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I hated her too. I wanted her dead. And I know I’m not the only one. But now that leading lady Vanessa Hargreaves, celebrity starlet, lies spent and lifeless on the stage of the glorious Royal Ruby Theatre, I have to ask myself: How did it come to this?

I know one thing for sure: I didn’t kill Vanessa. But if I didn’t do it, who did?

The audience is confused. I can hear them whispering in their seats. What’s going on? Why is the star of the show dead in the very first scene?

They don’t realize this isn’t part of the play. And who can blame them? At the Royal Ruby, we’re known for our stage illusions, for a show that changes with every performance, that adds wild, death-defying effects, and where it turns out to be a different killer every night. It’s because of this that audiences return over and over again to watch The Fox Hunt, the longest-running murder mystery in Broadway history and the most unpredictable too.

I am just an usher, no one special, at least not yet. But mark my words: one day, I’m going to be a star. I have seen this show literally hundreds of times from the safety of my usher’s stool, tucked discreetly in the back corner of the main-floor rows. Nestled in the dark like a mushroom, I mouth along to every line of the script. I know all the actors’ parts by heart, every bit of stage business, every prop and illusion that appear from the rise of the curtain to its fall. It’s because I know every beat of this play that I’m keenly aware of when things go wrong. And things have just gone very, very wrong.

Moments ago, the curtain went up. Vanessa—gorgeous, flawless it-girl—pranced onto the stage in her formfitting emerald gown. She stood under the antler chandelier and pronounced the opening line of the play: “What a perfect day for a fox hunt.”

I heard an unusual creaking sound in the catwalk far above, and then, out of nowhere, the chandelier came crashing down onto the stage. One of its decorative antlers, honed to a razor point, skewered our celebrity starlet right in the jugular and rendered her immobile, affixed to the very boards she’s walked on six nights a week for the last two years.

I ran down the center aisle and jumped onto the stage. Now, I’m kneeling beside Vanessa as the cast and crew members slowly trickle out from the wings, dumbstruck with shock. It’s as though everything is happening in slow motion.

I’ve dreamed of being a leading lady for my entire life, but I didn’t want it to happen like this. I’m just an usher, but I find myself under the spotlight for the very first time, and yet this is no act. This is not a performance—it’s real.

“Vanessa, hold on!” I say, grabbing her perfectly manicured hand. “Call emergency!” I yell out to the crowd. “Quick!”

Vanessa’s grip is weak. Her lips are moving. I bend closer to her mouth as she struggles to speak. That’s when I hear them—her last words. They gurgle out of her mouth with a frothy, blood-tinged foam. “The ghost of the Royal Ruby . . . did this,” she says.

She looks away from me then, out at her adoring audience, the hundreds of fans who’ve paid an exorbitant ticket price just for a live glimpse of her. I follow her gaze to where it lands in the mezzanine above. When I look back at Vanessa, her eyes are glazed and vacant. She’s dead.

It’s funny, isn’t it? How you can look at someone a thousand times and never really see them—until suddenly, one day, you do. I gaze back up to where Vanessa was staring in the mezzanine. There. Front-row center, a figure looks down on us from above.

That’s when I know who did it and that Vanessa was right.

The ghost of the Royal Ruby killed her.
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Earlier that day . . .

I don’t believe in ghosts. Or magic. Or superstition. Never have. But let me just say that whatever puts bums in seats is good for everyone. The rumors about there being a ghost in the theater started up again a couple of months ago after a series of weird accidents.

First, Scooter, our fun-loving stagehand, got tangled in the ropes backstage and broke his leg in three places. We all figured he was goofing around in the dark, but he insists that’s not the case, that someone pushed him. Then it was Stuart, the props master of the show. He was burned while handling one of the show’s pyrotechnic props. And more recently, there was the incident of urine magically appearing in Donald’s cup during the banquet scene.

Obviously, something’s up at the Royal Ruby, and whatever’s going on, it will all become clear eventually. That’s the way it works in the theater—wait long enough, and the truth steps into the spotlight.

I’ve worked here as an usher for over two years as part of a mentorship program for young upcoming talent. I love this theater. The Royal Ruby is an Edwardian-era beauty built in honor of the maven of mystery herself, the most popular female playwright of all time, Eleanor Ruby. The marquee out front says as much about the theater as it does about its deceased namesake—pitch-black letters in Baskerville font, lit by a single bulb, the edges cast in shadow. The Ruby knows everything and yet divulges nothing. That’s what draws people in, keeps them coming back to our show year after year.

