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        The Majestic Theater

        Chillicothe, Ohio, 1912

      

      

      “I am quite well, Mr. Wolfe.” Angie Woods pressed another brushstroke to the canvas backdrop as the familiar lie slipped from her lips. The stage floorboards squeaked as Raymond Wolfe’s footsteps approached.

      “Good to hear.” The theater owner’s mouth tilted into a compassionate grin. Mr. Wolfe gestured to the shiny, wet paint glimmering off the woodland scene she’d nearly finished painting. “You’re doing a fine job. I’d expect nothing less from the Darling’s daughter who, I’ve heard, used to draw on the walls of her mother’s dressing room.”

      “I suppose Mr. Nelson informed you of my childhood drawings. Those are still readily available to the eyes of anyone using that room.” Angie allowed a smile to play across her lips, yet her hand traveled to her paint-flecked apron, where her mother’s warning note lay hidden in the folds of the pocket.

      Mr. Wolfe opened his mouth as if to say more, but the shout of someone calling his name distracted him. “He tapped the clipboard in his hand and slipped his pocket watch from his suit pocket. “I’d better see to the construction crew again. Can’t seem to allow me one moment to myself with these meticulous renovations.” With a chuckle, he dashed off the stage and down the rows of worn plush chairs, coattails flying behind him.

      Angie pressed a hand to her heated cheek, left alone once again with her paints and the unanswered questions burning in her mind. Her mother, the famous Darlene “Darling” Woods, had died two weeks ago, leaving Angie alone to walk the empty halls of their mansion. Despite being used to never seeing her mother, Angie couldn’t stand being alone. So when Mr. Wolfe offered to hire her to paint the backdrops, she’d jumped at the opportunity. But that wasn’t her only reason for accepting the position. Now that she was in the place where her mother spent most of her time, she hoped to find some clarity and answers.

      Angie adjusted the tarp to a new area. Unfortunately as she did so, her palette slipped from her other hand and landed with a splat. Well, the fabric served its purpose.

      She scrambled to her feet, careful not to touch the shades of green paint migrating across her tarp. She needed more tarp. And a few rags.

      Angie darted backstage and to the shelf that harbored her supplies. But it had disappeared into thin air. In fact, all the fixtures against the wall had vanished. The obnoxious construction crew struck again, moving fixtures so nothing could be found. Fisting her paintbrush, she hurried down the slim corridor to the main lobby.

      She spotted Mr. Wolfe speaking to a broad-shouldered gentleman with flakes of plaster dotting his blond locks. The man ordered members of the crew around the lobby to move furniture and cover things with tarps, while simultaneously conversing with Wolfe.

      He must be the foreman.

      The sound of a hammer pounded in her ears as she approached. “Excuse me.” She stepped to him, squared her shoulders, and projected her words above the noise. “My shelf with my painting supplies are missing. Would you be kind enough to direct me to it? I can’t do my job without my supplies.” She tacked on a smile to even out her blunt tone.

      The blond man folded his arms, tapping a pencil against his bicep. “Painting supplies?”

      “Yes. Cans of paint, varnish, and brushes. I need to pour more paint.”

      His green eyes glinted with golden flecks and a hefty dose of humor. “Seems like you’ve used enough paint already.” He tapped his own cheek.

      Mr. Wolfe chuckled as Angie lifted a finger to her cheek. The patch of dried paint chafed against her skin. She scratched it off in haste, then noticed green paint also stained her fingers. A sigh burrowed in her chest. She’d only managed to smear the paint further across her face.

      With a quirk of a smile, the foreman whipped out a handkerchief and passed it to her. She shook her head. “I’ll only stain it.”

      He shrugged. “I have more.”

      Heat flushed her cheeks as she removed the stain and crumpled the kerchief back into his hand, mumbling her thanks.

      “Don’t give my artist a hard time, Trace. I need to keep her painting the backdrops. Might have her retouch the fresco on the ceiling too.” Mr. Wolfe raised his brows as her heart leaped inside her chest. It would be an honor to retouch the frescoes that adorned the theater’s domed ceiling. Decades earlier, the frescoes were painted by the Masons, who used the rooms above the Majestic for lodge meetings.

      Mr. Wolfe gestured to the foreman, and she snapped her gaze back to him. “This is Tracey Ackerman, the architect and foreman of the construction company doing the renovations. Best learn to get along with him as he’s going to be here for a while.” Mr. Wolfe winked.

      “Please just call me Trace.” Mr. Ackerman held out his hand and squeezed her fingers in his palm, a blond curl flopping across his forehead. “And you are?”

