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Death Takes a Bow

Alan Keyes takes a break from his police duties to
scratch his acting itch in a local stage production. But when the
leading man is murdered during the opening night performance, his
partner Detective Heath Barrington is thrust into the limelight to
find the killer. Alan soon learns the theater has a deadly past and
ghostly forebodings, including a telegram that seems to have come
from the beyond.

 


Among the large cast of suspects is Oliver Crane, the
director whose finances depend on the success of this play, Jazz
Monroe, Milwaukee’s sweetheart with a secret, and the handsome
actor Henry Hawthorne, who has designs on Alan. When Alan seems to
return Henry’s attentions, Heath must put his jealousy and
insecurities aside to determine what’s real, what’s illusion, and
who’s acting and who’s telling the truth before death takes a
bow.

 


A Detective Heath Barrington Mystery


Praise for David S. Pederson

Death Checks In

 


“David Pederson does a great job with this classic
murder mystery set in 1947 and the attention to its
details…”—The Novel Approach

 


“This noir whodunit is a worthwhile getaway with that
old-black-and-white-movie feel that you know you love, and it’s
sweetly chaste, in a late-1940s way…”—Outsmart Magazine

 


“This is a classic murder mystery; an old-fashioned
style mystery à la Agatha Christie…”—Reviews by Amos
Lassen

 


 


Death Comes Darkly

 


“Agatha Christie…if Miss Marple were a gay police
detective in post–WWII Milwaukee.”—PrideSource: Between the
Lines

 


“The mystery is one that isn’t easily solved. It’s a
cozy mystery unraveled in the drawing room type of story, but well
worked out.”—Bookwinked

 


“If you LOVE Agatha Christie, you shouldn’t miss this
one. The writing is very pleasant, the mystery is old-fashioned,
but in a good meaning, intriguing plot, well developed characters.
I’d like to read more of Heath Barrington and Alan Keyes in the
future. This couple has a big potential.”—Gay Book
Reviews

 


“[A] thoroughly entertaining read from beginning to
end. A detective story in the best Agatha Christie tradition with
all the trimmings.”—Sinfully Gay Romance Book Review

 


 


Death Goes Overboard

 


“[A]uthor David S. Pederson has packed a lot in this
novel. You don’t normally find a soft-sided, poetry-writing mobster
in a noir mystery, for instance, but he’s here…this novel is both
predictable and not, making it a nice diversion for a weekend or
vacation.”—Washington Blade

 


“Pederson takes a lot of the tropes of mysteries and
utilizes them to the fullest, giving the story a knowable form.
However, the unique characters and accurate portrayal of the
struggles of gay relationships in 1940s America make this an
enjoyable, thought-provoking read.”—Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and
Transgender Round Table of the American Library Association
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Chapter One

Thursday, July 10, 1947

 


I was late for a murder. Frustratingly late, in fact.
I sat in the early afternoon traffic on State Street, heading west
toward Third Street. A light fog drifted aimlessly about, making it
hard to see what the holdup was. I checked my pocket watch for the
fourth time in the last twenty minutes and realized I’d missed the
whole first act. Of course, I knew who was going to be
murdered and when and how, as I had read the script. But I wanted
to see what the infamous Henry Hawthorne looked like in person, and
why Alan couldn’t seem to stop talking about him. I’m not the
jealous type, but how does one compete with someone whom Alan
considers a devilishly handsome actor?

Slowly my ’38 Buick Century crawled to the corner of
Edison and State, and I realized the State Street Bridge was stuck
in the up position. Following the lead of many of my fellow
travelers, I turned south on Edison and detoured over the river at
Kilbourn. Successful at last at crossing the river, I turned south
on Third Street, only to be confounded by multiple red lights that
seemed to last an eternity. After at least half of that eternity, I
reached the Davidson Theater and found a place to park about a
block away. I checked my watch once more. Hopefully I’d see Mr.
Hawthorne in the second act, though I couldn’t stay long. I had a
counterfeiting case that needed my attention, and the day was
slipping away.

