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      “‘The Priiiiiiiiiince of Peeeeeeeeeeace,’” Brooke sang, eyes closed as the sound reverberated through the university’s choir room. Music rolled over, under and through her, soothing away the stress of the day.

      “That sounds great,” Dr. Davis gushed, clapping his hands together. “In fact, all the Messiah sections are coming along beautifully. This concert is going to be amazing. Now, for the carols. Please take out the packets I gave you last time. Sopranos?”

      Brooke lifted her head from her music and regarded the director intently.

      “There’s a descant on ‘Hark! The Harold Angels Sing!’ Only do it on verse five. The rest of the time, plan to carry the melody. We’ll have the first altos only on the alto line, and second altos on the tenor line. Everyone understand?”

      Heads nodded around the choir room.

      “And there’s a bass solo on ‘Lo, How a Rose.’ Kenneth, I know I didn’t mention it when I asked you to do the bass solos on the Messiah, but do you mind?”

      “No, that’s fine,” a low, mellow voice replied.

      Despite promising herself she wouldn’t look, the sound drew her gaze to the upper row, where a tall, bearded black man shuffled through his music.

      “In German?” Kenneth asked.

      “Yes,” Dr. Davis agreed. “That’s the only verse we’ll do in German. After your verse, we’ll invite the audience to join us, and end with low light, candles and ‘Silent Night.’”

      Murmurs broke out in the choir. “That will be lovely,” the elderly woman beside Brooke breathed.

      “I agree,” Brooke whispered. A strand of medium brown hair slipped out of her messy ponytail and obscured her view of the stately bass. Impatiently, she smoothed it back. Quit staring, she ordered herself. You’re thirty, not thirteen. Just because someone is talented… and handsome doesn’t mean you should drool. Sing, Brooke. Eyes on the music. Her gaze remained fixed, drinking in the details of the oh-so-handsome Kenneth Tyrone Hill.

      “All right, everyone,” Dr. Davis said, calling the attention of the room back to him. His voice never rose above a whisper, but the way he ran his hand over his shiny, bald head and ruffled the wisps of silver hair above his ears showed he was ready to move along. He turned to the tenor section. “Gentlemen, please note that on page twelve the arranger has changed your harmonic line. It’s an interesting line, but one you might not be expecting, so please note the changes.”

      Paper rustled. Pencils scratched. Brooke continued to gaze at Kenneth. Just one moment more, she promised herself, and then I’ll go back to concentrating.

      At that moment, Kenneth turned in her direction. His warm brown eyes lit up and crinkled in the corners as he gifted her with a friendly smile.

      Brook’s cheeks heated. Swallowing hard, she willed herself again to look away, but it was impossible. Kenneth Hill had the most compelling gaze.

      “Ken, would you please?” Dr. Davis said.

      Kenneth broke eye contact with Brooke, and his cheeks darkened. “Certainly. Accompanied?”

      “No,” the director replied. “Here’s your note. I’ll get you a pitch pipe next time. Miss Schoeppner?”

      The accompanist cleared her throat and played a single note on the piano with the gravity of a performance for a king or emperor.

      Kenneth lifted his music, inhaled deeply. A moment later, his robust basso rolled through the rehearsal room. “‘Es ist ein rose entsprungen,’” he sang.

      The low, sweet tone of his voice crept up Brooke’s spine, and agreeable shivers rolled down her arms, setting her fingertips tingling. I haven’t been this attracted to anyone in so long. Even better that he’s safely unavailable.

      Smiling to herself, she returned her attention to the director, waiting for the cue.

      “‘Lo, how a rose e’er blooming,’” she sang, enjoying the old, familiar tune. Through and around the many voices of the symphony chorale, she could pick out Kenneth’s appealing tone. It gave her a thrill. What would it be like to sing a duet with him? I think I would enjoy that.

      A smile tugged at her lips as the familiar carols wove a magic spell on her senses. One thing that’s nice about singing is that we can start Christmas in October and no one worries about it. Of course we have to practice.

      The rehearsal ended happily, with chatter and snippets of music from various singers.

      Brooke indulged in another lingering look at her favorite bass, as he made his way slowly through the rehearsal room and out the door. Then, with nothing left to capture her interest, she meandered to the coatrack and retrieved her jacket.

      “Wow, Brooke,” Mrs. Schumacher said gently, “you should take a picture. It would last longer.”

      Brooke’s cheeks heated. “He’s just so talented. I hope it wasn’t too obvious.”

      “It was,” her colleague assured her, “and so you should talk to him.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t,” Brooke replied. “I’ll just have to be more discreet.”

      “Why couldn’t you? He was looking at you too when you weren’t paying attention. You know, both minutes.”

      Brooke laughed nervously. Setting her music on top of the water dispenser, she shrugged into her coat. “Don’t make fun of me, Mrs. Schumacher.”

      “You should call me Nancy. We’re not at school in front of hordes of teenagers here.”

      “Nancy, then,” Brooke agreed. “He’s way out of my league; a professional opera singer about to embark on a European tour. I’m the assistant director of a high school choir.”

      “A very prestigious magnet school for the arts,” Nancy corrected.

      Brooke pushed open the heavy metal doors of the rehearsal room. She stepped out into a courtyard with a fountain in the center, her friend in tow. The water sprays threw colored lights into the night sky, catching the woman’s eye and making her smile.

      “And,” Nancy continued, “you’re not just my assistant. You’re also the director of an award-winning girls’ choir and freshman choir.”

