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Dear Diary,

I’M SO EXCITED FOR NED! He’s decided to take a chance and try out for the university’s production of Macbeth. And to make things super thrilling, the play is being directed by Bear Larouche, who’s famous for his avant-garde movie and theater projects!

I just hope Ned isn’t intimidated by Bear. Bear is known for being picky, and sometimes difficult to work with. He’s also a huge believer in theater superstitions. And Ned, as we know, is very logical. What could go wrong?

Meanwhile, Ned’s leap of faith is making me think about my own interests. I love sleuthing, but there has to be more out there, doesn’t there? If Ned gets the part, maybe that will inspire me to branch out a little bit. After all, a girl can’t feed her soul with mysteries alone….






CHAPTER ONE [image: ] New Hobbies

“ ‘AND ALL OUR YESTERDAYS HAVE lighted fools / the way to dusty death. Out, out, brief’—uuurrrgh!”

As he paced my living room, my boyfriend Ned suddenly stopped mid-soliloquy to cringe and shake his head.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, putting down the printout that I was using to follow along. “Ned! You were doing great!”

He looked down at me, a hopeful glint in his eyes brightening his unsure expression. “You really think so?”

“I really do.” I nodded enthusiastically, picking up the paper again from my family’s coffee table and settling back on the couch, ready for him to start over. “You’re getting better and better. I mean it!”

Ned sighed. Actors, I was quickly learning, could be moody. “I’m glad you think so. It’s just, I feel like I don’t know what I’m doing. I want to sell it, right, but I don’t want to really overdo it. Like, what if I go in to audition and the director’s like, ‘That guy was really hamming it up!’ ”

I had to stifle a laugh. I was thrilled that my sweet, straitlaced boyfriend Ned had decided to stretch his boundaries by trying out for any part in River Heights University’s production of Macbeth. Coincidentally, the production was being directed by Bear Larouche, visiting professor and director of some small but well-reviewed art films. Ned and I had watched them in preparation for his audition, and while I thought they were awfully cool-looking, I didn’t really get them.

But it was hilarious that Ned thought he could possibly be “hamming it up.” He was giving a typically restrained performance, and it had taken a lot of encouragement from me to get him to move around a little while he spoke. Still, I was being honest when I said he was getting better and better; his eyes sold every word, and he was really thinking about how best to time the complicated dialogue.

“Well, I think you’re doing a great job. But anyway, isn’t Bear Larouche known for his unexpected, in-your-face choices as a director?” I asked.

Ned nodded like, You’re right, you’re right.

“Maybe he would love it if you were really over the top,” I went on. “Maybe that’s how he sees his production of Macbeth!”

“Maybe,” Ned agreed, looking thoughtful. “I guess I’m just intimidated. This is all so new to me. Not just acting, but acting Shakespeare—getting the language just right is tricky.”

“I think you’re brave,” I said. “It isn’t easy to try something new, especially when you’ve gotten good at your usual.”

Ned raised an eyebrow at me. I knew he was wondering if I was talking about myself. It’s true, I don’t mean to toot my own horn (what a weird expression, really, when you think about it), but I have gotten pretty darn good at my main extracurricular activity: solving mysteries. I have a good record, and just saying, if you google “teenage detective,” my name might come up. (Also this girl in California named Veronica Mars. I’ve tried to get in touch, but she never answers my DMs.)

I love solving mysteries. I love figuring out puzzles. I love getting justice for the good guy, and making the bad guy pay.

But every once in a while? I do wonder what it would be like to, say… play tennis instead. Or sing opera. Or run a jewelry shop on Etsy.

Mysteries are fun, but they take a lot out of you, both mentally and physically. I’ve been in more life-or-death situations than I care to count. Thank heavens I’m young, or my blood pressure would probably be through the roof.

Anyway, lately, I’d been thinking about finding some other hobbies so I can mix it up.

“I bet you could be brave too, Nance,” Ned said, tilting his head.

“Point taken,” I replied, pulling the paper closer to my face and drawing my finger back to the beginning of Ned’s audition piece. “Now, let’s try it once more, with feeling.”



“Where are you guys?” I called an hour later, wandering through my friend Bess’s house. “Ned gave me some of those peanut butter cookies you love from his dining hall!”

“Ooh, ooh! We’re in here, Nancy!” Bess’s voice called from the family room.

I hustled in from the kitchen to find Bess and George, cousins to each other and best friends to me, sitting at a card table and chatting. They were surrounded by a pile of simple glass vases, ribbon, and different kinds of flowers made from felt. Bess’s mom was holding a dinner to raise funds for the local animal shelter in a few weeks, and we’d all volunteered to help. Today we were putting together centerpieces.

“How many of those peanut butter cookies did you bring?” George asked, holding up a hand and wiggling her fingers, like she was hoping I would place a cookie directly into it.

I dug in the paper bag I’d brought and did just that. “I brought six. If we can keep anyone else from smelling them, that’s two each. Let’s try to keep these under wraps, okay?”

I put the bag on the table and Bess reached in to grab one. “Gotcha. What cookies? I don’t see any cookies.” She shoved an entire cookie into her mouth.

“How’s Ned?” George asked a few minutes later, once the cookies had been polished off.

“He’s good,” I said. “He’s great, actually. He’s been working so hard preparing for his audition. I hope he gets it!”

“Me too,” Bess said, carefully arranging a few flowers in a vase. “What a surprise that he wants to be an actor!”

“Oh, he doesn’t want to be an actor,” I said. “I mean, not professionally. He still wants to be a lawyer. He just wants to try performing.”

George nodded. “Good for him,” she said, winding ribbon around the neck of a filled vase. “I bet acting will help with public speaking when he gets to law school. I never would have pictured him onstage, and that’s what makes it great. We all have to keep ourselves from being put in these little boxes, you know?”

“I know,” I agreed, pulling over more felt flowers. “The truth is, I sort of wish I could find something new to try. What if I had a new hobby that was different from solving mysteries? Something nice and peaceful like… needlework.”

George coughed. “Didn’t you try knitting once?”

Oh. I nodded. “Yeah.”

“And didn’t you end up throwing the project you were working on out a bus window?”

I frowned. “It was a super-complicated pattern, George.”

“It was a scarf. That’s basically a big rectangle.”

“But there were stripes.”

Bess cleared her throat. “Well, maybe crocheting is more your speed, Nancy. Anyway…” She paused, then grinned at us both like she had a delicious secret. “I might have an exciting new hobby. There’s something I’ve been working on.”

“Really?” I asked.

“What?” asked George.

Bess’s cheeks were flushed a joyful pink. “Do you remember the guitar I got for my birthday a couple years back?”

“Sure,” George replied. “Are you finally learning to play it?”

Bess nodded rapidly and stood up. “Better than that,” she said, and disappeared out of the room down the hallway toward her bedroom. After a few seconds of George and me making confused faces at each other, Bess returned, a blond wooden acoustic guitar slung over her shoulder via an embroidered strap.

“Look at you!” George said, gesturing to the instrument. “You’re like Taylor Swift 2.0.”

Bess sat down and began adjusting the tuning pegs of the guitar. “Oh, thanks, George. But I don’t know if I want to be, like, a pop star.”

George glanced at me skeptically. “Oh, what kind of singer do you want to be?”

Bess strummed the strings a couple of times and then looked up over our heads, thoughtful. “I dunno. Kind of like Phoebe on Friends?”

“So a bad singer?” George asked, but her question was drowned out by Bess playing a few loud, slightly discordant opening notes.

“Did you write this song?” I asked, loudly enough to be heard over the noise.

Bess smiled. “I did,” she replied enthusiastically. “Anyway, here goes…”

She began strumming on the guitar. She was surprisingly good.


“Walking down Main Street again, your letter in my pocket…”



Bess’s song was about a girl trying to get over a breakup that had happened years before. She wanted to move on, she had happy times, but her thoughts kept drifting back to this one guy, the first guy she’d ever really loved.

It was very Taylor Swift. But I wasn’t about to tell her that. All comparisons aside, it was a pretty good song.

But the singing…

I wanted to be supportive of Bess and her new hobby. But George and I had heard Bess sing before, and let’s just say ‘melodic’ is not a word you would use to describe her voice. I met George’s eye after the third line or so and could see my cringe echoed on her face. Bess was really trying hard, going up and down the scales, sometimes all in one syllable. But her lower register sort of bottomed out so you couldn’t hear her, and the high notes actually hurt.

I soon realized I couldn’t look at George without giving away how I really felt. I pasted a glazed look on my face, wondering if it would be rude to block my ears when I saw a high note coming. Because ouch. I could feel a headache forming in the back of my skull.

The song had four verses and a bridge. Finally the singing stopped, and a few seconds later, Bess stopped strumming the guitar and looked up at us hopefully.

“Wow!” I said. I have found, in my extensive interactions with people of all backgrounds, that this is one reply that works for every situation. People will interpret it to mean whatever they want it to mean.

“I know, right?” Bess’s eyes were shining as she turned to George.

“That was… a surprisingly good song, cuz,” George said, nodding thoughtfully.

Bess’s eyes narrowed. “Surprisingly?”

George laughed. “For someone who’s never written a song before? You bet! That was, like, way better than ‘Smelly Cat’!”

I nodded. “Yeah, seriously, Bess. You should write more!”

Bess put her hands over her heart, beaming as she looked back and forth between us. She looked so sincerely touched, my heart sank when she asked, “And the singing?”

“The singing?” I echoed back like a parrot. George and I looked at each other. Shoot, her eyes seemed to say, we’re caught. “Well… I mean…”

“You sang the heck out of that song, cuz,” George suddenly put in, eyes wide. “I mean, you really put your all into it!”

Bess looked startled for a moment, and I felt a horrible squeeze in my chest, just waiting for her face to fall as she realized that what George had said wasn’t exactly a compliment. But then her eyes teared up, and she leaned forward to envelop us both in a huge hug.

“I really did,” Bess said softly. “I’m so glad you could see it. I really did.”

An hour or so later, George and I were heading out to our cars. We were silent as the door closed behind us, and as we walked across the sloping front lawn to the street, where we had both parked.

“When’s Ned’s audition?” George asked as I pushed the button on my car fob, and my car emitted a cheery beep.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I really hope he does well. He wants to try acting so badly.”

George nodded, opening her own car door. As she was about to get in, she looked up at me.

“I hope his secret hobby works out better for him than Bess’s,” she said. “I mean… do you think we did okay in there? I feel kind of bad we didn’t tell her the truth.”

I shrugged. “What good would the truth do for Bess, though? Is she any better off knowing that she doesn’t exactly sing like a bird?”

George shook her head. “I dunno. Maybe it would save her from embarrassment?”

I looked back at the house. “She’s not performing in front of anyone, though,” I pointed out. “How about this: if she wants to perform in public, we have to tell her the truth first.”

“Deal,” George said, grabbing my hand and shaking it. “After all, if your BFFs won’t save you from humiliation, who will?”




CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Yes, Director

“I’M SO PROUD OF YOU, Ned! You took a risk and it worked out so well!”

It was the next night, and Ned and I were at Pomodoro Rosso, our favorite cheap-but-still-kinda-romantic date night restaurant. Ned had just finished telling me how his audition had gone—and that, when the parts were posted on the bulletin board of the university drama department, he found out he’d gotten the part of Malcolm.

“It’s perfect,” he said, looking down at his spaghetti Bolognese with an almost embarrassed grin. “It’s not a lead, so I can’t get too nervous. But it’s a big enough part to sink my teeth into and really try this acting thing, you know?” He looked up at me as he picked up his fork, eyes shining.

“It is perfect,” I agreed, nodding. “Bear Larouche must have really loved your monologue! What’s he like?”

Ned let out a quick, awkward laugh. “Well, he’s a character,” he admitted. “Just… very dramatic, kind of larger-than-life. He was wearing these, like, velvet robes? And a hat with a jeweled feather on it.”

Huh. Well, he would certainly stand out in River Heights, I thought. “What kind of hat? Like, a fedora?”

“You know I’m not going to know that, Nancy. It was… a hat.” Ned paused to take a bite. “Like you wear on your head. Anyway, does it matter?”

“I’m just trying to paint a picture in my mind,” I explained.

Ned lifted his fork as if to point at me. “Actually,” he said, “I think Bear did like my monologue. He was kind of hard to read through the other performances and didn’t say much to the actors. But after I performed, he called me over and said he really liked what I’d done.”

I beamed at him. “Ned! That’s amazing! This guy has won awards at Sundance!”

Ned gave me his sheepish grin again. “He said I’d really found the ‘emotional truth’ of the character,” he said happily. “And that while maybe I wasn’t ready for the part of Macbeth, my ‘understated acting style’ would really suit his vision for the production.”

I lifted my glass of ginger ale. “A toast,” I proposed, “to my thespian boyfriend, trying something new and killing it.”

Ned clinked his root beer against my glass. “Thank you, Nancy,” he said. “I couldn’t have done it without your help and support.”

For a few minutes, we ate in happy silence. As we finished up our pasta dishes, Ned put down his fork and leaned back in his chair, looking at me warmly.

“So,” he said after a few seconds, “what’s next for you?”

I glanced up, surprised. “Me?” I asked. “I dunno. I guess… well, I’m helping Bess’s mom with that fundraiser for the animal shelter.”

Ned tilted his head. “Is that all?” he asked. “No new mysteries brewing for the nation’s premier teenage detective?”

I sighed, then took a last sip of my drink. “Not that I know of. And honestly? That’s one hundred percent okay with me.”

Ned’s eyes softened. “Really? Are you feeling burned-out on sleuthing?”

I sighed again, leaning back in my chair and looking out the window beyond Ned’s head. We were close to the university, and outside, students walked by in clusters, laughing and shouting happily.

“I guess I’m feeling a little… like I don’t know what I want,” I admitted, meeting Ned’s eyes again. He nodded understandingly. “I keep thinking about when I was in Vegas and I tried flyboarding. It’s something I never thought I would do. But it made me feel… amazing.”

“You looked so happy in the video,” Ned agreed.

“Yeah. And now I just keep wishing I could find something new—maybe something a little less high-octane—that makes me feel that kind of excitement. Something that doesn’t involve monologuing villains and attempts on my life. I mean, some girls my age just do ceramics, you know?”

Ned nodded again. “Some girls your age like to hike.”

I leaned forward, glad he understood. “Some girls my age make charcuterie boards and post them on social media.”

Ned snorted. “I think you’re an old soul, Nancy.”

I leaned back again, thinking. “I just wish I could find something that made me think, ‘That’s it. That’s my new hobby.’ Something I am excited enough about to get outside my comfort zone, like you did.”

We were both quiet for a moment, thoughtful. After a minute or so, Ned sat up in his seat and pointed at my bag. “Aha!”

I looked down at my worn discount-store purse. It had a million pockets, which made me love it, and made Bess moan every time she saw it like she was looking at a grisly car accident. “Aha what?”

“You used to carry around a sketchbook, remember?” Ned asked. “For a while, you drew everything you saw.”

I remembered. “Oh right, that was when our art teacher was very big on ‘drawing from life.’ She wanted us to always be looking for subjects for our next painting.”

Ned pointed at me. “Your sketches were good, Nancy. I mean, really good. I said that at the time.”

I stared at him, thinking that over. My art teacher, Mrs. Zent, had been very complimentary. But I had been too busy sleuthing to really invest much time in making art.

“Maybe you could sign up for an art class?” Ned asked. “You’re allowed to take night classes at the university, I think.”

I sighed and shook my head. “I like the idea of making something with my hands, but sitting in front of a canvas or sketchbook for a couple of hours… I’m just not sure that’s it.”

Ned nodded, thinking, and then his eyes lit up. “What about the set?” he asked. “Bear is putting some of his own money into the production of Macbeth, on the condition that the university allows the whole community to participate. They’re looking for cast and crew members from the whole area, not just the university. And based on what he was saying at the audition, it sounds like it’s going to be pretty spectacular!”

I took in a breath, thinking that over. I imagined myself in the university auditorium, sounds of hammers and drills all around me, carefully painting details on a faux rock wall.

I could get a feel for stage production and watch Ned prepare for his role. Better yet, I could eavesdrop on the larger-than-life Bear Larouche, who sounded pretty fascinating. Maybe he was looking for story ideas for his next mystery-thriller film?

“I think… that’s a great idea, Ned.” I looked at my boyfriend and beamed. Plus, I thought, it will be nice to get some time to spend together. I felt like I was always traveling. It would be nice to stay put and just work on something with my boyfriend for once.

“Fantastic.” Ned smiled at me and pulled out his phone. “Here, I’ll forward you the call for help. Looks like they’re meeting for the first time during our first rehearsal tomorrow.”



The next day I cautiously entered the auditorium at Ned’s university, smiling nervously at anyone who met my eye. I found the doors that led to the audience seating area and went inside, taking in the huge stage, the rows and rows of velvet seats. This is where Ned will be performing, I thought, and felt a rush of new pride for him, seeing how big the audience would be. And then I tried to imagine the sets I would be working on from that day forward. I hoped they would be impressive and attention-grabbing, just like the acting.

There was a cluster of people down by the stage, Ned among them.

“Hey, Nance!” he called to me, waving, when I was about halfway down the sloping center aisle that led to the stage. “Looking for the crew?”

I paused, all eyes turning to me. It was weird: Ned already looked like he fit into this group of casually dressed students, most in track pants, T-shirts, and sweatshirts. A few of them smiled at me, most notably a girl with short platinum hair dyed with splotches of magenta. She had brown eyes and a wide smile, and wore a bright purple velour tracksuit.

“Is this your girlfriend?” she asked Ned.

“Yep!” Ned nodded. “Guys, this is Nancy, my better half. She’s hoping to work on the set crew.”

There was a chorus of awwwwws and a couple of “how sweets.” Now I was nearly at the foot of the stage, and the cluster of actors drew closer, all looking down at me with indulgent smiles.

“Hi, I’m Cassie,” the magenta-haired girl said. “I’m one of the witches.”

“I’m Simon,” a tall, slim boy with a slight British accent said. “I’ll be playing the lead.”

A few other people introduced themselves, giving me their first name and the part they were playing—too many to keep them all straight, really, though I tried to memorize some identifying details.

Eli, a smallish dark-haired boy, gestured to Ned and me and asked, “You guys live in the same dorm?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not actually a student here.”

“No?” Simon looked surprised. “You just wanted to help out?”

“I live in town,” I explained. “I kind of… have my own thing going on. But I’ve been wanting to do something artistic.”

“Me too,” Cassie said with a smile. “I work as a hairdresser in town. But I used to love acting in high school, and I heard Bear Larouche was directing. I figured I’d give this a try!”

I looked around the stage. Even though the auditions had been open to the community, most of the people were on the younger side, and I didn’t see anyone who seemed to be in charge. Certainly no one who fit the description of Bear Larouche. “Hey, is the director here?”

“Not yet,” Ned said, and I could read a little irritation in his seemingly calm gaze. “But he, uh, has a reputation for running late.”

“Like all creative geniuses,” Cassie put in. “It’s a left-brain thing, you know.”

I guess I’m right-brained, then. “Well, I guess I should find my set people,” I said, glancing backstage.

“Right, right, they’re already getting started backstage,” Simon said, pointing to the wings of the stage. “Just head back there and follow the loudest voice. That will lead you straight to Dale.”

I thanked them, paused to squeeze Ned’s hand, and then climbed up onto the stage and followed Simon’s directions.

The backstage area was dark and close, but sure enough, before I even left the stage I could hear a loud voice speaking.

