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For my friends in The Blue Hill Troupe
I
Isobel Spice stormed offstage after her scene at the top of Act Two, trembling with a combination of relief at having sung well and indignation at having had her personal space invaded.
“Who is that sitting on the edge of the stage?” she hissed to the stage manager, a stocky, attractive redhead named Louise.
Louise pulled back the black masking and peeked out discreetly. “Where? I don’t see anyone.”
Isobel squeezed in next to her and surveyed the compact stage of the Galaxy Playhouse, now doing duty as the Murgatroyd family portrait gallery on opening night of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Ruddigore. Andrew Conaston was alone onstage in the role of Robin Oakapple, an ingenuous country squire recently unmasked as Sir Ruthven Murgatroyd, the Bad Baronet of Ruddigore. He was confessing his reluctance to submit to the family curse, which decreed that he must commit a crime every day or die a horrible death. Andrew stood downstage right, a few feet from the orchestra pit, in the exact spot where, a few moments earlier, Isobel had seen the man.
There was nobody there.
“Sunil!” She grabbed the arm of her friend, Sunil Kapany, who was playing the tenor role of Richard Dauntless. “You were out there with me. You must have seen him.”
“Who?”
Isobel gave an exasperated sigh. “The guy. Some jerk was sitting on the stage, watching me. I saw him out of the corner of my eye. He was wearing a black jacket that was shimmering like velvet. With a ruffled shirt and a big, floppy bowtie.”
Sunil wrinkled his nose. “Who dresses like that?”
She gave the tie of his sailor suit a tug. “You’re a fine one to talk. Just look.”
Sunil traded places with Louise, and a grimace distorted his exotically handsome features. “All I see is Andrew emoting. Badly.”
Isobel squinted into the darkened house. “He must be sitting in one of the first few rows. But I swear, he was on the stage.”
Sunil patted her head reassuringly. “It’s just opening-night jitters.”
She pushed his hand away and adjusted her wig of tumbled black curls. “I don’t get opening-night jitters. I get audition jitters.”
“Then it’s probably just the lights playing tricks on you. What did he look like?”
Isobel frowned. “I don’t really know. I mean, I noticed what he was wearing, but something kept me from looking at his face straight on.” She gave a little shiver. “I was almost afraid to.”
“Well, there’s nobody out there now,” Louise said crisply. She yanked the masking back in place. “He must have used the escape stairs and gone back to his seat. Okay, guys, I’ve got to call the next cue.”
She returned to her board, and at her whispered command, the stage lights dimmed. Andrew, as Robin, cowered melodramatically.
Sunil grabbed Isobel’s arm. “Come on, we have to watch this. It’s the best part of the show!”
They moved downstage to get a better view. Like Sunil, Isobel loved this scene. The portraits of Robin’s dead ancestors came to life and stepped from their picture frames to torment him for not committing satisfactory crimes. Gilbert’s coup de théâtre was startling enough in 1887, and ever since, any production of Ruddigore worth its salt had worked out some miracle of stagecraft to provoke a thrill of excitement, as the painted silhouettes seemed to transform into flesh and blood.
There was an ominous cymbal roll, followed by a descending sequence of menacing string tremolos. Isobel squeezed Sunil’s hand. He gave her an amused look, but she kept her eyes fixed on the action as the men’s chorus intoned:
Painted emblems of a race,
All accurst in days of yore,
Each from his accustomed place
Steps into the world once more.
The male chorus, costumed as dead Murgatroyds from different eras, stood in readiness behind the scrim, the translucent curtain painted to match their costumes and poses. Isobel watched as the scrim flew up, and the actors stepped down. It truly seemed as if the paintings had sprung to life. There were gasps of delight from the audience as the ghostly forms circled Robin, warning him that if he can’t be wicked enough, he will perish in agony:
Set upon thy course of evil,
Lest the King of Spectre-Land
Set on thee his grisly hand!
One portrait remained in its frame: that of Sir Roderic Murgatroyd. As befit his status as the most recently deposed baronet, he was separate from the others, who were ranged across the back wall of the set. Roderic’s portrait frame hung on the angled side wall with its own, separate scrim. As the strings repeated their irregular chromatic descent, ending in a repeated ostinato, Sir Roderic sang out from behind his scrim in a booming bass:
Beware! Beware! Beware!
Except that he didn’t.
Sunil and Isobel exchanged a surprised glance. Behind them, Louise whispered into her microphone, “Vaughn? Vaughn—that’s you!”
Isobel looked at the conductor, whose hands were poised, ready to give the next upbeat. His arms and wrists were taut with controlled energy, his face tense. The silence stretched on.
“Vaughn!” Louise’s voice grew louder. She pulled her headset closer to her mouth and moved a lever on her board. “Vaughn Jackson to the stage! Vaughn Jackson to the stage NOW!”
The conductor whispered to the players, “Measure 71. Repeat!”
The strings played the descending chromatics again and landed on the repeated low “A” for a second time.