      “I know,” Brooke said, “but that still doesn’t seem equal. Watch your step!” She shoved an abandoned broom handle out of the walkway with her toe.

      “Thank you, Brooke,” Nancy said, patting her arm. “Oh, and you should know, I submitted my retirement to the human resources department and the principal last Friday, effective the last day of school.” She cackled with glee. “Arizona, here I come, and may this be the last winter I ever shovel snow again, as long as I live.”

      “That’s great, Nancy.” Brooke paused squeezing her friend’s hand gently.

      “Yes, I’m so ready, but that changes things too, you see. I mean, think about it. Once I retire, we’ll need a new head director, which is an even more prestigious position. Sounds like exactly his league. Besides, I’ve always heard he’s very nice.”

      “So have I,” Brooke mumbled. Then, not wanting to say anything more, she yawned a big, fake yawn. “Listen, I’m beat, and I have class bright and early tomorrow morning, plus sectionals. I’d better get home while I can.”

      The fountain lights changed colors, illuminating Nancy’s dubious expression in a soft, pink glow. “All right, then. See you in the morning.”

      Brooke hot-footed it into the parking lot, dodging around various cars and motorcycles as she made her way to her aging Freestar. Quickly turning the key in the ignition, she skirted the line of exiting singers and made her way to the rear exit of the parking lot, preferring the long drive on city streets to the freeway. Even late in the evening, she didn’t care for the speed or density of the traffic.

      Twenty minutes of twisting, turning and waiting at red lights led her to the base of a four-story building. Once, it had been a stately home, but now, the interior had been carved into apartments, including the attic walk-up efficiency she shared. Thankful for a designated angled space along the curb, she parked her vehicle, locked it up, and headed inside.

      The formerly-grand staircase only contained vestiges of its former beauty. Time had rendered the luxurious scarlet carpet thin and flat. The ornate handrails sported scratches and fingerprints. The owners had long since enclosed the stairs with drywall in order to create apartments on either side.

      Up and up Brooke climbed toward the attic, passing cheap doors decorated with plastic zombies and paper ghosts in preparation for Halloween. Her own unadorned door awaited her, its white paint peeling. She knocked twice and waited. No one answered, so she pulled her key from her purse and let herself in.

      The dark interior had the empty silence of an unoccupied room. Another minute of quiet listening did not reveal her roommate’s quiet breathing from behind her privacy curtain in the east-side alcove, so Brooke turned on the overhead light, revealing a threadbare sofa facing a small, wall-mounted television, a table with two chairs in the center, a kitchenette along the rear wall, and a pocket door that lent a hint of privacy to the diminutive bathroom.

      Brooke quickly rounded her own privacy curtain and hung her purse from the footboard of her bed. Yawning, she ducked back out again and made her way to the kitchenette, where she retrieved a gallon of milk from the 3/4 -sized refrigerator and poured some into a mug, adding a sprinkle of cinnamon and nutmeg and popping it into the microwave.

      Good thing Jackie isn’t here. She always fusses about my hot spiced milk, even though I don’t bother her to drink it. I wonder if she’s spending the night with her boyfriend… or if she had to stay late at the hospital.

      The microwave beeped. Brooke took her steaming mug to the sofa, sprawling across the fading green cushions. She felt no compulsion to turn on the television. Instead, Brooke sipped her hot milk, eyes unfocused as her busy mind played through the rest of the workweek.

      Women’s choir. Sectionals. Planning period. After-school rehearsals Tuesday and Thursday, and then on Friday, the opera. I wonder what the MJAMA Vocal Society will think. They’re pretty hardcore musicians, but they’re also high school students.

      Brooke drained her drink, but cradled the cup in her hands another minute, enjoying what remained of the warmth. The building’s heat struggled to compensate for the thin insulation in her attic, leaving a drafty chill in the room.

      Her eyes slid closed. Girl, don’t pass out on the sofa again. Go to bed.

      Moving quickly, before fatigue could claim her, Brooke rinsed her cup and ducked into the tiny bathroom to brush her teeth. By that time, the last vestiges of her strength had drained away. She shuffled through the apartment to the entryway and switched off the light, then made her way by feel to her bed. She tossed her jeans and sweater into a tall laundry basket she’d tucked between her dresser and the wall, tugged on the nightgown she’d tucked under her pillow, and collapsed. Sleep claimed her in moments.
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      “That sounds wonderful, ladies,” Brooke cheered, making a closing motion with her hands. “This is going to be the best part of the whole concert.”

      Big smiles, some complete with braces, broke out on the faces before her.

      “Don’t get complacent. It’s a long time until our concert, and we have much, much harder pieces to learn. Now, go home, and don’t forget; those of you who are coming on the field trip need to be back in an hour and not a minute more.”

      A blonde girl raised her hand.

      “No, you didn’t turn in your paperwork on time. I told you I needed permission slips and payments no later than yesterday or you won’t be on the list. You’ll have to come with a parent.”

      The girl sulked as only a disappointed rich girl can while the rest of her class meandered down the risers, their sneakers stomping on the metal planks. The heavy door of the choir room groaned open as the girls dispersed in a chattering herd.

      “Brooke?” Nancy called from her office, which was set off to the rear of the choir room, with a glass wall so she could oversee rehearsals she wasn’t leading.

      Brooke crossed the room. “Yes, Nancy?”

      “Are you sure you don’t mind staying so late? I swear you work until seven every night.”