“… so we’ll work in groups, and I can allow some choice in what group you’re part of, but not total, okay? Bear’s plans are very ambitious, and we’ll have to work as a team to pull this off. Now, can I get a show of hands for…”

I turned a corner and spotted a group of students clustered around an enormous redheaded guy who looked to be about Ned’s age. He wore vintage-looking horn-rimmed glasses and had a short, shaggy beard. The bearded guy paused as I made my way over.

“Oh, hello,” he said. “I’m Dale. Are you looking to volunteer for the crew?”

Again, I cringed a little inside as all eyes turned to me. But I tried to put on a brave face. “I am,” I said. “Um, I’m Nancy.”

“Hi, Nancy.” Dale smiled at me, a whole-face smile that looked sincere. But then his face darkened. “Listen, I’m asking everyone this. Are you sure?”

I frowned. “Sure… about?”

“About joining the crew,” Dale said, gesturing to the students around him. “I feel I should warn you, Bear Larouche is… well. He has a reputation for being challenging. He has a very clear vision, you know?”

I nodded along, then realized Dale was looking for an answer from me. “Okay. Sure.”

Dale held up his hands, splaying his fingers and wiggling them. “What I’m saying is, it might get a little weird. It might get a little wild. It might be stressful back here, trying to create this dude’s vision. From my early meetings with Bear, I can tell you, what he wants will not be easy to achieve. So I guess what I’m asking you is, are you willing to go a little nuts trying to make this dude happy?”

I was quiet for a few seconds, wondering, who was this dude? If Bear Larouche asked for unreasonable things, why did no one just say, Hey, that’s unreasonable? Wasn’t that how the world worked for the rest of us? But then I remembered what Cassie had said about his lateness… Like all creative geniuses. Did Bear Larouche get some kind of genius pass to do whatever he wanted? And what did that bode for Ned?

Dale seemed to note my hesitation. “I will say this,” he said, lifting a finger toward the ceiling. “If any part of you thinks that you might like to do more of this, that you might have a future in stage production, it will absolutely kill to have on your résumé that you worked for Bear Larouche. And he does have a track record of hiring students he worked with on his movies and professional productions, if you make a good impression.” Dale paused and grinned at me. “Which I’m hoping to do.”

Huh. I wasn’t sure, of course, but I would guess that my chances of working on a film production with Bear Larouche were low. My parameters for success here, personally, were just being able to paint a tree that looked like a tree. But now I was seriously intrigued. And besides, with no mystery on the docket, I had the time.

“I’m in,” I said, smiling.

“Great.” Dale looked pleased. “Now, let me just get…” He walked over to a small cubby area where people had hung coats and backpacks and pulled out a rolled-up piece of paper. “If you guys want to come to the table over here, I’ll show you…”

We all huddled around the table, taking a look at the paper. It looked like a rough set design, and if I were to describe it, I guess it would be… New York City meets Gotham meets the Las Vegas Strip? I wasn’t sure what any of it had to do with Macbeth, but it did look pretty cool. I pointed to a bright pink sign that hung across the back of the stage. “Is that…?”

“Neon, yeah,” Dale replied tightly. “At least, that’s what Bear wants it to look like. Unless any of you are secretly electrical engineering majors, we might have to get creative.”

I nodded. Bess, George, and I had recently gone to a wedding in Vegas. The lights on the Strip were amazing, but whether we could recreate that in the auditorium? Well, I was willing to try.

For a few minutes, Dale went over his ideas for building the city Bear had in mind. Most of it would be plywood cutouts, layered over each other to give the impression of different buildings. And behind them, a painted drop cloth to look like the rest of the city in the distance. A few crew members gave suggestions for how to try things a little differently, using a variety of materials or lights to mimic various effects. The more we talked, the more excited I got. This was going to be a challenge… but a fun one. And one that was completely different from anything else I’d worked on.

After a few minutes—I couldn’t tell you whether it was five or twenty—we heard a shout from the stage.

“What do you mean you don’t have your scripts printed?!”

Our conversation stopped dead as we all looked curiously at Dale. He raised his eyebrows to the sky and mouthed, Bear.

I gestured to the stage, and Dale nodded. Slowly, we all crept back to the wings to get a look at the infamous director.

What I saw did not disappoint. There, in the middle of the stage, stood a stout man of maybe fifty years. He was short, only reaching Ned’s armpits, and round, with wide, startled-looking brown eyes and a neat, short brown beard. Most notable, though, was his clothing. He was swathed in crushed purple velvet. He wore a voluminous velvet cloak over tight black pants, and his squarish head was topped with a velvet beret. A cluster of bright, multicolored rhinestones were affixed just over his right eyebrow.

He was standing facing the cast, his right arm raised, his finger pointed in accusation. “I suppose,” he said, in a voice much louder than I would have expected from a smallish person, “now is a good time to go over my expectations!”

He began pacing back and forth, his cloak billowing around him. “First! You will come to rehearsal with a binder holding the entire script, with your lines highlighted in green highlighter—not yellow, I despise yellow! Second! You will be ready to begin work as soon as I arrive! I abhor small talk and do not want to know what soirees you attended this weekend! Understand?”

The actors looked at one another nervously. I could see panic building in Ned’s eyes.

“Yes?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Okay, jefe.”

Bear raised an eyebrow. “The proper response is, ‘Yes, Director!’ For that is what I am! I will direct your actions upon this stage, and you will address me with respect! Outside the theater, you may call me ‘Bear.’ Understood?”

This time they all chorused as one. “Yes, Director!”

Bear nodded a sort of that will do nod. “Very well. My vision for this production is a bit unorthodox. We will be using the original text with a modern interpretation. This may change, but right now I’m thinking: everyone in business suits. You’ll all need to be fitted; the fit is very important.” He paused. “Are you familiar with theater superstitions?”

Simon, the British student who was playing Macbeth, stepped forward. “I believe… you cannot say… well, you know.” He looked sheepish as he glanced at Bear for confirmation.

I looked at Dale. “What’s he talking about?” I whispered.

Dale’s eyes widened a tiny bit. “The name of the play,” he said, as if he couldn’t believe I didn’t know.

I stared at him. “Mac—”

But I wasn’t able to get the whole word out before Dale reached out and clamped his hand over my mouth. “Shhhh! Seriously! You can’t!”

Bear had started speaking again, and I looked back at the stage, nonplussed.

“… it will always be referred to as ‘the Scottish play,’ ” he was saying. “To call it anything else could bring untold horrors onto this production. There are other rules we must adhere to: no whistling backstage. No peacock feathers onstage. No blue in the costumes. And this is one I came up with, but: absolutely no Skittles within ten yards of the theater. Do you understand?!”

The actors looked at one another curiously. I imagined some of the more seasoned thespians had heard these before—minus the Skittles—but Ned looked like he’d stepped into an alternate universe.

“Yes, Director!” Simon said assuredly, and the rest of the cast all echoed him.

“Yes, Director!”

“Yes, Director!”

“I don’t even like Skittles!”

Bear nodded, looking satisfied. “Very well,” he said again. “And in case any of you are thinking that this is a harmless quirk of mine, that you can simply fake it, dancing around with peacock feathers when I’m not around, secretly wearing blue underwear… let me assure you that this is very real. Almost all my productions have adhered to these rules, except for one….” He paused, raising his cloak to push out his left leg. All at once, I realized it was a prosthetic. Bear’s voice rose to a scream. “AND THAT’S HOW THIS HAPPENED!” he exclaimed. “NO MORE QUESTIONS! REHEARSAL IS DISMISSED FOR TODAY!”

With a swirl of his cloak, Bear clomped down the steps from the stage and strode purposefully through the auditorium to the doors. Light poured in as he pushed them open, rendering him in silhouette.

Then he was gone.

All the actors frowned at one another, clearly confused. I looked at Ned, who looked like he’d seen a ghost. Then I glanced back at Dale. “Are we… ah…”

Dale looked pretty startled as well. But when I asked, he shook his head as if to clear it and seemed to go back to his easygoing self. “The crew might as well call it a day too,” he said. “We have a lot to think about already.”

A few minutes later, Ned walked me to my car in the parking lot. His eyes were unfocused. He looked like he was trying to make sense of the unsensible.

As we reached my car, I turned to face him and he lifted his gaze to mine. “Do you think he was serious about…?” he said.

“His leg?” I asked, shaking my head. “I don’t know. How could he lose his leg because of someone wearing blue, or holding a feather, or—”

“Saying ‘Macbeth,’ ” Ned finished, looking confused.

I touched his arm. “Ned, don’t say it.”

“But it doesn’t make any sense, Nancy.” Ned looked at me beseechingly. “Why would saying the title of the play bring bad luck? It’s just… the title of the play. And the main character!”

My poor, poor rational boyfriend. “I think,” I said, “whatever we believe… it’s clear that Bear is all-in on these superstitions. And he seems like the type to kick you out of his production for not following his rules. So maybe… we should all get used to not saying it?”

Ned nodded. “I guess you’re right, Nancy,” he agreed, “but it’s not going to be easy. Anyway, did you enjoy your first meeting with the crew? Do you think you’ll stay on?”

“Absolutely,” I said, leaning in to kiss his cheek before I pressed the button on my fob to open the door. “I can’t wait to see what happens next!”




CHAPTER THREE [image: ] The Savant

“ISN’T THIS AMAZING?” BESS GINGERLY held up a stained-glass object. It was a three-dimensional star, and the glass had all different colors and textures. Looking into it was like looking into a rainbow, or maybe the northern lights? Either way, it was stunning. “I would never come up with something like that.”

“That’s because every artiste has their own vision, cuz,” George said, taking the star from Bess and carefully peering through it. “Wow. Unreal!”

I saw an older woman with long, curly gray hair turn around from her conversation across the booth. “I’m glad you like it,” she said with a warm smile. “I call it Haley’s Comet. I’m Haley.”

“I love it,” I told Haley. “It’s like looking into another world!”

Haley’s smile widened, and she touched her heart as she turned back to a conversation with a family that was trying to pick out a stained-glass window for their kitchen. George carefully set down the comet, and we moved on to the next booth in the row.

It was Saturday, a couple of days after Ned’s first rehearsal, and I had met Bess and George at Payton Park for an outdoor art festival. The rows of artists’ booths stretched all across the soccer field, filled with ceramics, photographs, paintings, drawings, jewelry, needlecrafts, and almost anything else you could imagine making art out of.

A few booths later, George and I lingered at the entrance while Bess bought a couple of cute stickers for her laptop.

“This is really inspiring,” I said to George, looking around. “The things people think to create! Some of it is really spectacular.”

George nodded, pulling a hand-knit beanie with a bear motif out of the bag she was holding and putting it on. “I fully agree,” she said. “This is the hat I’ve always wanted and never knew existed. Hey, that reminds me. How did your crew meeting for Macbeth go?”

I involuntarily cringed when she said the title of the play.

George frowned. “Are you okay? Did I say something wrong?”

“No, no, it’s…” I sighed, feeling silly. “It’s a theater superstition, I guess. You never say the title of the play when you’re in a production of Macbeth. Instead, you call it ‘the Scottish play.’ And the director, Bear Larouche, is really serious about theater superstitions.”

George raised an eyebrow. “Bear Larouche. Why do I know that name?”

“Have you seen Melancholy Meadows?” I asked. “He directs art films, and that’s his most recent one. It got really good reviews and won some awards.”

George looked dubious. “Seriously? It was the weirdest movie I’ve ever seen.”

I bumped her hip with mine. “But, like, artistically weird.”

Bess walked up with her stickers. “What are we talking about?” she asked.

George linked her arm through Bess’s and walked toward the green space in the middle of the rows of booths, where a few people sat at picnic tables, eating pizza that a couple of ladies were selling out of a converted school bus. I followed, sniffing hungrily.

“Nancy is telling us about the weird dictator director that Ned’s working with on Macbeth,” George said. When I cringed again at the title, she gave me a stern look. “Nance, we’re nowhere near the theater, and I haven’t set foot in a rehearsal. I’m sure it’s fine.”

But Bess wasn’t paying attention. Her gaze was fixed on a microphone at the far end of the green, where a couple a little older than us was performing, her singing, him playing the guitar. “Ooh! Guys! Look!”

We looked. “Ah… yeah?” George asked.

Bess reached out to point at a sign to the right of the performers. “Look there!”

OPEN MIC SIGN-UPS.

George shot me a panicked look. “Uh…”

Bess was beaming.

“Are you… thinking of performing?” I asked. “Are you sure? Do you feel… confident?”

Bess nodded happily. “I mean, of course I’m nervous. But doing things that make you scared is good for you, isn’t it?”

I looked at George. “Yes…?”

Before we could say anything else, Bess ran for the sign-up sheet. George and I exchanged shrugs and ran after her.

“Ohhh,” Bess was saying, looking down at the sheet with disappointment. All the slots were booked, all the way up to six o’clock that evening.

But just as she began to turn away, a tall older man in a cowboy hat approached and touched her arm. “Are you looking to perform?” he asked.

“I was hoping to,” Bess told him, pouting a bit.

He reached over and crossed out a name in the next slot. “Take my place,” he encouraged her. “I just got a call from my wife that my grandson showed up for a surprise visit. I can’t miss that!” He handed Bess the pen, and she grinned and wrote her name over his.

“Thank you!” she called, as he turned and hurried toward the parking lot. “Thank you so much!”

I tapped the list with my finger. “Ah, it looks like you’re up in five, Bess. Are you ready? You don’t have your guitar.”

“That’s fine.” Bess shrugged. “I’ll just sing a cappella.”

George shot a look at me as if to telegraph, Danger! Danger! But what could I say? Bess looked thrilled.

I didn’t want my friend to embarrass herself. But who was I to stop her from taking a risk?

George began nervously gnawing on her thumbnail but said nothing. I sensed she felt the same way.

All too soon the couple that was performing finished up their last song and thanked the crowd to scattered applause. A woman with long dark hair and a gray streak in front stepped up to the microphone. “Thank you to the Statlers! Who do we have next?”

Bess walked up to the mic, her cheeks flushed. “Ah, that’s me. Hello, everyone! I’m Bess Marvin.”

It was, after all, an art festival, so the majority of the people around were distracted by shopping, eating, watching their kids, or just enjoying a chat in the sunshine. But a few people clapped and waved. Bess took a deep breath and launched into the song she’d sung us at her house earlier.

At an angle Bess couldn’t see, George grabbed my hand. I squeezed hers and we stayed that way for a few minutes, white-knuckling it through Bess’s performance. I would be lying if I said it was great. It was… not great. Bess’s voice broke on the high notes, and she kind of mumbled through the second verse. I heard some people laughing behind us, but I couldn’t be sure they were laughing at Bess. I couldn’t help but glance at the people sitting at the picnic tables. At least a couple of them were whispering to each other and looking at Bess with confusion or amusement. A little girl, about five years old, was sitting on the grass and staring at Bess with open-mouthed horror.

After what felt like lifetimes, the song ended.

“Thank you, folks,” Bess called, and then paused, clearly waiting for a reaction. One person clapped, and George and I shook ourselves out of our stupor and began clapping wildly.

An older man sitting near the mic let out a whoop. “Great song!” he yelled. “Way to take a chance, kiddo!”

Bess’s cheeks flushed darker. She nodded her thanks and then quickly stepped away from the mic, toward us. I looked at George, concerned. I held out my hands for a hug, thinking Bess would need some consolation after that reaction… or lack thereof… But Bess barreled toward us with a huge smile. “You guys!” she cried. “Did you hear that? The crowd loved me!”

I could see George open her mouth and then snap it shut immediately, stopping herself.

“It’s great,” I said, leaning toward Bess. “Good for you for being brave!”

But George was watching me as I pulled Bess into a hug. We have to tell her, she mouthed from behind Bess’s back.



A few hours later, I was at our next stage crew meeting, holding a huge four-by-four against another plank of wood. Eventually, I was told, these would become the brightly lit skyline of the set. For now, it was just some wood with glue on it.

“Are we doing this right?” I asked the boy I was working with, an artsy-looking kid with a red Mohawk named Ricky.

“That’s what he said, right?” he asked. “We put the glue on, hold it together long enough for it to dry, then we do the screws.”

From the lost look on his face, I had the feeling Ricky had about as much experience in construction as I did. “Okay, should I let go?”

“Yeah, let’s try it.”

I let go. CLUNK! There was a massively loud sound as the pieces fell apart and clattered to the ground.

Ricky looked at the wood on the floor and frowned. Then he looked past me and suddenly shouted, “DALE!”

I turned around. Dale was walking by on his way to help out some kids who were building a wire structure that would become a witches’ cauldron. He looked over at us and smiled.

He walked over and surveyed the pieces on the ground. “Ah, didn’t work, huh?”

“No,” Ricky said, looking nonplussed.

Dale knelt down to pick up the pieces and looked at the spots of glue. “Yeah, you guys didn’t use enough glue, that’s all. You need to really slather it. Also, it’s a little easier if you do this on the floor.”

The corners of Ricky’s mouth drooped. He looked over at the cauldron group sort of longingly.

“Tell you what,” Dale, said, getting to his feet. “Ricky, you take my place over with the wire. Nancy and I can finish this up.”

Ricky’s eyes brightened and he hightailed it over to the other group. Dale looked at me.

“Okay,” he said. “You take the board this time, I’ll hold the four-by-four. And we’re going to be very liberal with the glue.”

A short time later, we were holding the wood pieces together with our feet, waiting for the glue to dry. It seemed like a good opportunity to learn more about Dale… and what he might know about Bear Larouche. I smiled at him. “So what’s your deal?” I asked.

Dale chuckled. “My deal?” he said. “Well, I guess I’m your classic theater kid. Wouldn’t know it to look at me, would you?”

I looked him over. His rust-colored hair flopped out a little wildly from the top of his head, and he wore what looked like a vintage flannel shirt with canvas cargo pants and suspenders. “Not really,” I said honestly. “I would peg you more as… Paul Bunyan?”

Dale cracked up, and I started laughing too.

“This is my ‘crew’ look,” Dale explained. “What a dork, right? I’m trying to dress the part of a guy who works with his hands. I actually bought this shirt on eBay specifically to wear to crew meetings. I guess I’m kind of method.”

“So you’re an actor?” I asked.

“Normally, yeah,” Dale said, nodding. “I… think we can let go now.”

I raised my eyebrows, but when he nodded, I cautiously let go of the board and backed away. This time, the two pieces stayed together.

“Great,” Dale said. “Let’s get the drill and get this puppy screwed together.”

As we worked, I asked him about his previous productions.

“Oh, I played King Lear a couple seasons ago, I played Harold Hill in The Music Man…. I played Javert in Les Misérables.”

“So you sing, too?” I knew that The Music Man and Les Misérables were musicals. Bess had actually tortured George and me by singing “On My Own” from Les Miz at every sleepover we had in middle school.

Looking back, maybe we should have realized she liked to sing?

Dale nodded as he adjusted the drill. “Yeah, you kind of have to as a theater major. I mean, you don’t have to, but it limits the roles you can audition for otherwise.” He turned on the drill and gave it a couple of test runs. Whirr! Whirr!

“So why didn’t you audition for… the Scottish play?” I asked as he drove in a screw.

“I wanted to give the other actors a chance to shine,” Dale said, pulling back to review his handiwork. “I mean, that sounds snotty. If I’m being honest, I…” He looked around as if making sure no one was nearby, then dropped his voice to a whisper. “I’ve heard some negative things about Bear Larouche, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to be directed by him.”

He adjusted his stance and grabbed another screw as I leaned in to hold the structure straight. “Really?” I asked. “How bad? My boyfriend Ned is playing Malcolm, and it’s his first play.”

“Oh yeah, I thought he looked new.” Dale drove the screw in, then frowned. “I mean, he’ll probably be fine. Bear’s a genius. Have you seen these?” He put down the drill, pulled a phone out of his pocket, and scrolled through the photos. Then he showed the screen to me, sliding through a few shots from what looked like theater productions.

