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PROLOGUE



One day, a few years ago, I found a wallet in the parking lot of the mall where I worked. It was sitting on the ground, open, right under the driver’s door of a bmw. Like it fell from the driver’s lap when he got out of the car and he didn’t notice.



The wallet bulged with cash. Four hundred dollars’ worth. And credit cards, a bank card, a driver’s license. Everything.



I picked it up and looked around. Was anyone running back to the car in a panic? Nope. The parking lot was empty of pedestrians. And the spot where I stood was out of sight of the mall’s outdoor video cameras. No one would see if I slipped the wallet into my bag and kept walking. Or if I removed the cash and dropped the wallet back on the ground.



I stood there for a minute and considered those options. And others. I could leave the wallet where I found it, money and all. Or I could write a note, stick it under the windshield wiper, and turn the wallet into mall security. But I didn’t trust some of the guards who worked there.



In the end, I left a note with my name and my cell number. I took the wallet into work. An hour later, I handed it—contents intact—to a relieved man who matched the picture on the driver’s license. As soon as he got it, he pulled out a fifty-dollar bill and gave it to me.



“Thanks for your honesty,” he said.



I took the fifty. Who wouldn’t?





CHAPTER ONE



My mom, Joanne, heard about the community rock choir from her teacher friend, Wendy. I heard about it from Joanne. So no wonder I wasn’t interested. Not that I didn’t get along with my mom. I did. I mean, I was twenty-four and working full-time as manager of the Gap store in Fairview Mall. But I still lived with her in the townhouse where I grew up.



Joanne liked my company. I liked not paying rent while I was saving to buy a car. For a fifty-five-year-old mom, she was pretty chill. And I was pretty easygoing. I always have been. Except for when I was nineteen and dropped out of university after one semester. And refused to ever go back.



We were over that, and things were all good between us. But I didn’t want to join a choir that met on Tuesday nights in a church and sang rock music. I didn’t even like rock music. I was more into pop and urban, top-40-type tunes.



“There are pop tunes on the playlist,” Joanne said. This was one night in September after the choir’s first practice. She came home, warmed up the Thai food I’d ordered in, sat down to eat it and raved about the fun she’d had. “‘I Gotta Feeling’ by the Black Eyed Peas, for instance. You like that song, don’t you?”



“I liked it when it was current.”



“And there’s a Pointer Sisters song. Talk about music from my era.”



“Who the hell are the Pointer Sisters?”



“And there’s something by Journey on the list, and ‘Honesty’ by Billy Joel. I love that song.”



“Billy Joel? Are you kidding me? Next you’ll say the choir’s singing Elton John.”



“How did you know?”



“Look, I’m glad you found something to do that you like. A bunch of people your age singing classic rock just doesn’t sound like my scene. At all. No offense.”



She sagged in her chair. “Oh, Stephanie.”



I hated when she said my name like that. Like I’d disappointed her. “What?”



“You were such a good singer when you were little, such a born performer. I think you’d like the choir.”



She also thought that by working in retail, I was throwing away some bright future I could have had. The kind of future university grads have.



“I’m not a good singer,” I said. “I never was. You just thought I was good because you’re my mom.”



“How about if you come to choir practice next week and try it, one time? The choir members aren’t all my age. Some are in their twenties and thirties. And Wendy and I are in the soprano section. You wouldn’t have to hang out with us, or even talk to us. You’d be an alto or a tenor with your raspy voice.”



I picked up my phone from the coffee table and pretended it had vibrated. “I missed a call from Nathan. I should call him back. I’m working twelve to nine tomorrow, so I’m staying at his place tonight.”



“Say you’ll at least think about the choir.



I’ll pay the fee if you join.”



She had that right.



“I’ll think about it. I promise.”



“Good. Could you pass me my wallet?



It’s in my purse, on the floor. I want to give you money for the Thai food.”



I fished out the wallet and waited while she picked through the receipts, ticket stubs and dollar bills she had stuffed into it.



She said, “That’s weird. I thought I had more cash than this. Did you take some out of here already?”