      “Angie.” She left off her last name in hopes of not drawing unnecessary attention. She swallowed, refusing to let her thoughts wander back to the note in her pocket. “Tracey is a woman’s name, is it not?”

      Mr. Ackerman winced, roughing a hand through his hair, dislodging some of the plaster flakes. “It’s what happens when you have four older sisters, and your parents were certain their fifth child would be another girl. Didn’t bother to change the name.” A humorous smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “Now, let’s go see about finding your shelf. Then, would you allow me to get back to my job, Miss Angie?” He asked, but his tone held no contempt.

      “Certainly.” She twirled the paintbrush between her fingers, itching to immerse herself in her work.

      Mr. Ackerman pivoted from Wolfe, and she followed him across the lobby to one of the many storage rooms around the theater. He peeled back a cloth, revealing her shelf of supplies underneath. She tucked the paintbrush bristles in her pocket and reached for the buckets of paint.

      He stopped her. “Let me carry those for you. I wouldn’t want you to douse yourself in any more paint. Although green is quite a becoming color.” His tone hinted at humor, yet his warm gaze proved the compliment was sincere.

      “Well, better green paint than plaster flakes in my hair.” She pointed to his white-speckled hair.

      “Really?” He grumbled and released the handle of the paint bucket. Plaster flakes rained around him as he rumpled a hand through his hair. “I suppose it comes with the job.”

      “I suppose,” Angie muttered in agreement, unsure of what else to say.

      His golden-green eyes flicked to hers. “Let’s get you back to painting before Wolfe comments about me dilly-dallying.”

      He hefted the buckets of paint with ease and ducked out of the room. Remembering her spill, she snatched a few rags from a bin in the corner. “You must not know Raymond Wolfe very well if you think he angers easily. He doesn’t possess a mean bone in his body.” In fact, he’d been very gracious to allow her to work at the theater with the sour publicity circling around town about the Darling.

      “The renovations started two days ago, Miss Angie.” His words lilted when he spoke her name, revealing a fraction of an accent. “Yet I believe your assessment of Wolfe is accurate.”

      He slid the buckets onto the stage and hopped up to examine her work. His eyes landed on the mess she’d made. “No wonder this paint is all over your person.”

      She thought she’d been careful when getting off the tarp, but apparently not, considering the green tracks across the stage. “I’m not the neatest person.”

      He slipped a rag from her grasp and began wiping the paint pooling across the tarp. “I’ll bring you a new tarp while this one dries.”

      “Thank you.” Angie flashed a grateful smile and knelt beside him to mop her mess. Maybe she should have been less formal when addressing him earlier. He was kind to clean up after her.

      Mr. Ackerman took the soiled rags from her stained hands and poured more paint into the trays beside the canvas and onto the palette. He examined his hands for paint splotches before rising and dusting off his trousers. “I’ll get you that fresh tarp.”

      She retrieved the paintbrush from her pocket and swirled it into the paint, admiring the perfect consistency. Moments later, he returned and unfolded the clean tarp beside her.

      “I better get back. Someone has to keep my crew in line.” He gestured to the canvas. “No wonder Wolfe wants you to repaint the frescoes. This is beautiful work.” His mouth tipped into the gentle smile he’d graced her with inside the storage room. “Have yourself a lovely day, miss.”

      He turned away and jogged the center aisle toward the lobby before she could thank him properly.

      Trace

      After shrugging on his jacket and updating Wolfe on what his crew accomplished in the lobby, Trace exited the theater through the front entrance, the hinges groaning with a reluctant farewell. An early autumn breeze tickled the back of his neck, provoking an uneasy ache in his stomach. He never looked forward to the coming fall weather. Both Cadillacs and carriages rumbled down the street, leaves swirling around their wheels.

      He turned onto Chester Street and spotted the house he’d always dreamed of owning, alongside his Model T.

      How lucky was he to have purchased the quaint two-story cottage? And if it hadn’t already been perfect, his family made it more so by adding a few touches as moving gifts. The rosebushes his mother planted were beginning to shed their petals, leaving a spatter of petals sprinkled across the front walk. His eyes trailed to the porch swing he and his brother, Art, had built. A bubble of pride blossoming in his chest at the picturesque view. It would serve him well as a bachelor, as well as when he eventually had a family of his own.

      Except, something was out of place. Or rather, someone.

      A woman sat on the front step, twirling her long blonde braid between her fingers. The familiarity of her silhouette sent panic rushing into his bones.