      “As opposed to what?” Brooke teased. “I share an efficiency with a near-stranger. There’s nothing there to hold my attention. I’d rather be here. This is my true home.”

      “You might try a date,” Nancy suggested.

      “What’s that?” Brooke cupped her hand around her ear. “I can’t hear you.” She giggled and changed the subject. “Anyway, I won’t be here until seven tonight. The school bus is leaving for the opera hall at six. And on that note, I have a couple of things to finish up before I head out.”

      Nancy gave her a purse-lipped frown. “Before you run off, I heard a rumor that they’re planning to post the head director position. I’m sure it’s a formality. Rules, you know? But you have to go through the motions. Just wanted to let you know. Be on the lookout.”

      “Thank you,” Brooke told her colleague sincerely. “I will certainly do that.”

      Waving to Nancy, she made her way into her office, tucked between Nancy’s and the corner. Unlike her boss’s, hers had a solid wall and a non-soundproofed door. Still, it was a nice place to escape to.

      Brooke plunked into her comfortable office chair and rolled her mouse to activate the computer. One click started her classical music soundtrack. Another brought up the internet, where she quickly updated her participation grades before taking a final check of her plans for the rest of the evening. Permission slips. Tickets. Paperwork for the bus. Roster checklist. The ritual comforted her ever-present anxiety to a certain degree. The minutes passed quickly as she busied herself with mundane tasks until the time arrived to meet the students in front of the school in the bus lane.

      Darkness had long since fallen, ratcheting mid-fall chill down to wintery iciness. Winter. Ugh. It’s going to be so cold. No matter how many years I spend in this city, I can’t adjust. Zipping her coat, she stepped out beside the bus. The driver operated the arm to open the door.

      Various cars waited in the student parking lot. Some belched exhaust from their tailpipes as shivering parents waited to ensure their child’s safe delivery to the bus. Others sat empty, the students having gathered inside the school’s vestibule to pass the time chatting.

      At Brooke’s arrival, students surged around her like a wave from the ocean. Or maybe from Lake Superior, she thought wryly. The ocean’s a long way from here.

      Though the actual number of students attending the opera was small, a pack of high school students always sounds like a flock of tropical birds; a chirping, chattering cacophony of hormones and conversation. Brooke loved their energy.

      “Miss Daniels,” one young woman shouted, not because she was angry, but because her normal speaking voice was incredibly loud. “Miss Daniels, my dad sent the money after all. Can I go?”

      “Melissa, you and your dad should drive along behind us, in case I can’t get last-minute tickets.”

      “You didn’t buy them?” the girl demanded, incredulous. “I told you I was going.”

      “And I told you,” she reminded her student gently, “that you had to pay by yesterday. I’m not saying no. I’m only saying you don’t want to be stuck in the lobby. Have your dad drive you to the opera hall. If we can get tickets, fine, but I can’t guarantee it at this late time.”

      Melissa sighed and stomped back to her dad’s Mercedes.

      Someday, I hope she learns that deadlines apply to her, just like they do to everyone else, regardless of her dad’s income.

      “Now then,” she pitched her voice higher, so all the chattering teens could hear her. They continued unabated, so she lowered her volume. “I’m going to stand over here by the door to the bus. You all listen for your name. You may board the bus when I call you. Janet Anzaldua.”

      Janet obediently stepped forward, and Brooke smiled. The quiet senior always set a good example for her younger, more rambunctious classmates.

      “Janet, I have your letter of recommendation ready to go. I’ll drop it in the mail tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, Miss Daniels,” Janet said earnestly. She tugged her letterman jacket tighter around her body, adjusted her gloves and climbed up the noisy steps onto the bus.

      “Aimée Borden. Sophia Cardini. Damien Fernandez. Jorge Gutierrez.” One by one, she ticked off the students and ushered them onto the bus. Then she boarded behind them.

      The stinking beast lurched away from the curb, pulling cautiously into the stream of traffic that continuously flowed past Mahalia Jackson Art and Music Academy. It headed downtown toward the opera hall and the students’ first experience with live musical theater.

      It always surprised Brooke how many people attended opera performances here in this city. The crowd surrounding the opera hall hindered the bus’s forward movement. Three busses ahead of them also crept toward the front doors inch by painful inch.

      The huge white structure with its three mismatched towers loomed over them.

      “Wow,” Sophia breathed. “It’s so pretty.”

      “The angles and roof lines are appalling,” Aimée snapped.

      Brooke grinned at her impatience. She’s going to be one hell of an architect someday.

      The bus finally inched its way to a stop in front of the building. The door hissed open, and Brooke descended, blocking the exit with her body. The students crowded up.

      “Okay, guys. Stay with me, all the time now. I don’t want to lose any of you. I’ll be calling roll when we leave the will-call desk and when we get to our seats, so do not wander. Bathroom only with a buddy. Everyone understand?”

      Nods and affirmative responses greeted her.

      “Okay, let’s go.” She stepped aside, and her twelve young music-lovers filed off the bus and gathered on the sidewalk, shivering and blowing frosty breath in the air. Wow, it’s cold for October.

      After a quick count of heads, Brooke pointed at the doors. In a knot, they climbed up to massive double doors, now flung wide and flanked with ushers. Entering an opulent, crowded lobby, she herded her young charges toward the will-call desk beneath a ceiling of crossing beams and gleaming pink panels in diamond shapes.