I hurried through the front doors, across the lobby,
and into the auditorium, pausing only long enough to remove my hat
and allow my eyes to adjust to the darkness. I quietly found my way
down the aisle to a seat front and center. An easy choice, since I
was the only one in the audience. It was just a dress rehearsal,
after all. On the stage were two women, one older and one younger.
The scene was late night, and a thunderstorm was building outside
the windows. They were in the main hall of Lochwood, the old,
crumbling Clarington family manor, an estate just outside of
war-torn London.

“Don’t be angry with me anymore, Claire, please,”
the younger woman said in an accent that sounded like a mix between
English and Scottish.

Claire sighed and put her hands in the pockets of
her dress, fidgeting with something. “I’m not angry, Charlotte. Not
at you, anyway. I know how persuasive Roger can be.”

“Yes, that’s right. He’s an evil man, I see that
now. But he’s gone. Let’s forget him. Let’s go back to how it
was.”

Claire shook her head. “It’s too late to ever go
back to how it was, I’m sorry. And yes, he’s gone, but I fear he’ll
come back. Maybe even tonight.”

“You’re waiting for him, aren’t you?”

“Yes. I waited for him last night, too, and the
night before that. I can’t explain it to you, Charlotte. Not now
anyway. You wouldn’t understand. Go to bed, please.”

Charlotte stepped closer yet and put her hand on
Claire’s shoulder. Claire didn’t flinch, but she also didn’t
turn.

“Go to bed, Charlotte,” she said again, more
sternly.

Charlotte took her hand away and glanced at Claire
just a moment more before turning toward the stairs, her head low.
She stopped on the first landing and looked back. I could see the
utter sadness in her eyes. Then she turned again and climbed slowly
up and away to her room as lightning flashed through the large
windows and the thunder boomed.

As soon as she’d gone, Beresford entered from the
doorway on the left, dressed in his black butler’s livery. He was
balancing a china tea service on a silver tray and maneuvered the
two steps down into the hall somewhat unsteadily.

“Your tea, madam.”

Claire looked at him. “Put it on the table,” she
said in that powerful, commanding voice.

“Yes, madam.”

He moved slowly, the tea service rattling a bit as
his hands shook. He put it on the table and stood as erect as he
could. He must have been nearly eighty.

“Shall I pour, madam?”

“No.” Never “No, thank you” to a servant. It
wouldn’t be proper, and Claire was clearly an exceptionally proper
English woman. Good research from the playwright, I thought.

“Anything else, madam?”

“Not tonight. You may go to bed. Leave the tea set
until morning.”

“Yes, madam.”

Beresford went slowly up the two steps and through
the doorway on the left, back toward where the kitchen would be, I
assumed, and his quarters above it.

When he had gone, Claire turned once more to the
fire in the massive fireplace. And then, as Claire feared, Roger
came back. He stepped silently through the door from the entryway
and looked at Claire, though she hadn’t noticed him yet. His hat
and coat were dripping wet as he hung them on the hall tree before
moving slowly down the steps toward the center of the room. He
paused, his left hand on the back of a green sofa covered in
fleur-de-lis. Roger was attractive in a dark, sinister sort of way,
with broad shoulders and a narrow, high waist. He was probably in
his late forties and had a classic jawline and good cheekbones.
“Hello, Claire. Bloody awful night out there,” he said at last, his
voice deep and husky.

Claire whirled about and stared at him, her
expression changing from one of weariness to one of anger. She
walked swiftly toward him. “So, you’ve come back. I told you to
stay away, but you didn’t listen. So typical of you.”

“And so typical of you, Claire, to try and tell me
what to do. Don’t you know by now that’s a waste of your breath?”
He ran his hands over his dark, velvety hair as he leered at
her.

“You’re a waste of my breath, Roger, and a waste of
my time.”

He laughed bitterly. “You think you can get by
without me? Without my money, Lochwood is finished, and so are
you.”