“This is his Death of a Salesman in Ann Arbor. This is Medea in Chicago—there were rumors that it could have transferred to off-Broadway, but Bear didn’t want to commit to it.”

I looked at the photos. They were all visually fascinating. The light effects, the costumes, the sets… in one, a woman wore a tight evening gown covered with coils of what looked like metal cables. They were woven in with her long red hair, too. She looked directly at the camera with heavily lined, stunningly blue eyes.

“Wow,” I breathed. “But… what stopped you from wanting to work with him?”

Dale’s eyes darkened, but then he shook his head. “It’s… gossip, really. Who knows if it’s true? But Bear has a reputation for being hard on his actors, especially female actors. There’s this rumor that just won’t die about how he started dating his lead actress in a production of Medea, and—”

I scrunched up my face. “Dating?” I asked. “When she was a student and he was…”

Dale waved his hand. “Oh, no. This was a community theater production a few years back, so she wasn’t a student. Still, though, it’s not exactly cool in the theater community. There’s a big power imbalance between the director and one of the actors. And word has it”—he pushed out a whistly sigh—“he took advantage of that power imbalance.”

Gross. I hated to hear about men taking advantage of their status. And I hated to think of Ned working closely with someone who would do that. “How so?”

Dale waved his hand to indicate a lot of things. “Well, it’s all kind of her word against his. But she claims that when she broke it off with him, he started being really nasty toward her on-set. He would mock her interpretation of the character and insist that she stay behind for private rehearsals, where he would have her do all these weird, nonsensical-seeming ‘exercises.’ She said it seemed like he was just trying to exert control over her.”

“That doesn’t sound great.” I frowned. “But wouldn’t some of this have happened in front of the rest of the cast? What did they say?”

“Well, some backed up her story, some said they never saw anything like that.” Dale shrugged. “It was like they split evenly between supporting her and supporting Bear. So there wasn’t enough evidence to file a formal complaint. Still, the rumors follow him.”

I tried to process that. So maybe Bear was a horrible person—or at least, an insecure one with no boundaries? Or maybe he was fine? And here we all were, helping him on his production?

Dale looked at me sympathetically. “You look like I just told you Santa isn’t real.”

“Don’t say that.” I shook my head. “I guess… it’s just a lot to take in.”

He put his phone back in his pocket and grabbed another screw. “Don’t take it as gospel, Nancy. Us theater people, we love our gossip. And do I think Bear would have mistreated me on-set? No, not really. There are way more actors who claim to have good experiences with him than bad.” He paused to drive in the screw. Whirrrr! Then he stepped back. “I really just wanted a break, and to avoid frustration, and to get experience leading a crew. So here I am.”

Huh. Well, clearly I was going to have to keep an eye on Bear. “Do you know whether he was telling the truth about his leg?” I asked urgently. “Did he really lose it in some kind of theater accident?”

Dale looked at me, eyes wide. “I had never heard that story in my life before the other day.”

Well, I thought, as we finished up the structure, I guess maybe I will have a mystery to solve on this set: What kind of person is Bear Larouche, really?



After a few minutes, Dale had the crew take a break. We all sat in the auditorium, eating some granola bars someone had found backstage and watching the rehearsal.

As it happened, it looked like Bear was working one-on-one with Ned.

Ned held his script binder open, resting it against his chest as he took a deep breath and recited:


“This murderous shaft that’s shot

Hath not yet lighted, and our safest way

Is to avoid the aim. Therefore, to horse;

And let us not be dainty of leave-taking,

But shift away: there’s warrant in that theft

Which steals itself, when there’s no mercy left.”



For a moment, when he finished, Bear only stared at Ned. I could see panic slowly lighting in Ned’s eyes. But then Bear lifted his hands and gave one loud, deliberate clap. Then another. Then another.

Ned’s fear turned to pure joy as he beamed at the director.

“That was brilliant, my boy,” Bear said. “I so enjoy your subtle take on the role. You don’t over-emote, or ham it up, like some…” He gestured vaguely toward the other side of the stage, where a few cast members, including Simon and Eli, were lounging. “You just get at the heart of the dialogue. It’s a very naturalistic approach. May I ask where you’ve studied?”

Ned, who had seen me come in with the rest of the crew, shot me a quick OMG! look of joy before turning back to Bear. “Ah, honestly, sir, I haven’t studied at all. This is my first play!”

Bear shook his head admiringly. “Remarkable. A savant!”

Ned let out a happy chuckle. “Yeah, I just saw a poster for the play on my way to calculus. I asked my girlfriend, ‘Should I audition for Macbeth?’ and she said—”

But Bear’s face had turned to stone. For a moment, it was like all the air had been sucked out of the auditorium. Ned looked confused at Bear’s sudden change of expression. Then…

“SILENCE!!” Bear screamed, pointing at Ned as though he were a fire-breathing dragon set on burning down the house. I stared at him, startled. What did Ned do?

Ned still looked confused, but then, in seconds, horrified. “Oh no. I said… I called it… Oh no. I just… Listen, I didn’t mean to…”

That’s when it hit me.

Ned had said Macbeth. Here. During rehearsal.

Oh no!

“That’s quite enough out of you!” Bear shouted, dropping his hand and looking up into the rafters like he was expecting meteors to rain down. Even the other actors were looking scared now. A couple of them stood, looking around the stage like they, too, were convinced that Ned’s slipup meant certain doom.

I glanced over at Dale, who was seated a row ahead of me. His mouth hung open and his granola bar had dropped into his lap.

“You have disrespected my most important rule!” Bear went on, turning back to Ned with a look of horror and disgust. “You have said the name of the Scottish play out loud, in the theater!”

Ned was shaking his head. “I didn’t… I didn’t mean to…”

Bear pointed at him again. “You, sir, are no savant! You are an amateur! You have disrespected this theater, and all of us!”

Ned cleared his throat. He looked so crushed, I wanted to run up onstage and hug him. “I… would you like me to leave?” he asked in a small voice.

Bear whisked his velvet cloak around and turned toward the stairs. “What would be the point of leaving a production that’s been halted?” he asked. As the other actors groaned and let out cries of alarm, he went on, “I see no point in continuing to mount a play that has been cursed. My darling cast, thank Ned here for scuppering your opportunity to shine. Bear Larouche, OUT!”

He walked haltingly down the steps, and then up the aisle toward the exit, velvet swinging behind him. It seemed his dramatic exit was taking longer than anticipated. The actors and crew began shouting questions at him.

“Are you mad?” Simon, the British student who was playing Macbeth.

“What about our academic credit?” Noah, a theater major playing Donalbain.

“Are you seriously shutting this whole thing down?” Dale, who stood up to turn and shout at Bear as he neared the doors. “What about the money we’ve spent? What about your contract with the university?”

Bear made no reply. He didn’t even turn around.

A short time later, the doors swung shut behind him, and we were left in silence.




CHAPTER FOUR [image: ] Bess’s First Gig

NO NEWS ABOUT THE PLAY, Ned texted me two days later, as I arrived at the Veterans of Foreign Wars hall, where Bess’s mom’s fundraiser for the animal shelter was taking place the next night. Bess and George were already there, setting up.

Before I could respond, another text arrived from Ned: [image: ]

My heart ached for him. Ned had to be pretty upset to use an emoji.

We had gone from the halted rehearsal to our favorite pizza place, where I tried to comfort him, saying that his slipup had been an honest mistake. Ned agreed, but also wondered whether it was a sign he wasn’t cut out for acting. I tried to tell him it was just bad luck, but I could tell he was taking it hard.

The more I thought about the incident, the angrier I got with Bear Larouche. What kind of behavior was that, anyway? “Macbeth” was just a word!

“How’s Ned doing?” Bess asked me brightly as I grabbed some tablecloths and began spreading them on tables.

I sighed. “Not great, honestly. He thinks this is a sign he should give up acting.”

“That’s terrible,” Bess said, and George nodded sympathetically. “No one should give up something that brings them joy just because someone tells them to!”

George pulled out her phone. “It’s crazy to me. Like, are theater superstitions really that big of a deal?” She began typing furiously.

Bess raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you doing an internet search, cuz?”

George finished typing. “I’m searching for any stories about bad things happening when people broke theater superstitions.” With one hand, she placed a centerpiece on the table I’d just covered, then looked at her phone. “Oh, here we go!”

Bess looked at me and shook her head minutely. George was so fast on her phone, she could have an answer to anything within seconds.

“Oh, this is interesting,” George said. “The playwright Lynn Nottage claims she said the name of the Scottish play onstage, and the next day her mother died.”

“What?” Bess scoffed. “That has to be a coincidence!”

“And there’s a writer-director who said Macbeth on the set of her movie to taunt a superstitious actor,” George added. “During the next scene, one of the lights burst.”

I shook my head. “I mean, that just sounds like bad luck.”

George read for a few seconds more, then locked her phone and put it back in her pocket. “Maybe it was, or maybe there were some supernatural forces at work. Anyway. I’m just saying, it sounds like a lot of people are really serious about this superstition. It’s not just Bear Larouche.”

I sighed, heading back to the kitchen to get more tablecloths. “It just seems kind of extreme to cancel the whole production.”

When I’d grabbed the tablecloths and returned, George and Bess were both watching me with concerned expressions. “It must be disappointing for you, too, Nancy,” Bess said. “I know you were enjoying your work on the set.”

I slung a tablecloth over a nearby table and shrugged. “I guess maybe Ned’s right and this is a sign I should sign up for a pottery class or something instead.”

“That’s a great idea!” Bess grinned. “Keep that artistic energy flowing. Nancy. I know I’m trying to. In fact… I think I’m ready to take the next step with my singing-songwriting.” She looked up at us eagerly, clearly expecting enthusiasm.

“Oh?” I said, looking at George uncertainly. Despite what she had mouthed to me after the art festival, neither one of us had spoken to Bess about her singing, at least as far as I knew.

“What… does that mean, Bess?” George asked haltingly.

Bess turned to her with bright eyes. “I convinced my mother to let me perform some songs at the event tomorrow night.” She stopped and nodded, like maybe she thought we wouldn’t believe her. “Yeah. Really.”

“You did?” I cried, and then realized that my voice probably sounded alarmed. I tried to soften my tone. “I mean… how many songs? Like, you’re going to sing up onstage?” Do people have the option not to hear them? I added silently.

“Yep, right up there!” Bess replied, pointing to the stage at one end of the large room. “I’ll have a mic and a spotlight and everything. Maybe some musical enjoyment will encourage people to donate more!”

I glanced at George and could tell she was thinking the same thing I was: What if it persuades them to donate less?

What if they leave?

But it seemed like neither of us were brave enough to make more than vaguely encouraging sounds. If Bess noticed our lack of enthusiasm, she didn’t show it.

An hour or so later, the hall was all set up and looking fabulous. Bess called her mom to come see our handiwork and take her home, and George and I headed out to the parking lot so I could drive her home.

As soon as I pulled out of the parking space, she began speaking urgently.

“Nancy. We have to say something to her, don’t we? I mean, singing at an open mic at a casual art fair is one thing. But these people will have paid for their seats! These are fancy people!”

I chuckled. “Ah, okay. Are fancy people’s ears more sensitive or something?”

George gave me a look. “Come on, you know what I mean. They paid for their tickets, and Bess’s mom is planning on asking for even more donations while they’re there. If their ears start bleeding, they’re a lot less likely to reach for their pocketbooks!”

I sighed. “Oh, George, her voice isn’t that bad.” Is it? I wondered silently. I was having trouble remembering exactly how bad the sour notes were. “We all used to sing karaoke at our sleepovers and no one suffered permanent hearing damage. Remember Bess’s Les Miz phase?”

“Nancy, you know as well as I do that ‘On my Own’ is more about emotion than vocal talent,” George replied coolly. “And no paid donors were forced to listen to our sleepover concerts.”

“Okay.” I looked at her, trying a new tactic. “You’re right. You should tell her.”

George looked stunned, like a deer in the headlights. After a moment, she blurted, seemingly ignoring what I’d said, “And what if she embarrasses herself? Nancy, she could be scarred for life!”

“Bess?” I asked. “Come on, you know your cousin. There is no more resilient person on earth. I don’t think she even noticed the negative reactions at the art fair, did she?”

George took in a deep breath through her nose and sat back in her seat. For a few seconds, neither of us said anything.

Finally I persisted, “So tell her, George. This clearly concerns you a lot. Tell her!”

George gave me a wounded look. “It doesn’t concern you?”

“It… does,” I admitted. “But…”

“So you tell her!” George insisted. “It’ll be easier to take in coming from you, Nancy. You’re more even-keeled. I’m likely to tell her she sounds like a dying walrus on the low notes and a dying cat on the high notes.”

I winced. “Well, don’t tell her that.”

“That’s just the thing,” George said. “I’m more blunt than you. I don’t know what’s going to come out of my mouth.”

I remained quiet for a minute or so, thinking this over. I tried to imagine pulling Bess aside and crushing her dream. Finally I said, “I just can’t, George. I am worried, but not enough to possibly shatter Bess. She seems so happy about this hobby!”

George sighed. “I know,” she said in a small voice. “I don’t think I have the heart to tell her either. But I am still worried she’ll get hurt.”

We had arrived at George’s house. I pulled over to the curb. “I’ll keep thinking about it, okay? Maybe we can come up with a solution that prevents the impromptu concert, but doesn’t crush Bess’s spirit?”

George opened the door and climbed out, then turned to give me a listless nod. “I hope so,” she said. “I just… can’t see it right now.”

We said our goodbyes, and as she turned to walk into her house, my phone lit up with an alert. I had received two texts—one from Ned and one from Dale. They were exactly the same.

The play’s back on!! Rehearsal tomorrow at 2.

I felt flooded with relief—and a little excitement.

Bess wasn’t the only one enjoying her new hobby. The next stage for the set piece I was working on was painting, which was way more in my wheelhouse than construction.

I couldn’t wait to get back to work!




CHAPTER FIVE [image: ] Assuaging the Theater Gods

THE NEXT DAY, NED AND I were back in the auditorium. When we first arrived, Bear wasn’t there, and all the actors and crew sort of shuffled around, looking at each other awkwardly. I could see some of the cast glancing Ned’s way and then nudging or whispering to each other. Ned turned bright pink and spent a lot of time staring at the floor. I tried to stare them down, but few caught my eye.

After about ten minutes the doors to the auditorium flew open and we heard footsteps in the lobby, then Bear appeared at the top of the center aisle. Today his outfit was mustard-yellow crushed velvet, his cloak bedazzled with purple and green rhinestones. He wore a sort of velvet turban on his head with a turkey feather jutting up from the center. It bobbed purposefully as he strode to the stage.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced just before he reached the stage, “after much deliberation, and consultation with the bursar’s office at the university, I have decided to proceed with this production.”

I caught Ned’s eye. So he couldn’t get out of his contract. I knew the bursar’s office was responsible for the university’s finances, so it sure sounded like they weren’t willing to pay him if he walked away.

Bear cleared this throat. “I have cleansed the auditorium by burning sage and brought in a spiritual healer to help drive out any angry presences. In addition, there are a few traditional cleansing rituals that the actor who spoke the offending word can perform.” He gave Ned a stern look.

Ned got to his feet. “I mean, sure! Er… what… are they?”

“First, you have to leave the theater,” Bear explained, walking Ned back to the lobby and then—I could tell from the doors opening and closing—outside. A minute or so later, the doors opened again and Bear led Ned back down the aisle.

“Now, you will need to spin around three times,” Bear instructed.

Ned’s eyebrows shot up, but he quickly obeyed. “Ah… sure.” A bit awkwardly, he spun around once, then twice, then three times. “Is that it?”

“In the interest of being overcautious,” Bear replied, “I would like you to also spit over your left shoulder.”

Ned looked startled. “Like… right on the floor?”

“You can then clean it up,” Bear said. “But the spitting is the important part.”

Ned glanced at me, and I could see he was not super comfortable with this. “Ah… okay.” In one quick motion, he spit over his left shoulder. Then he immediately knelt to dig a tissue out of his backpack and clean it up.

Bear nodded. “Very well. I hope this will assuage the theater gods. Now, let’s get on with the show!”

Dale stood up and asked a few of the stronger crew members to help him drag the few large set pieces we had finished out of storage. He told the rest of us to “sit tight” for a moment. I was only too happy to oblige, because it gave me an opportunity to keep an eye on the rehearsals—and Ned.

But Bear brushed right by my boyfriend and announced that he would like to start by working with the actresses playing the witches. Three women stepped forward, including Cassie, who I’d met at the first rehearsal. All three had their script binders in hand. As Bear began talking with them animatedly, I looked over at Ned. He was sitting, forlorn, on the edge of the stage. A small cluster of actors had moved to the front row of seats, but none of them looked in his direction.

Poor Ned. I tried to shoot him an encouraging smile. He just nodded in response.

Bear stepped back and the witches began reading their scene.

They were still reading from the script, but I could tell that all three were talented. Cassie, the First Witch, seemed to have the most lines, and she really made them shine. While the other two spoke quickly, still sounding as if they were reading at times, Cassie slowed down, changing her whole face and body language as she recited lines describing what she wanted to do to a sailor’s greedy wife. Her voice took on a gritty quality, and her expression was calm, almost patient, but with an underlying sense of chaotic evil.


“Here I have a pilot’s thumb,

Wracked as homeward he did come.”



I shivered. Wow, she’s good!

When they got to the end of the scene, Bear moved in, saying that he had notes for the Second Witch and the Third Witch. Things they could discuss to get to the heart of their characters. But then he turned to Cassie.

“I must say, that was remarkable. There are some tweaks we could make, but you clearly have a lot of raw talent. You remind me of someone, though I can’t quite put my finger on it. Katharine Hepburn? Meryl Streep, perhaps?”

Cassie shook her head, smiling. “Oh, wow! Thank you!”

Bear’s face softened into a broad smile. “Thank yourself, my dear. I think we may have a new star in this production!”

Cassie looked thrilled, but I couldn’t help looking over at Ned. Just days ago, Bear was saying the same kind of flattering things to him, and now Bear would hardly look at him. Ned sighed, then pulled out his binder and began studying his script.

That’s so Ned—to put his head down and concentrate on working harder.

At that moment, Dale appeared at the edge of the stage. “Crew! We’re ready for you back here! Let the painting begin!”

I headed backstage and soon lost myself in the task of painting a faux skyscraper to look like the Chrysler Building in New York—one of my favorite buildings anywhere. I worked with a student named Hazan, who was a very talented artist, and soon we were laughing and geeking out over how good the set piece was looking. After an hour or so, we finished the first coat, and Dale came by and proclaimed it “a masterpiece.”

“You two work well together,” he said. “I’m very impressed! Why don’t you go take a quick break while I find something else for you to work on?”

Hazan and I headed out into the audience seats, where he dug into his backpack and produced three home-baked chocolate chip cookies. “Want one?”

“Definitely!” I took one eagerly. “Did you bake these?”

He chuckled. “No, the dining hall has them every Tuesday. They’re my weakness.”

“Yeah, I love the peanut butter ones,” I said.

Hazan nodded seriously, widening his eyes. “It is very difficult to go to this school and not get a cookie belly!”

I was just about to take my first bite when I spotted Ned sitting a few rows away. His binder was at his feet, and he looked more upset than ever. I noticed that Bear had rotated onto another group of actors, and they seemed to be rehearsing a battle scene.

I asked Hazan to excuse me for a minute, walked over to my boyfriend, and tapped him gently on the knee. “Need some company?” I whispered.