      Leaves swirled around his dusty boots as he bolted for his house and toward the woman who shouldn’t be there. When he halted in front of her, she didn’t look up, even with him towering above.

      “How do you know where I live?” He fought to keep the panic from wavering in his tone.

      Victoria lifted her head slowly, her green eyes crinkling at the corners as a maniacal smile spread across her lips. “It’s not hard to figure out. I only needed to remember a few key details about you.”

      Of course she would assume he bought the house he’d admired in his teen years. That’s how her mind worked.

      Questions bombarded his brain. “Why are you here?”

      She tugged the frayed hem of her faded skirt, then lifted a hand to her neck, where a ruby necklace lay against her collarbone. His stomach dropped at the sight of the glimmering gemstone and the memories it brought to mind. She lifted it for him to see, true meaning fraught in her viselike tone. “I need you.”

      “Figures.” He grumbled. “You always want something from me. Should I even ask what it is, or will it be something I cannot do for you?”

      “Oh, you could do anything for me. It’s a matter of your weak conscience that prevents you from being truly useful.” Her smile turned into a pout. “I just need a place to stay for a little while.” She patted the carpetbag next to her. “You can’t turn me away, and this house has plenty of room despite the quaint.”

      “It’s perfect for me.” He planted his boot on the first step. “Why can’t you get a hotel room? Why did you go to the trouble of seeking me out? Where’s Wilbur?” Victoria was never far from her domineering husband.

      “How would I know?” She waved a hand and sniffed, scrunching her nose in spite. “Just let me stay a few days. You wouldn’t dare turn me away, now would you? Don’t tell me you’re one of those hypocritical Christians.” A spark of fire lit in her hollow eyes. The panic inside him flamed to life, roaring from where he’d hidden it away in his heart. This was how she always manipulated him into doing anything she wished.

      But he’d stopped listening to her years ago. He clenched his hands together. He should kick her off the porch and order her to leave. “You aren’t staying.”

      “Relax. It’s just a little while.” She stood, swaying forward like an elderly woman. She wasn’t old enough to look this aged.

      He caught her arm, his fingers wrapping a complete circle around her bicep. When had she become so frail? A pang of guilt stabbed his heart. “Tell me why you’re here.”

      She wrenched her arm from his grip with a feisty glare. “I just told you. Wilbur left. I need a roof over my head.”

      He had a decision to make. Lord, what do I do?

      After a few moments, Trace ran a hand down his cheek and answered with unabashed bravery. “Two days. You can stay for two days, no longer.” He climbed the rest of the steps, firm in his answer. He was finished with this conversation. “You will do nothing untoward. You will stay out of trouble. You will not do anything against the law.”

      She hauled her bag over her bony shoulder. “Look who’s talking about staying within the bounds of the law. Like you never stole⁠—”

      “And you will not speak a word of those years to anyone.” Curse his soft heart. It always got him in trouble. He turned and unlocked his front door, fumbling with the key. He paused one last time before leading her inside his house. He turned around and grabbed her by her shoulders and dared to glare into her eyes, wishing he could see her motives as clear as he knew his own. “One more thing, Victoria.”

      “Yes?” Her smirk didn’t waver despite his glower.

      “You will not go near the bakery. You will not speak to our mother or contact her in any way.”

      She squeezed his forearm, then returned to fingering her necklace. “Dear brother, you know I wouldn’t dare.”

      The storm in her pale eyes matched the one inside the walls of his heart. Regret stung his eyes. He wished he had run the moment he’d spotted her on the porch steps.
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      Angie

      The second she clicked the lock shut behind her, an overwhelming sense of loneliness crashed into Angie’s heart. Her gaze roved around the vast parlor of the mansion. Empty crates she needed to fill with her mother’s belongings stacked high in a corner, while theater paraphernalia cluttered the counter. A single shriveled petal dropped from a lifeless bouquet of daisies on the oak table. Sunlight streaked across the sofa, showcasing the dust and dirt she needed to clean.

      The same sofa where she’d found her mother dead two weeks prior. The Darling died of an overdose of painkillers. Angie crept closer. The memory flooded into her mind in cold waves—her mother slumped in her opera gown, unmoving, a half-empty pill bottle and headache powders spilled on the table beside her.

      Angie removed her mother’s note from her pocket and traced the haunting words. She let out a shuddery breath and forced herself to move through the hallway. At the end of the hall, her mother’s portrait loomed, staring with an intensity that curled Angie’s toes. On an impulse, Angie rushed forward and yanked the gilded frame off the wall. The eggshell blue paint scraped off, leaving large white streaks behind. With an exasperated grunt, she heaved the oversized portrait onto her shoulder and tugged it to the front room. She shoved the picture into an empty crate. There. One thing gone. Her mother’s painted eyes would no longer bore into hers as Angie moved about the house.