“Hold Roderic’s scrim!” Louise called.
The conductor wiped a thin moustache of sweat from his upper lip and lowered his arms to his sides, bewildered. Then, with the burst of renewed energy that comes from a flash of inspiration, he pointed his baton at Vaughn’s understudy, Scott Seward, who was already onstage in the chorus. With a terse nod of understanding, Scott whirled around in a circle dramatically, his black cape cracking in the air as it flapped around him. He landed in a forward lunge, made a grand bat-like gesture, and assumed Roderic’s role:
Beware! Beware! Beware!
Louise threw down her headset. “Goddammit, Vaughn! If you’re drunk again, I swear to God, I’ll…”
But Isobel and Sunil never heard what Louise would do, because she disappeared down the narrow wooden stairs to the dressing rooms below.
Isobel stepped cautiously around the rigging in the wings, heading for the back of the stage.
“Where are you going?” Sunil whispered.
She didn’t answer. Some inexorable force, call it instinct, call it dread, was propelling her around the back of the set to the other side of the stage, giving no quarter to the unease that had put her senses on high alert. She heard Sunil following her, muttering under his breath. Onstage, Scott sang:
I am the spectre of the late
Sir Roderic Murgatroyd,
Who comes to warn thee that thy fate
Thou canst not now avoid.
Isobel passed behind the empty platforms where, until a few moments ago, the other Murgatroyds had stood, and came out on the far side of the stage, with its comparatively cramped wing space. There was Vaughn’s platform, with the scrim still lowered in front of it.
And there, seated on a high-backed chair of carved fake mahogany, was Vaughn.
“Vaughn?” Isobel whispered.
There was no reply. She approached slowly, carefully, aware that the heels of her mauve lace-up boots were making what, to her, sounded like a fearful clacking on the resonant floor. On the other side of the scrim, Scott and the men’s chorus wailed:
Then is the spectres’ holiday—then is the ghosts’ high noon!
Ha! Ha!Then is the ghosts’ high noon!
Isobel reached out to touch Vaughn’s arm. His body slumped forward, and Isobel watched, immobile with horror, as gravity overtook it, and he tumbled off his chair, seemingly in slow motion. The painted scrim tore with a loud, ripping sound as Vaughn Jackson’s dead body toppled through the netting, landing on the stage with an unceremonious thump. Screams filled the theater, none louder than Isobel’s piercing shriek.
II
As she sat in the green room, wrapped in a blanket, sipping whisky, Isobel took a moment to reflect that first jobs always seemed to bring her bad luck. Or, rather, she seemed to bring bad luck with her to every new situation. At her first temp job, she’d stumbled across a dead secretary in a bathroom stall. And now at this, her first bona fide summer stock job, she’d tripped over a dead ghost.
A dead actor playing a ghost, she reminded herself.
In life, Vaughn Jackson had been something of a mystery. Three sheets to the wind half the time, but with a glorious basso profundo that made the hair on the back of Isobel’s neck stand up, Vaughn had kept to himself. Unlike most older actors, who loved nothing more than to confer a lifetime’s accumulation of theater anecdotes on an assemblage of hungry acolytes, he showed little interest in fraternizing with the younger members of the company. All Isobel knew about him was that he had a family connection to the Galaxy Playhouse, which had been home base for several generations of Jacksons. Vaughn hadn’t performed there in many years, but work had fallen off lately. He was, somewhat reluctantly, treating his role in Ruddigore as a local comeback of sorts, although Isobel thought the move could also be taken as a tail-between-the-legs return.
Sunil emerged through the black felt curtains separating the green room from the dressing rooms. He picked up the whisky bottle from the side table where it was parked beside Isobel’s abandoned wig and tipped it questioningly in her direction. She shook her head, but he topped up his own glass and plopped down next to her on the sagging brown sofa.
“Any news?” she asked.
“The medical examiner just arrived.”
Isobel set her glass down and started pulling pins from her hair. In a moment, her own straight brown locks were free, and she rubbed her scalp vigorously.
“What’s the possibility that Vaughn died while all the men were in position waiting to go on?” she asked.
“With them sitting right there? It would have had to be a very silent death for them not to notice.”
“Then he must have died in the forty-odd measures of music between the time the other ghosts leave their frames and Roderic sings his first line.”
“Rotten timing,” Sunil said drily.
“Unless you’re Scott Seward,” she pointed out.
Sunil snorted. “If you’re killing someone because you want to play a second-act role in a lesser-known Gilbert and Sullivan operetta in non-Equity summer stock, your bar is really, really low.”
“Maybe there’s more to it than meets the eye.”
Sunil gave her a significant glance. “And maybe there isn’t.”
She leaned forward eagerly. “You realize why Vaughn fell over the way he did and didn’t just crumple?”
“Rigor mortis?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
She stared at him, aghast. “Did you even watch your own SVU episode?”
“Just my two seconds as the halal cart guy.”
