”—and truly she had looked like a princess, even in her
simple black dress. And she had sounded like an angel.

Her voice over the listening equipment had
been his only other connection to her, the simple conversations
with Randall and Meg and a few other friends from school his only
means of knowing her. It was with some spite he saw that many of
her talks with Randall consisted of rescheduling dates, since both
of their schedules seemed to grow increasingly more hectic. All the
better.

Even this last, this family Thanksgiving of
Randall’s that she had discussed with Meg earlier in the evening,
did not give him much cause for worry. So he wanted to take her
home to meet his parents. How sweet. He hoped they would get an
eyeful of her that evening, because after that they would never see
her again. After that, she would be truly lost to the world, lost
to everyone.

Except Erik.

 


 


 



Chapter 11

 


Randall’s parents lived in Larchmont Village,
a lovely area of vintage homes north and west of downtown Los
Angeles. As we drove away from the 101 Freeway along Beverly
Boulevard, a gorgeous parade of houses passed by outside the car
window—lovingly restored Craftsmans, oversize English cottages,
stately Spanish-style mansions. We turned right just past Larchmont
Boulevard itself and then parked in front of a stunning Spanish
hacienda, complete with turret in front and a porte-cochère over
the driveway.

I gave Randall an anxious look.

He smiled, reaching over and giving my hand a
reassuring squeeze. “It’s OK. They’re all going to love you.”

That may have been true, but at the moment I
was feeling more than a little intimidated by the neighborhood and
the house in particular. I tried to remind myself that at least the
home had been in the family for years and years and hadn’t been
purchased during the last housing boom. How much was the place
probably worth now? One million? Two?

I took a deep breath. “All right. Let’s do
this.”

At that he gave me a quick glance. “You sound
like someone about to jump off an airplane.”

“Then let’s go before I ask the pilot to turn
the plane around.”

That got a laugh out of him, as I had hoped
it would, and we got out of the car and walked up to the house. The
front door was unlocked, and Randall led me into a long hall that
opened onto a large living room on one side and an equally large
dining room on the other. The hacienda theme was carried throughout
the interior architecture, as far as I could see; the walls were
painted white, set off by dark exposed beams along the ceilings,
with heavy rustic antique furniture and gorgeous rugs on the
hardwood floors. I could hear the lively sound of conversation
coming from the end of the hall, where a combination family
room/kitchen area was located.

“We’re here!” Randall called out, as I
followed him into the family room.

My first confused impression was of a large
group of attractive people, all apparently talking at once. Then
the hubbub died down a bit as they turned to greet us, and a pretty
blonde woman with Randall’s laughing hazel eyes stepped
forward.

“Mom,” he said, and the pride was evident in
his tone, “this is Christine.”

I stepped forward, hoping I didn’t look as
awkward as I felt, and that no one would notice how beat-up my
black ankle boots really were under the layer of shoe polish I’d
carefully coated them with earlier that morning. I started to
extend my hand for a polite shake but instead was clasped to her in
a quick hug. Taken off-guard, I stumbled a bit, but then she
released me, smiling at the two of us.

“So glad to meet you finally!” she said. “I’m
Denise. There are quite a lot of us, but don’t worry—there won’t be
a quiz at the end of the evening.”

“’Hey you’ is always fine,” added the tall
gray-haired man standing just behind her. “I’m John Cagney.” He
extended a hand and I took it, glad that he seemed to regard a hand
shake as a perfectly acceptable form of greeting.

Then it was on to the other people standing
in the family room and the kitchen, Randall’s older brothers and
sister and their respective spouses. I knew I wouldn’t be able to
keep them all straight, but I did manage to remember that his
oldest brother was Colin and his sister, Theresa. They all seemed
to be very pleasant people, attractive, well-dressed, relaxed.

From somewhere Randall produced a glass of
wine and handed it to me. I accepted it gratefully.

“So Randall tells me you’re majoring in
voice?” his mother inquired.

“Yes...Denise.” I’d been about to call her
“Mrs. Cagney,” but she’d introduced herself by her first name, so I
assumed that was how she wanted to be addressed. “I’m trying to
decide whether to go on to graduate school or just get out there
and go for it.”

She smiled. “From what Randall tells us, you
should take the opera world by storm.”

I hoped my blush wasn’t too apparent.
“Randall might be a little biased.”

“No, I’m not,” he protested. “Even her voice
teacher is bowled over by her. She just needs to get out and be
heard.”

“Anyway,” I said, “having a masters would be
a good idea, because then I could teach at the college level if the
whole opera thing doesn’t work out.”

“Not to pontificate,” Randall’s father said,
joining in, “but furthering your education is almost always a good
thing. Don’t opera singers have a fairly long professional life
compared to most performers?”

“Yes,” I replied. It was true—many
classically trained singers performed well into their fifties and
even their sixties. It was often said that the classical voice
didn’t truly mature until a singer’s late thirties or early
forties. Against that sort of time frame, another two years spent
in graduate school would not exactly jeopardize my professional
career. “I think Randall’s just anxious to see my name up in
lights.”

“Well, there’s more chance of that with you
than with me,” he said, his tone deliberately light.

I could see Randall’s parents share a
significant look; this was obviously a somewhat sore point in their
household. He’d told me his parents had been less than thrilled
when he had switched from the concert performance track to USC’s
fledgling accompanist program, one of the first in the country.
Best to know one’s own limitations, he’d said, because as good as
he was, he knew he wasn’t concert pianist material. He was,
however, a skillful and intuitive accompanist and had decided it
was wiser to focus on his strengths and try to make a living for
himself doing something for which he was much better suited.

My own mother had faced her own set of
challenges when she decided to abandon her own rewarding career as
a pianist to marry my father. They had met at USC—one of the
reasons I had decided to attend the school, since I was eligible
for special scholarships as the daughter of two alumni. Apparently
it had been love at first sight, and they’d married within six
months of graduation. Her family had been furious, though, and
apparently the rift the marriage caused was so deep that my mother
dropped all contact with them. I was never sure whether they even
knew I had been born.