“You’re wrong, Roger. I’ve only just begun. You
cheated on me with Charlotte, my own sister, you drove my brother
to suicide, and you forced me to do things I’m ashamed of, things I
don’t even want to think about. I’m over you once and for all.”

He opened his mouth to speak, closed it again, then
opened it once more. “No, you’re not.”

“My God, you’re arrogant.” Claire said.

“Maybe, but I’m also cold and wet. I could use a
warm shoulder,” he said, his words suddenly almost tender.

She glared at him. “My shoulders are ice. So is the
rest of me.”

“A little heat and friction can melt ice,” he said,
running his hand up and down her arm.

“You have little heat to spare, Roger, and I have
none. At least not for you,” she said, shaking off his hand and
moving away.

He smiled broadly. “You never change.” He glanced at
the coffee table in front of the sofa. “What about the tea I see
there? Is it fresh?”

“Yes, Beresford’s just brought it. But there’s only
one cup.”

“I only need one cup,” Roger said.

“Then what am I supposed to use?”

“You shouldn’t drink tea this late at night, Claire.
It keeps you up, as I recall.” He walked around the sofa to the
coffee table to pour himself some. He took a sip. “You’re weak,
Claire.” He made a face as he swallowed. “And so is your tea.” He
set the cup down and walked over to the fireplace to warm his
hands.

“You’re despicable, Roger. You shouldn’t have come
back.”

“But I did, Claire,” he said, looking back at her.
“And I’m not leaving. Not until I get Lochwood.”

“Because you want to tear her down and put up your
tacky little houses.”

“Tacky little houses are what England needs right
now. Big estates like this are out of date, useless, old, just
like—”

“Like me?” She finished his sentence as he faced the
fire once more, almost as if he couldn’t look her in the eye. So,
he didn’t see the glass vial she extracted from her pocket. It was
beautiful, with a jewel-encrusted gold stopper. A shiver went down
my spine as I watched her pour its contents into the teapot.

She put the now-empty vial back into her pocket. “Is
that what you were going to say? Look at me.”

Slowly he turned and stared at her. “I didn’t say
that, Claire. You did.”

“I only said what you were going to say.” She picked
up the teapot and poured more tea into his cup. “Here, have some
more. The first cup is always the weakest.”

He took the cup and saucer from her hand. “Thanks.
You may be older, and you’re certainly not a girl anymore, but
that’s all right. You’re a big, mature woman.”

Claire opened her mouth to speak, but he held up his
hand in front of her.

“Don’t take offense. A mature woman doesn’t play
hard to get, and I like that.”

She glared at him. “You’re right, I don’t play hard
to get. I am hard to get. And you’re not getting it.”

He took another drink. “Oh, Claire. I thought better
of you. I really did.”

“Really, Roger? I never thought better of you. You
disgust me.” Another clap of thunder and flash of lightning. The
storm seemed to be getting worse.

“No, I arouse you. I can tell. I always could
tell.”

“Don’t make me laugh even more. You’re not getting
Lochwood, or me, or anything else. Not tonight, not ever.”

Now he laughed, but it morphed into a coughing fit.
Clearly something was wrong. Though I knew what was happening, I
still gripped the edges of my seat, feeling helpless as my eyes
went from Roger to Claire and back to Roger.

“Something the matter, Roger?” Claire said, arching
her painted-on brows. From the window on the landing, another bolt
of lightning flashed, followed by another clap of thunder. A bit
much, I thought.

“My head, it’s suddenly pounding. And my stomach is
cramping. What did you do, Claire? What did you do?” He bent over,
dropping the teacup and saucer, which shattered across the floor as
he slumped to the ground, writhing in obvious pain.

Suddenly, I felt a presence heading toward the
stage. It was Oliver, his white hair standing out in the darkness
as he waved his hands and shouted.

“Cut! Hold it! Turn up the house lights and stop the
damned lightning and thunder! Shelby, I told you not to drop the
cup!”