      From behind a heavily-carved desk, a uniformed man with long sideburns asked, “Can I help you?”

      She smiled at him. “Thirteen tickets under the Mahalia Jackson Art and Music Academy account.”

      He raised one eyebrow, but dutifully punched keys on his computer. A moment later, he passed a thick stack of small rectangles printed with the opera’s logo.

      “Thank you,” she said, collecting the tickets.

      From the corner of her eye, Brooke saw Melissa and her father, matching scowls on their faces, stomping out of the opera house. They headed away from a ticket window from which a sign bearing the words SOLD OUT hung.

      Brooke grinned. Then she sailed through the lobby, leading a trail of teenaged ducklings into the concert hall. With a bit of help from a female usher, she found their seats, along the aisle in three partial rows. Brooke claimed the rear corner seat, where she could keep tabs on all her students.

      “So, guys,” she said, luring heads in her direction, “take a look at your program. This opera, as we’ve discussed, is called Faust. Many composers have set it, but this particular one is by Charles Gounod.” She enunciated the name carefully in French. “It tells the story of a doctor who sells his soul to the devil. The devil is called Méphistophélès, and you should pay close attention to his famous aria, where he laughs. It’s a famous and surprisingly tricky role…” She cut off, realizing she was rambling.

      The lights flashed.

      “Okay, kiddos. We’re about to start. Last potty call until intermission.”

      Three girls scrambled up the aisle together. The rest of the kids settled in, some reading the libretto, others idly chatting, until the lights went out again. Then, the music rose. First, a strong cord. Then, the low strings began a pulsing beat, which the violins transformed into a mournful yet passionate melody, rendered strange by unexpected accidentals. Another, higher cord rang through the concert hall. The low strings again built into a sad, tender melody as the stage lights illuminated a scholar at a table, wrapped in a red blanket.

      The music and story immediately swept Brooke away. In the long minutes that followed, she had no idea whether her students chatted, slept or pulled out their phones to distract themselves. The stage, the music and drama thereon, captivated her.

      At last, the moment she’d been waiting for. Méphistophélès appeared.

      Even from this distance, Brooke could make out the soft fullness of his form. The gleam of his dark skin. The coarse crinkles of his thick beard. He enunciated the French lyrics flawlessly, with a sincerity that surpassed mere acting. His serenade began, teasing her senses with a roguish charm and a wicked chuckle that had been written into the music. The whites of his eyes flashed as he rolled them in fiendish delight.

      I’m being seduced by the devil, she thought, not sure whether that amused or alarmed her. How long has it been since I was seduced? Too long, my sister would say, and yet, it doesn’t seem to have been nearly long enough. Not after…

      Her mind veered away from painful memories. The opera, Brooke. Watch the opera. There’s no harm in crushing on a handsome bass. He’s unavailable and way out of your league, just like a celebrity. A safe crush. It’s perfect.

      So, she allowed herself to wallow in his gorgeous, low tone, his handsome face, his delightfully charming evil persona. Time passed. Faust faced his eternal reckoning, choosing damnation to save his beloved. The devil took his due.

      As the final notes faded away, Brooke sank back in her chair, saturated in music and infatuation. She closed her eyes, letting the moment seep into her soul.

      Light flared behind her closed lids.

      “Miss Daniels,” an adolescent female voice cut into her awareness. She opened her eyes to see Sophia peering at her curiously. “Miss Daniels, did you fall asleep?”

      She shook her head. “No, of course, not. I was just taking it in. Well, ladies and gentlemen, what did you think?”

      Blank, bewildered faces met her gaze.

      “Need some time to process it?”

      Nods.

      “Okay, let’s make our way back to the doors. Again, stick together. I don’t want to lose anyone.”

      They rose and made their way toward the rear of the hall.

      “Miss? Miss Daniels?” A hand tugged at her sleeve.

      “What is it, Lupita?”

      “I need to use the bathroom.”

      Brooke suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. “Okay, Lupita. Better now than halfway back to school, I guess, but there may be a long line.” Actually, waiting a few minutes in line here in the warm building might be preferable to waiting on the cold, stinky bus.

      “Change of plans, everyone. We’re making a potty stop. Take the opportunity, because it’s a bit of a drive, as you might recall, and the traffic downtown is heavy, even late at night.”

      The boys groaned in annoyance, but relief blossomed on several female faces. Bingo. I had a feeling.

      After stepping from the concert hall into the expansive lobby, they picked through a massive, roaring crowd, executed a sharp left turn, and headed toward a discreet sign nearly hidden in the dark wood paneling. As expected, a long line of women, many wearing fur wraps and glittering gowns, waited for their turn. Outside the men’s room, two gentlemen in suits chatted, not clearly in line, but not clearly out of it either.

      Typical, Brooke thought. Venues should make twice as many ladies’ rooms as men’s rooms. That would help.

      To their credit, her girls stood sedately in the line, chatting at a quiet volume and not dancing in place as they waited. Their school-issued performance gowns, while not as fancy as the blue-sequined sheath on the woman in front of them, didn’t look out of place.

      The boys approached their restroom, quietly questioning the waiting gentlemen, and upon hearing that they were, in fact, in line, took their places behind.

      Keeping part of her attention focused on her students, Brooke allowed herself a moment to people watch, wondering if she’d see anyone she knew. Even in a big city, the music teacher community is not so big we can’t occasionally meet up. She scanned the faces but didn’t recognize anyone.