At any rate, I could never see what they
thought was so objectionable about my father. True, he was nothing
terribly glamorous, but I always found his job as a systems
engineer at the Jet Propulsion Labs to be fascinating, especially
when he’d come home and turn on the television news and point to
the hardware for the lab’s latest space venture. “See that,
Christine?” he’d ask. “Your daddy helped build that satellite.” Or
that deep-space probe, or rover, or whatever the flavor of the
moment was. Certainly he’d earned enough for us to be comfortable
without being rich, while my mother taught piano part-time so that
she could be home with me. It had been a safe, secure, nurturing
environment—all the way up to that horrible New Year’s Eve when my
life had changed forever.

Randall’s mother looked a little strained
around the mouth, but, to do her credit, she forbore from making
any pointed comments. “Well, it does sound very exciting. I’m not
sure where Randall gets it from—neither his father nor I are at all
musical. Were your parents musicians?”

Were. She had used the past tense, so
I knew that Randall had told her that I had lost my parents, and I
hoped there wouldn’t be any awkward questions in that regard at
least. It was always a conversation-killer when someone asked me
politely what my parents did and I had to reply that they were no
longer alive.

Luckily I was saved from any more discussion
on the topic by a series of screams that erupted from beyond the
french doors which led out to the backyard.

“Well, that’s a record,” Randall’s brother
Colin said, setting his wine glass down on the kitchen counter and
heading out to discover the cause of the commotion. “I think they
made it an entire half hour this time before somebody got
scalped.”

Randall’s sister and her husband followed
after him, apparently to provide additional backup if necessary.
Randall had told me that his sister had five-year-old twins who
were usually quite well-behaved. But throw Colin’s son Tommy into
the mix and it was only a matter of time before the combination of
the three provided the preschool analog to TNT.

In the general hubbub that followed I was
able to retreat somewhat out of the way to a couch off to one side
of the family room and watch as the twins were led off to an
upstairs bedroom where they could be pacified with a DVD, while
Tommy was given a stern lecture on the evils of trying to get his
cousins to eat dirt. As an only child, I hadn’t been around small
children very much, and I was a little amazed by the amount of
disruption such small beings could create.

With things brought somewhat back to
normal—with the exception of Tommy’s continuing whine in the
background—the conversation picked up again, but I was able to take
my favored role of observer, since Randall’s siblings were talking
about all the minutiae of child-rearing—discipline, the problem of
the right preschool, and God knows what else. Randall himself took
a seat next to me on the family room couch and was mostly quiet
except for a few pointed remarks here and there about his nephews
and niece, remarks that his brothers and sister mostly ignored.

I was glad to see that it wasn’t long before
dinner was ready, and we were all commanded by Randall’s mother to
vacate the family room so she could get everything out of the
kitchen without tripping over someone. My own feeble offer to help
was met with a polite demurral, and so Randall and I went to take
our places at the dining room table, which was large enough to
accommodate all ten of us adults with room to spare. In the corner
of the dining room a small table had been set up with plastic
cutlery and paper plates for the children—Randall’s dreaded “kiddy
table.” Of course there hadn’t been any such thing at my own
family’s holiday gatherings; my father had been an only child as
well, so it had always been my parents, my grandmother, and myself,
since my paternal grandfather had passed away before I was even
born.

Randall has once described his mother to me
as “Martha Stewart without the mean,” and once I saw the spread she
laid out for us I could see why. The table itself had a festive
centerpiece of warm autumnal flowers and gorgeous place settings of
fine china, sterling flatware, and crystal wine glasses, while the
food seemed to be of an infinite and dizzying variety—the turkey of
course had the place of honor, but there was also smoked salmon and
both mashed and roasted potatoes, homemade spiced cranberry sauce
and two kinds of dressing, salad, and fresh-baked breads and rolls.
Certainly I had never seen anything like it outside the pages of a
magazine, but then I remembered that Denise was a food and
entertaining writer for a variety of magazines, so I supposed for
her this sort of spread was only normal.

Food is a great icebreaker. Whatever
awkwardness I had felt at the beginning of my visit was soon
forgotten, as we all talked of normal things, film and current
events and everyone’s jobs or school, all the while helping
ourselves to the truly prodigious mountain of food Randall’s mother
had provided. The flow of conversation was broken up once or twice
by a commotion at the children’s table, but the problems were
quickly smoothed over—even the kids seemed more interested in
shoveling down Thanksgiving dinner than in torturing one
another.

Randall had been right. I felt happy,
welcome; there were no awkward questions, no probing remarks. For
the first time in I didn’t even know how long I had an overwhelming
sense of belonging, of content. I could have been a part of his
family all along. And from the gratified looks Randall gave both me
and the rest of his family, I knew he was feeling the same way.

Before I knew it, however, the evening was
over, all of us so torpid with food that Randall and I could barely
muster the energy it took to drag ourselves out the front door. The
hug Denise gave me in farewell was much more welcome than the one
she had given me in greeting; I could tell that she was very
pleased with me, both for Randall’s sake and for my own, and I was
inwardly relieved that I had made such a good impression on
her.

The drive back to Pasadena was quiet, both
Randall and I so full that even speech was an effort. He laid his
right hand on mine for most of the trip, though, as he navigated
the twisting Pasadena Freeway up through the arroyos and I listened
to the soft melodies of a string quartet on the car radio. I felt
at peace, drifting with the music and the slight lightheadedness
caused by my last glass of wine, savoring the pressure of his hand
on mine.

My street in Pasadena was quiet, the homes
sleeping under a dreamy cloud-flecked night sky that was barely
illuminated by a fingernail moon. We paused on the porch as I
unlocked the front door and opened it to let out a narrow bar of
golden light from the lamp I had left on in the front room.

“I had a wonderful time,” I said, knowing
that he was about to kiss me

“So did I,” he replied, and brought his mouth
to mine, warm and welcome.

We stood like that for a long moment, until
at last I broke away, still feeling the pressure of his lips.

“It’s late,” I said, knowing even then the
words were inadequate.

“I know.” He reached out, traced the curve of
my lower lip with his forefinger, then said, “I’ll call you
tomorrow.”

I smiled, then gave him a second kiss, this
time not as lingering but just as intense. “Good night.”