As for my actual job, being an usher is pretty easy. I hand out playbills; I help patrons find their seats. During performances, I make sure no house doors are opened. It’s up to me to minimize interruptions, to preserve the careful illusions conjured onstage—because that’s what the theater is all about, isn’t it? Shadows, magic, and mystery.

Being an usher isn’t exactly a dream job, but it is a stepping stone to becoming a performer. There are cool perks to being in the mentorship program too. I get to liaise with the actors. I get to know them personally, hear their tips and tricks of the trade. For the last four years, I’ve been taking private acting classes—and not just the cattle-call kind led by Mr. Community Theater Nobody, but private one-on-ones with coaches recommended to me by cast members from The Fox Hunt. This is how you learn the craft. This is how you get ahead.

I’ll tell you right now: one day, you’re going to see my name in lights. And this face of mine? Yes, this one, with the giant purple birthmark on my cheek the size and shape of Australia—one day, this unlikely face is going to be world famous. I may not be beautiful like Vanessa Hargreaves, but I’m going to be a star.

A few years ago, when I told my parents I wanted to study acting after high school, my dad nearly spat out his dinner at the table. “That’s impossible,” he said. “Not with . . . that.” He pointed his fork at the blemish on my face, as if I didn’t know exactly where it was, as if I didn’t suffer it every day of my life.

My mother stepped in, smoothing things over. “A girl has a right to dream,” she said as she poked at the peas on her plate.

“Not with my money,” my father replied, thereby ending the conversation.

After graduating from high school, I enrolled in university in a “proper program,” as my father called it, prep for law school, but I barely went to class. My father found out at midterm and disowned me.

Now, I live in a closet-size room in a shared apartment near the theater. I survive on ramen noodles and rice. Every few weeks, my mother calls me to check in, but I haven’t talked to my father since my Great Educational Defection. I’m alone in this city, working overtime at the theater to pay for rent and acting classes . . . and you know what? I’m happier than I’ve ever been before.

I’ve even managed to squirrel away some of my usher’s money. It’s in a savings fund I’ll use to pay for tuition to the Ruby Acting Academy, the best theater school in the country, one that’s affiliated with the Royal Ruby Theatre mentorship program.

I’ve now made it through three rounds of auditions for the Academy, competed against countless other hopefuls vying for a coveted spot in the elite performance school. There’s only one step left before I’m officially accepted—getting written endorsements from all four lead actors in The Fox Hunt. It’s an old-school rule that comes from the times before theater schools, when acting was a pure apprenticeship, an art form passed from one performer to the next. Anyone can do one good audition piece, but a true actor has to inhabit the full range of human experience, and who better to judge who has that ability than actors themselves?

If all four lead cast members in The Fox Hunt say I have “it” and I’ve paid my dues behind the scenes, I’m in, accepted into the Academy. I’ve done everything I can to ingratiate myself with the cast. I’ve been their gofer. I’ve fetched them coffee and bobby pins and Ativan. I’ve devoured their advice, hung off their every word, and I’ve learned so much about what it takes to make it as an actor.

Maureen Withers plays the elderly dowager in The Fox Hunt. When I asked her to sign for me, she did so instantly, though she was quick to challenge my career choice. “If the screen doesn’t kill you, the stage will. But if this is what you want, I support you.”

Next, I approached Dirk Cleeves, the impossibly good-looking TV star with a face that looks chiseled from marble. “Is this your way of getting my autograph?” he asked, then winked at me and signed my letter. The wink meant nothing. Dirk would flirt with a one-eyed chicken if it were his only option, which it’s definitely not. Every now and then, a girl in the audience faints when he takes the stage. As an usher, it’s my job to text a “Code Cleeves” to the stagehands, who haul the starstruck fan out to the lobby to recover.

I was never worried about approaching Donald Kingsley for his endorsement—yes, that Donald Kingsley, two-time Oscar winner, seven-time Tony winner, and one of the nation’s most beloved older stars. It’s Donald who helped me prepare my audition for the Academy. Dressed in his trademark velvet waistcoat and black cravat, he watched me perform my monologue over and over again in the privacy of his dressing room.