The main lights in the theater came on as Shelby got
up off the stage floor and dusted himself off. “For crying out
loud, how do you expect me to die convincingly if I put my teacup
and saucer down before I fall to the floor?” His English accent had
completely disappeared.

“Just set the damned thing down after you’ve taken a
drink and before you start to convulse. It’s not hard, Shelby.
We’ve been over this. We can’t go spilling tea all over the
audience members in the front row!”

Shelby tossed his head back. “Fine, have it your
way. Get that idiot Dick to clean this mess up, and we’ll do it
again. I’ll set the cup down as delicately as a butterfly, if
that’s what you want, but don’t blame me when the reviewers skewer
your direction.”

The woman who had been playing Claire scowled at
Shelby. “Dick is not an idiot, and if you could follow direction,
he wouldn’t have to be cleaning up after you!”

Shelby whirled around. “If this was Broadway, they’d
have me drop the cup every time. It’s realistic. A man dying from
poison doesn’t stop to gently set his cup and saucer down
first.”

Oliver rubbed his temples. “This is Milwaukee, not
Broadway, Shelby. Set the cup down first, then die. Got it?”

“If you insist. You’re the director, for
better or worse.”

“And stick to the script!” the woman playing Claire
boomed again, her voice even louder and no longer English. “The
line is, ‘You’re certainly not a girl anymore, but that’s all
right. You’re a mature woman.’”

“That’s what I said.”

“You said, ‘You’re a big, mature woman.’ I
don’t like you making cracks about my weight.”

“Well, Jazz, I can’t help it if you’ve put on a few
pounds since I last saw you,” Shelby said, looking her up and down.
“Frankly, I find it laughable Roger is supposed to find you
attractive, and the audience won’t believe it. Even from the
balcony, they can see you’re old and fat.”

She moved closer to him. “How dare you? So help me,
if you improvise your lines when we’re in front of an
audience…”

“Oh, don’t be so sensitive.” He waved her off and
turned to Oliver again. “I’ll be in what passes for my dressing
room. Call me when we’re ready to continue.” He walked upstage and
off, shaking his head and muttering.

I had moved to the aisle as Oliver looked back at
me. “Hello, Heath. I’m glad you could make it.”

I smiled as I went toward him and shook his hand.
“I’m sorry I’m late. Traffic was unbearable. It’s hard to get away
in the middle of the day.”

“It’s okay. Most of the action is in the second act,
anyway.”

“I can’t stay long. The chief is having a tirade
today, and I have a counterfeiting case I need to work on some
more,” I said, “though I would like to see—”

“Oliver! I want to talk to you!” the woman playing
Claire called out, her voice echoing throughout the empty
auditorium and bouncing off the walls and ceiling.

“Speaking of tirades, brace yourself, Heath.”

She came across the stage, heels pounding down the
stairs on the left side of the orchestra pit, with a scowl on her
face that cracked her pancake makeup. “Did you hear what Berkett
just said to me?”

“He didn’t mean it, Jazz,” Oliver said. “That’s just
Shelby. Ignore him.”

“I will not be insulted like that.” Her accent was
now Midwestern, and her voice boomed.

“I know he can be difficult, but he’s a good actor
and a big name.”

“I’m a big name. I’m the star of this show, aren’t
I? Berkett is insufferable, rude, and egotistical.”

“So you’ve said many times, Jazz.”

“Apparently, it bears repeating. And he’s nasty to
poor little Dick. It infuriates me the way he treats him, always
calling him an idiot.”

“You’re not exactly warm and fuzzy to Dick
yourself.” I could tell he instantly regretted his comment.

Jazz looked indignant. “Dick’s my responsibility, my
ward. I’ve raised him all by myself, I got him this job, and I take
care of him the best I can.”

“I’m sorry, that was uncalled for,” Oliver said. He
looked quite uncomfortable now. “But Mr. Berkett will sell
tickets.” He wiped the sweat from his brow with his
handkerchief.