Isobel smacked his thigh. “Well, I watched it. When they found the body in the storage locker, the ME figured out she must have died two hours before, because rigor mortis was just setting in.”
“But that would mean Vaughn was already sitting there, dead, at the top of the show, and that’s impossible,” said Sunil. “The Act One set is completely different—it’s the village green. There’s no scrim, no chairs.”
Isobel sighed. “That’s what I’m saying. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“So what do you think—”
“Isobel Spice?”
They started guiltily, as the green room curtains were parted by a heavy-set, middle-aged police officer whose desire to be home in front of the television was writ large on his face.
She gave a wan little wave. “That’s me.”
“I’m Mike Ford, Vermont state police. You found the…er…Mr. Jackson?”
“Yes.”
He unfolded a rickety chair and sat across from Isobel and Sunil. “What exactly happened?”
Isobel relayed her experience, while Ford scribbled on his notepad.
“Did either of you see Mr. Jackson take his place in the chair after intermission?” he asked.
They shook their heads. Ford gave a resigned grunt.
“Men’s chorus all say the same thing.” He flipped back through his notebook and ran a finger down the page. “They filed on at the start of the act when the stage manager called places. They didn’t look around the bend in the set wall, so nobody is able to say with certainty whether Mr. Jackson was already seated in his chair.”
“But he must have been…right?” asked Isobel.
“You would think.” Ford scratched his upper lip with his pen. “Did you see Mr. Jackson arrive at the theater tonight?”
“No, but there’s nothing strange about that,” answered Isobel. “Vaughn always checked in at curtain instead of at half-hour, because he doesn’t come on until the second act. And he generally keeps a low profile.”
Ford jotted this on his notepad. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”
Isobel glanced at Sunil. He gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head, but she forged on anyway. “Something strange happened when I was onstage. I don’t know if it’s related…probably not…”
Ford looked up hopefully, though Isobel thought it had more to do with the prospect of getting home sooner than with receiving any useful information.
“There was a man sitting on the edge of the stage.”
Sunil rolled his eyes, but Ford paused, pen in the air. “When was this?”
“During my aria. Right before the portrait scene.”
“What did the man do?”
“Nothing. He just watched and listened.”
Ford gave an appreciative chuckle. “A fan, eh?”
Isobel hauled herself up from the carnivorous couch. “You don’t understand. It’s not normal for an audience member to come onstage during a performance. And as soon as I exited, I looked out again and he was gone.”
“What did he look like?”
Isobel paced along the pattern of the rope rug, which, like many of the furnishings in the green room, had been worn down by the repetitive, palliative motions of nervous actors.
“I didn’t get a good look at his face, but I have the impression that his hair was gray and on the long side. He was dressed oddly, in a jacket that looked like it might be velvet and a white shirt with a floppy bow tie.”
Ford had stopped writing and was staring at her, a wary look on his face. “That’s…that’s…interesting.”
Before Isobel could ask what he meant, Tim Ferguson, the artistic director of the Galaxy Playhouse, strode into the room, brimming with adrenaline. Tim thrived on tense situations and near-disaster, which was why he was so happy running a summer stock theater.
“Audience has gone home. They were pretty traumatized—well, some of the old ladies actually seemed kind of excited—but the ushers were great, really calmed them down. We’ll have to reimburse them, or offer replacement tickets or…something.” He ran his hand over his spiky gray hair. “Anyway, I’ve got all the theater personnel sitting out in the house. You’ll have to tell me what you want to do with them.”
Ford gestured to Isobel. “Tell Tim about the man you saw sitting on the edge of the stage.”
Tim turned a curious gaze toward her. “What man? I’ve been watching from the house. There was nobody onstage who shouldn’t have been.”
As she repeated her description for Tim, she got the distinct feeling that, despite Sunil’s scorn, there was something significant about her vision. Ford was fidgeting in his chair, causing the metal to squeak in a percussive counterpoint. When she finished, Tim stroked his goatee and peered at her more closely.
“Somebody told you the story?”
“What story?” Isobel asked, feeling a sudden chill.
“Do you know who founded this theater?”
“Some relative of Vaughn’s, right?”
“His great-grandfather, Garrett Jackson.” As Tim spoke, he paced the same trajectory Isobel had. She fought the temptation to follow him, Looney Tunes style, and instead let the couch devour her again.
“The Jacksons were a prominent Southern family, from Virginia, I think. After the Civil War, they made money in textiles. Garrett was being groomed to take over the family business, but he wanted to be an actor.” Tim hedged a wry smile. “His father sent him to London on a business trip, and he saw lots of theater while he was there. Including, legend has it, opening night of Ruddigore at the Savoy Theatre.”
Isobel gave a shudder. “That’s a little weird!”
Tim arched an eyebrow. “Just wait. Garrett returned, more full of his ambitions than ever, but the family was still having none of it. So he ran away to New York to follow his dream.”
Sunil laughed. “Let me guess. His mother cursed him?”
