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				About the Author

				Carol O’Connell is the New York Times bestselling creator of Kathy Mallory, and the author of twelve previous books, nine featuring her acclaimed detective, most recently THE CHALK GIRL, as well as the stand-alone thrillers JUDAS CHILD and BONE BY BONE. She lives in New York City.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise for Carol O’Connell:

				‘[She] grips us like a hand on the throat’ The Times

				‘There’s never been a fictional detective like Kathy Mallory’ Val McDermid

				‘Carol O’Connell proves once again the enduring power of Mallory’ Karin Slaughter

				‘As I read . . . I kept wanting to hug both Kathy Mallory and Carol O’Connell, and that is the mark of a story and an author who really involve you, and make you care – and that is so rare!’ James Patterson

				‘Mallory is one of the most original and intriguing detectives you’ll ever meet’ Carl Hiaasen

				‘Kathy Mallory is a marvellous creation’ Jonathan Kellerman

				‘Mallory, cool, blonde and beautiful, who can only relate emotionally to her IBM, is an original and interesting figure. Highly readable’ Daily Mail

				‘The central and compelling character is Mallory, a female cop with attitude born of her own abandonment into New York’s mean streets as a child. Familiar with greed and brutality, she has no conscience now. The question is, does she have any heart at all, or is her surface sophistication a veneer grafted on to the soul of a psychic savage? Her progress is enthralling; her followers beautifully observed in fine, controlled prose’ Mail on Sunday

				‘Readers, beware! That sly (and oh so gifted) Carol O’Connell is just as cunning as her beautiful, near-sociopathic heroine, Kathy Mallory, creeping up on unsuspecting readers with softly caressing words and languidly flowing sentences, then sucker-punching them with shockingly explicit violence that’s as vivid as it is grisly’ Booklist

				‘Sustained by the unforgettable personality of its heroine’ Guardian

				‘Kathy Mallory, NYPD, is one of the most unique, interesting and surprising heroines you’ve ever come across in any work of fiction’ Nelson DeMille

				‘Mallory is both mysterious and as real as a fist in the face’ Harper’s Bazaar

			

		

	
		
			
				

				By Carol O’Connell
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				Flight of the Stone Angel

				Shell Game

				Crime School

				The Jury Must Die

				Winter House

				Shark Music

				The Chalk Girl

				It Happens in the Dark

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Book

				The reviews called it ‘A Play to Die For’ after the woman was found dead in the front row. The next night, there’s another front-row death.

				NYPD detective Kathy Mallory takes over, but no matter what she asks, no one seems to be giving her a straight answer. The only person – if ‘person’ is the right word – who seems to be clear is the ghostwriter. Every night, an unseen backstage hand chalks up line changes and messages on a blackboard. And the ghostwriter is now writing Mallory into the play itself, a play about a long-ago massacre that may not be at all fictional. ‘MALLORY,’ the blackboard reads, ‘TONIGHT’S THE NIGHT. NOTHING PERSONAL.’

				If Mallory can’t find out who’s responsible, heads will roll. Unfortunately, one of them might be her own . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				

				A PHOTOGRAPHIC MEMORY

				I have a black-and-white photograph of four children on a beach in Paradise. That’s how they remembered years of their childhood in the tropics on the Isle of Pines, the setting for Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island.

				There are palm trees in the background, and the children wear swimsuits. Marion, grinning, perches on driftwood and cuddles her younger sister, Martha. Norman stands behind them, the oldest child, the serious one. In the foreground is little George, who tells terrible jokes, and yet he gets laughs.

				A perfect day. Paradise in a snapshot.

				Later, the family orange grove will be lost in a fire, and their father will work in a sugarcane factory to earn the passage money back to Boston. On the boat ride home, the children will lose all the Spanish words they knew. Still ahead of them is a global war, uniforms, guns and weddings, USO dances, jazz and jitterbug, an exciting time to be alive – so alive. An atomic bomb will fall, a mushroom cloud will bloom. Their families will grow through more wars, through an upheaval of technology and social revolution, more weddings, funerals, lots of christenings, as the four of them move through history, brothers and sisters.

				One child on that beach in the photograph, Martha Olsen, died this past September. She was my aunt. She was the last. They are all gone.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ACKNOWLEDGMENTS AND APOLOGIES TO REAL LIFE

				Though downplayed in the book, Manhattan’s Midtown North police are so good they won a Tony Award for service to the Theater District. Also, the local unions would have you know that they protect their artists and artisans much better than I do, and union-card holders are rarely – in fact, never – murdered this way.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				ROLLO:	To cadge a line from Blake, ‘Sooner strangle an infant in its cradle than to nurse unacted desires.’ (He turns to Susan) Oh . . . sorry. Did that make you nervous?

				—The Brass Bed, Act I

				The Theater District did not shut down for winter storms. East and west of the Great White Way, streets were electrified. Bright lights and the dazzle of animated signs hawked comedy and drama, dance and song. Up and down the sidewalks, ticket holders shielded their eyes with mittens and gloves to gawk at the gaudy marquees.

				Peter Beck’s bare hands were jammed into his pockets, and, head bowed, he only saw the pavement. His scarf was a crusted band of ice, feeble protection from stinging snow, but it served to hide the playwright’s moving lips. His voice was low, and so there was no fair warning for passersby. If other pedestrians had seen his face, they might have found him odd, but, had they heard what he was saying, they would have given a wide berth to the mumbling man who was alternately angry and insanely sad.

				The woolen cap was ripped from his scalp, and he turned back to watch it sail over a lamppost on the corner of Forty-ninth Street and Broadway. He raised one naked hand, and it was an effort to form his numb fingers into a fist. ‘Thieving wind!’

				His other enemies were all theater folk.

				He was done with crying, but the tears had not dried. They had frozen. Muttering, shivering, Peter walked past the theater’s main entrance, where he might well be told to wait in line. Farther down the sidewalk, he paused at the stage door, but decided against the humiliation of proving his worthiness to a rent-a-cop and perhaps being turned away if his name was not on the list of those who had made the cut.

				When he had rounded a corner and then another to enter a blind alley, the wind was at his back, blowing him down the narrow lane of fire escapes and Dumpsters to a dead end at the rear door. And there was the damn security guard he had hoped to avoid. The stranger in the tri-cornered cap hunched beneath a glass-caged lightbulb, smoking a cigarette.

				Would this man stop him? Oh, let him try.

				As Peter reached for the doorknob, he knew there would be no challenge. He was invisible to the guard. At best, he was perceived as insignificant. And then there was that other word, the one used by women to neuter men – harmless.

				Well, not tonight!

				After the final curtain, the whole theater company, players to grunts, would bow to him on bended knee, wet their pants and crawl away.

				Once he was inside, the alley door banged shut behind him, and Peter’s fingers, red as lobsters, fumbled with the buttons of his overcoat. As he made his way toward the broad scenery flats, the backstage lights flickered. Apparently, the glitches in the wiring were an ongoing thing. He looked up to see the young lighting tech, a tall stick with big feet, clambering down the catwalk ladder to stand with a pimple-faced stagehand in the wings. Neither of them gave so much as a nod to the sad man swaddled in wet, black wool.

				Had he been stark naked, they would not have acknowledged him.

				Snowflakes melted on Peter’s shoulders and his hatless, almost hairless head. Unwinding his scarf as he walked, he glanced at the blackboard on the wall behind the stage manager’s desk.

				He stopped.

				And his heart stopped—

				For one beat—

				Two beats.

				New line changes were scrawled on the slate in white block letters. Opening night had come and gone, but the play was still evolving by an unseen hand, a chalk-wielding haunt, who gave new meaning to the word ghostwriter.