And with that I slid in through the open
door, into the familiar shabbiness of my living room. The afterglow
was still with me as I deposited my purse on the drop-leaf table
and went on to wash my face and climb into a ratty but comfortable
USC jersey and yoga pants, my usual sleeping attire during the cold
months. Tired and full as I was, it was only a matter of a few
moments before I dropped into dreamless sleep...only to be wakened
either a few seconds or an eternity later by a pair of dark forms
that seemed to coalesce from the blackness to place implacable
hands on my throat and mouth. I bucked up in my bed, at first not
sure whether I was experiencing a very realistic nightmare, and
then there was a sudden sharp pain as a needle pricked my arm, and
I fell again into blackness, swirling, down into nothingness.

 


 


There was so much that could have gone wrong,
even though he and Jerome had tried to plan for every contingency.
So many things that could have disrupted his careful plots, but, in
the end, all his worries were for naught. Even Jerome said it had
been absolutely textbook.

As much as Erik had wanted to be the one to
take Christine from her bed, he knew that it was utter folly to
risk himself in that way, and so had allowed the task to be carried
out by the men Jerome had hired, men who had been paid extremely
well to execute the kidnaping and then disappear afterward.

They had waited until a little after two in
the morning, a time when Christine’s neighbor had long since
departed for his graveyard shift and the rest of the street slept,
unaware of the crime taking place in the shabby little bungalow at
number 572. An unexpected piece of good luck had come their way
when the family that lived next to Christine on the other side of
her home had packed up late Wednesday night and departed for
destinations unknown. Really, it would have required men with less
expertise than those he had hired to pull into the alley behind her
bungalow with their phony cable television van, pick the lock on
her back door, then drug her and disappear out that same door, all
in less than two minutes. For all his and Jerome’s precautions,
there were no watching eyes to record what had happened to
Christine Daly.

Erik did not know the kidnaper’s names. “The
less you know, the better,” Jerome had said, and Erik knew he was
right. Just as he knew very little about the drug they’d
administered to Christine, save that it would knock her out
immediately and keep her out for some hours, during which she would
gradually slip into normal sleep.

“No real side effects,” Jerome replied in
answer to Erik’s anxious questions. “She might feel a little pukey
in the morning—some people do—but she’ll be up and walking around
in no time.”

The ersatz cable van had come nowhere near
Erik’s home. Jerome met the kidnapers at a deserted construction
site, had them transfer her to the back seat of his anonymous
rented compact car, paid them the balance of their fees in cash,
and then drove her himself on a winding route through Pasadena
before finally arriving with her a little after three in the
morning.

Now she lay in her elegant canopied bed, an
unexpected fairy-tale princess with her pale face and faded red and
gold USC jersey. He stood there in the half-darkness, watching as
the soft golden light from her bedside lamp gently illumined her
face. It would be easy, so easy to reach out and touch her, to lay
his lips against the curve of her delicate cheek. Lost in the
darkness of her drugged sleep, she would never know.

With a low moan he turned, the ache of his
desire for her like a cramping pain through his body. Instead, he
placed on the night stand his first gift to her, a bouquet of white
roses, wondering if she would notice that amongst all the white,
one red rose bloomed—one red rose for the love he hoped would prove
triumphant....

 


 


 



Chapter 12

 


In my dreams I was drowning, struggling
through a black sea to a dim shore that seemed to recede even as I
reached out toward it. The waves broke over my head, and I slipped
down, gasping, choking...

With a cough, I rolled over in bed and opened
my eyes. For a few seconds I stared at the canopy of rose-hued silk
without really focusing on it, and then I blinked and reopened my
eyes. At first I thought this was just a bizarre continuation of my
dream, but it looked real enough. Slowly I pushed myself up, groggy
and just the slightest bit nauseated. I had to take several deep
breaths before I felt sufficiently recovered to look around me.

I was lying in a huge four-poster bed, its
canopy draped with a lush rose-colored material with the sheen and
luster of silk. The room in which the bed was situated was equally
huge; you could have put my entire bungalow in there with room to
spare. Directly opposite the bed were three tall mullioned window
that let in the soft light of a cloudy morning. Each window was
hung with an elegant brocade in soft tones of rose, blue, and
cream, shades that were echoed in the enormous Persian rug that
covered the entire floor, with only the faintest hint of hardwood
appearing at each of its edges.

Memory started to return—the dark figures in
my room last night, the sting of a needle. I found the tender spot
on my upper left arm with the index finger of my right hand. Yes,
it was real, as was the elegant room around me.

I was immeasurably relieved to find that I
was still wearing the shabby USC jersey and yoga pants I’d worn to
bed the night before. As far as I could tell, the only ill effects
I’d suffered from the kidnaping were the tenderness of my arm and a
faint lingering nausea —no doubt the aftereffects of whatever drug
they had given me. And although I wasn’t exactly sure what to look
for, I was fairly sure that I had not been touched or molested in
any way. That, apparently, had not been the motive.

With a faint moan I lowered myself from the
bed—it was much higher than the narrow daybed I slept on at
home—and stood, taking stock of my surroundings. The far wall to my
left had been painted with an exquisite mural of what looked like
an enchanted countryside of gently rolling hills, fields of
flowers, and an Italian villa in the distance, all under a dreamy
sky worked with billowy clouds that were faintly touched with pink.
A beautifully carved table flanked by a pair of rose-upholstered
chairs stood against the mural. On the table was an elegant
gold-leafed lamp and one of those expensive little Bose radios.
From it I could faintly hear the sound of a violin concerto.

Past the table an arched doorway opened into
another room; I made my way over to it and peered inside. It was a
charming little sitting room, outfitted with a comfortable-looking
armchair and matching footstool, and several tall carved bookcases
filled with books. In here was another mullioned window.

Feeling bolder now, I stepped up to the
window and looked out. Any thoughts I might have had of picking up
the footstool or some other easily hefted piece of furniture and
using it to break the glass vanished immediately. The window was
fitted with narrow bars that didn’t do much to block the view but
were obviously very capable of keeping me trapped in here. And as
far as I could tell, breaking the glass just so I could scream for
help probably wouldn’t do me any good, either.