Tim gave him an odd look. “No…not his mother.”
Sunil sobered and Tim continued, “Garrett began to have some modest success on the stage, but it wasn’t until he was cast opposite Gracie Goddard that his career really took off. They were big operetta stars for several years. They fell in love and eventually got married. But Garrett’s ego got the better of him, and he started sleeping his way through the chorus girls. Gracie got wind of it, but by that point, she’d already given birth to two children: Nicholas and Martin, who was Vaughn’s grandfather.
“Gracie got fed up and did something unheard of at the time. She fed the New York papers all the intimate details of Garrett’s dalliances, making them sound as dastardly as possible. She spun the story to her advantage and won in the courts of divorce and public opinion. As a result, it became harder for Garrett to find work. Down on his luck, he tried to see Gracie at the stage door one night, to beg her for money. In front of everyone, she cursed him and his descendants, declaring them destined to work in summer stock for the rest of their lives.”
Isobel felt Sunil shaking with silent laughter next to her. She elbowed him in the side and smiled sweetly. “Go on.”
“To borrow an overused platitude, Garrett decided to make lemonade from his lemons and came up here to Vermont, where he started this theater. It flourished under his leadership, but he grew estranged from his children, who had sided with their mother. At some point, Martin decided to go on the stage as well. Gracie tried to dissuade him, but he rejected her, made peace with his father, and joined him here. Gracie was so devastated by the desertion that she fell ill and died. Nicholas lost his mind, came up here, killed Garrett, and then went after Martin.”
Isobel gasped. “That’s awful!”
“It was ruled that Martin killed Nicholas in self-defense. But the experience left him a wreck of his former self. He drank himself to death, leaving his wife, Florence, and their son, Albert, Vaughn’s father, who inherited the theater.”
“What happened to Albert? And does that mean Vaughn owns the theater?” Isobel asked eagerly.
Tim held up a hand. “I’m getting to that. Albert ran the theater until he died of natural causes. Vaughn inherited the theater and immediately sold it to a group of investors, who renovated it and have owned it ever since.”
“Vaughn didn’t want it?” Sunil asked.
Tim shook his head. “He’d already been working steadily for years in New York and in regional theater. He didn’t want to be tied down to a non-Equity barn in the Green Mountains. But,” Tim paused for effect, “almost as soon as he sold the theater, his career started to flounder.”
Sunil stretched his legs and set his empty whisky glass next to Isobel’s. “Well, that’s a cool story, but I don’t see what it has to do with what happened tonight.”
“Come.” Tim motioned for them to get up. “I want to show you something.”
Sunil helped Isobel off the couch. The room was swaying slightly, and she realized the whisky had gone to her head. Tim ushered them through the black felt curtains, past the dressing rooms, to a door at the end of the hallway that Isobel hadn’t noticed before. It was ajar.
“That’s strange,” Tim muttered.
Ford snapped to attention. “What’s strange?”
“This room is kept locked. I’m the only one on staff with a key.”
Tim pushed open the door and flipped on the light, revealing a large storage area, with racks of musty costumes. Isobel ran her fingers lightly over a faded lavender gown that released a puff of dust at her touch. Boxes overflowed with prop telephones, typewriters, spears, and swords. Tim led the way past large, unused set pieces angled up against the wall and came to a stop at the far end of the room in front of a tall box. The top of a picture frame was just visible leaning against the wall behind it.
“Can someone give me a hand?”
Ford stepped forward and helped Tim shove the heavy box to the side, revealing a portrait.
Isobel gasped. “Oh, my God, that’s him!”
Tim nodded. “Yes, that’s Garrett Jackson.”
“No! That’s the man who was sitting on the edge of the stage while I was singing! The jacket, the shirt, the bowtie. And look at his hair!” She bent forward to examine the portrait.
Tim gave a satisfied nod. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”
“The first time for what?” Sunil asked.
Ford cleared his throat. “There have been…well, sightings, for want of a better word, of Garrett before. Tim has called me in to check out several in the time he’s been here, because there’s always some odd petty crime that happens around the same time.”
Isobel cocked her head, curious. “Like what?”
“Well, during The Secret Garden, all the women’s character shoes disappeared from the dressing rooms,” Tim said. “When we did Can-Can, it was the frilly undergarments, and with My One and Only, it was the top hats. Some of the stuff turned up again. We found the underwear two years later under a loose floorboard in the cabaret. It was never anything really worrisome. Just poltergeist stuff.”
“If you believe in that sort of thing,” Sunil said.
Tim ignored him and continued, “In each instance, a member of the cast reported seeing what amounts to a vision of Garrett Jackson either onstage or backstage right around the time the stuff disappeared. It’s only ever one actor at a time who sees him, but the description is always the same.”
“I’m sure the portrait has been reproduced in the theater brochure,” said Sunil. “Or it’s on the web somewhere.”