Ned looked at me with puppy-dog eyes. “Oh, Nancy,” he said sadly.

I gestured toward Bear. “No change?” I asked.

Ned shook his head. “He hasn’t said a word or acknowledged me in any way. Some of the actors have told me they have no hard feelings, but… How am I going to do this if Bear won’t forgive me for saying… what I said?”

I winced. “He has to, Ned,” I said, hoping that what I was saying was true. “He’s a grown man! A professional!”

Ned sighed. “But he is eccentric. And I don’t think he restarted the production because he wanted to. He needed to do it for the university to pay him what they’d agreed.”

I was quiet for a second. “But you’re good, Ned. He must realize that. Otherwise, why not recast the role of Malcolm? He must know he has to work with you eventually….”

Ned groaned, putting his head in his hands. “I appreciate you trying, Nancy. But maybe this was all a huge mistake. Maybe I should never have tried to act. Maybe—”

CRASH!!

A sound louder than any I had heard in recent memory suddenly exploded in the auditorium, cutting Ned off. We both jumped in our seats and turned to the stage.

“Oh my gosh!” Cassie screamed.

In the middle of the stage was a huge object. After a few seconds, I realized that it was a large can light, the kind that hung on a rig above the stage.

But this one had fallen. Broken glass was scattered across the rear of the stage. Miraculously, it looked like it hadn’t hit anybody. But it had missed the actors by inches.

I could feel my heart pounding in my chest.

“Is everyone all right?” yelled Simon.

“I’m okay,” someone called back.

“I don’t think anyone was hurt,” another voice added.

All eyes turned to Bear, who was standing at the edge of the stage, staring at the light. His face was completely pale. He looked terrified.

“What an insane accident,” Eli said, shaking his head.

Bear cleared his throat and looked back at him. “Yes,” he said. “But that assumes it was an accident.”

He turned slowly, until he was looking straight at Ned. “There’s nothing we can do about it now,” he proclaimed. “Despite my efforts with the sage and the healer… we have broken one of the cardinal rules of the theater. And this production is cursed.”




CHAPTER SIX [image: ] Shattered Hopes

AFTER A FEW MINUTES, THE cast and crew began breaking up, gathering their things and leaving. Bear was right about one thing: there was nothing to be done now. Dale got on the phone to someone at the university who would come to report the accident and assess the damage. Luckily, after more careful examinations, it still seemed that nobody was hurt.

As I walked over toward my things sort of dazedly, Ned grabbed my elbow. “Can we talk?”

I turned around. “Sure,” I said. “I’m a little rattled, though.”

“Me too.” Ned’s face was grim. “Listen, Nancy… I feel like this production needs help.”

Oh. I could see where this was going.

Ned cleared his throat. “It’s just… if there’s any way you could prove there was a reasonable explanation for this?” He gestured to the ruined light.

I looked at him with what must have been a blank expression, because his face suddenly changed to concern.

“Unless…,” he started. “Unless you think what I said really caused this?”

I shook my head. “No, gosh, no,” I insisted. “You know me, Ned, I’m a logic girl.”

“So will you look into it?” Ned asked. I could see in his hopeful gaze that he wasn’t sure I would say yes. But how could I say no? He loved this play. He wanted it to succeed. And after today’s rehearsal, it was quite clear that he couldn’t be successful here unless Bear started to believe that his theater superstitions were just that: superstitions.

And honestly? This whole accident was tingling my Spidey sense too. What were the chances of a light falling like that? And just after Bear started to believe the production was doomed? Could it really be a coincidence?

“I’ll do it,” I said, looking up at Ned with a smile.

“Really?” he asked, his eyes warm. “I don’t want to force you, Nancy, I know it might take time from the painting thing….”

“And I can’t keep doing that if this production falls apart,” I said briskly. “So it’s in my self-interest too. Besides, Ned, it’s not fair what’s happened to you. If I can make things right, I want to try.”

Ned suddenly reached forward and grabbed me in a hug. “Thanks, Nancy,” he said. “You’re the best.”



A few minutes later, I was backstage, tracking down Dale. I found him sitting at a dressing table, holding his phone and looking lost.

“Hey,” I called to him. “Can we talk?”

“Sure,” he said, spotting me in the mirror and turning around.

“Great,” I said. “I wanted to ask you about what just happened. How often does a light fall like that?”

Dale’s eyes widened. “Like, never,” he said. “You saw how big that light was. It would be really dangerous if those things weren’t screwed on tight. But the lighting crew hasn’t even started work on this production yet, so no one’s been up there to check the equipment.”

“Do you think it could have been an accident?” I pressed.

Dale looked startled. He seemed to consider the question, then said, “If it was, it’s the first accident like that I’ve heard of.”

I was quiet for a few seconds, then asked, “Do you think Bear’s right? That the production is cursed?”

I was sort of expecting Dale to chuckle and shake his head. I’d chatted with him enough to know he was a smart, no-nonsense person. But instead, he raised his eyebrows, seeming to take my question seriously.

“Honestly?” he asked. “I don’t know. I’ve seen a lot of weird things happen in the theater.”

“Really?” I asked, feeling almost defensive of Ned. “Just because someone said the wrong thing? Or wore the wrong color? You think that could really determine the future? Or cause someone harm?”

Dale looked me in the eye. “All I’m saying, Nancy, is that we don’t know what we don’t know.”

Hmm. I let that sit for a minute. I didn’t like the whiff of supernatural mumbo-jumbo. But I couldn’t deny what I’d seen with my very own eyes. Finally I asked, “Can I go up there and take a look?”

Dale looked startled. “What? Why?”

Might as well just say it. “I’m sort of… investigating,” I admitted.

Dale stared at me. “To get your boyfriend off the hook?” he asked. “Gosh. You’re loyal.”

I frowned. “To get to the truth,” I corrected him. “The truth is kind of my thing. Anyway. Can I go up?”

Dale sighed and stood up. “Well, I can’t let you go up there alone. It’s dangerous. And I hope you’re not afraid of heights?”

I winced. “Not… really, no.” Not that you need to know about.

Dale nodded. “There’s a lot of climbing,” he said. “But I guess I can take you up there. You just need to promise to be careful. Okay?”

“Okay,” I agreed.

Dale led me back through the auditorium and up the stairs to the balcony. Then we walked toward the stage, passing through two little theater boxes that contained four seats each.

“Are these, like, for fancy people?” I asked, remembering George and her concern for the fundraiser attendees’ ears. “They get to sit by themselves?”

Dale chuckled. “Kind of, yeah. This theater was designed to look like it has been around for decades. In the olden days, rich people who didn’t want to hobnob with the common people reserved the box seats so they could sit alone. But they’re so close to the stage, the view is kind of terrible. These days a lot of them are used to hold equipment.” He gestured toward a large amplifier-looking thing in the box that was closer to the stage. “But we’re looking for… this.”

He gestured up, and I gasped as I spotted a ladder I hadn’t even noticed before. It could be reached by standing on the box’s railing, and it led straight up along the theater wall. At the top, I could see the entrance to a catwalk that probably gave access to the lighting rig.

“Wow,” I said. I could already feel my palms getting sweaty. I might not have been entirely honest when I said I wasn’t afraid of heights.

Dale gestured for me to go first. I stepped gingerly onto the railing and grabbed the ladder, hoisting myself up. Just don’t look down, I reminded myself as I scrambled up. But even just looking straight ahead at the theater wall, it was impossible not to feel how high up I was. Soon enough, I reached the catwalk and stepped onto it with a rush of relief.

Dale was right behind me. I held out a hand for him to stop. He looked confused.

“What’s up?”

“I just wanted to stop you before you touched anything,” I explained. “I want to see the rig as it was before we came up here.”

Dale held up his hands and stood perfectly still. I took out my phone from my pocket and turned on the flashlight feature to get a better look.

The rig was… dusty. It looked like Dale was right, and no one had been up here in months. Aha!

“Finding anything?” Dale asked curiously.

“Just evidence that someone was up here recently,” I replied, snapping some photos with the flash on.

“Like what?” Dale asked.

I gestured to the railing. “Places where somebody touched this and wiped some of the dust away.” Then I stepped back and looked at the catwalk itself.

A footprint! Actually, a few of them, but there was one that was quite clear. I took a few photos of it from different angles. It looked like a sneaker print with a distinctive pattern, but off the top of my head, I couldn’t identify the brand.

Dale had pulled out his own phone and was looking at the screen. “Oh, shoot,” he muttered.

“What’s up?” I asked. As I snapped my photos, I suddenly glanced through the metal slats of the catwalk and spotted the stage below. Very… far… below. My stomach dropped.

“Ah, we kind of have to get out of here,” Dale replied apologetically. “I forgot it’s Tuesday. The school has cleaners come in and do a thorough clean once a week. We’re supposed to be out of the auditorium by four thirty, and it’s already four fifteen.”

“Oh,” I said, snapping a few more photos and then slipping my phone back into my pocket. “Actually, that’s fine. I didn’t realize it was that late. I need to hustle out of here too.”

This time, Dale went first down the ladder. I took a deep breath and followed, keeping my attention on the rungs in front of me. Still, I felt a massive weight lift off my shoulders when my feet were firmly on the floor of the theater box.

Dale raced us back to the backstage area. “Sorry to make you come down so soon,” he said. “Maybe we can go back later this week?”

I smiled and thanked him, but as I pulled my stuff together and hurried through the auditorium, I mused that I wouldn’t need another look.

I had what I needed. Someone had clearly been up on the lighting rig recently, and the lighting crew hadn’t started work on the production.

Clearly, someone had loosened the bolts on the light before it fell.

Someone wanted this to happen.




CHAPTER SEVEN [image: ] A Little Freak-Out

I BARELY HAD TIME TO stop home and change my clothes before I needed to leave again for the VFW hall.

It was the night of Bess’s mom’s event. The night of Bess’s mini-concert. I drove quickly to the hall, parked in the lot, and ran toward the building. George was waiting for me just inside the door.

As soon as I saw her, I knew she was focused on the concert part.

She grabbed me and pulled me to the side of the doorway, her eyes wide.

“What are we going to do about Bess?” she demanded, gesturing behind her at the few attendees who were already milling around, drinking punch and looking at the silent auction items. “Look at these people, Nancy! They’re like, fancy cubed.”

I had a look around. George wasn’t wrong. Not only were most of the attendees dressed to the nines, but they were older, serious-looking, and wearing what looked like designer clothing and jewelry. It was a very different crowd from the art fair. I could imagine them being less… enthusiastic about Bess’s music.

George lowered her voice. “These people are not going to be kind to a teenager trying to live out her Taylor Swift dreams, Nancy. These people probably would not enjoy a performance by actual Taylor Swift.”

I nodded. “I, ah, can see your concern,” I said.

George looked at the crowd for a few seconds, then back at me. “It may seem cruel, but wouldn’t it be kinder for us to warn Bess that her voice isn’t the greatest? That way, she can decide whether she wants to go through with this… with her eyes, and ears, wide open.”

I let out a sigh. What a day! But when George was right, she was right.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m not going to enjoy this. But yes, let’s talk to her.”

I didn’t see Bess in the hall, only her mother, fluffing some centerpieces and chatting with the guests. When we asked her where Bess was, she directed us to the kitchen.

“I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you girls,” she said. “She could use a little… support.”

Uh-oh. Had Bess’s mom already had some version of the talk with Bess that George and I were planning? We exchanged concerned looks as we headed through the swinging door that led to the kitchen.

Bess was sitting on a stool in a corner by the pantry, out of the way of the caterers. Her eyes were unfocused, and she was gnawing on her fingernail. Classic Bess stress reliever.

“Bess?” I called. “Are you all right?”

“Oh, Nancy!” Bess cried, focusing on me, and then George, with relief. She hopped off the stool. “I’m so glad to see you!”

“You are?” George asked, approaching cautiously. “Did something happen?”

Bess shook her head. “Only that I’m, like, out of my mind with stage fright,” she replied. “I didn’t think it would be like this!”

George shot me a look. “Are you thinking you might not perform?” she asked Bess.

But Bess didn’t reply. She raked a hand through her carefully styled hair and began pacing. “What if my songs are terrible?” she asked.

“Your songs aren’t terrible,” I replied confidently.

She waved a hand as if she didn’t believe it. “What if my voice is terrible, and everyone’s just been kind to me this whole time?” she asked. “What if I sound like a howling dog and ruin my mother’s fundraiser?”

I looked at George and coughed. “Your voice isn’t terrible,” I said, thinking that “bad” was not the same as “terrible.” “Though maybe, if you’re not confident about it, you could take some singing lessons?”

George nodded rapidly. “Oh yeah, that’s a great idea! Take a lesson or two and just make sure your technique is correct.”

“Right,” I said. “You don’t want to damage your instrument.”

“Definitely not,” George agreed.

Bess threw out her hands and stopped her pacing. “That is a great idea, guys, but how does it help me tonight?”

George took a cautious step forward. “I mean, you could cancel the show,” she said. “Only if you’re not up to it! I’m sure nobody would blame you. Just… tell your mom you don’t want to. I’m sure these fancy people can entertain themselves talking about their yachts or whatever.”

Bess stopped and stood still for a second. George and I exchanged anxious looks. Then—a sound emerged from Bess.

It was laughter.

“Oh, you guys!” she said, looking up and pointing at George. “You with the reverse psychology! Such a jokester. Yachts!”

George and I let out a few awkward chuckles. “Yachts!” I echoed, not quite knowing why.

Bess shook her head, took a deep breath, and seemed to collect herself. “You’re right, George,” she said. “I can’t cancel on my mom just because I’m having a little freak-out. I need to follow through on my promises.”

“Is that… what I said?” George asked in a small voice.

“Not in so many words.” Bess looked at us, smiling. She seemed back to her old self. “But I get it. Can I ask a favor, though? I think it would really help my confidence if I had a little backup on stage. Would you guys be willing to come up there with me? Maybe harmonize on the chorus here and there? You know most of the lyrics.”

“Oh,” I said, caught off guard. Well, we know the lyrics to one song…

“I mean…,” George began slowly, looking at me as if to judge my reaction. We can’t say no, can we?

No, I tried to signal back. “Sure, we’ll do it,” I agreed. “Anything for you, Bess.”

“Oh, you guys!” Bess leapt forward and grabbed us both in a huge, aggressive group hug. I had to adjust her arm so I could breathe. “My besties! My ride or dies! I want you to know I would do anything for you two anytime.”

I looked at George. Her eyes warmed.

“We know, cuz,” she said softly, reaching an arm out to hug Bess back.



An hour or so later, Bess, George and I formed a triangle onstage—Bess in front, the two of us in the back. For a few seconds we stood there awkwardly, no one really noticing us, but then Bess’s mom managed to figure out how to turn the lights on the stage up, and soon everyone was looking.

“Uh… hi, everyone,” Bess said, nervously stepping up to the microphone. “My name is Bess Marvin, and I’ve recently begun writing songs. These are my friends George and Nancy. If it’s okay, I thought we would sing a few for you tonight?”

Light applause greeted Bess’s announcement, growing heavier until I couldn’t help but smile. At least they really want to hear us!

Bess glanced back at us and grinned, then looked back at the audience. “Okay! Here we go!”

She launched into her first song, the one she had sung for us back at her house when she first told us about her songwriting hobby. As I watched the faces of the few audience members we could see beyond the lights, their expressions dampened the more Bess sang. At first they looked enthusiastic, even pleased, but as Bess sang on, hitting one sour note and then another, their smiles faded. They looked, if anything, confused.

Uh-oh. But there was no time to panic. George and I were on!

We leaned into the mic and sang the chorus along with Bess. I heard someone whoop from the rear of the hall—whether sincerely or ironically, I couldn’t tell. But it made Bess smile. And suddenly the whole atmosphere in the room had lightened. Someone began clapping along with the beat of the song, and then others joined in. I could feel my heart beating in time with the music.

When we finished the song, scattered applause turned into pretty solid applause. Bess said, “Thank you guys so much for listening to me! I’m new to songwriting, and it means so much to have an audience. If you’ll indulge me a little longer, we have two more….”

Whoever had whooped before, whooped again. This time Bess laughed out loud.

“I guess I have my first fan!” she said happily.

Someone clapped, and a few others joined in.

Bess began strumming the guitar and then began singing her next song. It was one I hadn’t heard before, a sort of goofy one about her pair of lucky socks. But the lyrics were clever, and I couldn’t help giggling as she sang about wearing them so much they stood up on their own. I could hear people in the audience chuckling too. George and I joined in on the chorus: “All I need is my lucky socks… and yoooooooou!”

After that song ended, Bess said simply, “This is my last one.” Her final song, another one I hadn’t heard before, was a soft ballad about saying goodbye to a beloved pet. George gave me an open-mouthed nudge when the lyrics began to sink in. I could tell she was thinking, A song about losing a pet! At a fundraiser for an animal rescue! She’s a genius!

I could tell because I was thinking exactly the same thing.

I heard a few sniffles in the audience. Bess’s lyrics really captured what was special about the bond between a person and their pet—and why it was so hard to say goodbye. When Bess finished, she sat silently for a moment, looking down at the stage. Then she lifted her gaze, leaned into the mic, and said simply, “Thank you all so much.”

The audience applauded enthusiastically. The whooper was at it again, and someone gave a wolf whistle. At a table near the front, a woman in a neatly tailored shiny green suit stood and called out, “Excuse me! Excuse me! Young lady, what was your name?”

Bess looked caught off guard. “I’m Bess Marvin,” she replied.

“Bess Marvin,” the fancy lady said, “I am so inspired by your creativity and your bravery in performing for us all tonight! How lovely to see a young lady exploring a new form of expression! I would like to make a cash donation of twenty-five hundred dollars to the Pet Crusaders in your honor!”

Bess looked flabbergasted. The whole audience erupted in cheers. Bess stammered her thanks, and when we left the stage—to continued applause—she ran over to the woman at her table and gave her a hug. As Bess’s mom strode onto the stage to take back hosting duties, she was beaming at Bess.

I glanced at George, who was watching the whole scene as if she had crash-landed on an alien planet and was trying to make sense of the local wildlife. “I’d say that went pretty well, eh?” I asked.

George didn’t miss a beat. “Of course, Nancy,” she said, recovering her poise and looking back at me with a cool nod. “Just like I predicted.”




CHAPTER EIGHT [image: ] Superstition or Sabotage?

A COUPLE OF WEEKS LATER, I was using silver paint to add tiny highlights to the fake windows we’d painted on the fake skyscrapers that would make up our fake city skyline.

Intense voices drifted backstage from the rehearsal. The cast was really getting into it now. Having memorized most of their lines, they were focusing on the tiniest details of their performances. Happily, Bear seemed to have softened toward Ned, who was really killing it as Malcolm. Ned was enjoying rehearsals again, which was great, because the play’s opening was only a week away.

I couldn’t help but notice, though, that while Bear had softened toward Ned, he wasn’t as easy on some of the other cast members.

Bear spent a lot of time with Simon, who, of course, was playing the title role. But he rarely seemed satisfied with Simon’s performance.

Once, when Simon was performing a scene with Jasmine, the student playing Lady Macbeth, Bear yawned loudly and stretched out in his seat like he was about to take a nap.

Simon looked down at him from the stage, clearly surprised. “Am I boring you, mate?”

Bear opened his eyes and glared at the actor. “Don’t you feel it?” he asked. “I always feel bored when actors play a scene exactly as you’d expect them to.”

Simon frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I think you know,” Bear said, standing up with a sigh. “I think you know exactly what I mean, young man. You are not pushing yourself with your performance.”

“I—” Simon stopped, then shook his head. “Bear, I’m doing everything you’ve asked me to do.”