The window looked over a marble-paved loggia
edged with a carved stone balustrade. To one side a set of wide,
shallow steps led down to a formal rose garden, with some late
blooms still lifting their heads to the halfhearted November light.
After the rose garden came wide green lawns that stretched as far
as I could see to either side until they were finally met with a
tall edging of pine trees and Italian cypress. To my left a smaller
path ended somewhere near a reflecting pool, about which weeping
willows trailed their narrow branches all the way down to the
water. Directly ahead but at least several hundred yards away was
some sort of gazebo or summerhouse in gray stone, almost hidden in
a stand of gray-barked trees that lifted their elegant bare arms to
the half-clouded sky.

It should have been a beautiful scene, but
all I could do was look at it in despair. This place—whatever and
wherever it was—seemed so isolated, so closed in on itself. I saw
no evidence of any nearby streets or neighbors, no one who could
hear my cries for help even if I did break the windows.

As I reentered the main bedroom area, I
noticed for the first time the bouquet of white roses that stood on
one of the carved marble-topped night stands. Moving closer, I
reached out to touch one velvety petal. What sort of kidnaper would
leave a vase full of roses for his victim? There had to be at least
three dozen of them in the crystal urn-shaped vase, some still
tightly shut, a few just beginning to open. Almost hidden amongst
the sea of white buds and delicate pale baby’s-breath was one
dark-red rose, opening its brave petals like a crimson kiss.

Wondering, I stood looking at it for a long
moment. I knew that red roses signified true love, while white rose
could be indicative of reverence or humility, or love that still
lay sleeping. Was this offering a message? Who could have possibly
taken such desperate measures, just to leave me a bouquet of roses
that stirred only questions?

Swallowing hard, trying to ignore the
pounding of my heart in my breast, I looked past the roses to see
another arched opening in the wall. I walked through and saw that I
was in a little antechamber that was decorated only with a gilt
mirror and matching long-legged table, on which stood a delicate
orchid in beautifully painted Oriental pot. More importantly,
however, I saw that opposite the mirror was a heavy wooden door
with carved panels.

I pounced on the handle and tried to turn it.
Locked, of course. Then I noticed that it was shut with a very
businesslike dead bolt, the kind that needs a key on either side to
lock it.

At last I let the panic and anger I had kept
carefully in check over the past few minutes burst out, and I
pounded on the door, not caring that my fists were soon aching from
the punishment of beating on the unyielding surface.

“Hey!” I screamed, facing the door, wondering
if my unknown captor stood outside the door, listening to me carry
on. The thought fueled my rage even further. “You can’t do this!
This is America, for Chrissakes!”

Silence, of course. What had I been
expecting, for someone to open the door immediately, issue an
apology, and call me a cab?

“Listen, you bastards! You’re committing a
felony!”

Again the unanswering quiet. If anyone was
listening, apparently the fact that they had committed a federal
offense was not a source of huge worry.

Finally I stopped pounding on the door. My
fists hurt and so did my throat. It was quite obvious that I could
stand in here and scream all day, and no one would heed my cries.
Had I been locked in here and then abandoned?

Defeated for the moment, I turned back into
the bedroom and went on to open a door on the other side of the
room, a door which opened into a private bathroom.

“Bathroom,” however, seemed too prosaic a
word to apply to the opulent chamber which greeted me, a chamber
that bore about as much resemblance to the cramped cubicle at my
bungalow as a Rolls Royce did to a Yugo. It was easily the size of
my living room at home, the walls, floors, and counters covered
with a soft rosy marble with faint cream veining. Soft
cream-colored rugs were placed strategically beside the sunken
bathtub and the separate shower stall; a mirrored tray on the
counter held a bottle of Évian water and a crystal glass. From the
back of the door hung a plush-looking robe in a deep sapphire
blue.

Despite myself, I couldn’t help letting out a
nervous little laugh. Help, I’m being held captive at the
Ritz-Carlton! I thought, moving to open the bottle of Évian. I
figured it was safe, since the bottle was still sealed, and
besides, I was thirsty, my voice raw from shouting. Taking a few
much-needed sips of water, I looked around again.

Along the ledge which ran the length of the
bath was a series of potted ferns, while just above them was
another window, this one of frosted glass. I could make out the
shadow of more bars beyond the window—no escape that way, either.
At the foot of the bath were several jars of expensive-looking bath
salts and a cube of lavender-scented soap in a porcelain dish. I
found all this preparation ironic, since I had never been much of a
bath person. I never could see the point of soaking for hours and
hours the way some women apparently did, but that might have been
because I had just never had time for that kind of luxury.

I set down the crystal water glass and opened
one door of the enormous Venetian glass medicine cabinet that hung
over the sink. Inside were a toothbrush still in its wrapping, a
new box of toothpaste, a new package of dental floss, a few other
personal-care items, and apparently the full line of facial
products from an extremely expensive designer. The rest of the
cabinet was empty—apparently my captor wasn’t about to trust me
with any analgesics or other over-the-counter remedies. Curious, I
opened the drawer on one side of the sink and found an assortment
of new cosmetics, still in their original packaging, all from the
same designer brand. Someone had obviously gone to a lot of trouble
and expense to make sure I was provided for while I was here—never
mind that I usually ran out the door with only mascara and lip
gloss for makeup, unless I was going to work.

At the far side of the bathroom was another
door. I put my hand on the knob, thinking that it must be
locked—what else could there be in the elegant suite that
comprised my prison? But instead the doorknob turned easily,
opening into the biggest walk-in closet I had ever seen. There was
a light switch next to the door, and I flicked it on, bringing to
life a delicate crystal chandelier that hung from the ceiling in
the center of the closet.

I say “closet,” but it was really a small
room, complete with a compact rose-upholstered chaise lounge in the
center—for reclining upon while trying to decide what to wear, I
presumed. It looked like something out of a magazine, one of those
glossy spreads where you were given a guided tour of the wardrobes
of some of the world’s richest and most spoiled women. At that
moment I had to count myself among their ranks, because the room
was full of clothes, all carefully organized according to color and
type; one wall was made up entirely of shoes, each pair placed in
its own little cedar cubbyhole. At random I pulled a chic bouclé
jacket from one rack, peering inside at the label. I didn’t know
much about clothes—with my budget, the most designer I usually got
was the clearance rack at the local discount store—but even I could
recognize the name of Chanel. A little awed, I hung the jacket back
in its place, then looked around me again.