“It’s never been used in publicity materials, even during the retrospectives we do in anniversary years,” Tim said. “I don’t know who would have posted it online or how.”
“Okay, so some joker who once saw the portrait down here decided it would be fun to dress up as Garrett and lurk around the theater, spooking people,” Sunil said.
“Only the three of us who work here year-round even know this room exists, let alone what’s in it.” Tim shook his head. “I’ve never found it unlocked before.”
They regarded each other warily in the dark, dusty room, the single, bare bulb casting weird shadows on Garrett Jackson’s portrait. A woman’s voice intruded into the gloom.
“Mike? Are you in here?”
“Yep, coming,” Ford called out.
They followed him back to the door, but Isobel hung behind, her eyes locked on Garrett Jackson’s. He returned her gaze flatly, but she could have sworn that, just for a moment, his expression altered slightly into a smirk. She shivered and followed the others into the hallway.
A woman in medical scrubs was leaning against the wall, peeling off rubber gloves. Ford introduced her as Marion Risley, the county medical examiner.
Dr. Risley took in the expectant faces. “All signs point to a massive coronary. Death more or less instantaneous.” She stretched the gloves between her hands and snapped them back. “Regarding the onset of rigor mortis…” She threw a furtive glance at Isobel and Sunil.
“It’s all right,” said Ford. “They can stay.”
“There are one or two toxic substances that can cause rigor to set in almost immediately, but they have obvious effects, like convulsions, that the others would have heard, even sitting around the bend. More likely we’re looking at a case of extreme physical or emotional stress just before death, causing cadaveric spasm. That would explain the facial contortion as well.”
“Facial contortion?” Isobel asked. Dr. Risley eyed her curiously, and Isobel added, “It was so dark backstage, I never saw his face.”
Dr. Risley nodded. “It was quite a grimace. Fear or pain. Whatever it was, it was acute at the moment of death. I’ll let you know what I find in the autopsy, Mike.”
“Thanks,” said Ford.
Dr. Risley retreated down the hall, as the others digested this information. When she reached the black curtains, she paused and turned around. “Didn’t Vaughn Jackson have a family connection to this theater?”
Tim nodded. “He was the last in a long line of Jacksons.”
The corner of Dr. Risley’s mouth inched upwards, and she began to sing in a deep contralto:
Baronet of Ruddigore,
Last of our accursed line,
Down upon the oaken floor—
Down upon those knees of thine!
She gave a wry chuckle. “I think old W.S. Gilbert would have appreciated the irony, don’t you?”
III
“Why is the weather always gorgeous on matinéé days?” Isobel complained to Sunil as they crossed the bustling green, savoring maple walnut ice cream cones from the village fudge shop.
“It’s one of those immutable laws of theater,” he replied. “Right up there with ‘A bad dress rehearsal means a great opening night.’”
“Well, we had a rocky dress rehearsal and a bizarre opening night, complete with unscripted dead body. So what does that mean?” asked Isobel.
“In the end, not much. Aside from that unfortunate incident, it’s been a pretty smooth run. We’ve sold out every performance.” Sunil shaded his eyes and looked at the white clapboard façade of the theater. “Apparently, a little scandal sells a lot of tickets.”
Isobel waved her cone toward the theater. “You know, for my first experience with non-Equity summer stock, this has been far more professional and satisfying than I was led to expect.”
“The Galaxy Playhouse has a long reputation as one of the best,” Sunil said. “We have the Jackson family to thank for that, I guess.”
They parked themselves on a wrought-iron bench from which they could see the stream of summer visitors clustered in groups in front of the village shops. A quiet chuckle escaped from the side of Isobel’s mouth.
Sunil laughed. “Okay, I know we’ve only been friends for, what…nine months? But I can totally read you.”
Isobel pulled her feet up onto the bench and kicked him playfully. “Okay, Sigmund. What was I thinking?”
He stood up and began to pace like an interrogating lawyer. “You are thinking that the medical examiner’s autopsy report confirming a massive coronary does not tell the whole story. You are thinking that the immediate onset of rigor mortis is important.” He thrust a j’accuse finger at her. “You are thinking that Scott Seward had the most to gain from Vaughn Jackson’s death, since he’s gotten great reviews as Sir Roderic. Am I right?”
Isobel tapped the side of her nose with her finger. “You were doing okay until you got to Scott.”
“Am I right that you think Vaughn was murdered?”
“Oh, yes.”
“But you don’t think it was Scott?”
“Definitely not!”
“Then who?”
She smiled. “Garrett Jackson, of course.”
“What?” Sunil screeched.
“It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”
“Except that it’s impossible. But, hey, don’t let that stop you!”
She sat up and patted the bench next to her. “Think about the family history, going all the way back to Garrett Jackson’s whole career being inspired by the premiere of Ruddigore at the Savoy. Think of the Jackson curse as it was handed down through the family, and think of Vaughn’s betrayal.”
“Betrayal?”
“He sold his birthright! He gave away the theater that his ancestors had sacrificed so much for. Obviously, the decision tormented him so much he turned to drink.”