				The playwright burped. A hiccup followed. The floor tilted and spun.

				Hours ago, Peter Beck had left his apartment, dead drunk, and then lost both his gloves in two different bars twixt home and the theater. Listing to one side, he nearly toppled over when he heard the warning call, ‘Curtain in thirty minutes!’ Threatening to pitch forward with every step, he lurched down a short flight of stairs to find his seat in the audience before—

				The lobby doors opened wide, and people were coming down the aisles.

				Peter found a place card on his reserved chair in the front row – but not front-row center. He had been shunted off toward a wall, brushed aside by a lackey’s seating arrangements. More cards appeared on three neighboring seats, and these were marked for the playwright’s guests, though he had invited no one.

				Lacking the energy to shrug off his heavy coat, saving his strength for the final act, he sat down and fell asleep. Now and then, his watery eyes opened to catch snatches of the night. The front row was filled to his right. On his left side, the three complimentary seats remained empty, advertising that he was a man with no friends, certainly none among the cast and crew. He had missed the first performance, and not one of those bastards had thought to call and ask if he was well – or had he done them all the favor of a final exit, perhaps a long fall from some high window.

				Rousing from lethargy for a slow turn of the head, he counted the house. According to the only critic in attendance last night, the play had opened to a sparse audience of twenty souls in a space built to hold more than a thousand – though not a bad turnout for foul weather, a theater with a blank marquee and a play with no advertising. Ah, but owing to that bizarre review in The Herald, tonight’s crowd had grown. At least seventy people had braved this second night of horizontal wind and snow. They formed a cluster in the center rows, and all of them had better views of the stage than he did.

				The houselights dimmed. The curtains parted. Peter’s eyelids drooped and fell. Laughter woke him in fits as the first act was drawing to a close. He came fully awake to screams from the audience, cued by an actor’s swing of a baseball bat.

				A bat? And when had that piece of business been added to the play?

				The lights went out. All the lights. Curiously, even the red exit signs were turned off. Peter sweated in his thick wool coat and shifted his head to work out the crick in his neck, a quick slice of pain. His shirt collar was soaking wet, yet he felt oddly buoyant in his body, and his mind was floating elsewhere. The only sound was that of a small object striking the floor. And now, like the darkness, the silence was absolute.

				When the stage lights came up, a woman seated on Peter’s right was the only one to scream this time, but she was not facing the stage. She was shrieking at him. He turned to her and gurgled a response as his chin nodded down to his chest.

				Onstage, two actors transgressed when they stepped out of character and turned to the invisible fourth wall. Peering into the audience, they saw the bloodied corpse of the playwright slumped in a front-row seat, and one thespian said to the other, ‘Oh, crap. Not again.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				ROLLO:	It’s locked. My brothers rarely open my window. They’re afraid the flies might get out.

				—The Brass Bed, Act I

				The man from Special Crimes Unit had all the props: the salt-and-pepper hair of seniority, a gold shield on display and hooded eyes that said to everyone he met tonight, I carry a gun. Don’t piss me off. Even so, he had to shoulder and shove his way through the mob in the lobby, where people from the audience were giving statements to uniformed officers. Regrettably, Detective Riker had tempered his drinking this evening, only two shots of booze at his niece’s wedding reception, and that was hardly enough to take the edge off a theatergoer’s elbow to his kidney.

				A smaller man, half Riker’s age, followed close behind him, yelling to be heard above the fray, identifying himself as the theater company’s gofer. ‘I go for this, I go for that. Whatever ya need.’ His more formal name was Bugsy, he said, ‘—’cause I gotta bug people to get stuff,’ and then he added, ‘Detective Mallory’s already here. She beat the local cops.’

				Of course she did. And the Upper West Sider had won that race with a forty-block handicap. Vehicular maniac. If only ambulances and fire trucks could match Mallory’s speed on the streets of Manhattan. Riker had no car of his own. Faced with an easy choice of drinking or driving, he had allowed his license to expire long ago. And so he had begged a ride back to the city with a fellow wedding guest, a slower motorist than his partner, one with regard for icy roads and human life.

				The detective pushed through the lobby doors, and his vista widened with a jolt of space expanding, all tricked out in Technicolor. Halfway along the aisle of lush red carpet and beyond the overhang of the balcony, Riker looked up to a ceiling painted with dancers, high-kicking jazz babies weirdly blending with wall decorations of plastered-on Grecian urns. And scores of ornate sconces illuminated row upon row of red velvet chairs. Not a Broadway kind of cop, most of his theater experience came from Hollywood films, and now he was walking around inside an old movie made before he was born. Drop-dead glamorous was not a phrase he would say aloud, but here it was.

				And there she was.

				Framed by red curtains, his young partner, Kathy Mallory, stood at the center of the stage, motionless under a single unflattering light that made her seem flat like a cardboard cutout. But now other lights were trained on her, angling down from all sides to give the blond curls a weird halo effect, to sculpt a cat’s high cheekbones and round out her tall, slim body – bringing her to life.

				Detective Riker had to smile.

				Whoever was working the stage lights tonight, that guy was falling in love with Mallory.

				A paunchy Midtown detective, Harry Deberman, stood beside her, waving his arms and ranting in shadow, clearly unloved by the lighting guy. And Mallory also ignored the man from the local copshop, though she was the interloper in this precinct.

				Riker followed his guide to the end of the aisle. The gofer was quick, but not a sprinter, more of a scrambler. Years down the road, whenever the detective thought of this young man, he would forget the details of tangled sandy hair and blue eyes that were way too bright; he would always picture Bugsy with twitchy whiskers and a tail.

				No need of directions to the corpse, the locus of the medical examiner’s team and a crew from Crime Scene Unit. The local cop from Midtown North came down from the stage to stand with this small crowd, to hitch up his pants and splay his hands and yell, ‘Hey, let’s get on with the show! Get to work here, guys!’

				No one obeyed Harry Deberman. None of them moved, except to raise their eyes to Mallory, who stood in the authority of a spotlight, arms folded and so in charge of all that she surveyed. She could also win the vote for best dressed. That cashmere blazer was custom made, and even the designer jeans were tailored. Her dress code of money on the hoof said to everyone around her, Pay attention! And they did. Her audience below, those who dressed down to the pay grade of civil servants, awaited her okay to bag the body and process the crime scene – her crime scene.

				On her partner’s account, Mallory had held up the removal of Peter Beck’s bloody corpse for a solid hour.

				How sweet. How thoughtful.

				Riker hunkered down before the front-row seat of the balding dead man, who might be in his forties, maybe younger. The face had an unfinished look: hardly any lip, more like a pencil line for a mouth; and the nose was small, a kid’s nose that had failed to grow up with the man. The black woolen coat was open to expose a shirtfront soaked with the blood of a slit throat. On the floor at the victim’s feet was an old-fashioned straight-edged razor, and the corpse conveniently reeked of alcohol – liquid courage for the long, deep cut.

				Well, how neat was that?

				Detective Deberman bent down to Riker’s ear. ‘What’re you doin’ in my patch? Your partner won’t tell me squat.’

				As yet, Riker had no idea why his unit had been called in, and so he shrugged. ‘I go where I’m kicked. I do what I’m told.’

				Harry Deberman squatted on his haunches and pointed to the bloody weapon on the floor. ‘Odds are – that belonged to my stiff. The crew tells me this wimp used to brag about shavin’ with a cutthroat razor. I got this covered . . . You can go now.’

				The cut angled down from the victim’s right.

				‘You said you knew this man?’ Riker looked up to catch a nod from Bugsy. ‘Was he left-handed?’

				‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Deberman, answering for the gofer. ‘And the cut angle matches up with a lefty. Now take a whiff. Smell the booze? The guy had to get stinking drunk to do it. So you got no business here. Everything fits with a suicide.’

				‘Murder,’ said Mallory in the tone of Boo!

				The man from Midtown North jumped to his feet and spun around to face Riker’s partner. He had never heard her step down from the stage to steal up behind him. Given a sporting chance to see her coming, the long slants of her eyes also made people jumpy. They were electric green. If a machine had eyes—

				Mallory glanced at the corpse. ‘Deberman took a loose key from the coat pocket. The right pocket of a left-handed man.’ Turning on the local detective, she said, ‘You thought I wouldn’t notice that?’

				‘One key.’ Riker snapped on latex gloves and probed underneath the corpse’s winter coat to reach the pants pockets, and there he felt a bulge with the hard edges of a key ring. In New York City, most house keys traveled in fives: a mailbox key, one for a building’s outer door, and three more for the deadbolts that secured the average apartment in this lock-down town. Now the loose key from the overcoat was more interesting. Riker stood up, held out one hand and said, ‘Gimme.’

				After a testy few seconds, Harry Deberman handed over an evidence bag containing a single key. Before he could be asked what else had been stolen, the man melted back through the ranks of the ME’s people and the crime-scene crew. Making a show of leaving on some more urgent matter, Deberman checked his wristwatch twice as he made an escape up the aisle.

				‘You better run,’ said Mallory, though her voice was soft, and the departing detective was well out of earshot.

				‘Nice catch.’ Pulling off his gloves, Riker stepped back from the body and stared at the bloody weapon on the floor. ‘But we don’t have the makings of a homicide. Not if it turns out the guy owned that razor.’

				Mallory held up a closed hand, showing him one corner of a twenty-dollar bill. ‘I say that key was planted. The coat pocket was the only one the perp could reach.’

				‘No bet,’ said Riker. The black overcoat had a mangled, slept-in look about it. One of its pockets was trapped under Peter Beck’s left thigh, and the most light-fingered killer could not have accessed either pocket of the tight-fitting pants. He hefted the bagged key in one hand, as if testing its weight as court evidence. There had to be more to it than this. With only the rise of one eyebrow, he managed to say to his partner, I know you’re holding out on me.

				Mallory gave a curt nod to the ME’s man, the one holding a long, zippered bag sized to carry a corpse. While the body snatchers and forensic gatherers converged on the dead man, she threaded one hand under Riker’s arm and led him off to the side, where she held out her bet money in plain sight. ‘I say the loose key fits the victim’s front door, and the razor does belong to him. That makes it murder.’

				Cryptic brat.

				He shook his head, not game enough to take her bait. ‘But why call us?’ A death like this one rarely got the attention of Special Crimes. Their unit favored a higher body count. ‘I say . . . let the local cops have it.’

				He smiled. She did not.

				‘Unless there’s more to it.’ Riker’s smile got a little wider, a signal that she should pocket her twenty and just give it up. To bring this point home, he glanced at his watch. ‘Why waste time on a—’

				‘The play opened last night,’ said Mallory, ‘but it shut down before the second act. And a city councilman was in the audience. Well, he comes back tonight to see the rest of the play. Again, it shuts down before the finish. So he calls a friend – a good friend. He’s got the commissioner’s home phone number, and Beale agrees with the councilman. Two dead bodies – one for each performance – that’s a bit much.’

				‘And Beale calls in Special Crimes.’ So it was not just his partner’s reckless driving that got her to the crime scene ahead of the locals. He also understood why the Midtown cop had wanted this homicide so badly. It had all the elements of a career case for a mediocre detective like Harry Deberman.

				And now they had a game.

				Riker felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to face a younger man with long dark hair. If not for the clipboard and the microphone headset, the civilian might have stepped out of a photograph from the 1800s. His shirt had an old-fashioned collar, and a bolo tie was strung around his neck. The detective knew he would see pointy-toed western boots when he looked down. Yup. This man was good-looking, and he had movie-star teeth, but he introduced himself as the stage manager, Cyril Buckner.

				The urban cowboy turned to Mallory. ‘I think you have the wrong idea about—’

				‘I’ve been looking for you,’ she said. ‘Where’ve you been for the past hour?’

				‘I was trapped in the lobby with the audience.’ Only this minute, he explained, the officers had released him with orders to report to her. And following an apology for eavesdropping, Cyril Buckner added, ‘This was a suicide. And that first death? That one doesn’t count.’

				And Riker said, ‘Huh?’

				‘The woman who died last night had a heart attack.’ The stage manager freed a folded page of newsprint from his clipboard. ‘That’s how we got this smash review.’ He held it up so they could both read the bold-type words, A Play to Die For. ‘The drama critic only reviewed the first thirty minutes. That’s when the lady keeled over, and the cops shut us down. We didn’t get past the first act tonight, either.’

				Mallory, the detective who did not need reading glasses, snatched the review from Buckner’s hand. After scanning the column, she smiled, not at all troubled over one death by natural causes. ‘The woman who died last night also had a front-row seat . . . She also died at eight-thirty.’ Mallory lifted her chin a bare inch to silently ask if her partner was a great believer in that sort of coincidence.

				He was not.

				A lobby door swung open, and a young officer ran down an aisle, yelling, ‘We talked to everybody!’ With the hands-up flourish of a boy sliding into home plate, he came to a stop beside Mallory. ‘Nobody sat behind the dead guy. There was a lady in the seat next to him. She’s got blood in her hair. But she didn’t see a thing – not till the lights came up. The whole place was pitch-black for maybe a minute.’

				Mallory turned her head slowly until her eyes locked onto the small man with the designation of everyone’s errand boy, and Bugsy froze in midstride. She called out to him, ‘Where’s that lighting guy? Get him out here!’

				In the hour before Riker’s arrival, the gofer had come to know Mallory well enough to run for his life on command. And though his legs were short, Bugsy shot up the steps to the stage at light’s speed. Once he was on the other side of the footlights, his head craned all the way back as he looked straight up to yell, ‘Gil, come down! She wants you!’ No need to give a name; he was obviously referring to She Who Scares Me.

				Sheets of dropped paper wafted down from an unseen perch high above the floorboards. Apparently, Mallory also made the lighting guy nervous. After a distant patter of feet slapping stairs, a tall youngster, gawky and shovel footed, appeared onstage, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. He only had eyes for her – big eyes.

				Mallory pointed to a row of small bulbs lodged at the foot of one wall and leading to the red glow of an exit sign. ‘When the houselights go down, how bright are those emergency lights?’

				‘J-j-just bright enough for people to find their way out during a performance,’ said Gil. ‘Except near the end of the first act – that was the blackout cue. All the lights were out for forty seconds. The lobby, too. Even the exit signs.’

				The stage manager yelled, ‘That’s a violation of the fire code! What the hell were you—’

				‘I followed your instructions, okay?’ Gil dropped to hands and knees, madly searching the fallen pages that littered the stage. Clutching one, he waved it like a white flag. ‘Here! Look for yourself. You added that cue to my—’

				‘No,’ said Cyril Buckner, ‘I didn’t make any changes for lighting cues.’

				‘So those lights were on the whole time last night,’ said Mallory, ‘but not tonight.’ She faced the stage manager, daring him to lie to her. ‘Who else makes changes like that?’

				‘The ghostwriter.’

				Backstage, a wooden staircase led up to a loft platform. Its railed walkway was lined with dressing rooms, and Mallory longed to see what was behind those locked doors, but the supervisor of the CSIs had been taken ill and taken away, and the detective had not yet convinced the remaining team to violate laws of search and seizure.

				Maybe later.