“Exactly,” Bear replied, shrugging and walking up the aisle as though he were going to leave. “What are you bringing to this production?”

As Bear walked to the lobby, Simon made a fist and held it to his forehead, seeming to try to get his emotions in check. Jasmine drew close, touching his shoulder and whispering something I couldn’t hear.

It brought me back to what Dale had originally told me about Bear: that he could be difficult. That some actors had complaints about working with him.

I could tell how hard Simon was working to please Bear. And I could imagine how difficult it might be to feel he was never satisfying the famous director.

And then I remembered: Simon had been there when Bear had praised Ned’s acting, calling him a “savant,” just moments before Ned blurted out the name of the play and Bear decided the production was so cursed he had to call it off. Bear had actually gestured to him vaguely as an example of a less gifted actor.

Could Simon be angry with Bear for not recognizing his talents?

Angry enough to make Bear’s worst fears come true, and let him believe the production truly was cursed?



Later that day, my mind kept drifting back to Converse sneakers. That was the brand of the footprint left on the lighting rig up above the stage: a men’s size nine or women’s size ten and a half, according to the measuring feature of my phone’s camera. But despite two whole weeks of somewhat awkwardly trying to figure out who wore what shoes at rehearsals, I was no closer to finding the person who’d left the print.

And nothing else had happened. As the days wore on, my panic about stopping a theater saboteur from possibly hurting someone, and definitely ruining Ned’s theater debut, had faded into a vague unease.

Could it possibly have been just an ill-timed accident? The campus police hadn’t been able to tell whether the light had been loosened intentionally or the equipment had failed. But the longer we went without another incident, the more likely it seemed that it had been an accident, and maybe the footprint I’d seen belonged to a theater student or some other innocent person, just checking on the rig.

Still, I couldn’t help keeping an eye out for Converse sneakers, size nine or ten and a half. Where those sneakers appeared, danger could follow.

In my time on the crew, I had really gotten to enjoy painting, and I had also become really familiar with the time it took for paint to dry. Now I set aside my faux traffic light and took a seat in the auditorium while I waited the twenty minutes or so that it would take for the paint to dry enough that I could paint highlights on top of it.

Ned was working on a scene with Simon, and he spotted me and gave a tiny wave. Good, I thought, I can observe Simon with Bear some more.

“If we do this right,” Bear was saying, “the contrast will be palpable, between cool-as-a-cucumber Ned as Malcolm, and you, Simon—think fiery! Think about to lose it! Really use your physicality! Okay?”

“Right, okay,” Simon said with a quick nod. “Can we try it again from Ned’s line?”

Ned stepped forward, calmly holding out his right hand as he began reciting his line. But Simon was all restless anger, quivering and shaking as though he were a teakettle about to boil over. As Ned finished his line, Simon kicked at a wooden set piece that served as a wall—and it toppled over.

Both Simon and Ned looked to Bear, startled.

Bear strode toward them, trailing purple velvet behind him. “No, I love it!” he was saying to Simon. “This tiny act of violence! It’s perfect! But perhaps instead of kicking the set piece, you…” Bear positioned himself where Simon had been standing, as Simon moved off to the side. He faced Ned, put on a furious expression, and made some of the same bubbling-teakettle motions that Simon had.

“Go ahead, Ned,” said Bear. “Read your line as if I were Simon.”

Ned obliged, holding out his hand in the same placid gesture. Bear turned up his angry energy until he lifted his knee and slammed his good foot down on the floor with a loud thump!

But then—there was a hollow, metallic noise, and Bear’s expression changed from faux fury… to very real fear.

“Aaaauugh!” he cried, as the floor seemed to give way beneath him and he disappeared, falling into nothingness.

I jumped up. We could hear Bear shouting as he fell, and then, only seconds later, a loud crash!

“Bear!” Ned cried, looking at the new hole in the stage with horror in his eyes.

“Oh, crikey!” Simon was saying, holding a hand to his mouth as he peered down. “Oh, this is mental.”

Loud moaning sounded from the hole.

“Bear, can we help you?” Ned called, but the only response was more moaning.

“How do we get down there, mate?” Simon asked.

Ned shrugged. “I’m not sure. Is Dale around? Dale!”

Just then Dale appeared from the wings. “What happen—oh.” He ran to the edge of the hole and peered down. “Bear! Are you all right?”

Bear groaned in response, and then his voice rose to a howl. “Ohhhhh… Do I sound all right?”

Dale looked at the actors. “What happened?”

“It—he—” Ned was gesturing at the stage, clearly flummoxed. “He stomped his foot and just went right through! The floor opened up! What on earth?!”

Dale peered down grimly. “It’s a trapdoor. It’s used for moving heavy set pieces, or allowing an actor to suddenly appear or disappear from the stage. But it should have been locked.” He leaned closer to the hole. “I’ll be right down,” he called quickly, and ran backstage.

A few minutes later, Bear’s injuries had been assessed, and Dale and some of the burlier crew members had helped bring him up the stairs and into the audience seats. Bear could walk, though he had a nasty scrape on his calf. But there was something very wrong with his right arm, which he couldn’t move. Dale said he thought it was broken.

“You’ll need to go to the ER to get checked out,” Ned said. “Nancy and I can take you!”

Bear looked up at Ned through morose-looking brown eyes. Even his jaunty velvet newsboy cap did nothing to soften his look of despair. He stood without a word, shook off the arm that Ned offered to support him, and slowly made his way up the aisle toward the doorway.

Ned looked at me. “I guess that’s a yes,” he said.

“I think that’s as close as we’re going to get,” I whispered back.

Soon we were all loaded into my car, Bear made as comfortable as he could be in the front passenger seat. Ned rode in the back, looking like he wanted a hole to open up in the car floor and swallow him.

I love Ned, but he has this thing where he’ll try to make awkward silence less awkward by just talking… and talking… and talking. It doesn’t matter what he talks about, whether it makes sense, whether it’s interesting. In this moment, he was clearly feeling super awkward, because off he went.

“Have you ever thought about crosswalks?” he asked as I pulled out of the parking lot and paused for a few students to cross in front of us to the student center. “I mean, really thought about them? Who came up with the stripes, right? And then, like, the most iconic crosswalk would have to be the one on the cover of the Beatles album, is it Abbey Road? Did you know there’s an Abbie Road in River Heights? I mean, it’s spelled A-B-B-I-E, probably after some guy named Abbie, or maybe a girl, who knows, right, but—”

Bear let out what could only be described as a growl. “You poor, apparently brain-damaged soul,” he grunted. “Will you… please… stop talking.”

Well. That wasn’t very nice, but I had seen it coming. I shot Ned a sympathetic look in the rearview mirror.

Ned cleared his throat. “I hope your arm isn’t broken, Bear,” he said quietly.

“It almost certainly is,” Bear huffed in response.

“I really hope it isn’t,” I said. “It was such a strange accident….”

“Was it?” Bear asked loudly, turning to me with an annoyed look. “Was it a ‘strange accident’? Or was it entirely expected, when someone ignored the most well-known and enduring theater superstition of all time?” He turned, not very subtly, to glare at Ned.

“You mean how I said ‘Macbeth’ in the theater,” Ned said, sounding miserable.

“Of course,” Bear sputtered, shaking his head as he turned back to face the road. “Ouch! My arm!”

“You should probably try not to move around so much,” Ned suggested.

Bear winced.

I sighed. “You know—we don’t know that Ned saying ‘Macbeth’ in the theater is what caused these strange incidents,” I suggested. “What if someone is trying to sabotage the play?”

Bear turned to look at me and groaned again. “What? Who would do that? What an absurd thing to suggest.”

“Is it any stranger than theater ghosts or whatever gets offended by the word ‘Macbeth’?” I asked. “Besides—I went up on the lighting rig after the first accident, when the can light fell. I saw a footprint up there. And Dale said the lighting crew hadn’t been up there yet.”

Bear looked thoughtful.

I decided to press on. “Do you know of anyone going up there?” I asked. “Anyone in the crew or the cast?”

Bear began to shake his head, winced again, and then said, “No. I have a fear of heights myself. And at that point, I’d had no meetings with the lighting crew.”

I nodded, then focused on the road for a few minutes. I was thinking of Simon again, and his frustration earlier that day, working with Bear. I didn’t know his shoe size, of course, but a quick glance at his feet put him roughly in the men’s-size-nine area. But I realized that Simon had been onstage when the can light fell. Would he have put himself in danger like that? More concerningly, Simon had been onstage when the trapdoor opened. He couldn’t have triggered it to open, could he?

After a short time, we arrived at the ER. I let Ned help Bear out of the car and through the front door, then went to find parking. By the time I had parked and walked into the waiting room, Bear had already been taken back for an examination. Ned and I chatted and fiddled around on our phones for about an hour until a nurse wheeled Bear out in a wheelchair, his right arm in a cast.

He didn’t exactly look happy, but he looked calmer than he had when we’d brought him in. “It is broken,” he announced when he saw us, “but the doctors were very nice.”

“That’s good to hear,” Ned said, nodding earnestly.

“Can I take you home?” I offered. “Maybe pick you up something to eat on the way?”

“That would be kind of you,” Bear agreed.

Ned smiled. “You’ll need all the energy you can get with dress rehearsals coming up,” he said mildly, taking the wheelchair from the nurse with a nod and pointing Bear toward the parking lot.

Bear suddenly reached out with his good arm and grabbed my sleeve. It startled me, and I paused to look down at him. Ned stopped.

“Young lady,” he said, “if you sincerely believe that it may be a person, and not the curse of Macbeth, causing our string of bad luck… well, I hope you can root the person out, and do it soon.”

“Oh,” I said, not sure how to respond. “I can definitely try. I actually sort of—”

Bear dropped my sleeve. “If you can present me with a plausible suspect before another unfortunate incident occurs,” he said, “I will continue with rehearsals. But if one more thing happens that endangers me or my cast…” He paused to look me in the eye. “I’m halting production immediately and returning to L.A., no matter what it costs me. No amount of money is worth this kind of risk to my life.”




CHAPTER NINE [image: ] Surrounded by Suspects

THE FOLLOWING WEDNESDAY, TWO DAYS before opening night, Bess, George, and I stood outside the auditorium, taking in the new poster for the production of Macbeth. It showed some stylistic silhouettes of men in business suits, with one woman in a skirt in the middle, framed over a glittering skyline. The title of the play was spelled out in what looked like a neon sign.

Bess pulled down her sunglasses, looking up at the auditorium’s ornate entrance. “Gosh, I’ve missed this,” she said with satisfaction.

“Performing?” George asked.

“No,” Bess replied, looking surprised. “Helping Nancy solve a mystery! Is it wrong of me to say that I’m a little bit glad that someone is trying to sabotage Ned’s big theater debut?”

I sighed. “It’s at least a little wrong. Don’t let Ned hear you say that. Or Bear. Or… any of the cast, really.”

“I thought you said there was no rehearsal today,” Bess said. “Isn’t that why we’re here?”

“It is. There’s no rehearsal, but there’s still no guarantee we won’t run into any of the cast. They’re close enough to the opening that they’re breaking into little groups and rehearsing on their own. Let’s try to be low-key.”

“Low-key,” Bess said with a nod. “Got it.”

We walked into the theater, and I smiled at the security guard posted behind a desk in the lobby. Then we walked through the auditorium toward the stage. The lights were on in the auditorium, but everything was quiet. The set we’d worked so hard to build was in place now, just waiting for opening night.

“So… the city skyline?” George asked. “It’s been a long time since I read Macbeth, but…”

“It’s Bear Larouche’s interpretation,” I explained. “Really, the less you question it, the happier you’ll be.”

“Fair,” George said. We’d reached the stage, and we climbed the stairs and paused over the trapdoor, now closed and locked. “Is this… where he fell?”

“That’s it,” I said, kneeling down and tapping on the door hesitantly. “Dale told me that this trapdoor is usually secured with an electric lock. It’s controlled with a lever under the stage. To unlock it, someone would have to move the lever. It’s a very intentional movement.” I sighed. “Not likely to happen by accident. The only thing Dale could think of that might have caused Bear’s fall is that the lock malfunctioned, but he’s tested it and it’s been working fine since that afternoon.”

Bess frowned, kneeling down beside me to run a hand along the edge where the door met the stage floor. “These are really common in theaters,” she said. “I learned a little about staging when I went through my Les Miz phase.”

George raised her eyebrows. “Oh, you’re over that, huh?”

Bess shook her head. “Actually, scratch that, no. It wasn’t a phase, it’s a lifestyle. Anyway, in stage production, trapdoors are used to help a character make a dramatic entrance or exit, to move set pieces, or to deliver props to the actors onstage. But obviously there are a lot of safety measures around them, because if they open accidentally…”

George spread her hands. “Splat,” she said.

“Exactly.” Bess sighed. “It seems really weird that it would malfunction and then be working fine. I hate to say it, Nancy, but it seems much more likely that someone wanted to see this Bear guy take a fall.” When she finished, Bess looked over at the wings and then tilted her head. A few seconds later, I heard what she was responding to: there were voices approaching from backstage.

“But what I really want to show you,” a female voice was saying, “is how we deliver something heavy, like a piano, from below the…”

A tall woman with short hair approached from the wings. As she looked at us, startled, about four or five younger people crowded after her. They looked like students. One was scrawling into a notebook, another taking pictures with his phone.

“Hello,” the woman said. “I’m sorry, I thought you weren’t rehearsing today.”

“Oh, we’re not!” I said, quickly getting to my feet. “We’re not even in the play. I mean, I helped with the set. We were just… here to look for something.”

The woman held out her hand. “I’m Professor Tremaine from the theater department. I teach stage production.”

I moved forward to shake the professor’s hand as the students looked around the stage. “Oh, wow. So you guys are learning how to work everything backstage?”

A girl around my age with a halo of brown curls and freckles nodded at me. “That’s right. Someday, I want to get a union job on Broadway. Have you ever seen Wicked?”

I shook my head.

She shrugged. “Well, there’s this amazing effect with a dragon clock and these flying monkeys… it’s my dream to work on a production like that!”

“That sounds really cool,” Bess said, and stood up too. “Isn’t there an effect, too, where Elphaba is raised into the sky on a platform?”

The girl smiled. “Yeah, it’s amazing. When she sings ‘Defying Gravity.’ ”

“Does it use a trapdoor like this one?” Bess asked, pointing to the floor.

“More or less,” the girl replied. “A sort of elevator device would be loaded under the trapdoor, and then…” She mimed something being lifted up and up into the air.

“So you guys all know how to work this thing?” George asked, looking from the students to the trapdoor.

“Of course,” Professor Tremaine replied. “If you’re interested, sign up for my course! It’s in the continuing ed catalog too.”

I moved closer to her. “Actually, Professor, can I speak to you alone for a sec?”

She agreed, and soon Professor Tremaine and I were alone backstage. “Can I show you some photos?” I asked. “I’m just curious if any of these people have taken your class.”

The professor looked concerned. “What is this in regard to?” she asked.

“Well, there was an incident during rehearsal the other day,” I said.

“Oh.” Professor Tremaine winced. “Yes, I heard about that. Such a strange accident. I hope the director is recovering?”

“He is, but I’m trying to understand what caused the trapdoor to open,” I explained. “I’ve learned that it functions just fine now. Which leads me to believe someone opened it on purpose. Someone… who knows how to do that,” I added, giving the professor a meaningful look.

She gasped. “You think a student might have intentionally harmed Bear?”

I shook my head. “I think someone harmed Bear, and I’m trying to narrow down my search to those who had the know-how to pull it off,” I replied.

I pulled out my phone and began scrolling through photographs I’d taken in the last week of rehearsals and set meetings. “Do any of these people look familiar?”

Professor Tremaine frowned, but looked carefully at all the faces. “I don’t recognize anyone,” she said after the first few photos. “No,” she confirmed after a few more. “I haven’t taught any of these students.”

Darn! “And are you the only professor who teaches stage production?” I asked.

“That’s right,” she said with a nod. As she looked at the last photo and shook her head, she added, “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help. Oh, wait.” She grabbed my phone and scrolled back through two photos. “I should correct myself. I know Dale, of course… he took my class a couple of years ago, when he was just getting started in theater. But now he’s worked on so many productions, he could probably teach me a thing or two!” She laughed.

“Yeah, I’ve been working with him on the set,” I agreed. “He seems to know everything about everything.”

She hadn’t mentioned Simon… and that didn’t surprise me. The more I thought about it, the harder it was to connect him to the accidents involving the can light and the trapdoor. And if being annoyed with Bear was a motive to destroy the play, I was learning, then I was surrounded by suspects. Bear didn’t make it easy for any of the cast or crew to do their jobs.

After a few minutes, the professor returned to her students, and they went downstairs to see all the machinery under the stage. Bess, George, and I followed after them, and Professor Tremaine showed everyone the lever that controlled the trapdoor.

Dale had been right; there was no way someone could have tripped it accidentally. The lever was heavy and difficult to move.

After another half hour or so of poking around, I decided it was time to go. It felt like we’d confirmed what we were aiming to: that the trapdoor opening was not a random accident. But unfortunately, it didn’t feel like I was any closer to fingering a culprit.

I said goodbye to my friends and headed to my car. It was dusk, and Hannah and Dad would be wondering if I was going to be home for dinner soon. Still, I felt like I kept turning and turning the case over in my brain. Who would want to ruin Bear Larouche’s production of Macbeth? Who had something against Bear, or his cast? Who would want to see the production fail?

As I put the key in the ignition, my thoughts returned to Professor Tremaine’s words. I know Dale, of course….

There was one person on the crew who, no question, had the know-how and ability to open the trapdoor. And loosen the can light, if I was being honest with myself.

It was Dale. Friendly, funny, easy-to-talk-to Dale. Dale in his canvas overalls and woodsman-esque beard.

But why would Dale want to destroy Macbeth?

I thought back to the first time we’d spoken. When we first met, Dale had told me he often starred in the university’s theater productions. The reason he didn’t want to star in Macbeth… was Bear. He’d begun bad-mouthing Bear, in fact, just minutes after we’d first met.

I felt like a light had snapped on in my brain. What if Dale had reason to resent Bear? A more personal reason than he’d given me: concern about rumors of Bear mistreating actors. What if Dale himself felt mistreated?

What if Dale hadn’t decided to give the other actors a chance to shine, as he’d told me, but had auditioned for the lead in Macbeth and gotten passed over?

What if Dale was a bitter, jealous actor and was using what he knew about theater production to sabotage the show?

My heart was pounding a mile a minute now. I realized there was only one way to find out if I was right.

I turned the car off, pulled the key from the ignition, and grabbed a flashlight from the glove compartment.

It was too bad I’d sent my friends home. Because now it was time to head back into the theater.




CHAPTER TEN [image: ] Ghost Light

THE THEATER BUILDING WAS DARK and silent, and the front door was locked. I groaned when I saw that; I was alone, without Ned and his student ID, which gave him access to all the buildings. But when I did a slow pass around the outside of the auditorium, I saw a loading door in the back that didn’t look quite shut. And sure enough, when I pulled it, it gave way.

It was dark inside, but I used the flashlight to find my way through some dark hallways, and finally found myself under the stage, where I’d gone with the theater production students earlier. From there, it was easy enough to get back to the theater.

The box office was empty, and the theater itself was fully dark. It was dinnertime now. All the students who studied and rehearsed here were likely in their dining halls, and this being a quiet Wednesday, no events would take place in the auditorium tonight.

I climbed the stairs to the balcony, as Dale had shown me. Then I stepped down into the theater boxes and shone my flashlight beam at the ladder, careful not to look down.

You can do this, Nancy.

I shoved the flashlight into my mouth, holding it between my teeth, and stepped up on the railing.