“You don’t know that. People drink for all kinds of reasons,” Sunil reminded her.
“Fine. The jury will ignore that remark,” Isobel said. “In any case, after years of staying away, Vaughn returns to the theater—in Ruddigore of all things—and Garrett takes his revenge.”
Sunil rubbed his hands over his face, then took a deep breath and tried again. “All right. Let’s assume for a moment that ghosts are somehow capable of murder, which I don’t believe for a minute. But fine. Let’s say Garrett leaves his perch on the edge of the stage and does the deed during those forty measures of music before Roderic sings. What about the rigor mortis?”
Isobel gave a demonstrably world weary sigh. “Didn’t you hear what Dr. Risley said? Extreme physical or emotional stress right before he died. We know that Vaughn’s physical warm-up was no more strenuous than pouring out a tumbler of scotch. But emotional…”
She pulled Sunil to his feet and spun him around to face the theater. Putting her face close to his, she spoke in a low voice, “Just imagine. Onstage, Robin is being tormented by his ghostly ancestors, and backstage, Vaughn is seated in his chair, being tormented by his.” She circled Sunil and began to sing:
Coward, poltroon, shaker, squeamer,
Blockhead, sluggard, dullard, dreamer!
He pushed her away. “Stop that! You’re creeping me out.”
She stretched her arms wide in a triumphant gesture. “See? Wouldn’t that cause Vaughn extreme emotional stress? Not to mention the heart attack.”
“Wait a sec…did you mean ancestors plural?”
“Yep. Garrett, Nicholas, Martin, and Albert.”
“I thought you only saw Garrett.”
“The others must have taken longer to come out of their frames,” she said, matter-of-factly.
“What?” He gaped at her in disbelief. “How do you know there are portraits of the other three? Did you see them? Did you go back in and look?”
“No and no. But they’re down there.”
Sunil’s eyes grew wide. Then he began to laugh so hard that he doubled over. It was several minutes before he was able to pull himself together, but Isobel was happy to wait. Finally, he wiped his eyes and sniffled.
“You have really outdone yourself. It’s a great tale, but it’s completely absurd.”
“Is it? It explains everything.”
“So Vaughn took his place at the top of Act Two, despite nobody remembering having seen him.”
“He must have gone up first, before the others,” she said impatiently. “How else do you think he got there?”
“And this ghost attack took place during those forty measures of music?”
“While the same scene was being played out onstage, yes.”
“And nobody saw anything?”
“There’s practically no wing space on that side of the stage. In any case, Vaughn was probably the only one who could see them. Even if one of the tech guys was there, he’d only have seen Vaughn sitting there, being silently frightened to death. ”
“Then why did Garrett show himself to you?”
Isobel shrugged. “Maybe he thought I was cute. Maybe I reminded him of Gracie. Maybe he likes Rose’s second act aria.”
“You don’t even like that aria,” Sunil reminded her. “Besides, you don’t know for sure the other portraits are down there.”
She held out her hand. “I’ll bet you a month’s rent they are.”
“Half a month.”
They shook on it and stumped across the green, entering the theater by the stage door. After checking off their names on the sign-in sheet, they went in search of Tim.
They found him in the shop, going over designs for the next show with the technical director.
“What’s up?” Tim asked, flicking his pencil between his fingers distractedly.
“We were just wondering. Are there portraits of any of the other Jacksons in the storage room?” Sunil asked.
Tim leaned over and crossed out a staircase, penciling it in on the other side of the blueprint. “Not that I know of.”
Isobel let out her breath slowly, unaware until that moment that she’d been holding it.
Sunil punched her lightly on the arm. “Half a month!”
“Are you sure?” she pressed. “I really think there must be.”
Tim rubbed the back of his neck. “There’s so much junk down there, I suppose it’s possible.”
Isobel brightened. “Can we take a quick look?”
Tim glanced at his watch. “It’s fifteen minutes until half-hour. I guess we could go back in.”
Isobel and Sunil followed him to the storage room. When Tim flipped on the light, Isobel ducked around the costume racks and skirted the overflowing prop boxes as quickly as she dared. The portrait of Garrett was still visible, leaning against the wall. She traced the perimeter of the room, looking for more portraits, but there weren’t any others leaning against the walls.
“Where else could they be?” she asked Tim.
“I suppose they could be behind some of these old flats.” He indicated the large set pieces propped against the walls. “But if we start moving them, it’ll be a huge mess.”
His phone buzzed in his pocket. He scanned the text and groaned. “Box office. The only downside of selling out is the angry patrons who missed the boat. Just shut the light when you leave. I’ll lock it later.”
Sunil started after him. “There’s no point. They’re not here.”
Isobel ignored him and began to move around the room methodically, peeking behind the tall, wooden flats as best she could.
“Come on,” Sunil said. “Even if they are here somewhere, you’ll never find them with all this crap.”