“Stop flapping about. You lose all your power that way,” he advised.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said, my hands gesticulating wildly.

“Containment—an old actors’ trick. Arms by your sides. Put all that energy into your voice and eyes. Don’t move a muscle.”

It took me a while, but eventually, I could feel it—how stillness distills everything, how feelings and motivations can lie in wait, charged under the surface. The sensation was incredible—like being superhuman.

“There,” Donald said, clapping slowly at the end of my monologue. “That’s it. That’s the ghost. It moved in you. Master that one skill, and you’ll be a star.”

He signed my letter after that. His sweeping, elegant signature was the best endorsement I could ever hope for.

But it isn’t the last one I require. I still need superdiva Vanessa to sign for me. Vanessa, the grade A bitch. Sometimes I think she’s the grandest illusion of our show—beautiful on the outside yet rotten to the core. No one in the cast and crew likes her. She’s vicious and cruel, a stage hog in every possible way. She’s gotten to the top of the industry by pushing everyone to the bottom and then rubbing their faces in the mud. Not that her fans realize this. They worship the ground she walks on. Vanessa proves what Hamlet always knew: you really can smile and smile and still be a villain.

Do you know Vanessa once threw scalding coffee at our stagehand Scooter because he was “staring at her cleavage”? Here’s the thing: Scooter can’t see shit without his glasses on, and he’d lost them earlier that day.

Then there was the time she threw a hissy fit because Donald got a standing ovation at the end of the show. “It’s only because he’s old,” she said in the wings after the show, loud enough for everyone to hear. The next night, during the banquet scene, Donald’s goblet was mysteriously filled with piss. “Must have been the ghost of the Royal Ruby,” Vanessa said afterward with a shrug. But we all know exactly who was behind the piss in the goblet. Only Vanessa would stoop so low.

Once, I worked up the nerve to ask her if she could recommend an acting coach. “For who?” she asked as she looked over my shoulder.

“For me,” I said.

She stared at me then, her feline eyes ice cold. “I can think of no one I’d recommend. No one at all,” she said, spitting out the words.

I was shocked. I couldn’t speak or move. Why was she always so mean? Eventually, I stumbled my way out of the greenroom and vowed never to approach her again. But here’s the thing: I need her signature. And I swear, I’ll do just about anything to get it. If I had to kill for it, I wouldn’t think twice.

But there is good news. A few days ago, I made progress. I wrote Vanessa a gushing fangirl letter and asked her if she’d sign for me. I delivered the note to her dressing room with a bouquet of white lilies, her favorite flower. Vanessa reluctantly agreed to talk to me today about lending her endorsement for the Academy. I’m to meet her in her dressing room before the show, which is why I’m on my way to the theater early today. If I’m successful in getting her to sign, I’ll be the first aspiring actor to win her over.

I push through the gleaming brass doors of the Royal Ruby Theatre. God, I love the smell of this place, the mineral crispness emanating from the antique marble floors, the hints of metallic tang from the brass details, and that other scent, too, a mix of perfumes and colognes and anticipation from the decades of theatergoers who’ve visited this hallowed place.

I head through the lobby and stand below the winding marble staircase that leads to the mezzanine. On the wall in front of me in a gilded frame is the famous portrait in oil of the theater’s namesake, world-renowned playwright Eleanor Ruby.

Her silver hair is pinned up, with just a few wild tendrils loosely framing her face. She wears a scarlet V-neck dress that shows off her cleavage. A strand of pearls loosely encircles her neck, and in her hands she holds a plain black notebook. I love to amaze new theatergoers by shining my flashlight on that notebook. Underneath the first layer of paint is a hidden message written in Latin that’s magically revealed under bright light—Homicidium meum secretum. “Murder is my secret.” It is said that when Eleanor didn’t like certain actors, they’d mysteriously drop dead midseason. To this day, the question remains: Did Eleanor have something to do with it?

Many people believe Eleanor’s ghost haunts the theater, that she appears exactly as she does in this portrait, walking the boards at night. What a load of superstitious crap, just another tall tale to attract tourists. Still, I’ve never liked the way Eleanor’s eyes in this portrait follow you around the lobby, like she’s watching your every move, like she knows something you don’t.