Here goes nothing.

It was easier, actually, climbing the ladder in the dark. I couldn’t make out how far below me the seats on the ground floor were. The flashlight beam bobbed around randomly, illuminating the walls of the theater, as I climbed up to the catwalk and stepped on.

If something happened to me, I thought suddenly, no one would know. Bess and George thought I was on my way home. Ned didn’t know I was here. I’d told Hannah I had an errand to run before dinner, but neither she nor my dad would know to look for me at the university.

I cringed but forced myself not to dwell on it. It’s fine. You’re safe!

And then I pulled the flashlight from my mouth and did the thing I’d been trying my best not to: I followed its beam all the way down.

Oh no. I was dizzyingly high up, above the hard-looking stage floor.

If I fell, I wondered suddenly, would the impact of my body be enough to open the trapdoor, even without someone pulling the lever?

Focus, Nancy!

I forced myself to train the flashlight beam onto the catwalk itself. Soon enough I spotted what I was looking for: footprints. My own and Dale’s, from when we’d come up here the day the can light fell. And then, a little farther on—the one I’d seen and photographed when we came up here together: the Converse size nine (men’s) or ten and a half (women’s).

I took a picture of one of Dale’s footprints. Then, using the measure feature on my phone, I compared the Converse footprint to Dale’s.

It was blurry, so I couldn’t make out the tread. It looked like Dale had scuffed his foot against the catwalk. But when I measured what I believed was one end of the shoe to the other, it came out as a men’s size nine.

He could have scuffed it when he saw me identify the other footprint, I reasoned. And then he’d been smart enough not to wear them to rehearsals again.

Did he insist on coming up here with me so that he could shoo me out before I realized the truth?

What was the reason he’d given that we had to leave? Some kind of deep-cleaning for the theater. But I’d never seen any evidence of cleaners arriving, I remembered now. No van pulling up, no janitors entering the building with carts of cleaning supplies. I had just taken his word for it.

My heart was thumping hard in my chest, but this time it was a good kind of excitement. I was pretty sure I was zeroing in on the culprit—and getting that much closer to saving Ned’s first play. He and Bear would be so happy to learn that the saboteur was just a jealous actor—not some kind of all-knowing, all-powerful theater ghost!

I took some more photos of the footprints as proof. Then I put the flashlight into my mouth, carefully positioned myself on the first step, and climbed down the ladder to the theater box. In a daze, I wandered through the balcony and stumbled down the stairs, pausing to enter the auditorium and look at the empty stage for a moment before I left.

There was a dim light in the center of the stage floor—something Dale had explained was called a “ghost light.” While its main purpose was to protect the safety of anyone coming into the dark theater, there were several superstitions about it. Some people believed that every theater was haunted by ghosts, and ghost lights allowed the ghosts their own time to perform.

I stared at the stage. Were there ghosts there now? Did the ghosts know who had been sabotaging this production?

As I looked at the stage, the backdrop caught my eye. Even in the dark theater, the glittery paint on the sets I’d helped make twinkled like a real skyline. I sighed. Bear’s Macbeth was going to be beautiful. Like all the productions Dale had shown me on the phone, it was a creative masterpiece, a feast for the eyes.

And you’re going to be up there, Ned. You’re going to have your big debut if it’s the last thing I ever do!

I turned around—

And slammed into someone in the dark! I let out a gasp as a rough hand grabbed my flashlight, blocking the beam.

No!

“What are you doing, wandering around the theater alone in the dark?” a gruff male voice asked. “One false step, and you could get yourself killed….”




CHAPTER ELEVEN [image: ] How People Get Hurt

I YANKED MY FLASHLIGHT BACK, wresting it away from the man that held it, and shone the beam at his face. My heart sank.

It was Dale. And through his horn-rimmed glasses, he was looking at me with an intensity I’d never seen before. I tried not to let my face show how frightened I felt. Instead I made myself adopt an air of Oh, you happen to be here too?

“Oh, hey!” I said, trying to sound friendly and unbothered. “Fancy meeting you here. I just realized… I left my phone behind after Bear’s accident.” I took my phone from my pocket and showed it to Dale. “I had to come get it back.”

Dale looked unimpressed. “Bear’s accident was days ago,” he pointed out. “I’m guessing you use your phone as much as any other normal teenager. You just figured out it was here?”

I shrugged. “I know! Crazy, huh? I thought Ned had taken it, but it turns out he didn’t, so I had to come look for it here. Gosh, it’s been like trying to live without an arm, you know? We’re so dependent on them, right?”

Dale frowned. “You shouldn’t be in here alone,” he said. “That’s how people get hurt. I know you think you’re some kind of ‘detective,’ but you’re not even a student here. I could technically have you kicked off campus right now.”

I let out a nervous laugh. The friendly, jokey quality that usually warmed Dale’s voice was gone. It felt like I was talking to the zombie version of Dale. “You would really do that? Come on, Dale, I thought we were friends.”

Dale didn’t smile. His mouth didn’t move at all. I took a step back, feeling uncomfortable, and he took a step forward. He was blocking the whole aisle. I was beginning to wonder, if I ran, was I agile enough to jump onto the theater seats to get around him? He was taller than me, which gave him an advantage, but I had a feeling I wasn’t safe here much—

“Nancy?”

A new voice called from the lobby. A familiar voice. My heart melted and spilled all over my insides. Ned.

“Ned! Is that you? We’re in here!”

Likely spurred by the urgency in my voice, Ned pushed open the lobby door and appeared behind the edge of the last row of seats. “Nancy? I got out of lab late, and passing by on my way to the dining hall, I thought I saw your car parked outside….”

I chanced a look at Dale. Some undefinable quality had returned to his face, a sort of ease, and he looked more like the Dale I’d worked with backstage.

“What is this?” he asked, turning casually to look at Ned at the top of the aisle. “A convention? The theater is closed.”

Ned began walking down the aisle toward us. I raised my phone above my head.

“I found it!” I shouted. “I don’t know why I thought you had it, Ned. It turns out, it was here the whole time. Good thing I checked!”

Ned looked at me, and his eyes widened almost imperceptibly. “Oh, thank goodness, Nancy!” he said. “Should we—go get dinner now? Like we planned?”

“That sounds great.”

Dale had turned his body to the side to look between me and Ned, and now I took the opportunity to squeeze by him and up the aisle to my boyfriend. Ned was shooting me a subtle What the heck is going on here, what kind of situation did I interrupt look, but I didn’t want to say a word until we were safely out of earshot.

“Bye, Dale!” I called behind me. “See you at the dress rehearsal tomorrow!”

I grabbed Ned’s arm and raced up the aisle as he struggled to keep up with me. Finally we pushed through the lobby and out the doors that led to the parking lot, now lit with bright yellow lights.

I kept pulling Ned in the direction of my car. When we reached it, finally, I dropped his arm and let out a huge sigh.

“Omigosh,” I breathed, shaking myself to get off the weird vibes. “Omigosh. Ned! You might have just saved me.”

“What on earth are you doing in the theater at this hour, Nancy?” Ned asked, his eyes warm with concern. “What was going on with Dale? We texted this morning. I know you had your phone.”

“Well,” I began, “you know how Bess, George, and I were going to meet at the auditorium today to look for clues?”

As briefly as I could, I ran through what we’d learned from Professor Tremaine, and my sudden brain wave about Dale when I’d gotten back to my car. Then I told Ned how I’d snuck back into the theater, and what I’d realized about the footprints, before getting surprised by Dale himself in the darkness of the theater.

Ned looked thoughtful.

“Well?” I asked. “Am I crazy? Or do you think he did this?”

“Well, it’s not exactly open-and-shut,” Ned replied. “I mean, lots of guys wear a size nine. Not me, but lots of guys.”

I sighed impatiently. “But how do you explain Dale’s weird behavior when he found me? And what about the part in the play, Ned? Do you think he might have wanted the lead in Macbeth and got passed over?”

Ned nodded. “It’s certainly possible,” he said. “Possible enough that we don’t want to give him the opportunity to strike again. I think you should present these findings to Bear before the dress rehearsal tomorrow.”




CHAPTER TWELVE [image: ] A Bit of a Diva

“DO YOU THINK HE’S GOING to show?” I asked Ned the next afternoon, the day of the dress rehearsal. We were sitting in Campus Caffeine, a little coffee shop not far from the auditorium. Around us, students hovered over textbooks and stared intently into laptops.

“Of course he is,” Ned replied. “Nobody wants this solved more than Bear, right?”

“Why do you think Dale hasn’t struck again?” I asked, twirling my hair nervously around a finger. “If he wants to get revenge on Bear… why stop after the trapdoor accident?”

Ned looked at the ceiling. “I dunno. I guess, if you really wanted to stick it to Bear, you’d let him get to the performance itself and then do something really dastardly, right?” He looked back at me.

“Oh.” I stopped twirling and sat up in my chair. “Dang. I hadn’t thought about that.”

The pause in the scary incidents had been making me feel safer in the theater. But would we actually be in more danger if the saboteur wasn’t caught and the show went on?

Ned elbowed me. “There he is.”

Sure enough, a purple-velvet-clad figure was gliding through the café door. This time Bear’s cloak was embroidered with shining silver moons in different phases. He wore a velvet headband festooned with a spray of sparkling stars. Bear might not always be the nicest person, I mused, but no one could beat his style game. He spotted us, nodded, and walked over to join us. He slid out the remaining chair and sat down regally, folding his hands on his lap.

“Well,” he said. “Madame Detective, I understand you think you have a lead. Please tell me everything.”

I cleared my throat. Suddenly I was beset with doubts. Was wearing the same size shoe enough evidence that Dale was the culprit? What if I accused an innocent man?

“I think I’ve found the person behind all the incidents,” I said nervously.

Bear raised his eyebrows. “Well! Do tell! Why are you leaving me in suspense?”

I took a deep breath. “I think it’s… Dale.”

Bear stared at me. His expression went blank. “Dale? Do you mean that woodsman-looking crew manager? The gentleman who bought his glasses from a Mad Men prop auction?”

I nodded. That’s one way to describe him. “Dale knows the theater inside and out, right? When I found that footprint I told you about, evidence that someone was up on the lighting rig, it was Dale who brought me up there, and he quickly rushed me out. And when I went back up yesterday, I realized that the footprint I’d seen was the same size as a footprint Dale left up there.”

Bear looked lost, so I added, “He left it when he took me up there to investigate, I mean.”

“Dale also knows how to work the trapdoor,” Ned put in eagerly.

“Of course he does,” Bear replied, looking unconvinced. “So do many, many crew members. Dale wouldn’t be very qualified for his job if he didn’t know how the theater works, would he?”

Ned was beginning to look frustrated. “But the footprint—” he began.

“Also, Dale found me when I was looking around the theater last night, and he was rather… threatening,” I interrupted.

Bear looked concerned. “He was? How so?”

“Well, he told me…” I paused to remember. “He told me it was dangerous to be alone in the theater at night. ‘One false step,’ he said, and… I could get myself killed!”

Bear stared at me, unfazed. “And isn’t that true?” he asked. “How did you even get in? The theater is locked at night, and you aren’t a student.”

“I… well, I found an open back door,” I admitted.

Bear shook his head. “Well. Dale was correct that snooping around in a dark theater you’re not meant to be in is dangerous! Heavens, this theater is even dangerous during daylight hours. Haven’t I nearly been killed twice now? I would add that your level of risk goes up when you ignore theater superstitions, of course….”

“But Dale didn’t say it like that,” I insisted. “I think he meant it as a threat.”

Bear pursed his lips and looked away, seeming irritated. After a few seconds, he took in a breath and turned back to me. “I feel I am missing something,” he said calmly. “What, exactly, would Dale’s motivation be for ruining my production?”

Oh! I realized we’d never explained.

“I think he might be bitter,” I said, “because you didn’t cast him in the play.”

Bear’s eyes widened. “Indeed!” he said, and then added, “Though it would have been difficult for me to cast someone who didn’t audition.”

Uh-oh. I glanced at Ned, who gritted his teeth in a Yeesh! sort of expression.

“He… didn’t audition?” I echoed.

Bear shook his head. “No,” he said. “I pulled him aside to ask why, because I had heard that he’d starred in most of the recent productions at the university. He claimed, to me, that he simply wasn’t a big fan of the Scottish play.”

“Oh,” I said quietly. Had I gotten this totally wrong? Had Dale been telling the truth when he told me why he’d chosen to lead the crew?

“To be honest,” Bear added, spreading his hands dramatically, “I suspect Dale didn’t want to work with me. My friend Professor Friederich tells me Dale is very talented, but a bit of a diva. I assumed he didn’t want to share the spotlight with a celebrity director. I predict he’ll be back onstage in the next production, directed by someone from the theater department.”

I was quiet, taking that in.

My hunch was entirely wrong.

Dale simply wore an unfortunate shoe size.

And I still hadn’t caught the person who was trying to ruin the play.

What now?

I realized that Bear was watching me through narrowed eyes. “Is that all?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said quietly. “I’m afraid so.”

Bear looked at his watch. “Well, we’d better head over to the auditorium,” he suggested. “As long as we don’t have another incident… dress rehearsal starts in twenty minutes.”



A few minutes later I sat backstage, surrounded by fellow crew members. Ricky was telling us a story about a weird road rage incident his boyfriend had been involved in—all parties involved were fine, thankfully—and everyone was laughing and shaking their heads. Then Dale walked in. He looked like a very subdued version of his usual gregarious self. Even his overalls were a dull color today, beige. He glanced at me, frowned, and began assigning jobs to the different crew members.

No assignment for me. When he was finished, I approached him warily.

“Can we talk privately?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Sure, if you want to. Let’s find a private spot.” He led me through the dressing room area to a stage door, propped open. We stepped outside. Blinking in the bright sunlight, we turned to face each other.

He was eyeing me suspiciously.

“Listen,” I said. “I’m sorry you found me in the theater alone last night. You’re right, it probably wasn’t bright for me to be snooping around alone in the dark.”

Dale raised an eyebrow. “Or safe,” he added.

“Right. That’s fair,” I said. “I’m also sorry I acted weird when you caught me. The truth is, I was frightened. See…”

Dale looked confused. “You were frightened of me?” he asked. “Nancy, when I told you one false step and you could be killed, I meant if you fell off the lighting rig. Or took a wrong step on the dark balcony. There are plenty of things in this theater that could seriously hurt you if you’re alone and don’t know how to use them safely.”

“I know that now,” I said. “But honestly? At the time, Dale, I thought I had found evidence that you might have been behind the accidents we’ve had at this theater.”

Dale’s eyes got huge. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. “Me?” he asked. “For serious? Nancy…”

“I know, I know.” I held up my hand as if to say, I’m the problem. “It’s just… you know this theater inside and out! You know how everything works.”

“Of course I do,” Dale replied. “I’m a theater major. Not to mention the manager of the stage crew!”

“And…” I paused, feeling sillier than ever. “I took another look at the footprint up there,” I admitted, “and I realized that your footprint is the same size.”

Dale laughed. It was an uncomfortable kind of chuckle. “Ah—yeah? But the footprints weren’t from the same shoe, right? What brand were they?”

“They were Converse,” I said. “But your footprint was smudged, Dale. I couldn’t make out the tread. It could be Converse.”

Dale shook his head. “I don’t even have a pair,” he said. “Not my style.”

I sighed. “Oh. Okay.”

For a moment, we were silent, just looking at each other.

“You realize there are only so many shoe sizes, right?” Dale asked. “Like… is this normally how you solve cases?”

I cringed. I am a good detective, I wanted to yell. Like, the best teen detective out there! But I couldn’t help but admit that Dale had a point. There were only so many shoe sizes. And I had constructed a whole theory based on Dale wearing the same size as a footprint I wasn’t even entirely sure belonged to the play’s saboteur.

Suddenly I felt very foolish.

And at a very dead end.

I cleared my throat. “Yeah, that wasn’t my best moment,” I admitted. “Listen—maybe you can help me. Is there anyone else you know of that—”

But I never got out the rest of my question.

We were cut off by a scream from the stage!




CHAPTER THIRTEEN [image: ] Cursed

WE BOLTED THROUGH THE STAGE door, through the dressing rooms, and toward the stage.

“It’s completely ruined!” I heard Bear wail as we were about halfway there. “Freya, how did this happen?”

A rack of clothes had been placed by the stairs to the stage, most still covered with plastic dry-cleaning bags. But Bear was holding one hanger against his chest. A rich wool herringbone suit was draped across his torso. But the wool was desecrated by several smears of what looked like dark brown mud.

“Oh,” Bear groaned, reaching a hand up to cover his nose. “It smells, too!”

Freya, one of the crew members who’d volunteered to handle costumes, had been shuffling through the hangers. She let go of the rack and turned around. She wore a striped bodysuit and faded overalls, and her dark brown hair was piled in a knot on the top of her head. She looked panicked. “Is it—mud, do you think?”

Bear rolled his eyes. “Well, I hate to think about the alternative! Tell me, Freya: How on earth did this happen? And is it on all the costumes?”

Freya glanced back at the rack, then put her head in her hands. “It’s on all of them,” she confirmed, “and… I really have no idea! I just picked these up at the dry cleaner’s, and the few I looked at before I loaded them into the van looked fine.”

Bear made a humph sound and hung the ruined suit back on the rack. Then, sounding a bit calmer, he turned to Freya.

“Don’t blame yourself, my dear,” he said. “I think we know precisely what happened here, and it’s beyond our control.” He whipped around and found Ned in the cluster of actors who had gathered onstage. Glaring at him, he added, “This production is cursed! It has been for some time.”

“Oh, come on now,” I heard myself saying. Not this again! But then, I hadn’t found Bear a plausible culprit. Could I really be surprised that he was going back to what he’d claimed all along?

“I should shut it down right now!” Bear shouted. I couldn’t tell whether he had heard me. “I suppose I should be glad nobody got hurt this time—but how can we hold a proper dress rehearsal without dress? And tomorrow is opening night!”

Trying to focus on what I could change, I turned to approach Freya and put a gentle hand on her arm. “Can we talk?”

Freya glanced at me. “Nancy! Sure, I guess…”

I led her backstage, where it was quiet, and turned to face her. “Were the costumes left out of your sight at all after you picked them up? Even just for a couple of minutes?”

Freya took a few shuddery breaths, in and out. Then she nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “Now that you mention it. I had to leave the rack in the lobby for about five or ten minutes while I parked the student activities van at the student center and walked back.” She looked up at me, her dark eyes wounded. “I never thought for a second that anyone would mess with them! I mean, the university is usually so safe! There’s even a security guard on duty up there!”

I touched her shoulder. “I know, I know. No one blames you, Freya. I’m just trying to figure out what happened. When was this?”

Freya pulled out her phone and glanced at it. “Maybe twenty minutes ago?”

Right. So, while I was still outside with Dale.

Meaning it couldn’t be Dale who smeared mud on the costumes.

Not that I still seriously believed he was the culprit.

“Thanks, Freya.” Freya was right about one thing: there was a security guard in the lobby. Which meant that whoever had damaged the costumes must have had a witness. I walked back to the stage. Bear was still monologuing about “respecting theater traditions” as I scurried by him, down the stairs, and up the aisle toward the lobby.

“To some, they may seem silly!” he shouted, and there was an edge in his voice that made me feel like he was speaking directly to me. “But those of us who are true thespians know that these rules we have created, rules we have inherited from our theater brethren, are all we have to keep our craft pure….”

I panted as I ran up to the lobby doors and pushed them open. The security guard, a young guy with close-cropped hair and a bushy mustache, was sitting behind his desk. He looked up at me as I burst through.

“Everything all right?” he asked, nodding toward the doors as they swung shut behind me. “It sounds… intense in there.”