Placed beneath the rack that held jackets,
blouses, and other shorter items was a pretty little dresser that
matched the other furniture in the bedroom. I assumed that it held
lingerie or sweaters, items that needed to be folded. But when I
pulled out the drawer it was all I could do to keep from gasping
out loud. Inside was a black velvet inset with carefully molded
compartments, and against the velvet glittered a constellation of
jewels.

I knew even less about gems than I knew about
clothes, but I knew enough to recognize emerald, sapphire,
ruby...all set with diamonds, in improbably intricate necklaces and
earrings and rings, all so glorious that at first I thought they
couldn’t possibly be real. I didn’t want them to be real. If they
were, how many hundreds of thousands—or even millions—of dollars
glimmered up at me from that drawer? What kind of resources could
my captor have, to conjure all this glory just for me?

My hands were shaking. I closed the drawer
carefully, fearful of the treasures within. It was too much. Trying
to stay calm, I told myself that at least immediate dismemberment
or worse didn’t seem to be on the agenda; I couldn’t imagine the
worst psychopath furnishing a luxurious suite with such riches if
the victim weren’t going to be around to enjoy them for a while.
Whatever was planned for me, death didn’t seem to be it, at least
for now.

What I really wanted was a hot shower and a
change of clothes, and since both amenities had been prepared so
amply for me, I decided to go ahead and take care of myself. After
a quick check of the bathroom for any obvious cameras—feeling
foolish, I couldn’t find any—I turned on the water and stepped into
the luxury of a shower where the water pressure was just right and
the hot water apparently inexhaustible. Some high-end shampoo and
conditioner especially designed for curly hair had been left in the
shower for me; apparently my captor had thought of everything to
keep me comfortable for an extended period of time.

Except food. The nausea of earlier had
passed, and I was now quite hungry, something I found a little
surprising, considering the amount of food I had eaten at Randall’s
parents’ home the night before.

Randall. Oh, God, how long would it be before
he discovered I was missing? He had said he would call the next
day—today—but when? There were no clocks in the bedroom or the
bathroom, so I had no idea what time it was. From the light outside
I guessed it was either very late morning or early afternoon, but
since I had no idea how long I had slept it was impossible to say
for sure. And if he missed me, and just got my answering machine,
it would probably be some time before he became truly worried. We
were always playing phone tag with one another, since I was out so
much and didn’t have a cell phone.

It would be even longer before George or
anyone at the restaurant missed me, because I had asked for the
weekend off to finish a paper and start preparing for finals.
George had granted me the time off, mostly because the restaurant
was always slow the weekend after Thanksgiving anyway. Very
possibly no one would notice I had vanished until I didn’t show up
for class on Monday morning.

The panic started to well up in me, my heart
again beginning its agonized pounding. I turned off the hot water
and gathered up a large soft towel and wrapped it around myself,
willing the fear away. It was no use heading down that path; I had
to keep my head about me, no matter what happened. For the moment,
I was safe enough—no one had come to disturb me, and I had to
finish preparing myself for whatever might come in the next few
hours.

I stepped out of the shower and drew on the
warm blue bathrobe, then looked in the cabinets under the sink and
found a blow dryer with a diffuser along with some hair products,
again all designed for curly hair. It was obvious that all of this
had been prepared for me in particular, and not some random female
college student.

With deliberate care I went through all the
steps of preparing myself, from smoothing moisturizer into my skin
to drying my hair. There was something almost decadent about the
amount of time I was able to spend on myself, after so many years
of rushing out the door to get to school or work on time. But
here—well, it was obvious I wasn’t going anywhere soon, so I let
myself take my time with the comforting little rituals, as if by
concentrating on them I could keep my thoughts away from the
strangeness of my situation.

Upon reentering the wardrobe I found another
smaller chest of drawers, this one filled with lingerie, all
obviously new and all in my size. I tried not to think about it—how
could my captor have known my cup size, for God’s sake?—and
dressed myself quickly, finding a pair of dark denim jeans that fit
perfectly, along with a beautiful cashmere argyle cardigan in rich
shades of emerald green and cornflower blue. A pair of dark green
kitten heels seemed to finish off the outfit perfectly.

I paused for a second by the jewelry chest,
fought a losing battle with my conscience, and opened up the top
drawer. Surely there had to be something in there that didn’t look
as if it should be adorning a celebrity on the red carpet. After a
bit of searching I found a pair of simple diamond stud
earrings—well, as simple as a pair of multi-carat diamonds could
be, anyway—and slipped them on. A gorgeous emerald winked at me
from the center of the black velvet compartment, imploring to be
worn, but I shut the drawer with more resolution than I felt. It
was one thing to wear a pair of stud earrings, especially since I
always felt naked without earrings on, but it was an entirely
different matter start parading around in jewels that looked as if
they should be locked in a vault surrounded by armed guards, not
left in an unsecured chest of drawers. Besides, I didn’t want my
captor—whoever he was—to think that he could seduce me with a few
flashy rocks.

It was only a moment or so after I had shut
the wardrobe door behind me, paused to fold my damp towels and
rehang them on the rack, and emerged into the main bedroom that
there came a knock at the door that presumably opened on the main
corridor. I couldn’t help the sudden pounding of my heart, nor the
unexpected rush of adrenaline that washed over me, but all the same
I managed to take one or two deep breaths before I approached the
door in the little antechamber and asked, “Who’s there?” To my
relief, I sounded calm and firm, not at all the shaky, frightened
voice I had feared.

A male voice. “I’ve brought you some food.
Please step back from the door.”

Folding my arms tightly around me, I took a
few steps back. I could hear the sound of keys rattling against the
dead bolt, and then the door swung slowly inward.

A man carrying a tray covered with a domed
silver lid entered the anteroom. He looked to be in his late
thirties or early forties, brown-haired, conservatively but
expensively dressed. His blue eyes were hard, watching me with
care.

Of course I recognized him immediately. My
stalker. The man I had laughingly dismissed in my conversation with
Meg. “You!” I snapped, my tone accusing.

Unperturbed, he said, “Please go on into your
bedroom.”