				She stood beside the gofer in the wings. Here, Cyril Buckner’s desk had a view of the stage through an open doorway in a scenery flat, but Mallory faced the other way, reading words on a large blackboard bolted to a more solid wall of brick.

				‘That board’s really old,’ said Bugsy. ‘It’s been there forever. The ghostwriter’s the only one who uses it. That’s how he talks to us.’

				‘He’s never screwed with a change sheet before.’ Cyril Buckner walked into the end of this conversation, accompanied by a uniformed escort. The stage manager turned to read the message on the blackboard. ‘Oh, shit! Well, you know that’s new.’ He flicked through pictures on his cell phone to show the detective what had been written there earlier in the evening.

				Mallory confiscated the phone and gave a nod to the waiting officer, who led the stage manager away. Bugsy remained, never drifting far from her side, as if tethered by a leash. This little man was her creature now.

				With her back turned to the blackboard, the detective looked through the door in the scenery. Amid the stage furnishings of a brass bed, a table and a wheelchair, CSIs stood on taped Xs, standing in for actors while they reconstructed the moment when the playwright’s corpse was discovered in the front row. The cast and crew members, under the watch of officers, were tucked into widely spaced theater seats. But one of these people had slipped out of captivity for a while. The theater hummed with the comings and goings of cops and techs, and none of them had noticed the escapee at work on the blackboard.

				‘That spook’s the only one who uses chalk,’ said Bugsy. ‘The stage manager uses a computer.’ He unlocked a drawer in the desk and lifted a laptop to show her a stack of printouts. ‘Here ya go. Rehearsal notes, lighting cues, line changes. I post ’em on the callboard by the stage door.’

				Riker walked up behind them as the gofer explained the odd history of one play replacing another, line by line, via anonymous changes printed on the blackboard.

				Was her partner listening to any of this? No, he was not.

				Sloughing off his winter coat, Riker sat on the edge of the desk. Though it only took a moment to read the words on the blackboard, he continued to stare at them – and Mallory stared at his suit. There were no wrinkles or stains, though he rarely resorted to dry cleaning until it was well past time to throw away his worn-out threads. A brand-new suit? Only a family wedding would rate this extreme measure; he was more lax about the funerals. She had not been invited, perhaps because she never showed up at these events. But when had he tired of asking her to come?

				‘Look at this.’ She held up the stage manager’s cell phone to show him the small photograph of block letters in white chalk. ‘The ghostwriter was rewriting Peter Beck’s play.’

				Because Riker would not wear bifocals in public, he only nodded, never taking his troubled eyes off the actual blackboard in front of him.

				Bugsy leaned in close to look at her picture of it on the small screen. ‘Oh, that’s the spook’s line change for the second act.’

				Those chalked words had since been erased and replaced with a new message: GOOD EVENING, DETECTIVE MALLORY. HOW  YOU INSPIRE ME. FORGIVE ME, MUSE. CRUEL, I KNOW, BUT YOU MUST LOSE YOUR LOVELY HEAD. OH, THE BLOODY THINGS I DO FOR ART.

				‘Very formal,’ said Riker. ‘Even for a first date.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				SUSAN:	A spinal injury?

				ROLLO:	My own carelessness . . . I tripped in the blood. It was everywhere.

				—The Brass Bed, Act I

				Clara Loman walked onstage, buttoning her coat over the white coveralls of a CSI. The overhead lights deepened the frown lines of this tall, lanky woman with gray hair and rank. One rung below the commander of Crime Scene Unit, she supervised the night shift from a desk, rarely venturing into the field. Tonight was the exception, due to the burst appendix of her senior man. And so she had been late to arrive at the theater – and appalled to find Mallory issuing orders to crime-scene investigators. That was intolerable.

				With terrifying efficiency, Loman had spent the past hour whipping her crew of CSIs in a race to bag the forensic evidence and move on. Now she informed the two homicide detectives that her people had business elsewhere tonight ‘—and your questions will be brief.’ She spread a large sheet of graph paper across the brass bed at the center of the stage.

				The CSIs had diagrammed ground-floor parameters for the crime scene, though the stairs to off-limits dressing rooms were marked, as were the exits and large objects. But Riker was only interested in the initialed Xs for the positions of cast and crew during the forty seconds when Peter Beck was being murdered in the dark.

				So far no one had been caught lying in the crosscheck of statements made to CSIs when asked the key question: Where were you when the lights went out?

				Loman tapped the Xs initialed by the two stagehands. ‘I ruled out these kids. They were moving props and furniture around during the blackout. I clocked them myself on a run-through. There wasn’t enough time to do their jobs and a murder in the audience.’

				Ruling suspects in or out was not her call, but Riker had been raised well, and he would not engage in a pissing contest with a woman who had more gray hair than he did. ‘What’d your guys get off our witness, the lady sitting next to Peter Beck?’

				‘She caught the bloodfly from the razor. No way she’d get that kind of splatter pattern if she was the slasher. Send the woman home.’ This was said in the unmistakable tone of an order, as if the detectives might be Loman’s underlings.

				They were not.

				Riker’s partner appeared to let this slide. Oh, no, that was wishful thinking on his part. Her smile was just a flash, a taste of things to come. He shot her a glance to beg, Play nice. Please?

				The CSI supervisor pulled on a pair of woolen gloves to announce that she was leaving, and Mallory politely asked, ‘How much blood would’ve landed on our perp?’

				‘A few flecks or none at all. Given the angle of the wound, the killer was sitting on Beck’s left and reaching across him to make the cut. The victim was a shield for the bloodfly.’ Loman’s gloved hand penciled a quick slash on the diagram. ‘That downward angle and a half-cut throat – you don’t see that with suicides. So it was murder.’ Not a complete waste of her time.

				But Riker had seen many a botched suicide, and the call of murder belonged to the medical examiner, not her.

				‘The witness was sitting on the victim’s right.’ Loman drew circles around three chairs to the left of the dead man’s position. ‘The woman said these seats were empty when she sat down – still empty after the blackout.’

				‘And she mentioned place cards on those seats,’ said Mallory – just being helpful – with a bit of attitude.

				The tip of Clara Loman’s pencil poked a hole in the diagram. And this could only mean – oh, shit! – her CSIs had missed something. Had they even looked for the place cards?

				Before his partner could go to war on this woman, Riker asked, ‘So where did our guy come from?’ He leaned over the diagram to point out the Xs initialed by the cashier and the head usher. ‘These two alibi each other. They were playin’ grab ass in the lobby.’ In a momentary departure from his only vanity, he slipped on his bifocals, then quickly pocketed them, and his finger settled on the Xs for the wardrobe lady and the security guard. ‘These marks are off by a hair. Nan Cooper and Bernie Sales should be on the other side of that door. They went out in the alley for a smoke.’

				Loman’s jaw jutted out, unhappy with this criticism of her team. She turned to the wings and called out to a young CSI, ‘Henry, did you check outside the rear door?’

				The man nodded and held up his bag of alley trash along with a smaller bag of cigarette butts.

				‘Swab Miss Cooper and Mr Sales! Make it quick!’ Loman turned back to the detectives. ‘We’ll run their DNA against the butts.’

				‘Waste of time and money,’ said Riker. ‘I’d rule ’em both out. Bernie’s from a rent-a-cop agency. Luck of the draw, different guys on different nights. He’s got no reason to lie up an alibi for the wardrobe lady.’

				‘What about the audience,’ said Mallory, ‘did you—’

				‘Did we spray seventy-one people with Luminol?’ Done with the heavy sarcasm, Loman dismissed the younger detective with the wave of one hand. ‘No, my team eyeballed all of them for blood.’