“Talking to the ghost again?” I hear, right in my ear.

I jump and turn around.

Alice, our stage manager, is standing behind me. In her late fifties, she’s worked here for decades, seen stars and audiences come and go. Her gray hair is piled high on her head, held together by bobby pins and a mechanical pencil. She wears the same red sweater over her outfit every day. From time to time, she plucks the pencil from her head to write notes in the black binder she calls her Stage Bible. I swear I’ve never seen it leave her hands. Now, she dons her glasses, which she wears on a beaded string around her neck, to admire the portrait in front of us.

“She wasn’t a beauty, but Eleanor was a force of nature,” Alice says. “She reminds me of you.” Alice eyes me over her glasses, a grin forming on her lips. “Big day today, Grace. The final signature.”

“I can’t stop shaking,” I say. “What if Vanessa refuses to sign?”

“Then the cast and crew will strangle her. Do you know she once told me I should follow her juice diet to help me lose weight and achieve the ‘Hargreaves glow’? And repair my cellulite, too, according to her. Nice, right?”

“Classic Vanessa,” I reply.

“This stage needs a young actor like you, Grace, someone different. We’ve had enough Vanessas over the years, all those pretty nitwits with an overweening sense of entitlement. It’s your turn to shine.”

She reaches out and touches a hand to my cheek. I know it’s no accident that her palm rests against the purple blot on my face. I’m grateful when she takes it away because if she held it any longer, I’d burst into tears.

“Is it true you once wanted to be an actor?” I ask Alice.

“It is,” she replies. “But I apparently lacked ‘star quality.’”

“Ah. The famous euphemism for ‘not pretty enough,’” I say.

Alice nods. “I’m used to it now, being behind the scenes, I mean. And I’m a bit of a control freak, as you know, so this job suits me.” She raps her knuckles against her black binder. “I was honored when the board gave me a vote over which students to admit into the Academy. It felt like they finally valued the opinion of someone in the backstage crew. But that’s over now.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Vanessa objected,” she replies. “She said crew members aren’t qualified to be voting members of the board because we don’t understand performers. The board revoked my vote shortly after.”

“Unbelievable,” I say.

“Remember,” Alice says as she lays a hand on my arm, “the whole crew wants this for you, more than you can possibly know. I better get going.” She pulls away from me. “I’ve got to talk to Stuart about the wonky fog machine. And the chandelier pulleys are squeaking again. Must fix those.” She turns to leave but then stops. “If you’re heading backstage, beware that Eleanor’s ghost is up to her tricks again.”

“What happened this time?”

“The gold star on Vanessa’s dressing room door has ‘magically disappeared.’ Let’s just say she’s not happy about it. Proceed with caution.”

I sigh. “She’s going to be in a worse mood than usual.”

“Stop fretting,” Alice says. “Also, Scooter’s looking for you. Says he has something of yours.”

“Where is he?” I ask.

“Catwalk.” She turns and walks away. “Break a leg today, Grace,” she calls over her shoulder, “preferably one of Vanessa’s!”

It’s the last I hear before she disappears into the box office in the lobby. Once she’s gone, I touch the gilded frame of Eleanor’s portrait to make a silent wish for good luck—not that I believe in good luck charms or ghosts. But at this point, I need all the help I can get.
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I head up the grand marble staircase to the plush-carpeted mezzanine. It’s eerily quiet up here, no one around. I push through the center doors and head into the rows of velvet seats. Only a couple of houselights are on, throwing eerie shadows on the stage below.

I pad down the few stairs to the first row. Patrons love the first-row balcony because they can lean forward, grip the brass banister, and look straight up into the ceiling at the most storied piece of scenery in the show—the antler chandelier. You can really appreciate its detail from this vantage point—the numerous antler racks, all of them real, dating back to the show’s origins. Their menacing ends are honed to razor-sharp points, over a hundred spears in total. The whole prop weighs just under a half ton, and when it falls onto the stage in act 2, the spectacle is so dramatic it elicits a bloodcurdling scream from the audience every single night.

I hear a creaking sound and squint into the dark catwalks above my head. “Scooter?” I call out. “Are you up there?”

A floating head appears above me—tongue lolled out and eyes bulging behind thick glasses. I scream out loud, but then I hear familiar laughter. “Bloody hell, Scooter! You scared the living shit out of me!”