Since there didn’t seem to be much point to
standing in the cramped space and arguing with him, I did as he
said, standing off near one of the tall windows and watching as he
deposited the tray on the marble-topped side table. His manner was
calm, his movements unhurried. Although he kept a close watch on
me, I couldn’t see anything about his manner that was immediately
threatening. “I suppose there’s no point asking why you’ve brought
me here,” I said at length.

He paused, his hand resting on the handle of
the silver tray cover. There was no emotion in the clear
Wedgwood-colored eyes. “That’s a question you’ll need to ask the
boss.”

“The boss?”

“I’m just the intermediary, Miss Daly.” He
lifted the tray cover to reveal a plate of scrambled eggs, a small
cut-crystal bowl of strawberries, and a stack of toast, along with
a glass of orange juice.

My stomach rumbled unbecomingly. How long had
it been since my last meal? Probably at least fifteen hours.

“Just following orders?” I asked, hoping that
I had injected the correct amount of contempt into my tone.

He refused to be baited, however. “You’d best
eat. He will see you tonight, for dinner.”

“Tonight?” Despite my efforts to keep it
under control, my voice let out a betraying squeak on the last
syllable.

“He prefers to wait until after sunset to see
you.”

How melodramatic. “What, is he a vampire or
something?”

The faintest twitch at the corner of his
mouth. I noticed for the first time that he actually was quite
attractive, in a rugged, athletic sort of way. “That might be
easier to explain.”

“And what the hell am I supposed to do until
after sunset?”

He lifted a hand in the direction of the
little sitting room. “You’ll find the study well stocked with
books. I suggest you find some way to amuse yourself until then.”
With that he stepped away from the table and moved toward the
door.

Before I could react or move to stop him, he
disappeared into the antechamber. I could hear the lock click
shut.

“Well, hell,” I said softly. Part of me
wanted to throw the plate of food against the locked door in a
grand gesture of defiance, but I knew that would hurt no one but
myself. With a resigned sigh I approached the table and then sat
down in one of the little striped chairs that flanked it.

The radio on the table played on into the
silence, a delicate piano piece by Debussy. There being nothing
much else I could do, I lifted the fork and took several mouthfuls
of egg. They were delicious, as was the buttered sourdough toast
and the strawberries. My stomach finally quieted after about five
or six bites, and I finished the rest of the simple meal with a
sort of aggrieved determination, since I knew I had to keep my
strength up, much as I hated having to take food from these
people.

After I had finished eating, I replaced the
cover on the tray and then turned up the volume on the little Bose
radio so I could hear it in the next room. My jailer had been
right—the bookcases on both walls were filled with books, an
eclectic collection of both hardbacks and paperbacks, ranging from
mysteries to bestsellers to historical novels. All the sorts of
books, in fact, that I enjoyed reading, although I hadn’t had much
time to do any kind of recreational reading for quite a while.

Well, you’ve got plenty of time now, I
thought ruefully as I stepped closer to one of the shelves. I
needed something quite thick, something that would occupy me for
the next five or six hours. A fat tome on the top shelf caught my
eyes; I brought it down and saw that it was a historical novel
about the illegitimate daughter of King John. Good—the thing was
over eight hundred pages long, and the political infighting of that
much-maligned king and his familial entanglements promised enough
distraction that I hoped I could concentrate on it and not my
present situation. Otherwise, I’d drive myself crazy with
conjecture before sundown arrived.

The afternoon ticked away slowly. It was with
some amusement that I heard the radio was tuned to USC’s radio
station—no huge surprise, considering it was one of only two
classical stations in the Los Angeles area. The important thing,
however, was that at least I was able to gauge the passage of time
somewhat by the station identifications at the top of the hour. And
no matter how excruciating the wait, it is true that time will
eventually pass, no matter how slowly it feels to those who wait.
The quality of light outside the window changed slowly, ebbing down
to a muted dusk of mist and low clouds. I had to lay aside my book
to turn on the lamp next to my chair; I was surprised to see, once
I picked it back up again, that I had gone through nearly four
hundred pages.

The radio station announced it was six, then
six-thirty. A few moments later came the knock at the door.

Heart pounding, I put the book down, paused
briefly on the way to the door to check my hair in the mirror, then
waited.

The key turned in the lock, and my jailer
stood there. Past him I got a dim impression of a softly lit
corridor where dark portraits and landscapes lined the walls. “If
you would follow me,” he said, and held the door open.

Lifting my chin in my best diva manner, I
moved past him and on into the hall. He closed the door behind me
and then headed down the corridor as I trailed in his wake, trying
to take in some of the grandeur around me.

This was not a house—this was a mansion. We
passed doorway after doorway until we came to a huge staircase with
an elaborately carved banister and began our descent. A many-armed
candelabra on the landing provided the only illumination, but I
could see huge tapestries hanging on the walls; beneath my feet was
a runner in a fantastically intricate Persian pattern.

From the main corridor that seemed to run the
length of the ground floor of the home I could see room after room
opening up, all apparently furnished with the same darkly carved
antiques that I had seen upstairs, and all lit by candles, their
flickering golden light lending an air of unreality to my
surroundings. This was not the sort of home that had ordinary
chambers such as living rooms or family rooms—instead I saw drawing
rooms, sitting rooms, salons, libraries.

Finally we came to a dining room dominated by
a huge table of carved mahogany, a table around which were placed
carved chairs with gorgeous blood-colored tapestry upholstery. The
walls of the room were also painted dark red, set off by a series
of tapestries that depicted medieval maidens and unicorns.

Only two places were set in that shining
expanse, although candelabra cast their dancing shadows along all
its length. At the head of the table a man rose from his tall
carved chair, the pale half-mask on his face gleaming oddly in the
shivering candlelight.

I recognized him almost immediately, although
at first my mind didn’t want to make the connection. But it slowly
sank in as I continued to stare at him, although I wasn’t sure I
could make myself believe it.

My captor was the Phantom of the Opera.

 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


For what felt like an eternity I could only
stand there, staring at him. Only a second or two must have passed,
however, because he said to my jailer, “Thank you, Jerome. You may
leave Miss Daly with me now.”

Beside me Jerome nodded his head slightly and
left the room without a backward glance. I remained where I was,
shock rooting me in the same spot.