      The knocker banged against its frame from outside. Angie flinched at the sound, then she hurried to the front of the house, knowing her sweet neighbor waited on the other side.

      “Hello, my dear.” Bea Granger’s warm smile, a force that could soften even the sternest expression, calmed the tangled knots in Angie’s soul.

      “Come in.” Angie stepped away to allow her inside.

      “I brought you a tuna noodle casserole.” Mrs. Granger entered and headed straight into the kitchen. Angie smiled and gave a slight shake of her head. She despised tuna but would never tell Mrs. Granger that particular sentiment. Perhaps the construction crew at the theater would enjoy tuna for lunch tomorrow.

      Mrs. Granger clasped her wrinkled hands around Angie’s paint-splattered ones. “I hope you don’t mind my daily visits. I can’t bear the idea of you wandering around this place alone. I know too well how it can eat away at a person.” Her blue eyes narrowed with a soft gleam as she smoothed her graying hair. Mrs. Granger lifted a hand and brushed a callused thumb to Angie’s cheek, then let her arm drop to her side.

      Even when her mother was alive, Angie saw more of her elderly neighbor than her mother. In her childhood, evenings included solving puzzles and riddles with her mother, but then Mother began traveling and performing during Angie’s teen years. Mrs. Granger had been a constant companion, filling the void in Angie’s young heart.

      She squeezed Mrs. Granger’s fingers. “Thank you. As always, I enjoy my time with you. May I make you a cup of tea?”

      “By all means.”

      Angie turned on the stove and set the teapot on the gas burner. “Earl Grey with a bit of honey?”

      “Sweet girl. You know me well.” Mrs. Granger eased onto a stool in the corner of the kitchen. “I can’t stay long. The ladies’ group meets at my house this evening, and I have to bake a batch of sweets for them. What do you think they’d like?”

      Angie knew where this conversation was going. The discussion of baked goods was routine for the day. “I adore your lemon bars or anything with chocolate.”

      “Hmm. Would it tempt you enough to join us if I make chocolate cookies and lemon bars?”

      Steam whistled from the kettle as Angie poured the tea with steady hands. “I have a lot to do around here, cleaning and sorting mother’s things.” She grimaced at her poor excuse. She had plenty to do, but she didn’t plan on accomplishing her tasks tonight.

      She spooned a drizzle of honey into the piping cup and slid it across the counter. “Here you are.”

      “Thank you, dear.” Mrs. Granger wrapped her hand around the mug, then brushed a tendril of gray hair away from her cheek. “Just remember you are welcome to pop in, if you wish. I’d be overjoyed if you attended as you used to.”

      As she used to. But not in these recent weeks. Nosy journalists flitted like gnats around her ever since her mother died, claiming Angie was a madwoman. A recluse, a troubled girl. One paper went as far to claim she belonged in an asylum. As if an aversion to reporters and an attempt to stay away from the public eye were enough to condemn one. Of course her mother was rather dramatic and drew speculation more than an average actress.

      Angie couldn’t avoid the press slandering her family. Not that she had any family left. But she also wasn’t ready to crack open her Bible with the very same women who whispered rumors about the Darling and her eccentric daughter.

      “Why so quiet, Angelica?”

      Angie leaned against the counter, scratching at a bit of green paint that still clung to her skin. “I’m lost in my thoughts.”

      “Don’t get so lost that you lose sight of the here and now.” Mrs. Granger’s gaze flitted to her stained fingers. “Let me guess, you’re painting greenery?”

      “The evidence speaks for itself.” Angie chuckled softly. “Raymond Wolfe suggested I might have the opportunity to retouch the frescoes on the ceiling of the Majestic soon.”

      “Oh!” An awed breath escaped Mrs. Granger. “Those are beautiful. All the little details of the cherubs and flowers. That would be quite the honor.”

      Angie nodded. “It certainly would. Makes me a nervous ninny thinking about the possibility, yet it’s a privilege.”

      “You are better than the original artist, but I might be a little biased in my thinking.” Mrs. Granger winked and depleted the rest of her tea. “I ought to go home and bake. I simply wanted to check on you, dear.”

      Angie walked her to the porch and drew the older woman into an embrace. Moisture pressed against the back of her eyes. Mrs. Granger’s kindness was a blessing.

      “Now, make sure you eat.”