      As her students inched toward the restroom, a bit of conversation, pitched at a different volume than the rest of the crowd, cut through to her.

      “Sir, are you aware that your role, Méphistophélès, represents the devil?”

      “Well, of course,” A richly-dark tone replied.

      Brooke’s head turned involuntarily, snapping to the side as she gawked, stunned, at the familiar dark face and full beard of her favorite bass.

      “Gentlemen, I’ve spent the best part of a year preparing this role. Aside from the fact that we’re singing, not speaking, this is an acting job. I had to consider the character; his motivations, drives and weaknesses so I could bring it to life. I knew before I began that I was playing the devil. I knew before I began rehearsing what Faust was about.”

      It’s an interview, Brooke realized, eyeing the two pale young adults. They’re covering the concert for something, possibly a school project or student newspaper.

      They glanced at each other with the oddest expression on their faces. The taller of the two, a slender young blond who looked like a runner, cleared his throat. “Don’t you think their casting is a bit inappropriate?”

      Kenneth’s dark eyebrows drew together. “What do you mean?”

      Oh, God. I know where this is headed. Kenneth doesn’t deserve this. Not when he’s on a post-performance high. That alone could be enough to make his answer less than thought out and measured, which will only fuel their nonsense. She waited, curious how these dweeby social-justice warriors would handle their extremely rude and ignorant questions.

      “I mean, as a person of color, it’s typical to be cast in the antagonist role, while the Caucasian gets the lead. It makes me question the motivations of the opera’s leadership.”

      Kenneth’s face twisted. “Um, I don’t think that’s right, I…” He stuttered, brow furrowed, seeking words to explain the situation. “It has nothing to do with that.”

      “But how can you be sure? This sort of racism is often covert.”

      “That’s not what this is about. I, uh…” he struggled again, the words refusing to form.

      I know what that feels like. It’s such a shock to the system, trying to think moments after a heady performance. They’re going to make him sound like an idiot because their questions are so far from where his mind is at.

      Brooke had heard enough. Stepping away from her students, who had nearly reached the front of the line anyway, she barged up to the group.

      “You guys knock that shit off,” she snapped.

      They turned to stare at her. Her cheeks heated at her own unexpected boldness, but if there was one thing her father had always taught her, it was that you should never back down. Especially since I’m righting a wrong, not that Dad would care about that.

      “Look,” she explained, trying to rein in her temper, “you’ve just taken in a gorgeous musical performance, one that represents years of planning, months of rehearsal, and all you can talk about is your own white guilt? You’ll need to find better ways to assuage that than harassing an artistic genius moments after he leaves the stage. But let me make one thing perfectly clear. You are so far off base with this line of questioning, you might as well just stop. Rewrite your questions so they’re not stupid and try again later.”

      “Ma’am, I know you think you’re helping,” the tall one said, condescension dripping from his tone, but…”

      “But nothing,” Brooke interrupted. “Your questions are ignorant. Faust calls for a tenor as the lead, a bass as the antagonist. Mr. Hill is not a tenor. That role would have been out of his vocal range. He would never have been cast that way, not because of his race but because his voice won’t go that high. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Then perhaps,” the shorter blond boy gently suggested, “they might have chosen a different show…”

      “Why?” Brooke demanded. “If the opera company’s tenor were black, or if the whole cast were white, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, would we? There’s nothing wrong with the opera. In reality, the company has selected singers without consideration of race, caring only for their musical talents and the skills they’ve developed.”

      She drew in a quick breath and ranted on “They cast those musicians in the roles to which their voices are best suited. Isn’t that the goal? For each person, no matter their skin color, to be selected for the position for which they are best suited?”

      The two young men stared at her. A hint of understanding dawned in the eyes of the shorter one again, but the bigger one still looked confused.

      “Instead of prodding into an accidental alignment, why not comment on the beauty of the performance, the incredible way in which all the singers—including Mr. Hill—executed their roles. I mean, it’s actually rude of you two to assume that he somehow didn’t know what he was taking on. He’s a professional musician and actor. He knows what his role represents. If it had bothered him, he wouldn’t have agreed to it, and for you to imply that he didn’t understand what he was doing is actually far more insulting than him taking on a challenging, famous operatic role and executing it convincingly.”

      “Well,” the taller student snapped, his challenged ego puffing up, “I think you’re…”

      “Stop, Brett.” The shorter one laid a hand on his arm. “She’s right about at least one thing. Our assumption about Mr. Hill’s awareness was way off base. I think we should rethink some of our questions. We don’t want to write an ignorant piece, do we?” He closed his hand on his friend’s arm and all but dragged him away.

      In the wake of the tense confrontation, Brooke sagged.

      “Thank you,” the deep voice said softly.

      She inhaled, and the scent of cologne and perfect male filled her in every cell of her body.

      “I know you,” he added. “Where have I seen you before?”

      “Symphony chorale,” she pointed out.

      Awareness dawned. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “Miss Daniels?” Sophie asked.

      Brooke glanced behind her to see her gaggle of students gathered around her, finished with their pit stop.

      “Ready to go?” she asked. They nodded. She turned her attention back to Kenneth. “I have to get my students back to school now. It was nice to meet you, Mr. Hill. The performance was glorious. Guys, did you like the show?”

      “I like how you laughed in your solo,” Damien said. “I’m a bass too. I think I’m going to learn that one for my college auditions.”

      Kenneth beamed at the youth. “You do that. It’s tough, but if you can handle it, you’ll really set yourself apart. Swing for the fences, young man.”