Isobel came to a stop in front of Garrett’s portrait. Her eyes met his, and again, the lips seemed to smile at her. She glanced over her shoulder at Sunil.
“Guess again.”
The tall box they had shoved aside earlier to reveal the portrait was unsealed. Isobel folded back the flaps and saw several large picture frames leaning against one another. The darkly handsome face of the first looked up at her.
“Over here. Help me.”
Reluctantly, Sunil made his way back to her. Together, they lifted the heavy portrait from the box and set it next to Garrett. The family resemblance was unmistakable.
“What do you think?” she asked. “Nicholas?”
Sunil didn’t answer, but he helped her lift out the next portrait. This one bore an even stronger resemblance to Garrett. They set him next to the first two and removed the last. A little boy of about eight years old sat on the lap of another identifiable Jackson. It had to be the young Vaughn with his father, Albert.
“Here they are,” Isobel whispered. “ Painted emblems of a race, all accurst in days of yore…”
“Each from his accustomed place steps into the world once more,” Sunil finished.
They looked at each other in silence.
“I think you owe me half a month’s rent,” Isobel said.
He took her hand and they backed away from the portraits. “Okay, so you were right about them being down here. But I still think you’re crazy. Vaughn Jackson was not killed by the ghosts of his ancestors!”
Sunil turned off the light and stepped out into the hall. Isobel followed, pausing in the doorway to look one last time across the long room at the portraits, now lined up in a row against the wall.
“Oh, yes, he was,” she said softly, her voice carrying across the room in a gentle murmur.
The faces of the Jacksons seemed to glow, lit by the rays of afternoon sun that streamed in through the high casement windows. Before Isobel could pull the door closed behind her, it flew out of her hand and slammed shut.
Read a sample from the first Isobel Spice mystery, The Temporary Detective
“I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do for you.”
Isobel Spice regarded the powerfully built, dark-skinned man behind the desk, who looked like he’d be happier thundering down a football field than dispensing temporary office jobs to aspiring actors. Or, in Isobel’s case, withholding them. This was supposed to be the easy part. She had arrived in New York on the first of October perfectly prepared to claw her way into acting auditions, but not into an office survival job, too.
Isobel picked up the brass nameplate on the man’s desk. He’d obviously given it the once-over with his sleeve that morning. She could see the streaks.
“James Cooke. Good stage name.”
James snatched the nameplate from her and set it down. “You have no office experience.”
“Of course I don’t. I just graduated from college,” Isobel said patiently. Having reenacted this scene at seven other temp agencies, all of which had turned her away, she knew her lines.
“Look, I’m sure you’re very bright—”
“I’m smart, I’m reliable, I’m available, and, no, I’ve never worked in an office before, but I’ve been in many in my lifetime. Doctor’s offices, professor’s offices, the principal’s office—” She flashed a disarming smile. “That was just once, in sixth grade. But I pick things up quickly, and you can’t tell me that all your employees with years of experience are any better than I am. If they were, they’d have real jobs!”
James stared back stonily. “People temp for all kinds of reasons.”
Isobel sighed. “I know that. I came to New York to pursue my acting career. I need to eat, I need to live, and I have no upper body strength. The one time I tried to wait tables, I dropped five boiled lobsters on a nun.”
James glanced past her shoulder at the open door, then leaned forward, his left cuff pulling back to reveal a gold watch with half the gold scraped off.
“Listen, I’ve only been here a week,” he said in a low voice. “The boss has strict guidelines about who we take on, and I can’t jeopardize…I mean…you understand.”
Isobel returned his whisper spiritedly. “Of course. But you understand too, then, don’t you? I mean, how did you get this job?”
He sat back, bristling. “I’ve been in the recruiting business for five years.”
Isobel threw her arms wide. “Then what are you worried about? You have experience! You won’t have a problem getting another job.”
James pushed away from his desk, but his chair bounced off a metal filing cabinet and sent him rolling back to her. He stood with a grumble and gestured toward the door.
“I can recommend other agencies that are flexible about taking people with less experience.”
Isobel tried to stem a rising tide of panic. She was pretty sure she’d been to all of them, and they weren’t flexible enough. Temp Zone was her last hope. If he didn’t take her on, she didn’t know what she’d do.
“If you give me a chance, I promise you won’t regret it!”
A resonant guffaw escaped, unchecked, from James’s gut. “Whenever somebody says that, I usually wind up regretting it double. I’m sorry, Miss Spice, but I can’t send you out.”
“I prefer Ms. Spice. Otherwise it sounds like you’ve put in too much coriander.” She swiveled her chair and crossed her ankles daintily, recalling her favorite choreographer’s observation that it was more flattering to the leg than crossing at the knee. But despite her attempt to be offhand, her heart was racing as she tried to figure out how to get James Cooke to change his mind. Unfortunately, his broad jaw was set in a determined refusal to be charmed by her. There was nothing left but the direct appeal.
“Can’t you just give me a break? This isn’t brain surgery!”