      “I will.” It wasn’t a lie. She would eat—just not the tuna noodle casserole. As soon as Mrs. Granger disappeared, loneliness closed in, chasing away the wisp of comfort Mrs. Granger had instilled in her.

      Angie’s fingers drifted to the chain around her neck. She twisted the golden necklace, the cool metal pressing into her skin. A pressure built behind her eyes, sharp and steady, circling with her thoughts through rumors, doubts, things she wished she didn’t know.

      She swallowed hard. She needed something to focus on. A distraction.

      Her feet carried her to the bedroom. She knelt beside the chest and pulled out one of the puzzle boxes her mother brought back from a tour. Not souvenirs or jewelry—never those. Just puzzles, riddles, and strange little games. Angie loved them more than the more expensive knick-knacks.

      She sat on the edge of her bed and held the box in both hands. It was her oldest one. The one she rarely touched for fear of breaking its delicate surface. The carvings along the sides were detailed with medieval characters, castle towers, and strange little creatures. She ran her fingers along the patterns, careful not to press too hard. The wood was delicate, the kind that splintered if you weren’t paying attention.

      She started to work the box, nudging pieces, turning small dials. One gave a soft click.

      Something shifted. A tiny circle popped out of the side.

      Turning the box over, a small key slid free and hit the floor with a light clatter. Angie stared. She’d never seen this before.

      Her mother hid money and coins inside the boxes but never personal belongings. Angie picked up the key. The engraved flower matched the one on her mother’s music box, the one her mother had kept since Angie’s childhood but never allowed her to open.

      But her mother wasn’t here now, and Angie found the key in her own puzzle box, meaning her mother placed it there for a reason. Was it a gift for Angie to find? Setting the puzzle box on her bed, Angie hurried to her mother’s room and gently picked up the music box.

      She always assumed the box was too fragile to be played with, but why did her mother hide the key? With a deep breath, Angie pressed the tiny key into the lock. A tiny click tapped from inside. She cracked the box open and closed her eyes, waiting for the melody she’d always longed to hear fill her ears.

      But no sound came. Angie blinked, confused at the silence. Inside sat a small bundle of paper. Angie lifted them from the velvet container. The box was completely empty otherwise. There was no dancing figurine or gears to turn out a tinkling melody. It wasn’t a music box at all. Just a wooden box with scraps of paper inside.

      More lies. And they were not her own—this time.

      She unfolded the yellowed paper. Despite the smudged and worn condition, her mother’s D.W. swirled the top corner of the pages. Why her mother signed every paper she wrote on with her initials in the top right corner, Angie’d never know.

      As her eyes scanned the page, unease crept in. The letters appeared ordinary enough, but the meaning stayed stubbornly out of reach. Foreign language. German, perhaps? A quiet tension settled in her chest, mining an awareness of just how much she didn’t understand about her mother.

      Her mother had been fluent in several languages. Angie wasn’t. She knew a meager amount of Latin that the private tutor schooled her in, but she hardly remembered any of it.

      Angie rolled her eyes skyward. Of course, her mother wouldn’t worry about hiding a key if Angie couldn’t even read the writing.

      But why lie and say the box was a music box? Her hand moved to the cryptic warning in her pocket as if burning through the fabric, warning her to stay away from the Majestic Theater.

      Angie drew in a stifled breath. She hardly knew her own mother. The woman who raised her was a mere stranger, concealed behind years of omissions and half-answers, as if every memory Angie held missed some vital thread. Only one thing remained clear:

      The Darling was all an act.

      Trace

      Trace rubbed his face, trying to shake off the weariness settled in his bones. He squinted up at the theater lobby’s ceiling, but his tired eyes couldn’t quite focus on the details of the intricate designs he had drawn weeks ago for Wolfe. They made a few small changes, and he was careful not to make any mistakes. The responsibility weighed on him all day long, a reminder that even the tiniest detail mattered.

      His sister was to blame. He didn’t sleep knowing she was in the room across the hall. Victoria was a vindictive ghost from his past. Trace never wished to see her again, yet somehow, he couldn’t turn her away. He’d lain awake in bed, asking himself why, when the memories of her cruelty burned in his mind like they’d happened yesterday.

      He rolled the designs and secured them in their tubes, then headed out of Wolfe’s office.

      “Say, Trace.” A booming voice stopped him in his tracks. Burl, one of his construction crew, loomed over him. “Did you know the girl painting on the stage these last few days is that famous actress’s daughter?”

      “How about we stop the gossip and sand down that banister? Then we’ll stop for the day.” He snapped open his pocket watch. “It’s nearly five.” Trace smashed his lips together, careful to keep his tone light and his frustrations to himself.