“Oh really? How have ticket sales been so far?”

“Well, a little slow, but it’s early yet,” Oliver
said, now mopping the back of his neck.

“Early? We open in two days, in case you’ve
forgotten. Obviously, he’s not that big a name.”

Oliver shifted his weight from one foot to another,
looked at me, and then back at her. “He’s a big enough name,
believe me. It was a coup for the show to sign him. After all, he’s
from New York.”

“He’s not from New York, he only lives there.
He grew up right here, as you well know.”

“He tried to be friends with you and Jasper when he
first arrived, but you’d have none of it. You couldn’t put the past
behind you.”

“Why should I? I didn’t ask him to be in this play.
I didn’t ask him to come back after all these years. He left
Milwaukee in February, 1926. I remember it well,” Jazz said. “I
have a constant reminder with me always.”

“What reminder?” Oliver said, shoving his now-damp
handkerchief into his back pocket.

Jazz’s face took on a strange expression. “The scar
from where he stabbed me in the back. And Jasper, well, he has his
bad leg as his constant reminder.”

“That was a long time ago, Jazz.”

“As Jasper would say, some wounds don’t heal, but
that heel certainly wounds,” she said, shaking her head. Her wig
slipped a little. “I wouldn’t have have agreed to do the play if
I’d known he was going to be in it. And what Shelby did to Alex
back then…”

“Allegedly. Nothing was ever proven. We’ve been over
this many times,” Oliver said.

“You weren’t around in the twenties, you don’t know.
I still can’t believe he had the nerve to come back, and that you
had the nerve to offer him the role,” Jazz said, seething.

“You’re really quite good in the role of Claire,” I
said, hoping to take some of the heat off Oliver.

She looked at me then, for the first time
acknowledging my presence, her expression softening a bit. “Thank
you, Mr…?”

“Ah, er, Miss Monroe, this is Heath Barrington.
Heath, this is Miss Jazz Monroe, our female lead.”

“The star of this show, Mr. Crane, not
the female lead.”

Oliver cringed just a little, but I don’t think she
noticed. “Right, Jazz, sorry. The star of our show.”

“That’s better,” she said, shooting him another look
before turning back to me, her voice a little softer and calmer,
but still agitated. “How do you do? You’re that policeman fellow
Mr. Crane said was working on the script, is that right?”

“That’s right, though I’m a detective, actually.” Up
close, she appeared much older than her character, probably in her
late forties. Her makeup was heavy, and her painted-on eyebrows
arched up almost to the hairline of her blond wig. She reminded me
of a bulldog, with short, stocky legs, small brown eyes on either
side of a rather large nose, and chins that hung down in small
folds. Her figure was ample, with almost no waistline.

“Mr. Barrington was kind enough to be my consultant,
making sure all the little police details are correct, especially
with Henry’s Inspector Bloom character. Heath’s a friend of mine
from way back.”

“That’s right. Today is the first time I’ve gotten
to visit the theater to see the set. Oliver sent me the script a
while ago, and I read-through it and made a couple minor
changes.”

“How interesting,” Jazz said, though she didn’t seem
interested in the least.

“I was happy to do it, though I’m afraid I’m not all
that familiar with English police proceedings.”

“Neither will anyone in the audience be, so don’t
worry about it.”

“I suppose you’re right. I was late getting here,
but the scene I just saw was spectacular, Miss Monroe. I was on the
edge of my seat. You were excellent.”

She smiled, and I could tell she was eating up my
words. “Thank you so much, Mr. Barrington. Of course, you read the
script. You know what’s going to happen.”

“Yes, of course. But seeing it acted out live is
entirely different. It’s kept me completely captivated. It feels so
real, like I’m a part of it. And the set is magnificent.”

The three of us glanced up at the stage.

“It did turn out rather well, considering the meager
budget. We reused a lot of the sets from last year’s
Dracula,” Oliver said.