				‘Seventy-one people?’ Mallory’s tone implied another screwup in addition to the missing place cards and the diagram’s error. She liked to keep score.

				‘That’s my count,’ said Loman, who was not about to take any grief from a puppy cop. ‘Nobody got out of this theater before the patrolmen showed up, and their tally matches mine.’

				‘She’s right,’ said Riker, playing the peacemaker. ‘We got containment.’ He handed his partner a witness statement taken from the head usher. ‘The guy snagged two cops off the sidewalk outside the theater. So the lobby entrance was secured right away. Then we got Nan and Bernie smokin’ behind the alley door. Nobody got past ’em.’

				Loman bowed her head to draw a circle around small slash marks that stood for a third exit. ‘And the only route to the stage door was blocked by a volunteer usher. Satisfied?’

				‘Good enough,’ said Riker – before Mallory could say otherwise. ‘I bet nobody from the audience even tried to get out.’ Sudden death was considered live theater in New York City. People always formed a crowd around a crime scene, and, in this case, they had bought tickets.

				His partner was unconvinced. Or maybe he only believed that because she wore half a smile that said to the woman from CSU, I’m gonna getcha.

				Trouble? Oh, yeah.

				Turning her back on Loman, Mallory looked out over the rows of empty seats to watch the bright portholes in the lobby doors go dark. And now the red exit signs ceased to glow, and so did the small bulbs along the wall.

				What was that about?

				Mallory raised her face to the youngster up on the catwalk, and yelled, ‘Gil, cut the stage lights!’

				In that instant, the whole world winked out of existence. Every touchstone was lost in the blackout dark, and Riker was not even sure of the floorboards beneath his feet. Stone blind, he had no sense of space, no up or down. Only isolation. Though this theater was full of CSIs, cops and civilians, there was no sound of companion voices, no shuffle of shoes onstage or backstage. Every man and woman was still as death, afraid of moving even one step into the unknown. How far did he stand from the edge of the stage and a leg-breaker fall?

				Clara Loman’s disembodied voice was a church whisper. ‘There was only one cut. No hesitation wounds. Even if the killer paced out the walk to Peter Beck’s chair, he’d still have to find the man’s throat in the dark.’

				‘Yeah,’ said Riker. ‘You’d have to fumble around. There’d be some warning. You put your hands on a guy in the dark, he’s gonna jump. He’s gonna say somethin’ . . . But that didn’t happen.’ In the stillness that came with total darkness, the woman seated next to the victim could not have failed to notice a struggle, not with only the width of a chair’s armrest between her and Peter Beck. This would only work if they were looking for a razor-packing, killer bat – or some other freak of nature that could see in the dark.

				Mallory spoke out from the void. ‘Loman’s crew missed more than the place cards.’ The young detective clapped her hands. And there was light.

				Riker turned to see Clara Loman’s back as the woman stalked off the stage, shrugging out of her coat, ripping off her gloves. And now her bare hands balled into fists.

				Point taken.

				The actors had been asked to give up only their stage costumes, but all of the crew’s clothing had been bagged by CSIs to be tested for the dead man’s blood and fiber. Now the two stagehands walked up to the footlights in stocking feet and clothes borrowed from a wardrobe rack. Joe Garnet was a boy with a bad case of acne. The other teenager, Ted Randal, had a round head atop a stick-thin body. In Riker’s shorthand notes, he had rechristened them as Pimples and Lollypop. And they had each earned a question mark after their names.

				The theater was a limited job market, more so in hard times, and the detective had to wonder why the stagehand positions had not been filled by senior union men. A question mark also followed the name of the lighting technician, Gil Preston, another youngster with a union card.

				Riker turned around to watch a uniformed officer shepherd a troupe of matrons down the aisle by the wall. These volunteer ushers wore plastic CSU booties and theater costumes. Hours ago, they had been written off as harmless theater groupies, but now there was just one more question. When they were assembled in front of the stage, the detective pointed toward four velvet chairs encircled with yellow crime-scene tape. ‘Did you ladies put place cards on any of those seats?’ They shook their heads. ‘Did you at least see the place cards?’ After more head-shaking, they were led away, all of them somewhat disappointed when told that they were not suspects. And they were sent home.

				More people straggled onto the stage. No close fit of loaned clothing had been found for Bugsy. The gofer’s shirt hung tent-like, and the pant-leg cuffs were triple rolled.

				The wardrobe lady, Nan Cooper, had exchanged her own muumuu for a loose black sheath that made her into a sexless stovepipe. Her red hair was teased into a frizzy ball, a lame attempt to hide balding patches. On this account, she now had Mallory’s interest. The young detective stared at the woman’s scalp, moving in close – closer. His partner would always stop to look at every odd thing. But the older woman only shrugged off this way too intimate inspection – and that got Riker’s attention. Though he had yet to speak with Nan Cooper, she now had her own question mark in his notebook.

				Edging down the line, he stopped to face the lone actress in the play – a young one. Nothing in her eyes, true baby blues, registered as New Yorker savvy, and her face fit his cookie-cutter idea of a corn-fed cheerleader. Alma Sutter could only be a few years off the bus from Elsewhere, America, which was any town but this one. Loose blond hair waved down to her waist, and without the garish stage makeup, she seemed childlike. Nervous, too. The actress rocked heel to toe, considering his question of place cards. ‘No, I didn’t see them, either.’

				Very breathy, very Marilyn Monroe.

				And though she bore no other likeness to that long-dead film icon, Riker was just a wee bit in love. He knew this moment was a keeper – a kind of souvenir.

				He moved on down the line to stand before two short, skinny actors named in his notes as Weirdo Twins. The identical Rinaldi brothers, Hollis and Ferris, were in their early twenties. They had a slack-jawed, stupid look about them, and their hair was chopped short, the sort of cut favored by caregivers in mental institutions.

				‘What about you guys? See any place cards?’

				Their slow-moving eyes lacked focus as they shifted their weight from one foot to the other in unison, playing idiots to perfection. Riker waited for the Rinaldi boys to realize that his partner was standing behind them. So close. Could they feel her breathing on them? Yeah, and they also did the startle response in tandem. The runts turned to look up at tall Mallory, who folded her arms to complete a stance of no mercy. Damn, she was good at this; no one could do cold-and-bloodless like her. She stared them down with machine-green eyes, no life in them now, and she spoke with an eerie lack of inflection. ‘The play is over. Cut the crap.’

				She had out-weirded them. Amateurs. The twins dropped the glazed look of brainless fools and actually stood at attention, just two ordinary guys with bad haircuts.

				Riker sighed. Actors.

				At the other end of this chorus line, Bugsy the gofer raised his hand as children do in class, and he said, ‘The twins like to stay in character. The roles they play—’

				‘Yeah, right.’ More than likely they had only wanted to mess with him. Riker stood back from the lineup. One actor was missing, the older man, the fat one with a girth as wide as the brass bed at the center of this stage. ‘Where’s the big guy – Rollo?’

				‘That’s my character’s name,’ said a voice from the wings. ‘So sorry.’ The late arrival made his barefoot entrance, belting a long black robe as he joined the lineup. He was tallest among them – and no longer three hundred pounds overweight. The body padding had been shed; his cheeks were not bulging anymore, but gone to lean hollows; and the wild brown hair had been smoothed back into an eighties-era power ponytail. Now he put on the charming bad-boy smile that was his trademark.

				Man, where have you been all this time?

				This actor was Riker’s favorite gangster, his favorite cop and psycho killer. Before Axel Clayborne had disappeared from Hollywood, he had won critical acclaim just for leaving his house in the morning. Those famous hazel eyes were focused on Riker’s partner, and the movie star so obviously liked what he saw.