      Wait a minute.

      “What did you say?” He turned back to Burl’s giant-like figure and found the other man grinning like the Cheshire cat.

      Burl crossed his arms over his grimy button-down shirt. “I don’t know, boss. You should have asked before you made that snip about my gossip.”

      “Come on, Burl.” He pressed. Was he truly talking about the fiery little painter he met yesterday?

      “The girl.” Burl pointed in the direction of the seating area. “She’s the Darling’s daughter. The actress died suddenly a few weeks back. Interesting that she’d come back to the place her dead mother performed at, eh?”

      “Angie?” Trace supplied, realizing she hadn’t given him a last name. “Darlene Woods’s daughter?”

      Everyone in Chillicothe knew of the Darling’s fame, and everyone whispered rumors of her death. He hadn’t a clue the artist was her child. Many years had passed since he’d seen a performance starring the Majestic’s Darling.

      “Told you it was interesting.”

      “Yes.” Trace sent the man a smile. “Now I have work to do. Have you seen Wolfe?”

      “Yes, he’s backstage. With her.” Burl emphasized, pointing again in the direction of the stage, a wide grin spanning his mouth.

      Trace knew that look. He’d seen it on countless members of his crew when they saw a pretty woman. “Don’t pester her. Her mother just passed away. She likely doesn’t want to be in the spotlight.”

      “Kinda hard not to be in the spotlight working in a theater.” Burl guffawed and sauntered across the lobby.

      The man wasn’t wrong.
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      Trace entered the main seating area and found Wolfe on the right side of the balcony, directing another member of Trace’s crew. Being the architect and foreman of the Majestic’s renovations meant Trace wore two hats simultaneously. He was glad Wolfe insisted on working with him on this, albeit because he was getting paid from Wolfe’s pocket.

      Wolfe was particular about the way the renovations were handled, and rightfully so. Architecture required immaculate precision.

      “Ho, Trace, come here!” Wolfe hollered.

      Trace clambered the stairs two at a time and edged around several seating sections that had been uprooted and were soon to be replaced. “What is it?”

      Wolfe gestured to the seats in need of repair. “How do you think the seats would⁠—”

      “Please leave me alone, sir! I will not answer your questions!” Angie’s voice shouted from below. Trace glanced over the balcony to the stage, his gaze snagging on her cowered form, balking from a man he didn’t recognize. Her copper brown curls bobbed as she shook her head. The man edged closer.

      “All I want to know is the details of your mother’s death. Was it a shock to you that she died, or did she have an underlying condition?” The man wasn’t one of Trace’s, especially not in his spiffy vest and tie—a notepad balanced in his hand.

      “You need to leave, mister.” Angie held out her hands to stop the man, her voice wavering.

      Trace had seen enough. He bounded down the stairs and leapt on the stage before the man. Trace towered over him. “Miss Angie, is this reporter bothering you?”

      “Most certainly.” She whispered from over his shoulder.

      “You need to leave, sir,” Trace commanded.

      “But I,” the reporter protested. “I only⁠—”

      Trace laid a firm hand on the man’s upper arm. “Now.”

      The reporter’s throat bobbed, and he tucked his pencil into his breast pocket.

      Trace glanced at the notepad and didn’t bother to read the scribbled notes before he snatched it, tearing and crumpling the page before cramming it into the reporter’s hand.

      The reporter stared back. Then his eyes drifted behind Trace in Angie’s direction.

      “Need I ask you again?” Trace gripped the reporter’s sleeve and dragged him off the stage. He continued to spit nonsense about the Darling as he staggered behind Trace to the side entrance of the theater. Trace pushed the squabbling reporter out the door and turned the lock.

      Trace whirled back to Angie, who stood with arms wrapped around her waist, deep purple flecks of paint dotting her wrists where she cuffed the pearl-button sleeves of her blouse. She watched him stroll over, wide cinnamon-colored eyes studying him.

      In fact, everyone in the theater was staring. Wolfe broke the silence and began clapping. “Bravo!”

      A few of the men chuckled and turned away to resume their work.

      He released his bated breath and offered Angie a smile. “Are you alright? I hope I didn’t embarrass you.”

      “Oh, I’m fine. Just a bit flustered.” She pressed a hand to her cheek, a tiny smile curving her lips. “Thank you for, um, tossing him out. Quite literally.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m at your service anytime you need me to throw reporters into the streets.” He grinned. “Maybe you should have considered dumping some paint on him.” Trace tapped her wrist.