“How could I have done that? I just handed you the wallet two seconds ago.”



“I meant before I went to choir practice.”



Was she losing her mind? “I wasn’t here before your practice, remember? I got home from work after you left. And ordered the Thai food. As you instructed.”



She shook her head. “So you did. I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. Here.” She handed me a ten and a twenty. “I thought I had more cash on me. I must have spent it somewhere.”



“I love how your first thought when money is missing is that I took it.”



“I said I was sorry.” She smiled up at me. “I used to take money from my mother’s wallet all the time when I was a teenager— a five here, a few singles there. She never noticed.”



“Well, I’m not a teenager. And I guess I’m more trustworthy than you were.”



So far I was anyway.





CHAPTER TWO



Nathan was the bar manager at an upscale gourmet restaurant downtown called Sterling. It was the kind of place where rich food snobs spent hundreds of dollars on dinner for two with wine. He got off work at eleven thirty, so I met him at his apartment at midnight. When I saw him on his work nights, we usually stayed up for a few hours after he got home. We’d talk and watch tv while he wound down.



That night we drank some good white wine, left over from the restaurant. And we shared an extra dessert Nathan had brought home, a molten chocolate cake. He told me about a table of bankers who had come to Sterling to celebrate a deal and run up a big tab. They’d had cocktails before dinner, four bottles of wine with, and cognac after. And they’d tipped in cash.



“What about you?” he asked. “How was your day? Did you have any problem customers? Anybody who asked for the manager and tried to start a fight?”



“Someone asked for me, but not to complain. The regional director came by on a store visit and I showed her around. She wanted to know what was selling well, and how the merchandising was working out.”



“And?”



“She liked me. She said I was a natural.”



“A natural what?”



Good question. I thought at first she meant I was a natural at retail, which Joanne would say was no compliment. But when I asked her to explain, she said I was a natural speaker—clear, smooth and relaxed. “You should see about doing some Gap training videos,” she’d said. “They mostly hire actors, but they like to use real employees if they can find someone who’s good on camera. Email me your contact info and I’ll pass it on. If you’re interested.”



I told Nathan this, and that I planned to send her an email the next day. To say sure, I was interested. But I wouldn’t hold my breath waiting to hear back.



“That’s my Steph.” Nathan patted my knee. “Future star of training videos.”



Was he making fun of me? Because he’d made me sound a little pathetic.



He said, “You’ll be trying out for American Idol next.”



Wrong. I didn’t mind the idea of making a training video as a break from my routine. When I was little, I told everyone I wanted to be on tv. So it would be kind of like that. But I was no entertainer.



And by the way, this story is not about how I joined the choir and became a singing star, in case you were wondering. That’s not what happened.



“You sound like Joanne,” I said. “She’s all enthused about this rock choir she’s in. She wants me to come with her next Tuesday night and try it out.”



“Is it seniors singing Lou Reed songs and shit? I saw something about that on tv once.”



“She claims the choir members aren’t that old. And the songs are by artists like Elton John and Billy Joel. And Journey, for god’s sake.”



“Journey’s awesome. Don’t knock Journey.”



“What, you think I should be in the choir too?”



“Only if you want to. Though what else have you got going on a Tuesday night? It’s not like you’re taking a course.” Nathan took online college courses part-time in business management. So that one day he could open his own bar. As if that would ever happen.



I said, “I do things. I work out, I watch TV, I go clubbing with the girls.”



“Exactly. What have you got going on that’s interesting? Not much on the nights you don’t see me.”



I fake-swung at him and he ducked. “Yeah, well, I’ll think about trying the choir. And thanks for ganging up on me with Joanne about it. Thanks a lot.”



He turned on the tv with the remote and put his arm around me. “I’m not ganging up. I’m on your side. I want you to enjoy yourself on the nights I’m working. And I know you’ve been feeling a bit same-old, same-old lately. So why not change it up? Do something new and exciting?”



“The choir would be new, yeah,” I said. “But exciting? I don’t think so.”



It was like I was asking to be proved wrong.







End of sample
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