      Damien beamed.

      See, that’s what I’m talking about. Artists encouraging each other.

      “Thank you again, Miss… Daniels was it?”

      “Yes. Brooke Daniels.” She extended one hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Hill.”

      His hand, warm and slightly damp after so much time under stage lights, engulfed hers and sent a tingle all the way up her arm. “Call me Kenneth. It’s great to meet you.” He turned to her students, shaking each one’s hand and thanking them for coming.

      At last, Brooke led her group out to the bus. She took roll with only the slightest attention to the names on her roster.

      Still in a daze, she delivered the students to their waiting parents, floated to her office to retrieve her satchel, and drove home without noticing the road. She barely remembered the rule she and her roommate had put in place and didn’t turn on the lights, lest Jackie be sleeping.

      She wasn’t.

      Soft groans and squeaking springs greeted Brooke as she crept in the door.

      Not wanting to interrupt, she slipped into the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and made her way to bed in near silence.

      The sounds of her roommate’s ongoing encounter blended with images of a handsome, bearded face, the sound of a rich, low voice, the scent that still lingered in her nose, and the sensation of his hand on hers. Wrapped in overpowering sensations, she slipped into a long and passionate dream.
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      Brooke took a bite of her sandwich, searching YouTube for recordings of Kenneth singing. She found a student recital and clicked on it, relaxing to the sound of his gorgeous voice.

      Inside her desk, her cell phone began to chime.

      Brooke sighed, paused the music and went digging for it, catching it just after the ringing stopped. Glancing at the screen, she realized it was her sister, so she quickly pressed the button to return the call. Autumn answered on the first ring.

      “Hi, Sis,” Brooke said. “Sorry about the delay. My phone was in my desk.”

      “I figured,” her sister replied, and Brooke could practically see her tossing her long mane of thick blond hair over her shoulder. “That’s why I didn’t go anywhere. I know your schedule pretty well by now.”

      “I’m sure that’s true,” Brooke agreed. “So, what’s up, Sis?”

      “Nothing much with me. Work. Spending time with Dad and River, dating a bit here and there but nothing serious. However, I had a feeling I needed to call you because something important had changed, so mainly I called to ask what’s up with you?”

      “Huh.” Brooke took another bite of her sandwich, savoring the flavor of ham, cheddar and tomatoes. Psychic sister strikes again. Nothing has changed though. She swallowed. “I went to the opera last night.”

      “On a date?” Autumn asked hopefully.

      “With my students,” Brooke replied. “They really enjoyed it, or so they said. I know I did. I’m lucky to live in a city where so much incredible music is happening.”

      “There’s music in Texas too,” Autumn pointed out, sounding deflated. You know you can do something other than work once in a while, right?”

      “I do,” Brooke replied. “Going to the opera wasn’t work. I enjoyed it. I also sing in the symphony chorale. That’s just for me.”

      “Why do you?” Autumn asked, and Brooke could hear that probing note in her voice that meant she was about to do something spooky.

      “Why do I sing? Sis, you know I love to sing.”

      “Yes, I know.” Autumn sounded even farther away, like she was inside a tunnel. “You love to sing with… him. Him who, Brooke?”

      “Stop being spooky, Autumn,” Brooke exclaimed, rather louder than she should have given that Nancy was sitting in the next office with her door open. “There is no him.” She could hear the lie in her own voice.

      “Ha, now I know there’s someone. Why, Brooke, are you in love?”

      Brooke rolled her eyes. “In love is a bit much. I don’t even know the guy. We only introduced ourselves yesterday. It’s just that he’s really handsome and a fabulous singer. I guess you could say I have a little crush. But listen, he’s a rising star in the local opera scene. I’ve heard rumors he’s taking off for a European tour with them starting after Christmas. He’s like a celebrity. Celebrity crushes are no reason to break out the champagne.”

      “Wow, you sure said all that fast. Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” Autumn asked, a hint of a chuckle lingering in her voice. “Anyway, I wouldn’t assume you’re as safe as you think you are. You sing in an ensemble with him. You say you introduced yourself last night? You may see him as a celebrity, but I’d be willing to bet he sees you much more as an equal. Don’t rule anything out.”

      “I introduced myself because I chased away a couple of social justice warriors who were killing his concert buzz. I also wanted my students to get a chance to meet him. He was really encouraging to them.”

      “You? Quiet Brooke? Chasing away people due to an overheard conversation? That’s not like you.”

      “It is too,” she replied. “I chased bullies away from you all the time.”

      “Yes, from me. Your family. I think you have to admit you see him as more than a handsome, musical stranger, at least in your heart.”

      Brooke opened her mouth to protest but found herself unable.

      “There, you see?” Autumn told her gently. “It’s easier if you don’t fight yourself. What’s this music god’s name?”

      “Kenneth,” Brooke replied. “Kenneth Tyrone Hill. He has a whole page to himself on the opera website if you want to take a look. Great headshot.”

      She could hear some clicking sounds on the other end and knew Autumn had taken the bait.

      “Oh, wow,” her sister breathed a moment later.

      “Handsome, right?”

      “I had no idea you liked his type.”

      “What type? Do you mean because he’s black? You know I don’t restrict my attraction by race. Jordan’s Asian, and remember Juan back in high school?”