I walked up to the desk. “Actually”—I searched his chest for a name tag—“Igor. Hi, I’m Nancy. There’s kind of a situation with the costumes for the show.”

Igor’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh?”

“Yeah,” I said, leaning on the desk. “Did you… You saw that they were here in the lobby for a while, right?” I gestured behind me. “Big rack of clothing in plastic?”

Igor nodded. “Sure, the girl wheeled it in and left it right over there, then said she’d be right back, she was going to park the van.”

“Uh-huh. Did you see anyone come in here, Igor, or touch the clothes?”

Igor looked caught. His eyes widened. “Ah… well, to be honest, I wasn’t here the whole time.”

I frowned. “You weren’t? But…”

He shrugged. “I had to answer the call of nature, if you know what I mean?”

“Oh.” I looked at him, then at the door that led outside, then toward the theater entrance. “So… anybody could have come in, I guess?” You have got to be kidding me, I thought. Here I thought I was getting somewhere… and literally anyone could have walked in and damaged the costumes?

But Igor held up a hand as if to say stop. “Not anybody,” he explained. “When the building is open and I leave my post, I close the doors and lock them. You can’t get in without swiping a university ID.”

Swiping a university ID. Of course! “Is there some way to look that up?” I asked. “Like, whether anyone swiped their ID to enter in the last half hour or so?”

“Sure.” Igor flipped open a laptop that I hadn’t even noticed on his desk and began typing into it. He typed a bit more, clicked around on the mouse, stared into the screen, and then smiled and nodded. “Yeah, no one,” he said. “No one scanned an ID to enter while the door was locked.”

No one entered. Which meant whoever had sullied the costumes was a member of the cast or crew.

I felt a chill go up my spine. One of our cast or crew members was trying to destroy the production they were a part of? Why?

That’s when I noticed something black sticking out of a large trash can by the door. I walked over and carefully picked it up.

It was a trash bag. And when I opened it up, I could see traces of the same stinky mud that had been smeared all over the costumes.

I lifted it up. “Well, I guess someone was waiting for their opportunity,” I said. “They must have known the costumes would be delivered today, and been looking for a moment when they were left alone.”

Igor cringed and nodded. “Oof, sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault, Igor. It’s the fault of whoever’s trying to sabotage this production.” I sighed, “I don’t suppose you saw anyone throw this away?”

He shook his head. “Unfortunately no.”

I thanked him and slowly turned back to the theater. As soon as I opened the doors, I could hear Bear, still shouting about “the sanctity of our traditions” and “angering the theater gods.”

“Clearly,” Bear said with a dramatic sigh, “whatever the reason, something is amiss in this production. I can no longer deny it, and I can no longer put myself, along with the entire cast and crew, in danger. This prank may be annoying but harmless, but we all know that the other incidents have had quite serious consequences. And so… I’m afraid I have no choice but to—”

“NO!!”

I screamed the word as loudly as I possibly could, running down the aisle until I reached the edge of the stage lights.

Bear glared down at me. “Ah yes, the great detective. I gave you a chance to solve this, dear, and I’m afraid you’ve come up empty. So who are you to tell me no?”

“I’m Nancy Drew,” I replied, breathing hard. “And I’ve got this. Google me. Look, everyone here has worked so hard on this play. And I have reason to believe that one person has been behind all these so-called accidents.”

A few cast members gasped theatrically. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. Theater majors.

“If I can figure out who that person is,” I went on, “before showtime tomorrow night… will you agree to let the show go on?”

Bear narrowed his eyes at me. The silence seemed to stretch on interminably, the whole cast and crew leaning forward eagerly to hear his answer. He looked up at the ceiling, then put a hand on his chin and looked down at the floor.

I tried to stifle a groan. He was giving me “thinking hard”—so exaggerated that it would telegraph to the last row in the balcony. He was aaaaaacting.

Finally he took in a deep breath and looked back at me. “Very well,” he agreed.

The cast and crew erupted in cheers. Ricky actually started a chant of my name. And Ned, to my great joy, looked incredibly relieved.

But I couldn’t really focus on the cast and crew’s excitement.

I was too busy examining their shoes.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN [image: ] Break a Leg

“NED, GO HOME. YOU NEED your sleep.”

It was two fifteen a.m. and Bess, George, Ned, and I were all sprawled out in my room. I could hear my dad snoring through the wall and honestly, I was feeling pretty envious of his sound sleep. But I, for some reason—oh that’s right, because the play opens tomorrow and it’s my last chance to save Ned’s debut—had promised to solve this case in twenty-four hours. I had no real leads, just an old footprint and the limit that the culprit had to be one of the cast or crew.

What on earth had I been thinking?

Ned roused himself from where he was lounging on my beanbag chair and glanced at his watch. “Come on, Nancy, it’s not that—oh.”

“Yeah. Don’t you have an eight thirty lecture tomorrow?” I asked.

“Not to mention,” Bess added from my bed, “you probably don’t want to go out onstage looking like you haven’t slept in two days.”

Ned let out a deep sigh. “I guess you’re right.” He shot me a regretful look. “I’m sorry I wasn’t more help.”

“You were great, Ned,” I insisted. “I think we’re getting somewhere now.” I just wish I believed that, I added silently.

I frowned at the whiteboard we’d set up in front of my window. On it, we’d written all the cast and crew members’ names, with stars by those who wore either a women’s size ten and a half or a men’s size nine shoe. During a costume fitting several weeks ago, with Bess and George’s help, I’d managed to measure all the cast members’ shoes and made notes of who wore what size. For the crew members, I had to estimate. A couple of names were crossed out—Dale, who we’d already cleared, and a few cast and crew members who were absent on the days the can light fell and the trapdoor opened.

But there was still an embarrassingly long list of potential culprits.

Ned grabbed his bag, then leaned down to kiss me. I was sitting cross-legged on a pillow on the floor. “Good luck,” he said.

“I believe you mean ‘break a leg,’ ” I replied smoothly.

Ned smirked and jabbed at my shoulder. “Good night, you three.” He waved at Bess and George and headed out the door. “I’m headed back to the dorm.”

“See you,” George called.

“Yeah, can’t wait to see you onstage!” Bess added.

Soon, the sounds of Ned’s footfalls down the stairs and out the front door added their rhythm to my dad’s snores. Then his car started up and drove off. When the house was quiet again, George got off my bed and approached the whiteboard. “Should we go through the suspects again?” she asked, grabbing a marker and pointing it at the top name on the list.

“All right,” I agreed, not sure how that would help. We’d been through them all what felt like a million times already.

“Okay.” George tapped the first name. “First, we have Simon. He’s playing the lead, a junior and an English major.”

“Also British!” Bess added eagerly.

George frowned at her. “How does that help us?” she asked.

Bess shrugged. “I just think the accent is adorable,” she said. “Sometimes, when I have trouble falling asleep, I listen to old interview recordings of Prince Harry.”

George rolled her eyes.

“Bear has been hard on Simon in rehearsals,” I explained. “For a minute, I thought Simon might have a motive to hurt him… but he was onstage during both so-called ‘accidents,’ and he hasn’t taken any stagecraft classes. He’s not even a theater major.”

Bess looked thoughtful. “Huh. Do we rule him out?”

“Not quite,” George said, shaking her head. “He could have an accomplice. Really, anything is possible. But I think Nancy’s points imply he might not be a lead suspect.” She moved the marker down to the next name with a star. “Next, we have Cassie,” she announced. “She’s playing one of the witches and is a hairdresser in town. No real theater background before this.”

I tapped my lip. “That could make her a weaker suspect,” I suggested. “I mean, the culprit definitely knows their way around the theater. And Bear seems to love her, so I can’t imagine her having a grudge.”

“True.” George put a little dot by Cassie’s name, I guessed to indicate maybe not? “Then we have June,” she went on. “She worked on the set with you, Nancy.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “She’s very sweet. Really into anime.”

George nodded. “Right. She’s a freshman, no declared major, but very interested in art.”

“Didn’t she also work on the crew of the show last fall?” Bess asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Which could give her a pretty good understanding of the lighting rig and trapdoor.”

“Not to mention how the costumes are sent out for cleaning and when they come back,” George suggested. She moved her marker down again. “Then we have Naya, who plays Lady Macduff. She’s also a freshman. She works at the box office as her work-study job.”

I sighed. “So, another student who knows a lot about the theater.”

“Right.” George dragged the marker down to the last name with a star next to it. “And finally, we have TJ. He plays Donalbain and is a sophomore and a theater major.”

Bess perked up. “Would he have taken Professor Tremaine’s stage production class, then?”

I shook my head. “Good thought, but no. Remember, I showed Professor Tremaine photos of everybody in the production, and she said no one had taken her class except Dale.”

“Right,” George said, biting her lip as she stared at the names on the board. “Dale.” She reached up to his name, opened the marker, and drew a star next to it.

I sighed. “I mean, we cleared him, didn’t we? He doesn’t have a motive.”

“But he does wear the right size shoe,” George pointed out. “I just want to be comprehensive here.”

I rubbed my eyes and lay back on the pillow. I knew the answer to this puzzle was right in front of me, and yet—my brain hurt.

With great effort, I pulled myself back into a sitting position and focused my attention back on the board. “Do we need to look at Ned’s yearbook? What else do we know about these people?”

Bess raised her hand like we were in class. George glanced over at her, unamused. “Yes, cuz?”

“I think it was Naya,” Bess announced with great certainty. “She works at the theater, guys! She’s had plenty of time to poke around and figure everything out.”

I groaned again. This is not how we solve a mystery. You don’t just guess.

“Well, I think TJ is the most likely suspect,” George said, poking his name with the marker. “Even if he hasn’t taken Professor Tremaine’s class, he must spend a ton of time in the theater as a theater major! And he could have a beef with Bear or the theater department.”

I hadn’t thought of that. But still… “Guys,” I said, “we can’t just randomly choose someone, even if they sound likely. We can’t accuse someone with no evidence. And I can’t think of any concrete reasons these two might have done it.” I sighed. “They both seem happy to be part of the production. I can’t see any history with Bear on their social media profiles.”

George frowned. “But we don’t know everything about them, Nancy!”

“Exactly,” I said. “We don’t know everything. And until I have a reason to believe they’d want to hurt Bear, I can’t disrupt their lives by accusing them.” I shook my head. “I just don’t know. I found that bag in the trash in the lobby that look like it held mud at some point. But Igor didn’t see anyone throw it away. And honestly, Ned knows all his costars pretty well by now… he thinks they’re all lovely! Who would do this? I just can’t wrap my head around it.”

Bess pouted, and George ran a hand through her hair, frustrated. They looked as lost as I felt.

“What if Bear is right?” I asked finally in a small voice. I couldn’t believe I was saying this. Maybe the stress and lack of sleep were getting to me. “Maybe it is all bad luck. Maybe the production is cursed!”

George’s eyes widened. “Okay, now I know you’re exhausted, Nancy,” she said. “You’re not a superstitious type!”

She was right, I knew. I wasn’t making sense.

“Yeah, maybe we should all get some sleep and come at this fresh in the morning,” Bess suggested, getting to her feet from the bed. “Let’s go and let Nancy get some rest, George. You know… this actually kind of reminds me of a song I’m working on. It goes…”

She lifted her voice and sang in a soft falsetto,


“The sun is low and so am I

It’s time to tell the world good night

All my most important thoughts

Can wait until my dreams take flight…”



The song felt like a lullaby, and Bess’s voice actually sounded very nice in falsetto. Lifted by the gentle melody, I could feel myself drifting off. Wow, I thought before sleep took me, Bess really is good at songwriting. I guess it’s good George and I never encouraged her to give it up….



The next day went by in a blur of scribbled notes, spaced-out hours, and staring at the ceiling. It was Friday, opening night, and my mind was whirring constantly, at a steady thrum, trying to make sense of the information we had.

The answer has to be there somewhere… if only I can make myself see it!

Five suspects. Six, if you counted Dale. All with access to the theater and at least a familiarity with Bear. One of them had to have dropped the light, opened the trapdoor, and smeared stinky mud on the costumes. But who?

Before I knew it, I was arriving at the university theater. I took the familiar path through the lobby, waving at Igor, and then down through the auditorium, onto the stage, and into the wings. Everything looked normal. The set was in place. The cast and crew were scrambling around backstage. In spite of the successful dress-free dress rehearsal yesterday—Ned had explained that the recleaned costumes were arriving at seven o’clock tonight and Freya was keeping them in the locked van until half an hour before showtime—everyone seemed even more nervous and amped up than they would be on a normal opening night. I could hear frenetic chatting, a few moans, and some very high-pitched distress. I didn’t see Bear anywhere.

Dale spotted me as I poked my head into the dressing rooms. “Nancy! I could use you in props….”

I nodded but held up a hand. “On it. Can you just give me a minute?”

I’d spotted Ned in a makeup chair. He had a sort of tan-orangey stage makeup all over his face and he looked like he might throw up at any moment. And as I approached him, I heard a familiar voice call, “Nancy!” and turned to see Bess and George squeezing into the dressing room behind me.

“Hey,” I said, nodding at them and then touching Ned’s shoulder. “Should we chat privately for a sec, the four of us?”

Ned raised his eyebrows and stood, excusing himself from the volunteer makeup artist. “I’ll be right back.”

I led my friends back onto the stage, where it was quiet. I couldn’t help taking a quick glance at the auditorium and imagining a person sitting in every one of those seats. That was what Ned would face, if the show went on. How thrilling! How terrifying!

How awful would I feel if that got ruined for him!

Bess touched my shoulder gently. “Okay, Nancy. Lay it on us.”

“Yeah,” George said eagerly. “Have you caught the crook? Have you unscrambled this omelet? Are you going to confront him with an explanation of his crimes, Nancy Drew–style?”

Ned looked slightly perturbed. “Why are you so sure it’s a guy?”

George frowned at him. “I dunno, Ned, why don’t you look at the crime statistics for this country and tell me who you think is the more likely culprit? Huh?”

Ned looked down at his hands. “Touché.”

Bess looked at me encouragingly. “Ignore them. Tell us what you’ve figured out, Nancy.”

I looked down at the floor and let out a deep sigh. Then, inhaling, I looked up at my friends. “The truth is, guys,” I said, despairing at saying the words out loud, “I… don’t know.”

Ned looked up. “You don’t know?” he asked, the surprise clear in his voice.

I nodded slowly, feeling terrible. “I… yeah. I don’t know what to tell you.”

“Did you sleep at all last night?” George asked, a note of concern in her voice.

“I did,” I replied. “I think I was out by the time you guys left, and when I woke up this morning, it was ten o’clock. Hannah made me some eggs, and I spent all day just going through the suspects, trying to reason this out. I looked at all their social media profiles, the public ones anyway, and tried to find a photo of any of them wearing Converse sneakers. Nothing. I googled all their names, trying to find any mention of their having some relation to Bear or some axe to grind with the university or the theater department. Nothing.”

Ned caught my eye. His gaze held both sympathy and disappointment. “So,” he asked quietly, “what now?”

I shrugged. “I’m sorry, Ned. I think this might be the one case I can’t solve.”

Bess looked thoughtful. “Do you think Bear will really cancel the performance?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. And honestly, it might be safer if he did! If the saboteur is still at large… well, who knows what they would try at an actual performance?” I paused and swallowed hard. “I just know… I have to tell him the truth.” I reached out to touch Ned’s hand. “I’m sorry, Ned.”

“Don’t be sorry.” He closed his fingers around my hand and squeezed. “You tried really hard. And you’re an amazing detective. I think… maybe you just didn’t have enough to go on here.” He dropped my hand and let out a curt chuckle. “Or maybe it really has been the theater gods messing with us the whole time. If so, I’ve learned my lesson.”

I tried to force a smile, but couldn’t quite do it. “I don’t believe that, Ned. I’m sure something nefarious was going on here. I just wish I could figure out what.”

I led my friends backstage. It was time to find Bear.

The mood back there seemed to have shifted. There was still chaos, but from the tone of the voices I heard, it seemed like happy chaos. There was laughter, a few happy shrieks. Maybe, as the hour of the play drew closer, everyone was feeling more confident that it would really go on.

I wished I could tell them that that was the case.

I spotted Dale walking toward me, and he grabbed my shoulder. “Nancy,” he said, “can I have a word?”

“Go ahead,” I said, gesturing to Ned, Bess, and George to leave us for a minute. “I think everyone back here is too hyped up to eavesdrop. What’s up?”

“I was thinking,” Dale replied seriously, “about whether there was anyone else who knew enough about the theater to pull off these pranks. And I remembered Naya. You know her, she plays Lady Macduff?”

Freshman, works at the box office, I recalled. Huge fan of Bob Dylan and My Neighbor Totoro, per her socials. “Yes,” I said simply.

“Well, she was asking me a lot of questions about working on the crew and what it entails. At the time, I was just like, oh, she’s thinking about making the shift to behind-the-scenes—which is normal, right? Like, lots of people try acting and then realize they’d rather be on the crew. If you’re not a theater major, you might not even realize these jobs exist. But, like…”

He paused, wincing. I could tell he was feeling bad about what he was going to say.

“Go ahead,” I said. “Spit it out.”

He winced even harder. “Okay. It’s just… now I wonder,” he said, giving me a meaningful look. “Maybe she was really digging for details about how to get up on the rig or how to control the trapdoor?”

I glanced away for a second, taking that in. It was interesting to know that Naya had asked Dale about how the crew worked. But, as Dale himself had said, it was also a perfectly normal thing for an actor to ask a crew member.

“Thanks, Dale,” I said after a moment, looking up at him gratefully. “I appreciate your telling me that. But… it’s not really enough to accuse someone of a crime. Like you said, she might have just been curious. It’s not unusual enough behavior to make me think she did any of this.”

Dale’s face fell, but then he nodded, like I get it. “Well, that’s why you’re the teen detective and I’m just a dumb prop-pusher,” he said with a smile. “Okay. I understand. But do you have any idea who was behind all this?”

I looked at him. Today the ends of his mustache were waxed into fancy little swirls, handlebar-style. I wondered if he was trying to be formal for the opening.

I ignored his question. “Actually… have you seen Bear?”

Dale’s eyes widened, as he seemed to realize I was about to tell Bear my findings. “Oh yeah, sure,” he said. “I think I spotted him getting some air outside the stage door.”

That surprised me. “Did he look stressed?”

Dale shrugged. “A lot of people feel stressed in the hour or so before the curtain comes up,” he said. He touched my shoulder. “Anyway, good luck, Madame Detective.” He backed away and disappeared into the chaos backstage.

I took a deep breath. There was only one thing left to do. And it was hard, harder even than I’d imagined on the drive to the university.

I made my way backstage. Someone was whooping with laughter in the makeup chair. I spotted Freya chatting with Ricky, groaning at some bad joke he’d told. In a dim corner, Simon, in full makeup, paced as he chatted softly on his phone.

I was about to ruin this for all of them.

Suddenly I felt very thirsty. Let me just grab a quick drink before I find Bear….

There was a small bathroom near the dressing rooms. I darted over to it and turned the knob, but heard a sharp cry from inside as I pushed the door open.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” I blurted.

I had barged in on Cassie, who was leaning on the sink, looking into the mirror.

“Oh!” she cried, looking up at me with alarm. Her magenta hair was fanned around her face, like she’d just whipped her head up.

I stared at her, confused. Something was off about her. “Sorry, sorry,” I said again, backing out the door and shutting it behind me. But as I stepped away, out of sight of anyone leaving the restroom, my heart rate skyrocketed.

I ducked into a corner where the crew stored cleaning supplies and pulled out my phone. I began typing quickly, looking something up.

Aha!