				With no glimmer of recognition, Mallory passed by the actor to stand before a less important member of the theater company, a younger man, whose only distinguishing feature was a crooked front tooth. ‘You’re the head usher, right?’ She held up an evidence bag. ‘We found this place card on Peter Beck’s chair – under his dead body.’

				‘Well, none of my people put it there.’ The man bent at the waist, looking down the lineup, and he pointed to the gofer. ‘Had to be him.’

				‘It wasn’t me,’ said Bugsy. ‘I never saw any damn place cards.’ He nodded toward the stage manager, who stood beside him, three inches shorter without the cowboy boots. ‘Cyril gave me a velvet rope. I laid it across the armrests on Peter’s seat. The guy was a no-show last night. But tonight, I roped off the same chair – front row center. I’d never put Peter near the wall.’

				Cyril Buckner rested a protective hand on the gofer’s shoulder. ‘Maybe someone from the audience—’

				‘We ruled out the audience.’ Riker turned to the head usher and his girlfriend, the cashier. ‘And you guys, too. Go home.’ When this pair had left the stage, the detective moseyed down the line of cast and crew, holding up a sheet of paper for all to see. ‘This is a statement from the lady who sat next to Peter Beck. She was one of the first people through the door tonight. Our victim was sitting on a place card, but the lady saw three more cards on seats in the front row. Somebody put ’em there before the audience was seated.’

				‘To keep those chairs empty,’ said Mallory, ‘so a killer could sit down beside Peter Beck – and cut his throat. The cards disappeared before the lights came on again.’

				And fifteen minutes ago, Clara Loman’s crew of CSI’s had found them.

				‘They were stashed behind a trunk backstage,’ said Riker. ‘And all of you swore there was nobody back there who didn’t belong. No backstage visitors allowed – ever.’ He was smiling, so amiable when he said, ‘We usually wait till we’re asked . . . but who’d like to lawyer up first?’

				No takers.

				Detective Mallory faced the famous barefoot actor in the black robe, the one who had signed his statement with the name of a character from the play. Cute. She hated all things cute. ‘Axel Clayborne?’

				‘You’re guessing, aren’t you?’ The movie star’s smile was wry, for who among the six billion would need to ask his name? He belted the robe tighter around his lean body. ‘Sorry I’m late, but your people wanted my fat suit, and then they wanted autographs.’ He seemed younger than his thirty-eight years, the age on his driver’s license. And he was entirely too relaxed.

				Mallory stepped back a few paces to address the whole ensemble. ‘The blackout lasted forty seconds. Did any of you sense someone moving past you in the dark? Any sound or movement at all?’

				Three of the actors raised their hands.

				But not Axel Clayborne. ‘You’ll never get a right answer to that one,’ he said. ‘The power of suggestion. Actors are very malleable people. We’re prized above every other profession for jury duty – so easily swayed.’

				‘I didn’t see your hand go up.’

				His grin was wide. ‘Of course. That can only mean that I killed Peter. Seriously, could anyone have a better alibi? I was onstage the whole time. Me and Alma.’

				‘That’s how you made my shortlist.’ Mallory turned to the androgynous redhead in charge of wardrobe. ‘You have a spare fat suit, right?’

				‘Oh, yeah,’ said Nan Cooper. ‘I got two of every damn thing.’

				‘Get it!’

				A minute later, the balding redhead reappeared, effortlessly carrying a huge bulk of foam encased in striped pajamas, and she laid it down at Mallory’s feet. The detective turned to Axel Clayborne, saying, ‘Put it on.’

				He folded his arms and smiled – no, call it a leer. ‘You want me to strip? I’m only wearing jockey shorts under this robe.’

				‘I don’t care,’ she said. ‘Do it!’

				‘No. I have to be . . . seduced.’

				‘Hey, Mr Clayborne,’ said Riker, ‘just get into the damn suit, okay?’

				Mister? Her partner deferred to nobody. She stared at Riker, but the film buff only shrugged and looked away.

				Mallory pulled out her gold pocket watch, an inheritance from her foster father, the late Louis Markowitz, whose name was inscribed on the back below the previous owners, older generations of police. Normally, in times of trouble with superiors, she pulled out the watch as a reminder of her ties to an old cop family, almost royalty in the NYPD. But tonight, she needed its stopwatch function.

				Axel Clayborne dropped his robe to the floorboards to stand nearly naked and unabashed. There were old scars on his flesh, the marks of an eventful life. Conscious of her eyes on his body, he did a slow revolve to display a few fresh rakes of abrasion on his back. A woman’s claws had done that, but not in anger. His smile was still in place when he turned around to face her again. ‘Seen enough?’ The actor leaned down to pick up the bottom half of the fat suit. He pulled on the pajama pants that gave him a belly and widened him, hip and thigh. Next, he shrugged into the thick arms of the top half. After securing the foam padding with Velcro straps, he buttoned the shirtfront over his expanded chest. Then he glanced at her pocket watch, asking, ‘How did I do?’

				‘I haven’t timed you yet,’ said Mallory. ‘Go down to the audience and slit the man’s throat.’

				With mock curiosity, he looked down at the front row, where yellow crime-scene tape ringed the area around the victim’s empty chair. ‘If you mean the dead man . . . who used to be there—’

				‘It’s called acting,’ she said. ‘Now go kill Peter Beck.’

				Axel Clayborne stood his ground. Was he waiting for her to say please? He flashed a sly grin, a big mistake. Mallory also smiled. Her blazer was slowly drawn open as her hands came to rest on her hips, every woman’s wordless way of saying, You’re dead meat. And, to back up that – suggestion – a large revolver, a .357 Smith & Wesson, was now on public display in her shoulder holster. Most cops carried streamlined Glocks, but this gun was more lethal in its looks, a virtual ad for stop-and-drop killing power – and playtime was over.

				Quick to guess that smart-ass charm was not his best option here, the actor bowed to her. And then, though his limbs were thickly padded, Clayborne moved with deep grace. Light-stepping like a dancer, he descended the stairs to the audience level, where he stood before the dead man’s chair and slashed the air above it with his right hand. Then he climbed the steps to take his place onstage. ‘Would you like to see me do it again? I’m sure I could—’

				‘You could’ve done it with your eyes closed.’ The pocket watch snapped shut. ‘That foam padding doesn’t slow you down. And you had the easiest access to the dead man’s chair.’ She stared at a taped X on the floorboards, a CSI’s mark for Alma Sutter’s position. ‘The actress would’ve had to walk around the brass bed and you. She couldn’t go the other way. The stagehands were moving props on that side. But you had no obstacles.’

				‘Yeah,’ said Riker. ‘No worries about bumping into stuff in the dark. Works for me.’

				Clayborne grinned, so pleased with himself.

				No, there was more than that to the actor’s expression – something like an unspoken joke. And who was he smiling at now?

				Mallory whirled around to stare at the stagehands, as if she had caught them doing something wrong. They were still in their teens, a guarantee of at least one or two illegal acts. The CSU re-creation of the critical blackout seconds had cleared them from the suspect list, but they were both antsy and ready to bolt. They had done something. ‘The way I hear it, you two were moving around a lot while the lights were out. Moving furniture, collecting props . . . Neat trick in the dark.’

				The pimpled stagehand shrugged, saying, ‘Naw, it was easy with—’ And the other one elbowed him in the ribs. Those outside the teenage cult of youth, cops in particular, were considered too bone stupid to possibly read this as a signal to shut the hell up.

				Riker graced them with an evil smile. ‘Easy with . . . what?’