Scooter jumps to his feet, holding a flashlight under his chin. “Does this light look familiar? It’s got your name on it.”

My flashlight—an essential tool for every usher. I have no idea how mine found its way into Scooter’s fumbling hands.

“You left it on a stack of programs on the floor level,” he says before I can ask. “Catch!”

Just in time, I reach my hands up and grasp the flashlight before it cracks my skull open. “For a guy in charge of safety, you sure take chances, Scooter,” I say.

“Nah,” he replies. “I just know who to trust and who not to. Did you hear the latest?”

“I haven’t heard a thing,” I say. “Spill.”

I shine my flashlight up into the catwalk. Scooter’s holding on to the ropes that control the antler chandelier, swaying from side to side. “Vanessa filed a union grievance against me. For ogling her backstage.”

“She didn’t!” I say.

“She did. Grace, I didn’t have my glasses on. She could have been a donkey for all I knew.”

“Scooter, I’m so sorry.”

“I swear, sometimes I just want to loosen these ropes and let the chandelier fall right on top of her stupid celebrity head. Are you still asking her to endorse you today?”

The butterflies start the moment he mentions it. “Yeah,” I reply. “If she says no, it’ll be the end of me.”

“Not if I can help it,” he says.

“What can you possibly do about it, Scooter?”

“Dunno,” he says. “But I’ll think of something.”

[image: image]

I leave Scooter in the dark catwalks and circle back downstairs, through the elegant lobby and into the bowels of the theater—the backstage labyrinth that includes the greenroom, the actors’ dressing rooms, the props room, and more. No velvet curtains or fine brass details here, just concrete blocks and harsh fluorescent lights.

I spot Stuart, the props manager, in his massive storeroom. He’s surrounded by costumed mannequins, fog machines, and trick candelabras that burst into six-inch flames. I’ve always liked Stuart. Since my very first day as an usher, he’s treated me like I’m a somebody, like I matter. I once asked if he thought I stood a chance of becoming an actor. I pointed at my birthmark to make sure he knew what I meant.

“Honestly? I don’t even see it anymore. A woman like Vanessa is supposed to be beautiful, but she’s so mean she looks ugly to me. Whereas you . . .”

He trailed off then, but that’s okay. The best lines are often left unsaid.

“Grace!” Stuart calls out the second he spots me in the corridor. “Come here. I need your help.”

I walk into the room where he’s working on a candelabra, recalibrating the intricate machinery that allows for pyrotechnic bursts in the banquet scene.

“Hold this,” he says as he guides my hand to a lever, then tinkers with some mechanism hidden deep in the candelabra’s base. He smiles at me as his hands work by rote inside the machine. “Whatever happens today with Vanessa, I’ve got your back,” he says. “You know, I can’t prove it, but I’m pretty sure she messed with the pyrotechnics that burned me a couple of months back.”

This is a first. He’s never said anything like this before, and it sounds pretty crazy. “Why in the world would she do that?” I ask.

“Because I called her a diva. The day before I got burned, Vanessa had a problem with the gun in the show. It never went off, and the audience laughed at her. She blamed me, but it was her fault. She didn’t follow my instructions for loading. Then she said, ‘Props masters are really just wannabe engineers who couldn’t hack it.’ And I told her she was an ugly, stinking cow.” Stuart grabs a small wrench and torques something deep within the mechanism. “Not my most shining moment. I think she turned this candelabra on high after that show so it would burn me during my next preshow check. And lately, I’ve been thinking: What if I loaded the show’s Smith & Wesson with a real bullet instead of a fake? What if I forgot to apply fire retardant on her gaudy green gown and she immolated herself on this exact flame?”

“Stuart, don’t say things like that out loud. The ghost of the Royal Ruby might hear you and make it happen.”

“Good,” he replies. “I hope she does.” He puts down his wrench. “Okay, step back now and let go.”

I do as I’m told, retreating a few steps as I release the lever. Instantly, the candelabra bursts into red-hot flames.

“Hot dang!” Stuart says as he, too, takes a step backward. He looks at me across the fiery glow. “Please tell me you won’t act like Vanessa when you’re a star?”