The Phantom said, “If you would join me, Miss
Daly?” and spread an elegant hand to indicate the seat next to
his.

I finally found my voice. “Not until you tell
me what I’m doing here.”

“All in good time.” The slightest edge of
menace entered his tone, like the whisper of steel across silk.
“For now I’m afraid I must insist.”

Not knowing what else to do, I crossed the
heavy tufted rug that covered the floor and allowed him to pull out
the chair for me, then sat. He reclaimed his own seat at the head
of the table, gracefully unfolded his napkin, then settled it in
his lap.

I noticed that he had seated me on his right,
so that the uncovered side of his face was toward me. It was the
same man from the Halloween party at L’Opéra, of course; his voice
had told me that almost immediately, and the uncovered half of his
face was familiar, the elegant features, the faint shadow of a scar
high up on his cheekbone, like some remnant of a long-forgotten
duel. Now, however, instead of the formal tails he had worn on
Halloween, he was dressed in a black mock-neck sweater and dark
pants, his skin pale against the somber garments.

“Some wine?” he inquired. “A ‘61
Bordeaux—quite a good year. I think you will find the
nuances...interesting.”

Without waiting for my reply he poured the
heavy, garnet-colored liquid from a crystal decanter into my glass.
Even from where I sat I could smell the heavy richness of it, the
seductive swirl of fruit from the aged grapes.

“You are full of questions, no doubt,” he
continued, watching me carefully. In the dim candlelight it was
impossible for me to tell what color his eyes really were, and his
expression was equally inscrutable.

“No doubt,” I said. “Are you going to answer
any of them?”

His gaze slid away from mine. “Perhaps...in
time. For now, I would very much appreciate it if you would try the
wine.”

I replied, a bit surprised by my own
boldness, “Maybe you should have a sip of mine first. After all,
you poured it from a decanter, not from a bottle. Why should I
trust what’s in it?”

Instead of anger, my sharp tone elicited an
amused chuckle. “If that concerns you, of course, Christine...I may
call you Christine? We have, after all, met before.”

I wanted to scream at him, What the hell
difference does it make? but managed to keep my tone calm. “If
that’s what you’d like.”

“Yes, Christine, I would like it very much.”
The caress of his voice across my name was obvious, and I shivered.
He went on, “As for the other matter, it’s common practice to
decant a Bordeaux like this. But if it makes you uncomfortable—“
And with that he reached across to my wine goblet and took a small
sip, his eyes mocking me over the rim of the glass. Then, instead
of setting it back down on the table, he handed it directly to me,
so that I was forced to take it from him. The tips of his fingers
brushed mine, so quickly I barely had time to register the fact. I
noticed that he still wore the gold and onyx ring on the pinky of
his right hand.

He continued to watch me with that level,
dark gaze, so I had no choice but to lift the heavy glass to my
lips and drink. Probably most of the wine’s finer points were lost
on me, but I recognized a swirl of dark flavors, hints of fruit,
smoky earth. The warm rush of it hit my almost-empty stomach; it
had been quite some time since the light breakfast Jerome had
brought me.

“It’s very good,” I said. “But you didn’t
really bring me here to discuss wine, did you?”

A pause. “No.” He took a sip of his own wine,
then said, “You may reassure yourself that I mean you no harm. I’m
prepared to give you anything you could possibly ask for.”

“Except my freedom, I suppose.” I forced
myself to maintain eye contact with him, but he showed no outward
sign of reaction to my words.

“’Freedom,’” he repeated. “Freedom is a
highly overrated commodity, in my opinion. Here you will have every
comfort you lacked in the outside world.”

And how far away was the outside world, I
thought, and had it missed me yet? I tried to force my thoughts
away from that particular path—it led inevitably to Randall, and I
couldn’t allow myself to think of his emotional turmoil once he
realized that I had seemingly vanished off the face of the
earth.

“Well, we can leave aside the debate over the
value of freedom for now,” I said. “Maybe we should discuss the
legal consequences of kidnaping? Or how about false
imprisonment?”

He regarded me with an amused twitch at the
right corner of his mouth. “I assure you, Christine, I’m not
worried about any of that.”

“No? What about breaking and entering or
assault?”

With a wave of one elegant hand he brushed
away the litany of offenses. “To be convicted, one first has to be
caught. I have no intention of that happening.”

“I’m sure that’s what every criminal thinks,
right before the police break down the door.”

At that he actually laughed, a laugh that
under other circumstances I probably would have found attractive.
It was forthright and pitched beautifully, just like his speaking
voice. “I’m not in a position to tell you everything you want to
know, Christine, but I will tell you this: there is no way anyone
can connect me to you—just to put your mind at ease as to the
imminence of my arrest. Your being here is the result of very
careful planning. No one saw you taken. No one saw you brought
here. And, as you probably observed from the windows of your suite,
my home is quite isolated. There is no way anyone can discover your
presence here. So you might as well put away this particular line
of questioning—you’ll discover nothing that will be of any
assistance to you.”

As much as I hated to admit it to myself, I
had to concede him that point. Since I had been taken in the middle
of the night, my next-door neighbor on one side had been away at
work, and the girls who rented the house on the other had gone off
to Mammoth for the long weekend. I’d seen them myself when I’d come
home from work on Wednesday night; they’d just finished loading the
last of the skis on the roof rack of their ancient Bronco as I
parked my own car in front of the house. I was sure he had been
equally careful about my arrival here in his home.

I was saved by making any comment by the
arrival of dinner, which was wheeled in by an elderly man in
evening dress who nonetheless attended to our meal quickly and
efficiently, filling each of our plates with deft movements. I
wasn’t sure what the main dish was, but it smelled heavenly.
However, I had more important things on my mind at that moment than
food—I wasn’t about to let this opportunity pass by. The man—who I
assumed was the butler—had a pleasant face, his eyes kind. I
couldn’t imagine that he was in on this kidnap plot as well.

No sooner had I parted my lips to speak,
however, than my captor said smoothly, “Thank you, Ennis. I’ll let
you know if we need anything else.” And under the table I could
feel him grasp my wrist in a grip of iron.