“Hey, Nancy!” Suddenly Dale was standing in front of me. “Were you going to talk to Bear? Because I kind of mentioned you were on your way, and now he’s looking for you. He’s onstage, and says it’s time to make a decision.” He paused, looking at me with sympathy. “Do you have a name to give him? Have you solved the case of the Scottish play?” He chuckled awkwardly.

I darkened my phone, shoved it in my pocket, and stood up straight.

“Yes,” I said, looking Dale in the eye. “I think I have.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN [image: ] The Culprit

BEAR WAS WAITING FOR ME onstage, where the curtain had been drawn, blocking us off from any early-arriving audience members. His arm was still in the cast, and he was wearing the most intricate outfit I’d seen him in so far: striped yellow-and-plum velvet trousers, a plum velvet waistcoat with a delicate etched design, a yellow silk shirt, and an orange silk cravat. On his head was—I did a double take, but there was no denying—a crown. It looked like something a medieval king would wear, trimmed with ermine, a sparkling ruby-colored gem in the center.

Bear did not go small on opening night.

The cast and crew were gathered behind him. They were all in full makeup. I glanced at my watch and realized Freya would just be pulling the costumes out of the van right about now. I had to get this out quickly if they were to have a chance of being ready for curtain time.

“Well,” Bear said, narrowing his eyes at me. “I must ask you, Nancy, whether you have fulfilled your promise. Do you know who is sabotaging my production?”

I took in a breath. I swear I could feel each individual eye on me. The cast and crew seemed to be holding their breath. Who would I accuse? Would the show go on?

I caught Ned’s eye and gave him a tiny nod. “I do,” I said.

Bear’s eyebrows shot up. “You do?” he asked, and I was a little disheartened to hear how surprised he sounded. “Well, out with it, young sleuth! Tell me, who has been the cause of our trials?”

I cleared my throat, looking at each of the actors in turn. Finally I saw her.

“It’s Cassie,” I said simply.

Cassie gasped. She clutched her chest theatrically.

“Can you come over here?” I asked her.

Looking around at her castmates indignantly, Cassie shook her head and reluctantly stepped forward. In a few seconds, she was just feet away from me and Bear.

“Do you recognize her?” I asked Bear.

He glanced at me, startled. Then he took a hard look at Cassie. But no recognition sparked in his eyes. “No,” he said.

Well, I had no choice. I took a quick step forward and lunged at Cassie’s nose. She let out a sharp cry of alarm, but it was too late.

Because a huge chunk of Cassie’s nose came off in my hand.

She was wearing a prosthetic!

Cassie gasped, but I leaned in again, grabbing the edge of her face and pulling. More of the disguise she was wearing came off, like a rubber mask you might wear on Halloween. But instead of a movie monster, this one only showed slightly different features—fuller cheeks, a cleft chin.

When I held the whole prosthetic in my hand, Cassie looked like an entirely different person.

Bear let out a cry. “No!”

“I know she’s wearing contact lenses,” I went on. “Her real eyes are bright blue… just like the actress who played Medea in one of Bear’s recent productions.”

I remembered the photo Dale had shown me the first day I’d actually worked on the set.

The actress who’d played Medea in the visually stunning production; the one who’d accused Bear of mistreating her when their romance went south. It was Cassie.

Or at least, we knew her as “Cassie.”

Cassie glared at me, then looked at Bear. Suddenly her rage seemed to turn into righteousness. She stood up taller, then carefully pushed a finger toward the corner of her eye and removed one brown contact lens, then another.

She stared down at Bear with startlingly blue eyes. “Remember me?”

Bear’s jaw dropped open. “Lucia!” he gasped. “I am stunned! But then… yes.” He looked down at his hands, fidgeting as he seemed to reason this out. “There was something familiar about your acting style. I remember now. It’s because we worked together before!”

“ ‘Cassie’ claimed to be a hairdresser from here in town,” I explained, “and not a student. But I googled her last night and found almost no internet presence for ‘Cassie.’ At first I figured she was just private, not a social media person. But after I surprised Cassie in the bathroom and saw her without her contacts, it hit me: a hairdresser would have to be listed somewhere. She needs clients! But there was no listing for a hairdresser by that name, and I couldn’t find her listed on any local salon websites.”

Cassie—Lucia—shook her head bitterly. “I suppose you found me out,” she admitted. “Those contacts are incredibly irritating. They dry out so easily and feel like sandpaper. Every time I wear them, I have to take them out and rewet them every hour or so.”

“Right, I’m confused,” Simon announced, stepping forward. “Exactly how do you and Bear know each other? Why would you sabotage our play?”

“Lucia and Bear have worked together before,” I said. “On a production of Medea. And I suspect she has a bone to pick with him.”

Lucia moved closer to Bear. “That’s right,” she said, looking down her nose at him. “While we were working together, Bear put the moves on me. And we did begin a romantic relationship. It was foolish, but I was younger then, and I didn’t know better.”

Bear looked chastened. “Oh, Lucia,” he said. “Come on. We had something special while it lasted.”

Lucia’s lips twisted. “Oh, but it didn’t last,” she went on. “And when we broke up, that’s when the problems started. He began treating me horribly in rehearsals. He insisted that I wear this costume made of cables. It was incredibly uncomfortable. Each night, I would find chafing on my body.”

Bear shook his head. “Those costumes were the visual signature of the production!” he insisted. “The local paper called them ‘a revelation’!”

“That local reporter never tried one on,” Lucia shot back. “Worse, Bear began to accuse me of not being respectful enough of theater superstitions.”

I heard Ned mutter, “Aha.”

“He kept coming up with new supposed ‘rules’ I was breaking,” she went on. “Wearing blue to rehearsal, not just onstage. Wearing a down vest—which contains feathers—onstage. He claimed I was trying to ‘curse’ the production because I was bitter about the breakup.”

Bear pointed an accusatory finger at her. “That was true! You were bitter!”

“And so were you!” Lucia cried. “When the play closed, I tried to audition for other roles, but I couldn’t get cast in anything, even after the amazing reviews for my performance in Medea. Eventually I realized that you were bad-mouthing me to all your theater friends!”

“Well,” Bear scoffed. “I—I’m sure I mentioned it to a few close friends. Was I supposed to take a vow of silence?”

Lucia glared at him. “You didn’t just tell them about the breakup. You told them that I was difficult, unstable, impossible to work with. And none of that was true!”

Bear looked at the floor. “Well, I suppose… tomayto, tomahto.”

Lucia lunged forward and poked a finger into his chest. “I was not difficult to work with, Bear. If anything, I went above and beyond, trying to accede to your wild demands! I literally wounded myself to perform in that show! And that’s how you repay my efforts?”

Bear cringed back, and Lucia scowled. “I realized I had to get revenge,” she said after a few seconds. “Of course, you couldn’t recognize me, or there’s no way I would be cast in one of your productions. So I worked up a disguise. And…”

She paused, drawing back and looking around the assembled crowd. As she searched, it hit me.

“And you needed someone to help with the logistics,” I filled in. “So you found Dale.”

All eyes turned to the side of the stage, where I spotted Dale watching, just beyond the wings. He blushed bright red.

“That’s right,” Lucia said, turning to me with a small nod. “Dale was an old friend from middle school. We were still in touch on social media. And I learned that he was upset that Bear had been invited to guest-direct a production of Macbeth at the university, because the university canceled the production it had planned, which meant that Dale would never get to wow his classmates playing the lead role in Sweeney Todd.”

There were a few gasps from the cast. Dale, his face still bright red, looked down at his shoes, then seemed to find something within himself and straightened up, raising his shoulders.

“I was going to be spectacular,” he said confidently. “I was listening to the cast album nonstop. I thought it would be my breakout role!”

He was cut off by a loud snort. It was coming from Simon, who strode toward Dale with a disgusted look on his face. “You helped her rig that can light to fall?” he asked Dale.

Dale sighed. “I did,” he said. “I loosened the bolts so that it was practically unsecured right before rehearsal. I had doubts, but… I figured… you would hear it falling and get out of the—”

Simon scowled and held up a hand. “Forget your excuses. You’re lucky no one was crushed. How did you know when to open the trap door, though? Aren’t the controls under the stage?”

Dale glanced at Lucia. “Well… Lucia was watching the rehearsal.”

Simon glanced from her to Dale. “And what, she texted you when to pull the lever?”

“That’s right.” Dale looked chastened.

Simon looked disgusted. “How could you agree to go along with this? He could have been killed, my man.”

A guilty look spread over Dale’s face. “I just wanted to help Lucia send a message,” he insisted. “It’s not right for directors to treat actors that way, especially female actors! It was an abuse of his power!”

“And would you have been as upset about that if the university had decided to mount both Macbeth and Sweeney Todd?” a familiar voice piped up from the crowd. Ned had taken a step forward, frowning.

“I—I—” Dale stammered, then shook his head in frustration. “I’m a good guy!”

“Evidence points to the contrary,” George called. I turned and spotted her and Bess watching from the wings.

“What about the mud?” I asked, frowning at Lucia. It was the one thing I couldn’t quite figure out. “How did you know the costumes would be left unattended?”

She smirked. “Well,” she said, “I had buddied up to Freya. I knew what the schedule was, when they would be delivered.”

“But what about Igor?” I asked. “How did you know the security guard would leave the lobby?”

Lucia stared at me, taking in a deep breath. “I happened to notice that Igor likes those frothy coffee drinks from Campus Caffeine,” she said calmly. “About half an hour before the costumes were delivered, I approached him with an ‘extra’ I explained I’d bought for a friend who didn’t want it.” She paused, a sly smile spreading over her face. “It may have had a few extra ingredients.”

I shook my head, disbelieving. “You tricked him? You could have made Igor really sick!”

Lucia sighed, turning from me to glare at Bear. “And none if it would have been necessary, had Bear not been so terrible.”

I couldn’t believe it. “Look,” I said, “what Bear did to you was creepy and wrong. I get it. But that doesn’t make destroying a production that the whole cast and crew has worked hard on, and endangering their lives in the process, into something noble.”

Lucia sighed. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

Dale nodded. “Maybe… maybe I got a little carried away.”

Bang! We all startled as a loud sound came from the top of the aisle. Someone had slammed the door to the lobby open, and I could see a familiar silhouette standing framed in the golden light.

It was Igor. “Campus police are here,” he called.

Bear looked confused. “Campus police?” he asked.

“That’s right,” I said. “I called them once I figured out what Lucia had done. I’m not sure whether any laws were broken here, but I’m sure the police can help figure that out. They’re waiting in the lobby to talk to us.”

Simon raised a hand. “To talk to all of us? Or just you, Lucia, Bear, and Dale? Because…” He gestured behind us, to the set. “I think the mystery is solved. The culprits are caught! And how does that old theater saying go? Oh!” He smiled. “The show must go on!”

“That’s right!” Ned cried.

“Let’s do this!” added Naya.

As I led Lucia, Dale, and Bear to the lobby, the cast and crew huddled to figure out logistics. Lucia-Cassie couldn’t go on, obviously, but her understudy, Jeannette, looked thrilled to get a shot at performing the part.

Once I’d led the suspects to the police and given them a broad outline of what had happened, one of the officers waved me away. “We’ve got this,” she said. “The director mentioned that your friend has a part in the play. Go, enjoy it, we’ll talk to these three and get the full rundown from you when it’s over.”

“Oh, thank you!” I cried. Finally, I was going to get to watch Ned onstage. Already, the lobby was filling up with arriving audience members, and the theater was half-full. The curtain was still pulled tight. I couldn’t help but wonder what was going on behind it.

I scampered down the aisle and put my jacket on the seat next to the ones Bess and George had planted themselves in. It was dead center, fifth row. Perfect seats.

“Thanks, guys,” I said. “We’ll have a great view here! Can you excuse me for a sec while I run backstage?”

“Sure thing, Nancy,” Bess said with a grin. “Hey—I knew you’d solve this one!”

George snorted. “That’s not what you said twenty minutes ago. What was it you called it—the end of an era?”

Bess groaned. “That’s what I said it would be if she didn’t solve it, but I knew of course she would!”

George just chuckled.

“Whatever, guys,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I know we’re not in Vegas anymore, but you should know not to bet against Nancy Drew.”

As the audience filed in, I ducked backstage. The energy was high, most of the actors already in their (clean, lovely) costumes, a few getting last-minute touch-ups in the makeup chairs. I hadn’t been assigned a job for the crew, since I had been tasked with solving the mystery, but Ricky seemed to have stepped up as crew leader in Dale’s absence and was running around with a clipboard, shouting orders. “Luna, you ready for those scene changes? Derrick, remember, costume changes in one minute or less! Do we have the wigs ready?”

I hurried by. Working on the crew had been fun, but I was looking forward to getting to watch the play from the audience.

I found Ned huddled on a bench in the hallway, eyes closed, lips forming his lines as he silently recited them to himself.

“You’ve got this,” I said confidently.

He opened his eyes and beamed at me.

“Nancy,” he said. “I really can’t believe you solved it. I thought there just wasn’t enough evidence.”

I shrugged. “That’s why I’m the second hit you get when you google ‘teenage detective’!”

Ned laughed. “Well, I’m glad you’re my girlfriend.” He leaned forward to give me a peck on the cheek.

“Listen,” I said. “I want you to have a good time out there, but I understand there are limits on what I can say.” I looked around the backstage area warily. “So let me just tell you… break a leg.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN [image: ] A New Star

“A TOAST!” I CALLED OUT two nights later, raising my root beer as I looked fondly across the table at Ned. Bess, George, and I had taken him out to dinner at our favorite pizza place to celebrate his stage debut. “To the new star among us.”

Ned blushed. He lifted his glass awkwardly but ducked his head to look down at his pizza. “Aw, Nancy,” he said. “I didn’t embarrass myself, it’s true! But I don’t think the academy is going to be calling me anytime soon.”

Bess rolled her eyes. “Of course not, Ned,” she said, lifting her orange soda. “The academy is the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, hello? And you were onstage? You’d be up for a Tony, if anything.” She paused. “But you’re not. You have to be in a Broadway production to be eligible for that. Aaaaanyway…” She clinked her glass against his. “Good going!”

“Hear, hear!” said George, raising her glass and clinking it against everyone else’s. “It was an amazing production, Ned, and Nancy too, I guess. I loved the sets, I loved the whole vibe. And hey! You all kept me awake through my very first Shakespeare production. So kudos to you!”

Ned shook his head. “Thank the Bard for that, George, not me. But I’m really glad you all liked it.”

George’s phone pinged, and she glanced at the screen. “Oh! Get this… your first review is in, Ned!”

Ned looked nervous. “They… review college productions?”

George raised an eyebrow. “Well, it’s the university paper, so yeah. I put in a Google alert. Do you want to hear what they had to say?”

She unlocked her phone and began clicking through.

Ned glanced at me. “Uhhh…”

I reached over to pat his hand. “You were great, Ned,” I said. “You have nothing to worry about.”

“Okay,” he said, with a resolute nod. “Lay it on me, George.”

George stared into her phone and smiled. “ ‘Last night marked the premiere of guest professor and celebrity director Bear Larouche’s production of Macbeth at the Alumnae Auditorium,” she read. “The production was not without its hiccups behind the scenes, but opening night went off without a hitch. While ambitious in scope, and unusual in design, the production is sometimes confusing, overshadowing its famous text with strange choices in setting, costume, and visual effects. Still, some actors manage to shine in their roles, including Simon Baga as the title character, Jasmine MacMurray as Lady Macbeth, Ned Nickerson as Malcolm, and Jeannette Lemieux, filling in as understudy for the First Witch.”

“Omigosh!” I cried. “Ned, your first role ever and the critics loved you!”

Ned blushed even harder, but I know him well enough to tell you he was thrilled. “Oh, wow!” He shook his head. “Amazing. Well, that will give me the motivation I need to really kill it at closing tomorrow night.”

“What are you going to do when the production is over, Ned?” Bess asked, lifting a slice of Hawaiian pizza from her plate.

Ned seemed to consider that. “Well, first I have to catch up on all the schoolwork I let slide while we were in rehearsals,” he said in a half-serious voice. “But then… I dunno. It might be nice to have a break.”

George gave him a teasing look. “I saw a poster that there’s a community production of Oliver! coming up soon,” she said. “You sure you don’t want that audition info?”

Ned laughed. “Isn’t Oliver! a musical? Trust me, you don’t want to hear me sing.”

“Yeah, trust him,” I agreed. I’d spent enough karaoke nights with Ned to know that singing was not one of his many gifts.

Ned made a face at me. “Anyway,” he went on, “I’m really enjoying my work on Macbeth, as strange as the experience has been all around. I’m glad I gave acting a try.”

Bess glanced at me. “How about you, Nancy?” she asked. “How was working on the set?”

I put down my pizza and sat back for a moment, thinking that one over. I had really enjoyed putting the set together, painting it, and being in on the creative discussions about what the whole production should look like. I met some great people. But it was hard not to associate my time backstage with Dale—who seemed nice, but, it turned out, was capable of smashing people under a fallen can light.

“It was fun,” I told Bess finally. “But the theater sure attracts a lot of weirdos, huh?”

“Hey, speak for yourself!” Ned cried in faux outrage.

We all chuckled, and for a few seconds we sat in companionable silence, eating our pizza.

“Nancy,” Bess said, “if you’re looking for a new hobby, I might have an idea for you.”

George shook her head. “Oh, Bess, I think if the last few weeks has taught us anything, it’s that Nancy already has the perfect hobby: solving mysteries!”

Bess waved her off. “Remember that singing gig we had at my mom’s charity event?”

“Oof,” George said. “That was less of a ‘gig’ for me than a hostage situation.”

Bess groaned. “Cuz!” she yelled. “Admit it: it was fun, and we did sound good together.”

I raised my hand. “I will back you up on that,” I said. “It was fun. And we did sound… pretty okay together!”

“Exactly. Thank you, Nancy,” Bess said. “Anyway, my mom is planning another charity event—a picnic this time. It’s less formal, more of a family affair. And she thinks some more of my songs, with harmonies from you and George, might be just the right vibe!”

George looked at me as if to say, Is she serious? But I just turned to Bess and smiled. “I’m in,” I said. “If Ned has taught me anything, it’s that it’s good for you to expand your horizons.”

Bess lifted her glass again. “Hear, hear!”

Ned and I clinked our glasses with hers, and we all turned to George expectantly. She was scowling, but when we all stared at her, she sighed and shook her head, raising her glass.

“Fine,” she agreed. “I’ll sing. But this is your thing, not mine!”

“Understood, cuz,” Bess said, nodding.

“It’s good to stretch outside your usual things,” I said, smiling at Ned. “Ned and Bess have shown us that. It may not be your life’s work… but you just might find something that makes you happy.”





Dear Diary,

WHAT A WILD RIDE! I couldn’t have imagined when Ned got his part that it would lead to so much intrigue and danger… or that I would get pulled into yet another mystery!

I’m just glad everyone’s okay, and that the show did go on. I understand why Lucia was upset about how Bear treated her. It sounded awful. But I can’t forgive her for the way she decided to get revenge, putting other actors and crew members at risk. And then there’s Dale! He seemed like a nice guy, but I guess you never really know what people are capable of.

Speaking of which… how about Bess and her—maybe “our”—new singing career?! I’m so glad George and I never got around to discouraging her. She really showed us, and everyone at her mom’s fundraiser, that her heart is in her new hobby. And I’m happy to help out with harmonies! Though I do hope she will take some singing lessons… for the health of my ears.

As for me, I really did enjoy helping to design and build the sets of Ned’s play. But you know what? I loved solving the mystery more. Maybe I will try to do some more drawing and sketching. But I think I’ve already found my true calling….
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