“Not a chance,” I say.
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Once I’m in the corridor, I check my phone. It’s almost time to meet Vanessa. But I’m not quite ready yet. There’s one more person I need to see beforehand. I head down the corridor until I find Donald’s dressing room. I knock gently on his door. It swings open immediately.

Donald is already dressed in his hunting costume, looking stately and debonair. “There she is,” he says. “Our little dark horse.” He bows theatrically and offers me a seat across from his dressing table. “Have you talked to her?” he asks.

“Not yet,” I reply. “I’m heading to her dressing room next.”

“Good,” he says. “I have something for you.” He opens a drawer in his dressing table and removes a shiny gold star, the one that indicates the lead actress of The Fox Hunt, the one that recently disappeared from Vanessa’s dressing room door.

“You didn’t steal her star!” I gasp.

“Didn’t I?” Donald replies with a mischievous grin. “The truth is I relished grabbing it. Do you know what she said to me the other day? She said older actors like me don’t emote enough, that we’re out of touch with what younger audiences want. Do you know how she makes herself cry when she finds out her mother is dead in act one?”

I shake my head.

“Vicks VapoRub. Hides it up her sleeve, then dabs it in her eyes before her big weeping scene. How’s that for skill and technique?”

“Next level,” I say.

“Anyhow, this is for you,” Donald says. He presses Vanessa’s gold star into my hands. “Tell her you found it in the trash in the greenroom. She’ll be so grateful she’ll just have to endorse you.”

“You’re the best, Donald,” I say.

He opens his arms and invites me into a hug.

“Whatever happens in there,” he says, “just remember, there’s more than one way to become a star. If this way doesn’t work, you’ll find another.”

It’s a nice thing to say, but it’s not true. I need Vanessa’s signature. It’s the only way.

“Later, Donald,” I say as I break from the hug.

He blows me a stagey kiss with two hands as I duck out of his dressing room.
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After leaving Donald, I stand in the hallway, breathing in and out deeply to quell my nerves the way I’ve been taught to in every acting class I’ve ever taken. It doesn’t work. The fluorescent lights in the hallway beat down on me. I’m sweating. I can’t procrastinate any longer.

I walk right past Dirk’s and Maureen’s respective dressing rooms, then head for the last and biggest one in the corridor. There’s a faint outline on the door where a star usually hangs. I take one more deep breath, then knock.

The door opens. Vanessa stands there in her gorgeous emerald gown, her golden tresses falling in perfect swirls on her shoulders.

“Is now a good time?” I ask.

“You’ve got two minutes,” she says. “Then I need to get my face on.” Her eyes go wide as she notices the gold star in my hand. “Where did you find that?” she asks, her voice sharp enough to sever a limb.

“Um, I think someone threw it out. It was in the trash in the greenroom. I . . . I figured you’d want it back.”

Her eyes narrow, but she doesn’t say a word. She yanks the star from my hand and throws it onto her dressing table. She takes a seat in front of her makeup mirror, looking at me through the glass as I stand awkwardly behind her. She is so beautiful that it’s nearly impossible to avoid being mesmerized. This must be what happens to audiences when she steps onstage every night. They can’t help themselves. They’re simply entranced.

I start rambling on about how long I’ve dreamed of being an actor, how I’ve toiled as an usher to pay both my dues and my respects, how I’ve taken private acting lessons and have been saving for theater school. I add how all the board members of the Academy lauded my audition. “The only thing I need now is one more signature,” I say. “Yours.”

She swivels in her chair to face me. It’s like looking into the eyes of Aphrodite. For a moment, I wonder: Will she turn me to stone or transform me into a flower?

“You want my signature,” Vanessa says, “but what you really should have asked for long ago is my advice.”

My heart beats wildly in my chest. What is she talking about? “I’ve always wanted your advice, Vanessa,” I say.

“Really?” she replies. “You wanted coaching from people I knew, but you never asked for my help. I’m not just a pretty face, you know. I do know a thing or two about acting.”

That’s when I realize what’s been going on. She’s been watching me form relationships with the other cast members, and it’s rankled her. She’s jealous of everything, everyone. Why? Because I’ve earned the one thing she never has: their respect.

“I was worried you’d take it the wrong way if I asked for your advice,” I say. I don’t state the obvious, that she takes everything the wrong way.