      She examined her hands. “Hmmm. I suppose there’s always next time.”

      The church bells clanged, long and loud, alerting all that the clock struck five. He glanced up at Wolfe, who was still on the balcony.

      “I’ll be right up!” He shouted from his place on the stairs. His gaze lingered on Angie. Was she really the Darling’s daughter? She didn’t resemble the famous actress, although she was equally pretty.

      Wolfe waved him away. “It’s five o’clock. I won’t keep you. Are you okay down there, Miss Woods?”

      Angie nodded.

      “Want the architect to walk you home?” Wolfe leaned over the scuffed golden railing.  “That reporter might still be prowling around the alley.”

      “Oh, no. I don’t think that’s necessary.” Her cheeks flushed a pretty pink.

      “I wouldn’t mind, Angie. It might be wise considering how determined he was.”

      “No, I don’t think⁠—”

      “Oh, let the lad walk you home,” Wolfe said. “I can’t lose my prize artist to the slander of the press, now, can I?”

      Trace refrained from commenting. Wolfe was more likely to let the media eat the fragile woman for lunch than let bad publicity about the theater run rampant.

      “All right.” Angie gave that slight smile again. “I don’t live very far. Are you certain it isn’t much out of your way?”

      “Quite. I’ll meet you in the lobby in five minutes?”

      She pinched her bottom lip in her teeth and whirled toward the giant backdrop glimmering with wet paint. Trace waited in the lobby, letting his architect mind envision the new structures of the theater once the renovations were complete. The theater would be a gem in Chillicothe’s crown.

      Once Angie arrived, they stepped outside onto the bustling street. The nearby trolley screeched to a halt by the stop a few paces down from the theater, and a passel of businessmen in three-piece suits got off, crowding the sidewalk.

      Trace offered Angie his arm to keep in step with her through the bustling people. She curled her fingers gently around his bicep, then snatched her hand away.

      Confused, he stopped and turned to face her.

      “I-I don’t want to get paint on you.” She stammered.

      He chuckled. “This jacket has its share of dirt and grime. Paint will wash out.”

      “It doesn’t always.”

      “I think I can risk it.” He offered his arm again. She conceded and repositioned her hand.

      “Are you bothered by reporters often?”

      “Sometimes.”  She looked at her toes, causing a loose curl to slip across her forehead. “More often as of late.”

      “I’m sorry you have to deal with that. Must be annoying.”

      “It is.” Angie pressed her lips together. “May I ask you a question?”

      “Why?”

      Angie’s brows disappeared beneath the lock of hair swept across her forehead at his sharp tone.

      Trace pasted on what he hoped was an innocent, lighthearted smile.  “Depending on the nature of your question, I can’t promise I will answer. A man must have a little privacy.” He winked, hoping the extra measure of teasing would redeem his cross tone.

      She chuckled along with him, but he still braced himself for her to ask questions he didn’t care to answer.

      “Where are you from?”

      He could answer that one. “Here in Chillicothe. My mother owns Ackerman’s Bakery.”

      “I’m afraid I’ve never been there.” Her lips pursed in curiosity.

      “Really? I suppose I must bring you a treat or two sometime.” When did he start offering people baked goods from his mother’s bakery? Apparently now.

      “There’s no need to. I never really went out much. But now, I suppose I will have to go out and explore more shops and restaurants.” She cleared her throat. “Where are you really from? I noticed your accent.” Her cheeks bloomed with color again. She was certainly a shy one.

      He sighed. Here we go. Occasionally, people frowned on the fact he was from an immigrant family. “My mother hails from Germany. She married my father, an American. I learned German first, and then English growing up.”

      She tilted her chin, eyes squinting. “You are German.”

      “Yes, I am.” His voice was tight, and her hand flew to the base of her delicate neck.

      “I don’t…I mean.” She toyed with a ringlet by her ear and sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend. I’m just… Are you still fluent?”

      “Yes.” He stifled a yawn as they turned around the corner.

      She leaned toward him, the tug on his arm asking him to look into her wide, admiration-filled eyes. “I always struggled learning languages. Even the tutor my mother hired gave up after a few short months. I think it’s brilliant that you speak two languages so well.”

      “Actually, I speak three languages, but my Turkish is a bit rusty.”

      She shook her head gently, amusement playing on her lips, and tugged him toward a gated street. On either side of the open gate stood two stone tigers, silent guardians waiting to devour any who did not belong. Trace swallowed, feeling he was one of those outsiders, and focused beyond them, where stately houses rose with quiet dignity, their wrap-around porches inviting and graceful. Flower gardens bloomed in bursts of color, while hedgerows and lawns trimmed with meticulous care, appeared perfectly flawless. Everything he was not.