“Very good, sir,” Ennis replied, turning and
wheeling the dinner cart back out toward the hallway.

Not caring how much it hurt, I wrenched my
arm from the man’s grasp. He relinquished his grip, a satisfied
half-smile on his mouth. It didn’t matter now whether my wrist was
free or not—I’d lost my chance to appeal to the butler for
help.

“It wouldn’t do you any good,” the Phantom
said. “Ennis was already told about your coming here. Not the
particulars, of course—I told him you were Jerome’s niece, who was
coming to stay with us for a while.” He picked up his fork, an
elaborate piece of baroque sterling, then added, “And Jerome
informed him that you had a tendency to delusional behavior,
although you’d been managing fairly well lately as long as you kept
on your medication.”

Son of a bitch. “I guess you’ve thought of
everything, haven’t you?” I asked bitterly.

“As much as I could. I don’t,” he said
softly, “much like surprises.”

Yes, I could see that. Little as I knew of
him, it was quite obvious he was the master here, and that he very
much controlled what happened in his ordered little universe. He
had about him that air of command that could only come from a
lifetime of having his own way. That he thought he control me in
the same way, I had no doubt. Like it or not, he was going to be in
for a surprise there.

I picked up my own fork, determined that he
should see nothing of my inner turmoil on my face. “What is this?”
I asked, gesturing to the food on my plate.

“Coq au vin,” he replied. “My cook
definitely has a way with it. You’ll find it complements the
Bordeaux nicely.”

And so it did, I discovered, after I took my
first mouthful and let the rich, wine-laden taste roll over my
tongue. It was delicious, as were the tiny new potatoes sprinkled
with rosemary and the fresh-baked rolls, which were so new they let
out a soft wisp of steam when opened.

He allowed me to eat for a bit, watching as
he took his own measured bites of food and sips of wine. Then he
said, “Tomorrow we should begin working on your music.”

I stopped mid-bite, staring at him. Then I
remembered myself enough to finish chewing and swallow the morsel
of bread. “Excuse me?”

“Surely you didn’t think that simply because
you were here I would allow you to neglect your studies? You have a
great gift, Christine. It would not do to let it lie fallow.”

“Are you a voice coach?” I asked.

A slight pause, and then he said, “Perhaps
not in the formal sense. But I have had many years of training
myself.”

I’ll bet you have, I thought, but
remained silent. How delusional was he? Did he really think he was
the Phantom of the Opera? Over the years I had been teased
now and then about my name and my resemblance to the heroine of the
musical, but in all my imaginings I had never considered that the
similarities would attract an apparently insane recluse who
believed himself to be his Erik to my Christine. And what was he
really hiding behind that mask?

His secret identity, a malicious
little voice in my head supplied, and despite the situation I had
to keep myself from smiling. “And who is to accompany me? Or had
you planned on kidnaping Randall Cagney as well?”

He froze at that, the knuckles showing white
on his fist as he clenched the butter knife he had been holding.
Suddenly I got the impression that if Randall had been standing
there, that knife would have been plunged between his ribs. When my
captor spoke, however, his voice was calm and cold. “I would
appreciate it, my dear, if you would not mention that name in my
presence again.”

Dangerous, then, beneath the veneer of
sophistication and archaic charm. I should have realized that—a man
who could so coldly execute a kidnaping might well not scruple at
killing someone he so obviously considered his rival. No matter
what reassurances he gave me as to my own safety, I knew that I
would have to tread cautiously.

“At any rate,” he continued, “I will
accompany you. I think you will find my skills more than adequate
to the task.”

“I look forward to hearing you,” I said, the
words empty politeness. What I really would have looked forward to
was his falling off a cliff or being struck by lightning, but
somehow I had the feeling that neither of those particular events
was going to happen any time soon.

Another smile. “Perhaps.”

An awkward moment passed, and then another,
as I picked at my food and drank more of my wine than I had really
intended to, but it was a way to keep myself occupied. Without
comment he refilled my glass, then his own.

I wasn’t feeling exactly tipsy—I’d eaten too
much for the amount of wine I’d drunk to get me to that stage
yet—but the wine did give me a feeling of recklessness. “So what do
you want me to call you, anyway? If we’re going to be spending as
much time together as you seem to think we are, ‘hey you’ isn’t
going to work for long.”

“My name is Erik,” he said.

For a second I stared at him, outraged that
he’d hand me the Phantom’s own name—how much of a simpleton did he
think I was, anyway? Then I took another large swallow of the
Bordeaux. “Is that the best you can do?”

One muscle along his jaw line twitched, but
otherwise he seemed admirably in control. “I assure you, Christine,
that is my real name. I was named for my paternal grandfather.
Would you like me to show you the birth certificate?”

Too late I was starting to realize just how
potent the wine really was. I set down my wine glass with
exaggerated care, then replied, “I suppose that’s not
necessary.”

He looked at me then, eyes narrowing, and
said, “I think you’d better have some water.” With that he stood
and went to the side board, where a pitcher of ice water and
several glasses sat on a heavy silver tray. He poured a glass and
then set it in front of me, removing at the same time my half-empty
wine goblet. He set it down on the side board and remained standing
for the moment.

Part of me wanted to protest the substitution
and its obvious implications, but the part of my brain that still
seemed to be working semi-coherently told me the removal of the
wine glass was probably a good idea. What the hell had I been
thinking, anyway? Smart, Christine, very smart—another glass and I
could have passed out on the dining room table then and there, and
then he could have done anything he wanted to me. Shamefaced, I
lifted the water glass and drank deeply, then set it down and took
another piece of bread. Anything to soak up the wine that was
percolating through my bloodstream.

Surprisingly, he watched me with some measure
of approval. “I suppose you’re not used to vintages that
potent.”

“No, they were fresh out of ‘61s the last
time I was at Target,” I replied, and he laughed outright at that.
It was probably the first truly spontaneous sound I’d heard from
him all evening. The laughter changed his countenance as well; the
complicated tightness at the corner of his mouth seemed to
disappear, and I could see the laugh lines around his eye deepen
for a moment. Unbidden, a memory came to me of the way he’d held me
as we danced, the firmness of his touch, the subtle masculine scent
I’d breathed in from his impeccable evening clothes.
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