James walked over to the small, dusty window, craning his neck against his overly starched collar. Isobel took his discomfort as a hopeful sign and crossed the fingers of one hand inside the other.
He turned to face her again. “How many phone lines could you handle?”
“Four.” She saw him frown. “Five—six! And I type fifty words a minute.”
“Most of our temps type over seventy-five. Software?”
“Mac and PC, Word, Excel, PowerPoint…”
“Photoshop? InDesign?”
She was tempted to lie, but thought better of it. Even PowerPoint was a stretch.
“I could learn.”
“The thing is—”
The metallic jangle of the telephone interrupted them. They stared at it, as it rang a second time.
“Aren’t you going to get that?” Isobel challenged.
“Temp Zone, James Cooke speaking.”
He sat down again and listened for a few seconds. Then he glanced at Isobel and quickly turned his back on her. “Mm hmmm,” he said into the phone.
She leaped up, circled behind the desk, and thrust her face in his. “I can do it!”
James put his hand over the mouthpiece and whispered furiously, “You don’t even know what it is!”
Isobel shook her chestnut brown ponytail so vigorously that it smacked her in the face. “I don’t care!”
James waved her off. “This morning? By when?” He glanced at his fake gold watch. “I don’t have anyone…”
Isobel didn’t know what the job was, but she knew she had to have it. This wasn’t simply a temp job at stake; it was her whole New York experience. She felt as if she were facing a cosmic test. If she landed this assignment, the rest would fall into place: her own apartment, her first professional acting job, new friends, and, with any luck, a boyfriend. Whatever this job was, it was a barometer of her future, she was sure of it.
Isobel bounced on her heels and jabbed an enthusiastic thumb at her chest, but James ignored her. Scowling, she grabbed a notepad and pen from his desk and scribbled, “You’d rather send nobody than me?” She underlined the word “nobody” twice and shoved the paper in front of him.
Beads of sweat dotted the ebony sheen of James’s brow. He swallowed. “All right, I’ve got someone. Name is Isobel Spice. Sure…no problem. Glad I could help.”
He hung up and ran a hand over his coarse, close-cropped head as if he were trying to erase whatever impulse had crumbled his resolve.
Isobel exhaled with relief and sank back into her chair. “Thank you!”
James took the top sheet from a stack of forms and briskly started filling in blanks. “Okay, they need you by ten,” he said. “It’s a last-minute thing…phones and light typing. Half-day until one o’clock. I’ll be asking for feedback, so you’d better learn quickly.” He tore off a pink copy of the form and handed it to her. “InterBank Switzerland, One Madison Avenue, seventeenth floor. Ask for Felice Edwards. She’s the human resources director. And call me when you get settled.”
Isobel took the paper and stood up. “James, you’re a peach.”
As he brushed past her to the door, she realized just how imposing his physique was.
James the giant peach, she revised.
He grasped her hand hard, but Isobel, who was proud of her own unexpectedly firm handshake, gripped it right back.
“Thank you for taking a chance on me,” she said.
He glanced around, and then put his mouth close to her ear. “I gotta ask. What happened after you dropped the lobsters on that nun?”
“They rushed her to the emergency room to treat her for burns, and then they fired me. Or maybe they fired me first, I can’t remember. It was a long time ago.”
She flashed him another bright smile and hurried out before he could reconsider.
James Cooke returned to his desk and picked up the completed employment request form for InterBank Switzerland. He rattled the paper nervously.
Half-day, phones and light typing. How hard could it be?
“James!”
He started guiltily. His boss, Ginger Wainwright, was leaning against the doorframe. An officious, brassy redhead of a certain age who dressed down in an effort to mask her obsessive personality, Ginger had a habit of sneaking up on her staff. She always claimed to be “just passing by,” but she passed by an awful lot. After a week, James still wasn’t used to it.
“How’s it going?” Ginger asked.
“Fine. It’s all good.”
“The young woman who was in here earlier. Potential employee?”
He blinked away an image of Isobel’s long ponytail smacking her in the face and nodded. “Could be.”
“Good. Okay. I was just passing by.”
“Uh, Ginger, just out of curiosity—I mean, for future reference—what do we do with candidates who are smart and well-educated, but have no practical experience?”
Ginger sniffed dismissively. “Send them to Temporama or Sally Nelson and let them get some training. Then if they’re any good, we’ll poach them.”
“We don’t ever take a chance and send them out? If they seem to have a lot on the ball, I mean.”
She gave him a stern look. “We don’t take chances at Temp Zone. That’s why we’re tops. Right?”
“Right,” James answered, forcing his mouth into a deferential smile. “That’s what I thought.”
He listened as Ginger’s heels clacked away down the hall, and her voice echoed into the office of another recruiter.
“Anna? How’s it going? I was just passing by.”
James got up and closed his door quietly. Then he returned to his desk and looked at the request form again.
He had a feeling he’d just made a big mistake.
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