Vanessa crosses one lithe leg over the other. “In that case, here is my best advice to you,” she says as she leans forward in her chair. “You don’t have the looks for the stage, so you better stay off it.”

It takes only a second for all my fear and insecurities to sharpen to a dangerous point in my belly. Rage burns there like a poker on red-hot coals. I stand very still with my arms by my sides. I contain all the emotion behind my eyes. I will not allow it to spill over in her presence. It will lie in wait to be invoked when I’m ready.

“So you won’t endorse me?” I ask because I need to hear it out loud.

Her shapely lips pout in mock sympathy. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m a no.”

She swivels in her chair to admire her own reflection in the mirror.

I scuttle out of her dressing room like a cockroach, closing her door quietly behind me.
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Word travels fast in the theater. Nothing stays secret forever. I storm down the hallway, desperate to leave the bowels, but Maureen steps out of her dressing room and blocks my path.

“Well?” she asks.

I shake my head.

“The bitch,” she says as she tries to grab my hand, but I race past her down the corridor.

Donald is doing voice exercises outside the greenroom, but he stops the moment he sees me. “Ah, there she is. Tell me a star is born.”

“No,” I say. “It’s not. It’s fallen.”

“What?” Donald replies. “This is ludicrous! She won’t get away with this. I’ll talk to the board myself. Mark my words, young lady. It’s your turn to shine.”

Donald keeps on talking, but I’m no longer listening. I dart around him and carry on through the hallway where Stuart and Scooter are rolling the fog machine toward the stage right wing.

“Hey, not so fast!” Scooter says as he blocks my passage with the cart.

Humiliation rises on my face. I can feel my purple disfigurement pulsing with rage. Stuart reads my anguish instantly. He stops, his eyes turning dark. “I’m going to kill her, Grace. I swear to God, Vanessa is going to die.”

I don’t want to talk about it, so I scurry around Stuart and Scooter. I rush toward the doors that exit to the front of the house. I push through and find myself safe in the lobby at last. I breathe deeply. The scent of the Royal Ruby grounds me, brings me back to myself.

The audience is trickling into the lobby now. They won’t be allowed in the house yet, but they’re happy to wait, enjoying the splendor of the venue, the brass details, the brocade wallpaper, and the portrait of the famous playwright who started it all.

I walk over and stand where I stood a few hours ago, in front of Eleanor Ruby. I think about the hidden message on the cover of her notebook—Murder is my secret. I wish it were mine. I’d like to kill Vanessa Hargreaves, murder her in cold blood on behalf of the entire cast and crew of The Fox Hunt. I would do it, too, if I knew I wouldn’t get caught.

“And?” I hear.

I turn and find Alice behind me, her mechanical pencil sticking out of her bird’s nest bun, her red sweater flopping over her hefty bosom, her black binder tucked under one arm.

“Vanessa said no,” I say to Eleanor’s portrait, because I can’t bear to look Alice in the eye.

Alice stands beside me. She doesn’t look at me either. We both just stare at the ghost in front of us.

“I want you to remember something,” Alice says.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“This isn’t over.”

“Yes, it is, Alice.”

“No,” she insists. “It’s not.”
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I’m sitting in the back of the theater. It’s nearly showtime. Full house. It was a mad rush to seat everyone, to press programs into eager hands. Enjoy the show, enjoy the show, enjoy the show—an incantation.

Now, I squat on my stool at the back of the theater in the ground-level seats. I’m not really here. My mind is elsewhere. The houselights dim, and all the ambient noise fades into silence. The curtain rises; the spotlight shines on center stage, where Vanessa Hargreaves walks out to stand under the massive antler chandelier. “What a lovely day for a fox hunt,” she intones.

Then it happens. There’s a creaking sound from above, and the antler chandelier falls right on top of Vanessa, skewering her in the neck, impaling her to the stage. The worst part: the audience gasps, but they stay in their seats because they think it’s part of the show.

My flashlight lit, I run down the middle aisle and jump onto the stage, where I kneel by Vanessa on the boards. The audience members whisper to each other about this exciting turn of events. Just before she dies, I follow her eyes up to where they land in the mezzanine.

There. Right there. Murder is my secret.

The cast and crew are rushing to the stage now. Scooter and Stuart run out from the right wing while Donald and Maureen rush on from the left. They’re yelling, I can tell they are, but for some reason the sound isn’t reaching my ears. I know what I have to do now. I must do it right away.