      Trace frowned, realizing Angie was several paces ahead and caught up to her. “Sorry, I’m afraid I don’t know where I’m going.”

      Angie scoffed. “There’s a lot of people I wished didn’t know where I lived.”

      “Like that reporter?”

      “Exactly. He was more direct than most. How he knew I was at the theater is beyond me. I’ve been keeping the details of my new employment quiet.”

      He didn’t want to pry, but the words rolled off his tongue. “Like you conveniently left off your last name when Wolfe introduced you?’

      “Conveniently.” She pressed her lips together and rubbed her temple.

      He grimaced. “I’m sorry. I’ve touched a sore subject.” What was he thinking? The poor woman’s infamous mother passed away, and he prodded just like the reporter.

      “No, no. It’s perfectly alright.” Her fingers flexed against his arm. “I have a touch of a headache.”

      “Is there anything I can do? Do you need something to eat? My mother’s bakery isn’t far.” He offered, relieved he hadn’t minced his words too severely.

      She stopped at the end of a short drive that led to a Victorian mansion with blue scalloped siding and gold-white trimmings across the edges of the mansard roof. “That’s very kind of you, but I’m home now. I’ll just go lie down.”

      “This is beautiful.” He shaded his eyes and leaned back to soak in the view. Sunlight reflected off the asymmetric windows. A second-floor balcony protruded from the side, its Romanesque iron rails glinting bright.

      “It is,” Angie mumbled, looking away from the sun’s brightness. “Thank you for walking me home.” Her voice strained as she spoke, and she slipped her arm from his and darted up the staircase leading to the wraparound porch.

      “Miss Angie?”

      “Yes?” She slowly turned around. All color drained from her cheeks. She looked positively ill.

      “Are you certain you simply have a headache?” He stepped to the porch.

      “Yes. Nothing a cup of tea can’t cure. Thank you again.”

      Before he could reply, she snuck inside and shut the door firmly in his face. He shrugged, curious about her awkward behavior. But again, with the public eye on her now that her mother wasn’t shielding her from the spotlight, she likely distrusted everyone.
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      Angie let her body sag against the door after closing it on Trace. She’d been rude, but he’d noticed too much. Too much of her pain. No one could know of her illness, save for Mrs. Granger. Angie’s mother had suffered with the same headaches all her adult life. And Mrs. Granger was the only one to have witnessed both.

      Angie’s nerves were frazzled after the reporter barged through the theater entrance, yammering on about the Darling and asking too many questions about her death. Angie had her own questions to deal with.

      Questions that were bringing the onslaught of a migraine. From when she left the theater to now, the usual tells of a migraine presented themselves. She rubbed her sore eyes and inhaled a breath past the trembling in her chest. Okay, Angie. Just take your medicine and get to the sofa to lie down.

      She stumbled to the kitchen cupboards, squinting through her blurred vision. Dust from the top of the shelving unit caught in her throat, causing her to cough. Excruciating shivers ran through her head, piercing behind her eyes. Tears dampened her lashes. Lord, why does this happen? I do not understand your purpose in this pain.

      She didn’t understand her mother’s pain either—pain she’d endured and pain afflicted on Angie’s heart. The image of her unmoving mother on the sofa burst into her mind, unwelcome as she thumbed through the overstuffed cupboard.

      No, not the sofa. Not there.

      Finally, she found her headache powders, poured them into a glass of water, and drained it before steadying herself and maneuvering to her bedroom. Hand trailing along the wall, she prayed there were no obstacles to trip over. Her vision was fully clouded over with a pitch-black slit knifing through the warbled colors of the room. Her fingers finally found the canopy curtain draped around her bed. She collapsed on the unmade quilts, her chest heaving with anxiety.

      Trace. He could translate the letters she found. She’d wanted to ask him, but couldn’t let herself trust a near stranger with letters her mother had kept under lock and key.

      But how else would she find out what they said? She couldn’t utter a word of German. Or any other language, in fact.

      The decision of whether or not to trust Trace weighed like a brick over her temples. She didn’t know what to do. Lord, please help me. Give me some relief.

      But she needed help deciphering her mother’s secrets. An overdose was unlike the Darling, and then there was the note in the will. Almost as if her mother was hiding a secret that had to do with the theater. And the letters in the music box that wasn’t musical at all.

      The Darling didn’t want Angie around the theater, so she likely didn’t want Angie digging into her death. Why would her mother include a note in
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