      “I mean the teddy bear type,” Autumn replied idly. “He looks nice to hug. Also, there’s gentleness around his eyes and humbleness to his expression that tells me he’s not nearly the big star in his own mind. If you decide to go after him, I bet he’d be receptive.”

      “Come on, Autumn. I can’t do that. What would Dad say if I got together with another musician?”

      “Brooke, you have to stop making decisions based on what Dad would say. He doesn’t mean any of it. He just likes to give you a hard time. If you stand by your convictions, you’ll realize that he may bluster, but he actually respects it.”

      “That’s hard for me,” Brooke told her sister. “Besides, I have no idea whether Kenneth is even interested.”

      “He is,” Autumn said. “I can feel it. I’ll run a tarot spread later on if you’d like.”

      “No cards,” Brooke replied. “You know I don’t believe in that.”

      “It’s real whether you believe or not,” Autumn reminded her, “but I respect your decision. Take care, Sis, and don’t sell yourself short. You have a lot to offer, and Mr. Kenneth Tyrone Hill would be lucky to have you, not just the other way around.”

      “Maybe, but that’s not what I’m looking for,” Brooke replied.

      Autumn paused for a long moment. At length, she sighed. “I don’t believe that either, but it’s clear, for the moment, that you do. I won’t push. Only, if your feelings change, don’t fight them. Let life happen to you once in a while.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Brooke replied noncommittally.

      “All right. I’ll go now. Have a good day, Sis.”

      “You too.”

      Brooke ended the call quickly, but the feelings elicited by her sister’s words lingered with her.

      Throughout the day, a sense of something she couldn’t name teased the back of her mind. It left her unsettled, but not in a bad way.

      The next day, and the next, images of Kenneth popped up frequently in Brooke’s mind. The memory of his face, of his voice, the scent of his cologne, the electric sizzle of his touch, all lingered with her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The following Monday, when she arrived at symphony chorale practice, she struggled to concentrate on the music she loved so well. Strained to hear the bass line, she found Kenneth’s velvet tone. It caressed her like a touch to the back of the neck, which made her feel like a petted kitten. She wanted to wrap herself up in his voice and purr.

      Then, the director cut off the singing with a closing motion of his hands. “Excellent, everyone. The music is coming along beautifully. Tonight, I have a special treat for you. Our own Kenneth Hill, who will be the bass soloist for our performance, has agreed to let us hear his ‘For Behold, Darkness Shall Cover the Earth,’ as a special preview. The other soloists do not participate in the chorale, so we will have to wait to hear them until the week before the concert. To make this authentic, when he’s finished, prepare to come in with ‘And He Shall Purify.’”

      Brooke dutifully opened her Messiah score and waited. To practice the transition this early—the second week in October—was almost unheard of, but she had no complaints.

      The piano played the opening line, a strange series of notes rocked back and forth until they finally tripped downward in a minor key, signaling Kenneth’s entrance.

      Until then, Brooke had forced herself not to look at him; to keep her eyes on her music, but she couldn’t sustain it. The moment the first long, sustained note broke on her ears, she lifted her head, gazing at him with unbridled admiration.

      He’d gotten his hair cut, and it sat close to his scalp, a dark cap on his dark skin. His beard remained full, drawing attention to his warm, brown eyes, which twinkled with mischief and joy and framed his mouth as his plump lips formed the words. In the middle, a broad, square nose completed the face she’d been obsessed with for the last month. Maybe longer.

      I noticed him last year, she recalled. How handsome he is, how beautifully he sings, but my obsession started more recently.

      It struck her, in a moment of amused irony, that the last time she’d heard him sing, he’d been playing the devil, and now he was singing a hymn in praise of Christ. Music can lead to the most surprising juxtapositions, she thought with a grin.

      Her smile coincided with a pause in the recitative, and in that moment, Kenneth glanced her direction and returned her smile with one of his own.

      For a moment, Brooke forgot to breathe. Even her heart paused in its beating. Then, he resumed singing, trading the slow, measured exhortation “Who shall stand when He appeareth? for the fast, driving melismas of “For He is like a refiner’s fire.”

      Brooke’s heart slammed in her chest, pulsing painfully into her throat. Her breath resumed in a noisy whoosh that drew the attention of several of her fellow singers. She ignored them all, focused as she was on the sound of his voice. If Malachi had sounded like this, the children of Israel would have repented on the spot.

      The solo ended, and the choir came in rapidly, leaving Brooke spluttering. The singer behind her elbowed her in the ribs. She coughed, cleared her throat and found her spot, but her singing lacked its usual attentive execution. She couldn’t help it. Kenneth Tyrone Hill had sunk deep into her awareness, and nothing could extract him.

      The rehearsal ended in confused frustration and many grumpy looks from her fellow sopranos.

      Annoyed with her own distraction, Brooke stepped down from the risers and tucked her folder into its cubby. Then she turned toward the coatrack in the hallway at the entrance of the choir room but found it crowded with departing singers. She lingered on the fringes.

      “Hello, Brooke,” a low-pitched voice breathed in her ear as a warm hand closed on her elbow.

      She whirled around. “Oh, um, Mr. Hill—Kenneth, that is—hello,” she spluttered. She cleared her throat. “How are you?”

      “I’m well. You, on the other hand, sound like I did the other night.”

      Brooke’s face flushed. Who was I to think he needed my help? she realized for the first time. I jumped in, unasked for, assuming he needed my help. I’m no better than those twerpy students. Aware of how badly she overstepped, she lowered her lashes, breaking contact with his velvety dark eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Sorry for what?”