I release Vanessa’s limp hand and jump off the stage. Flashlight in hand, I rush up the center aisle and through the house doors. I take the marble stairs to the mezzanine two at a time. I enter the upper house and race down the steps of the mezzanine to the front row, where I find the ghost still standing there, looking down at the macabre scene onstage below.

The audience is still confused. They haven’t left their seats. What’s going on? they ask each other. What’s happening?

I stand beside the ghost of the Royal Ruby as she looks down onto the stage. Her gray hair is pinned up as it always is. It looks silver in the dim light. Her sweater is red—scarlet up here in the shadows of the mezzanine—the same hue as Eleanor Ruby’s dress in her portrait in the lobby. Alice’s glasses hang on a beaded string around her neck. Looking up from the stage into the shadowy mezzanine, you could mistake that string for Eleanor’s strand of pearls. In Alice’s hands, she holds what she always holds, her black binder, a dead ringer for the notebook in Eleanor’s portrait.

I see it so clearly, what Vanessa saw when she took her last breath and looked up into the mezzanine at her killer. Not Eleanor Ruby’s ghost but the living picture of her: Alice, the stage manager.

“Alice,” I say. “What have you done?”

She says nothing. She doesn’t even move.

“It was you,” I say. “You messed with the chandelier ropes. You killed Vanessa. Why would you do this? Why?”

Her hands are trembling as she grips her black binder. “Someone had to do it,” she says. “The show can’t just go on and on and on. Not with her. And not like this. She can’t keep silencing us, canceling our votes, shining in the spotlight at our expense. Beauty can’t always win.”

She wrests her eyes from the gruesome scene unfolding onstage below as the cast and crew struggle to free the leading lady from her death trap.

Alice turns to me. “If you don’t say anything, no one will know it was me. They’ll think it was an accident. The ghost of the Royal Ruby strikes again.” She grabs my arm. “Murder is my secret, Grace. It can be yours too.”

She’s right. If I simply walk away, no one will know Alice did this. For a moment, I consider it. But then I see another path opening before me, a red carpet unfurling in my mind.

I’m visualizing the future. I’m sitting, comfortable and relaxed, in the guest chair of the most popular talk show in the world. The host introduces me as the usher from the Royal Ruby Theatre, the girl with the unforgettable purple birthmark on her face, the one who always dreamed of being a star and who is now getting her chance.

“Tell me,” the famous host says as she leans forward on her leather sofa. “You were the one who heard Vanessa Hargreaves’s final words. You were the one who figured out who killed her. You, a lowly usher.”

“Yes,” I say. “Me. With a face like this. Who would have thought?”

The audience chuckles and coos. They love that I draw attention to it, pointing to the blot that sets me apart from all others—the face that launched not a thousand ships but a thousand curious questions. I tell them my story, how I always wanted to be an actor, how nobody thought I could, how it’s now all coming to pass.

As it turns out, the audience loves an underdog almost as much as they love a beauty queen. In fact, they can’t get enough.

The host asks a few more questions, and I answer. With everything I say, my adoring fans are further charmed—mesmerized. By me.

During the rest of the interview, I resist the urge to wave my hands around. I sit up straight and still. Poised and confident, I look out at the camera, and I smile and smile and smile.

“It’s such a strange twist of fate,” says the host. “The world lost one it-girl, but it has found a new, most unlikely darling. You, Grace. You’re it! You’re a rising star. Did you ever think this could happen?”

The fantasy fades to black, and I remember where I am, standing beside Alice in the mezzanine of the Royal Ruby. She’s waiting for my answer. Will I keep her secret?

It will mean betraying Alice, telling the whole world that she murdered Vanessa—because she was tired of the beauty contest, tired of Vanessa disrespecting her and everyone else. Maybe it’s okay that the truth will be revealed. After all, Alice always wanted to be a star, and now she’ll be famous, just not the way she imagined it. And I will be famous too.

When Vanessa wouldn’t sign for me, I was sure it meant the end of my dream, but it isn’t the end. It’s just the beginning.

I see it clearly for the very first time, and it’s exactly as everyone said. There’s more than one way to become a star. There’s more than one way to shine light in the dark.
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