“Well, it looks like jolly old England to me, or at
least what I would imagine an old English country estate to look
like,” I said.

Oliver smiled. “Good. Theater is illusion, you know,
Heath. Make-believe, smoke and mirrors. It’s my job, all our jobs,
to make you believe.”

“So far so good. That fire in the fireplace looks
real, too,” I said.

“All fake. Fire codes won’t allow for the real
thing. Colored bulbs and papier-mâché. And the marble staircase?
Just painted plywood.”

“Amazing. And thanks again for giving Alan a part in
all this.”

“Who’s Alan?” she asked, looking from me to
Oliver.

Oliver couldn’t hide his exasperation. “Alan Keyes.
He plays the policeman who arrests you at the end. Geez, there are
only six people in the whole show.” He turned back to me. “Jazz
plays Claire, of course, and Shelby Berkett is Roger. Eve Holloway
plays Claire’s sister, and Eve’s husband, Peter, plays the
butler.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Really? The butler is so much
older than she is.”

Oliver laughed. “Eve likes older men, I guess,” he
said. “Anyway, Henry Hawthorne has the part of the detective and of
the brother who dies at the very beginning of the second act. He
also has a small role as the deliveryman.”

“Yes. Alan’s told me a lot about Henry Hawthorne,
and I must say I’m curious to see him in person. I wish I’d gotten
here sooner.”

“He comes on again as the detective shortly after
the murder,” Oliver said.

“Henry and I have a wonderful scene together coming
up, where he grills me about what’s happened. He’s quite dashing,
and I think he favors me,” Jazz said. “He’s such a flirt.”

“Henry’s a good actor. He can make people believe
all kinds of things,” Oliver said, but the comment went over Jazz’s
head.

“Is he married?” I said.

Jazz laughed. “That skirt chaser? Not hardly. Any
woman who would settle down with him would be just asking for
heartache. I don’t mind a little flirtation, but that’s it. Never
marry a man prettier than you, as my mother used to say.”

“A wise woman, I’m sure.”

“So, Alan’s the kid. The tall cute one who replaced
Nick when he broke his arm. I thought his name was Paul. Why didn’t
anyone correct me?”

“Mostly because you always refer to him as the kid.
I’ve never heard you call him Paul,” Oliver said.

“Well, he is a kid, a newbie. He and Henry have
become quite chummy.”

“I know Alan is enjoying his small part immensely,”
I said, annoyed by her statement.

“Henry’s taken the kid under his wing,” she
continued. “They share a dressing room, you know. Anyway, I’m glad
you’re enjoying the show. Death Comes to Lochwood is a
decent play. Not great, but decent. No offense, Mr. Crane. I know
your brother wrote it.”

“None taken, Jazz. It’s Wally’s first attempt, and I
think he did quite well.”

“Good enough for summer stock, anyway. Something to
keep me busy until the season starts again. Besides, my part isn’t
bad. I get to kill Shelby Berkett, so that’s a big plus.”

“Honestly, Jazz, you really need to get along with
him better,” Oliver said.

She tossed her head to the side, and the wig slipped
again. “Why? You don’t like him any better than I do, but you won’t
admit it.”

Oliver put his hand to his forehead as if he had a
headache. “Fine, have it your way. Make sure Dick cleans up that
teacup mess, and tell Jasper we’ll need another cup and saucer.
Have him refill your poison vial and the teapot, too. Tell everyone
to take ten, and have Hilda touch up your greasepaint and secure
your wig better.”

Jazz scowled and pushed her wig back into place.
“Whatever you say, boss. But if Berkett makes any more cracks, I’m
going to smack him into next week.”

“I’ll talk to him. Again.”

“Good, see that you do, and see that it does some
good this time. Nice meeting you, Mr. Barrington.” And she turned
and climbed the stairs once more, rather laboriously, before
exiting stage left.