      “For jumping in. I’m sure you can handle yourself. I didn’t mean to presume. It’s just, they were going to twist anything you said. Elevate their own wokeness by implying you didn’t understand what you were doing. I couldn’t stand it.”

      “I…” he scrutinized her. “I can handle myself, but still appreciate your intervention. I’m not offended.” The softly slurred way he formed his words suggested he had come from a more southern place.

      “I had a feeling you might be on a concert high. It’s hard to think after a performance,” she blurted, not sure what else to say.

      “That’s for sure.” He grinned.

      His smile drew an unexpected one from Brooke. She bit her lip, feeling shy.

      “So, anyway,” he continued, “I wanted to thank you for sticking up for me. I appreciate it.”

      “It’s no credit to me,” she murmured. “I had no idea you even wanted my help.”

      “Well, I did,” he replied. “I’d like to do something for you.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary,” she said, her stomach jumping as unwarranted possibilities crowded her mind.

      “I want to. Besides, those students of yours intrigued me. I remember being that age, loving music but not knowing what to do about it. I’d like to show them the possibilities.”

      Right. An opportunity for the students. That’s a good thing, actually. “Maybe coach them a little?” Brooke suggested. “Like a masterclass?”

      Kenneth’s eyes lit up. “Yes, exactly like that.”

      “I’ll have to talk to the principal, and you’ll have to fill out a background check form, but I think it would a lovely thing for you to do.” This time, her smile felt wide and genuine. What a great guy. Even nicer than I thought.

      “I’ll do that. Oh, and one other thing…”

      She regarded him expectantly.

      “Are you busy this evening? I’d like to take you out for a cup of coffee or a glass of wine or something.”

      Whoa. That’s not work-related, it’s personal—a date! Kenneth is asking me on a date? Mercy me. Do I dare say yes? Practicality warred with temptation. Work. Early morning. It’ll already be ten by the time you get home.

      But this is Kenneth, her heart reminded her. Don’t miss an opportunity like this.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to,” he added, clearly able to read her conflicted expression.

      “Kenneth,” she said seriously, “there’s nothing I’d like more than to accept your invitation. However, it’s pretty late and I have to be at work by 7:30 for my freshman girls’ choir rehearsal. If you know anything about high school freshmen… Well, I have to be 100% on, which means skipping out on rest is not advised. Is a raincheck possible?”

      Kenneth glanced at his wrist, at a chunky, masculine watch in a dark silvery finish.

      Brooke found it appealing that he chose a watch rather than digging for the cell phone she could see outlined in his shirt pocket.

      “You’re right about the hour. I forgot. Since I’ve been in grad school, everything happens late. The classes I took before I began my opus used to begin at 6:30 at night. The classes and lessons I teach are in the afternoon. All right then, hardworking lady. If we’re going to take a raincheck, that’ll be fine. Better, actually, because then I can ask you to dinner. Friday?”

      Dinner on Friday? Hot damn, that sounds like a date. A date with Kenneth? Wow. “Of course. That sounds great.”

      “Where shall I pick you up?”

      “Um, let’s meet at the restaurant, okay? Here.” She pulled out her phone. “Tell me your number. I’ll text you. We can work out the details.”

      This time, he did fish his phone out of his pocket. He read off the numbers as she typed them in before sending her name. His phone chirped. “Brooke with an e, eh? I was wondering that. I figured I’d have to check the concert program.”

      Brooke giggled. “You could have just asked.”

      “What a funny conversation starter that would be,” he replied. “Hi, how do you spell your name?”

      They laughed, and in the midst of laughing, their eyes locked.

      A sensation of being caressed with something warm and soft crept down the back of Brooke’s neck and along her spine. He’s so compelling he’s dangerous to my peace of mind. I can hardly concentrate on anything but his presence, she thought, not caring.

      The crowd around the coatrack had thinned, so they stepped forward and retrieved their outerwear. In companionable silence, they made their way out of the choir room and along the university’s sidewalk to the parking lot. Brooke made her way toward her car, and Kenneth walked beside her.

      “Cold, isn’t it?” she murmured. “It’s only October. Five years up here and I’m still not used to the weather.”

      “Same here. Where are you from?”

      “Texas,” she admitted. “I moved for work. You?”

      “Georgia. I moved for school.” She could see his grin flash in the light of the streetlamp. He then grasped her hand. “Sharing warmth is a good way for two southerners to weather a northern fall, but what will we do in the winter?”

      “Snuggle?” The suggestion slipped out without her full consent, and she gasped when she realized what she’d said.

      “Deal,” he agreed amiably as they reached Brooke’s car. Slowly, he drew her toward him.

      She stared in fascination as his handsome face moved toward hers. His lips gently touched her cheek. The warmth and scent of him rendered her into a puddle of molten Brooke-goo, and the scratch of his beard on her skin set her tender places ablaze.

      “Is this you?” he asked.

      She nodded, uncertain of her ability to form coherent words.

      “Then, good night, my dear. I won’t wait three days to contact you, I promise.” He strode away, and a lilting whistle split the night in a cheerful tune.

      Brooke fumbled her keys out of her purse and struggled to click the unlock button on the fob. In her state of distracted disbelief, it took three tries. Suddenly her safe crush on a local celebrity had all the earmarks of an early relationship.

      At last, she slid into the driver’s seat and cranked the ignition. “Oh, dang,” she breathed. “Now what am I going to do?”
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