				‘Night-vision goggles.’ Clara Loman walked onstage, carrying a cardboard carton under one arm. ‘It’s easy when you’ve got the right toys.’ The CSU supervisor dipped one hand into the box and pulled out an object of bright purple plastic sealed in a clear plastic wrapper. It looked like a child’s Halloween mask decked with chin straps and three green-glass eyes.

				Loman pointed to the center lens positioned on the mask’s forehead. ‘This emits a beam of light in a spectrum invisible to the naked eye. But when you’re wearing the goggles, it works like a flashlight.’ She turned to face the two stagehands, none too pleased with them. ‘You little bastards might’ve mentioned the goggles when we did that run-through.’

				Riker also shot them an angry look. ‘Damn kids.’

				The boys had only wanted to leave the theater early tonight – stuff to do, dope to smoke. And screw the cops. Why complicate things with helpful information that might delay their escape – and make them likely suspects?

				Mallory glanced at her partner for a wordless conversation of her raised eyebrows and his slow shake of the head. What else might have been missed in Loman’s rush to bag the evidence and run? How could the night-vision goggles have gone overlooked for hours?

				Clara Loman held up her carton and pointed to a line of bold type that listed six headsets to the box. ‘We only have five.’ Hubris incarnate, she announced, ‘If the missing goggles were backstage, my crew would’ve found them.’ And now, with a special glare for Mallory, maybe anticipating fresh doubts, more insults, Loman said, ‘Nobody carried them out of this building tonight. Everyone from the audience took off their coats when my people checked them for blood splatter.’ She hefted the pair of night-vision goggles in one hand. ‘You can’t fit this in a pocket, and I know the cops were checking purses.’

				‘There aren’t any more goggles,’ said Cyril Buckner. ‘There were only five pairs in the box when we got them.’

				Mallory turned to face her lineup of suspects. ‘Which one of you bought them?’

				No one answered. Heads were turning side to side, shoulders shrugging, and finally Bugsy said, ‘Must’ve been the ghostwriter.’

				Yeah, right.

				‘That reminds me.’ Mallory turned to the woman from Crime Scene Unit. ‘Did you find the chalk yet?’

				Chalk? What chalk? That much could be read in the graying diva’s startled eyes. Had this woman’s harried crew even mentioned to her what was printed on the slate before she arrived at the theater?

				‘Our prime suspect’s the only one who uses the blackboard,’ said Mallory. ‘He left me a message tonight. I know your CSIs got pictures of it . . . So, where’s the chalk?’ Even a trace of it would have been helpful, maybe a dusting in the lining of a pocket. ‘Your guys did look for it, right?’ Wrong. Now she could read Clara Loman’s thoughts as a stream of four-letter words.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				FOUR

				SUSAN:	Puddles of it? Whose blood?

				ROLLO:	My mother’s, my aunt’s. Granny’s blood and the blood of my sisters.

				—The Brass Bed, Act I

				The collar of Axel Clayborne’s pajama costume was soaked with sweat as he baked in the thick foam padding. Nine times, Mallory had run him up and down stairs in the dark to murder an invisible man in an empty theater seat, all the while clocking him, prompting him to go faster. She was very thorough in all things – including payback.

				The actor appealed to Detective Riker. ‘Am I being punished?’

				‘Oh, yeah.’

				The stagehands had also been kept late, but not just for penance. Riker had finally resolved the problem of kids in union jobs that should have gone to senior men, and it had the stink of deep financial trouble. Thanks to nepotism, the teenagers had signed on with Lollypop’s uncle and Pimples’s dad, a seasoned prop master. The older men had elected not to take a cut in pay, and they had found work elsewhere. Gil Preston’s story was much the same. He had originally been hired as the lighting director’s assistant. And Bugsy, the gofer, was also doing the job of the stage manager’s laid-off assistant.

				This was Broadway on a shoestring.

				The crew had been cut by more than half, and so a question mark still remained after Nan Cooper’s name. Why lose all those people and keep a wardrobe lady on salary?

				Mallory looked up to the catwalk and yelled, ‘Gil! Lights!’ And there was instant darkness.

				Axel Clayborne resumed his blackout position on the brass bed, covering himself with a blanket that could have hidden the small murder kit of a straight-edge razor, goggles and place cards. He did this very smoothly for a man who could not see.

				But she could – aided by night-vision lenses.

				With the turn of her head, Mallory aimed the green light of her third eye at the blind stagehands and called out to them in the dark, ‘Garnet! Randal!’ They stiffened up, their sightless eyes gone wide and spooked, believing that she was standing in front of them – as she softly padded around behind the boys to touch the backs of their necks and whisper, ‘You’re dead.’ She ripped off her goggles, yelling, ‘Lights!’

				Blinking at the sudden brightness, the teenagers spun around to face her.

				Frightened much? Oh, yes.

				She squared off against them. ‘So . . . you two are moving props on the stage . . . A man’s being murdered in the audience.’ One hand went to her hip. ‘And you don’t see that?’

				‘Well, no, we wouldn’t,’ said Garnet, the pimple-faced boy. ‘When we wear the goggles, we keep our eyes on the floor.’ He nudged his friend. ‘Remember that last dress rehearsal?’

				‘Yeah,’ said Randal, the thin one with the round head. ‘This idiot PR guy tested his camera flash during a blackout scene. The damn goggles magnified the light a zillion times. It was like lookin’ into the sun. I thought I was gonna go blind.’

				‘Another time,’ said Garnet, ‘somebody next to me lit a penlight. Messed me up for the whole scene. Your eyes need recovery time when you get blinded, and we ain’t got any. It’s all split-second moves. The goggles gotta come off before the lights come back on.’

				‘Or we’re screwed.’

				‘Yeah. So we don’t take our eyes off the floor.’

				Mallory turned to the actor on the brass bed. ‘And there goes your alibi.’ She hunkered down to look at the theater diagram laid out on the floor. Maybe the stagehands had no time to do a murder in the audience, but they knew something, did something. What?

				She waved them away. ‘That’s all for tonight. You can leave.’

				As the teenagers hustled down the stairs and made a fast retreat up the aisle, Riker turned to Axel Clayborne, another offender who could have enlightened them earlier and saved them some time. ‘We’re done with you, too. Everybody out!’

				Her partner was no longer starstruck. He was pissed off.

				When the detectives were alone on the stage, Riker sat down on the brass bed. ‘You know it wasn’t just the kids. The whole pack of ’em decided not to tell us about the goggles. And they weren’t protecting the stagehands. Those two couldn’t have done it.’

				Mallory held up the folded sheet of newsprint with the only review of the first performance. ‘Wouldn’t you think more than one critic would’ve turned out for the opening of a Broadway play?’

				‘We’ve had lots of canceled openings,’ said a soft, breathy voice from the wings. ‘Nobody knew if the curtain would go up last night.’

				Alma Sutter had been sent home an hour ago. And so it was a surprise to see her step through the open door in the scenery. The actress approached them with halting steps, a touch of fear and other guilty signs of a sin-ridden Catholic schoolgirl on her way to confession – and then, of course, straight to hell.

				Flanked by her audience of two detectives, Alma sat on floorboards, her legs dangling over the edge of the stage. ‘Peter Beck was a very nice man. He was always good to me. Then the play changed . . . and Peter changed.’

				She could tell they had already heard several versions of this story tonight, and they were sick of it. By their glances and signals, Alma followed a silent conversation of cops. The man, with only the rise of one flat hand, stayed his partner’s objections to going slowly. Detective Mallory’s expression of ennui – and the brief opening of her blazer to expose a weapon – let him know that she would prefer to extract information at gunpoint.

				The actress recoiled as if this last part had been said aloud.

				The man, the nice detective, smiled at her. ‘Take your time, kid.’