I looked over at Oliver, who had a worn-out look on
his face. He was only in his late thirties, but his hair was
already the color of an early frost. His skin was like fresh
buttermilk, and he had a smattering of freckles on his thin nose.
His eyes were the brightest blue I’ve ever seen, the color of
cornflowers, bluer even than Alan’s. I’d been attracted to Oliver
once upon a time, but of course he never knew that and never
would.

“She’s certainly something!” I said.

“Yes. Yes, she is. She’s like a freight train that
can’t be stopped. She’s loud, brash, obnoxious, and conceited. But
she also hits her marks, knows her lines, projects and takes
direction. And audiences seem to love her. Her costars, not so
much.”

“Especially Shelby Berkett, it appears.”

“You said it, Heath. Those two are oil and
water.”

“Why does Miss Monroe dislike Mr. Berkett so much
and vice versa?”

Oliver scratched his head, causing his white hair to
tumble over his beautiful blue eyes. “Ugh, actors. Come on, we have
a few minutes before we start up again. I’ll show you around, and
we can have a drink in my office.”

“Sounds great.” I sensed he didn’t want to discuss
his two stars in public.

We climbed the stairs on the right side of the
orchestra pit up to the stage as I glanced again at Lochwood. It
didn’t appear so real up close, but it was still impressive. Oliver
led me across the set, up the two stairs to the landing of the
house and to the right, toward what was supposed to be the entrance
to the manor.

“Past the wings here is the stage door. Thirty
minutes or so before showtime, Jasper will put the tea set, vial of
poison, and other items on this table. The worst thing that can
happen to the prop guy is for a prop not to be ready when the actor
gets their cue. If they have to go on without it and improvise,
it’s not good.”

“I’m sure it’s not. Jasper’s the prop man? The one
Miss Monroe mentioned?”

“That’s right. Jasper Crockett. He used to be an
actor a long time ago.”

I looked about. On the far wall was a black metal
fire door I assumed led out to the back alley. Next to the door was
a wooden stool with a newspaper folded on top of it. A lopsided
fire extinguisher hung on the left wall, and on the right was a pay
phone, its black paint scratched and nicked.

“Those stairs there go to the basement, of course,”
Oliver said. “Besides the other dressing rooms, the green room’s
down there along with the boiler room and more storage for old
sets, backdrops, and whatnot. The costume shop is in the basement,
too. You can access it from either side of the stage. Past the
stairwell on this floor is the lavatory, followed by Jazz’s,
Shelby’s, and Eve’s dressing rooms, and in here is the makeup
department.”

Oliver opened the door for me and flipped on the
lights as we stepped inside the rectangular room. There were
several tables along the wall, each with its own stool, and a
mirror above each of the tables. “Some of the actors do their own
makeup here or in their dressing rooms, but Hilda’s our girl for
more involved jobs, like transforming Peter into the butler. She’s
probably in with Jazz at the moment.”

He walked over to one of the tables and poked about
a bit at the various tubes, containers, powders, and brushes, and
then he picked up a large, round tin. “This is the makeup putty she
uses for noses, wrinkles, and whatnot. It’s pliable but dries quite
hard.”

“Interesting,” I said. “I find it all fascinating.
To play a part, to act a role…”

“Don’t we all do that to some extent or another,
Heath? Isn’t that a part of life, of getting along?”

I glanced over at him, and I knew he was right. I
was playing a part right now, keeping my true self hidden, and that
was indeed a part of life. Of my life, anyway. And it was necessary
for my survival. “What’s on the other side of the stage?” I said,
changing the subject.

“I’ll show you.” He put the tin back, and we walked
out of the room and down the hall onto the set again, where a
small, dark-haired fellow was almost finished cleaning up the
shattered teacup and saucer.

“Be sure and get all the broken glass up, Dick. I
don’t want Shelby or anyone else getting cut,” Oliver said.

“Okay.”

We entered the doorway that was supposed to lead to
Lochwood’s dining room, library, and kitchen, but in reality just
led to the other side of the stage.

“Who was that?”

“That was Dick, Jazz’s ward. He’s the janitor here
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