				Kid? On this cue, Alma struck an attitude of little-girl-lost, lacing her fingers in prayer, eyes cast down. Shy child. ‘The ghostwriter’s changes started with the Fat Man’s Ballet. It was wonderful.’ Her lashes fluttered up, eyes wide with imitation wonder. ‘And Peter saw that, too. He didn’t have a problem with it. But then the ghostwriter started rewriting all the lines. Every rehearsal was a screaming match until Peter walked out. He didn’t even come to the opening. So I was surprised to see him out front tonight.’

				Detective Riker scribbled in his notebook and then asked, ‘What time?’

				‘Maybe fifteen minutes before curtain. I was standing behind the—’

				Mallory leaned in close – too close. ‘You saw those place cards on the chairs.’

				Not a question.

				Confession time. ‘Yes . . . I should’ve told you. I’m so sorry.’ Alma looked down at her dangling shoes, aiming for shame. Bad little girl. ‘I was really nervous . . . but that wasn’t the first time I saw the cards.’ Ah, she was out of trouble now. They liked that part.

				‘Okay,’ said Riker. ‘So the first time you looked at the audience, did you see anybody else out there?’

				‘There’s always somebody out front. The ushers for sure. But not the stagehands. I would’ve remembered them. They dress in solid black so you don’t see them moving props onstage. Except for that total blackout tonight, there’s emergency lights and exit signs. With any light at all, white skin shows up in the—’ Oh, she was losing the female cop to boredom. ‘Well, anyway, that’s why the stagehands wear black ski masks and gloves.’

				Detective Mallory looked to her partner. ‘Loman missed that, too.’

				‘Alma,’ said Detective Riker. ‘Cut to the good part. What’s eating you?’

				‘A friend of mine died tonight.’

				‘Your boyfriend,’ said Detective Mallory, who would have heard all the backstage gossip by now.

				‘We were friends, but I auditioned. It’s not like Peter gave me the role.’ Was she believed? Alma turned from one cop to the other. No and no. Well, this part they would believe: ‘We had a falling out.’

				‘A fight,’ said Riker.

				‘With a razor,’ said Mallory.

				‘Oh, God, no! Just shouting. He was so paranoid. He thought we were all against him. But that wasn’t true. Everyone felt sorry for Peter. The ghostwriter destroyed him.’

				‘By changing the play?’

				‘By writing a better play. You see? It had to be suicide. It wasn’t the weather that wrecked our turnout. A star like Axel Clayborne would’ve brought out fans, even in a blizzard. But Peter had his lawyers shut down our preview and every scheduled opening night. They killed all the ads – newspapers, radio, TV. You can starve out any Broadway play without ticket sales. A lot of people got laid off. The legal fees were huge, and—’

				‘But none of you wanted Beck to die.’ Mallory’s sarcasm was delivered deadpan.

				‘What for? Yesterday the judge sided with us. He let the play open last night. And we got a great review because of that lady in the audience. She was so scared, she had a heart attack and dropped dead.’

				‘What a lucky break.’ Riker was no longer the nice detective.

				‘But don’t you see? That’s why Peter showed up tonight. If he couldn’t starve the play, he could give it the ultimate kiss of death – a playwright committing suicide after the first act.’ Alma bowed her head for the closing line. It had taken her the better part of an hour to come up with it. ‘The play was killing Peter . . . so he killed the play.’

				Life could be so simple if the police would only allow it.

				‘All of you followed the ghostwriter’s changes.’ Detective Mallory said this as an accusation heavy on sarcasm. ‘Someone you’ve never even met, never—’

				‘Oh,’ said Alma. ‘He left another message on the blackboard. It’s for you.’

				Riker watched the actress’s back as she walked away. It seemed like everyone her age was stoned on something. In her case – wandering eyes, slow reaction time – a sedative was an easy guess. It would have been helpful to know if she had popped any pills before the murder of Peter Beck, a kill that had required speed and good reflexes.

				As his partner followed Alma Sutter into the wings, a sound from above made him tilt his head back to see the eavesdropper. Even without bifocals, Riker had no trouble following the track of the youngster’s wide eyes. Gil Preston was fascinated by Mallory.

				It was easy to forget when he was around. The lighting guy, shy string bean, kept the distance of a schoolboy with a hopeless crush. His gaze stayed locked on Mallory until she was out of sight, disappearing through the door in the stage set. And now he saw Riker watching him.

				The stage lights went out.

				The detective followed the glow of a lamp through the scenery door, and he joined the two women in the wings by Buckner’s desk. Mallory was staring at the new message on the blackboard – written with the chalk that Loman’s crew had never found. By now, it had walked out the door in somebody’s pocket. But not Alma’s. The actress’s pockets were turned inside out when his partner returned her coat, saying, ‘Go home.’

				When Alma Sutter was out of sight, Mallory reached up to a shelf near the desk and pulled aside a canvas tarp that had covered the stage manager’s laptop, all but the tiny dot of its camera lens. With taps of the keyboard, she raised the camera’s view of the black slate, a moving picture of uniformed officers and CSIs walking by. She sped up the motion to make the foot traffic faster, and then – the screen went black.

				‘Damn,’ said Riker. ‘He jammed the laptop signal?’

				Mallory pressed one finger over the lens. ‘Sticky. Our guy’s low tech. He came up on the laptop’s blindside and put tape over the lens.’ She turned toward the sound of a scuffle on the stairs.

				Riker heard footsteps behind the stage set. And now Bugsy was walking toward them in the scruff-of-the-neck custody of a uniformed officer, who said, ‘I caught him coming out of a dressing room. He’s got a bedroll stashed up there.’

				When Riker had dismissed the officer with thanks, he turned a smile on the nervous gofer. ‘It’s okay, Bugsy. You can stay the night . . . but I guess we can scratch that flophouse address you gave us.’

				The little man drifted to Mallory’s side, looking up to her as his higher power. She pulled a roll of bills from a back pocket and peeled off a twenty, saying, ‘Get something to eat.’

				Riker was touched. Would this gesture pass for empathy with the homeless gofer? Well, no. But it would have made her foster mother so happy, this hopeful sign of late-blooming humanity – Mallory feeding her pet.

				The money disappeared into Bugsy’s back pocket. His eyes dropped to the moving picture on the laptop screen. The camera blackout had ended, and people were passing by the lens again. ‘Oh, we tried that. Tried every damn thing to catch the spook. Nothin’ worked. One time, I sprinkled talcum powder on the floor. The ghostwriter left a message – but no footprints. I bet the guy’s got his own camera planted somewhere.’

				‘Maybe.’ Riker looked up to the high-hanging litter of scaffolding, pulley rigs and weights, pipes and spaghetti loops of rope, cable and wire. ‘But who’s got a year to go look for it?’ He turned his attention back to the new blackboard message. This time, no name was mentioned – or needed. It was an apt description. ‘What’s it from? Shakespeare?’

				‘It’s a Bible quotation.’ Mallory could quote scripture better than any soapbox lunatic in the city.

				‘Four years of Catholic school finally pays off,’ said Riker. Though his partner had spent much of her childhood in a Jewish household, her foster mother, the late Helen Markowitz, had given the Catholics equal time – due to a misunderstanding in Kathy Mallory’s puppy days when the feral street kid had made the sign of the cross. Later, it was discovered that the little girl only used this religious gesture to ward off mad dogs and cops.

				A Sunday-school dropout he might be, but Riker well understood why the actress had assumed that this love letter was meant for his partner.

				WHO IS SHE THAT LOOKETH FORTH AS THE MORNING, FAIR AS THE MOON, CLEAR AS THE SUN, AND TERRIBLE AS AN ARMY WITH BANNERS?
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