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  Chapter 1


Sweat beaded on my forehead, catching in my eyebrows like tiny anxious dewdrops. I double-checked the carabiners on Levi’s harness, the metallic  click, click echoing in the Heavens area above the stage of the Bluebonnet Globe Theater. 
“Heavens” was a misnomer for our cramped quarters, where heat radiated from the lights below. It felt closer to hell—or at least purgatory—as we awaited Levi’s Act Two entrance.
“I can’t do this, Tanaka-san.” Levi’s electric-blue face, stark against his normally sun-kissed Texas tan, would’ve been comical if not for the terror in his eyes, which was magnified by his yellow contacts.
The Puck costume was the most recent in a parade of questionable designs—all the brainchildren of our indecisive director and our imaginative dramaturg. Levi had cycled through everything from a leafy loincloth to a full-body fur suit to an outfit made of recycled soda cans. Despite the resemblance to a forest warrior in a James Cameron movie, the latest costume at least didn’t leave a trail of feathers or diet soda across the stage.
“Relax. You’re only twenty feet high.” Never mind that the platform’s edge resembled a pirate ship’s plank. “At least the harness matches your wings this time.”
“It’s not the height. It’s remembering all these lines.” His voice carried an uncharacteristic tremor. “What if I blank midair and all that comes out is a very loud, very blue ‘oopsie whoopsie’?”
“As long as it’s a Shakespearean ‘oopsie whoopsie,’ no one will notice.”
“Except this is A Midsummer Night’s Dream, so I’ll have to rhyme ‘whoopsie’ with something like ‘troopsie’ or ‘snoopsie’... maybe ‘poopsie.’ I’ll descend from the heavens babbling nonsense.”
“I think Poopsie’s getting loopsie.”
Levi rolled his eyes, an exaggerated motion courtesy of the contacts. “With all the poetry you spout, why aren’t you the one up here with the wedgie?” The lights woven into his wreath-like headpiece blinked erratically. “Instead, you’re stuck up here in the shadows, barking orders like a grumpy gargoyle.”
“Perks of being the stage manager.” I adjusted his harness. “Besides, someone needs to ensure your grand entrance doesn’t turn into a grand splat.”
“You’d catch me. Then lecture me about my technique. I’ve heard you practicing your stage-manager voice in the shower. The same one you use when droning on about gum disease.”
“Gingivitis is a real threat, my friend. Zero apologies for promoting dental hygiene.”
Living with Levi since vacating my sister’s spare room had been... an adjustment. I’d never known someone capable of decorating the mirror, the sink, and the ceiling with toothpaste. Between rehearsals and his mayor duties, Levi apparently found the time for Toothbrush Expressionism.
“When flossing, ensure a thirty-degree angle for optimal gum stimulation,” Levi said in an alleged impression of me.
“Your habits aren’t exactly optimal either. How many late-night ice-princess ballads have I endured? When my ears finished bleeding, they froze over.”
“Let it go, Tanaka-san. Let it go.”
I tightened a strap, causing him to yelp.
“Are you trying to cut off circulation to my impish limbs?” Levi winced, but a mischievous glint returned to his eyes. “How am I supposed to flit about like a woodland sprite?”
“You’ll be fine. If you’re not, well, you’ll magic your way out of it. You always do.”
“I’ll put a girdle round about the earth in forty minutes.” Levi’s leaf-patterned tunic rustled with his nervous fidgeting as he rehearsed. “Who talks like that?”
“Not exactly Tween of the Crime dialogue,“ I agreed, referencing Levi’s long-forgotten TV-detective series. “What about that journal you found in your father’s belongings? The one he kept when he played Puck. Any Shakespearean wisdom in there?”
Levi’s face brightened at the mention of his father, which was quite a feat, since he was painted blue from hairline to neckline. “He wrote that visualizing the language helped him. I’m not sure how to visualize putting a girdle around the earth, though.”
“Easy. Picture the planet squeezed into a giant pair of Spanx. You could accomplish that in forty minutes, right?” I nudged him. “Only deliver it with charm while dangling from the ceiling.”
A laugh escaped his rock-star swollen lips, the tension easing from his shoulders. “That’s so much easier than solving mysteries as a pubescent detective. At least I had solid ground beneath my feet. Well, except for that one episode with the runaway hot-air balloon—“
“Shh, don’t speak.” I had been working on my soothing voice to avoid hearing another nonsensical anecdote. Levi wasn’t the only actor.
I grabbed my phone from my pocket and tapped the theater’s custom app. The familiar lines of code soothed the surrounding chaos. “All right, I’m syncing up the flying rig controls.”
Levi glanced back, furrowing his blue brow. “My life literally hangs in the balance, and you’re relying on your phone to keep me upright? What happened to good old-fashioned ropes and pulleys? Some sturdy knots I can actually see?”
“Welcome to the twenty-first century. This theater’s gone high-tech.” I swiped through the app’s interface, double-checking the pressure gauges and wind speed indicators. “Everything from the lights to the rigging is wireless.”
“I’m totally Pucked.” Levi inched away from the platform’s edge.
“Don’t worry. I triple-checked the connections. You’re in good hands. Or rather, good code.” I faked a smile, but my fingers ghosted over the harness once more, tugging gently to ensure its security.
A flurry of movement below caught my eye.
Amelia Hart, our costume designer, materialized at the foot of the stairs leading up to our makeshift control center. Her arms, a canvas of vibrant tattoos, rivaled Levi’s body paint in artistic expression.
“Levi, darling.” Her voice, usually bright and chipper, held a note of strain. “Remember, you’re a woodland fairy, not a drunken bumblebee. Graceful descent, yes? No jerky movements?”
“Got it. Graceful, not a bumbling bumblebee.” Levi’s gaze darted between Amelia and my phone screen.
To me, Amelia said, “Sho, make sure the spotlight catches the iridescence of his wings. We need him to shimmer like he’s glowing from within.”
Easy for her to say. Between the stage lights and his nerves, Levi was two degrees away from becoming a puddle of Smurf. Instead of saying that, I replied, “No problem,” and tapped my headset to signal I’d relay the request to Granger, our lighting technician.
As the voices of actors drifted up from below, I said to Levi, “Let’s review your entrance again.”
A dramatic gasp from the foot of the stairs made me nearly drop my phone. 
“Levi, my star!” Our director and resident drama king, Drake Mallard, appeared below. His ever-present scarf, that one a paisley silk, billowed behind him like a theatrical storm cloud. “You are not just Puck, darling. You are the Puck! Embody the mischief. The magic!”
When Levi widened his eyes, the yellow contacts gave an effect somewhere between fear and unhinged.
“Don’t forget your cues, darling!” Drake continued. “You’ll be running all over the stage, dropping from the Heavens, and popping up from the trapdoor.” With a final scarf flourish, Drake vanished.
Levi slumped. “I can’t do this, Tanaka-san. I’m going to get tangled, forget my lines, fall on my face, and set the stage on fire. This isn’t like solving a mystery on a TV set. This is... Shakespeare.”
I patted his shoulder, careful not to smudge the paint. “Breathe. You can do this. You were everyone’s favorite basic-cable tween detective before charming an entire town into appointing you their mayor.”
“My greatest role to date.”
“This is just another role,“ I said, sidestepping the delusion that mayor was another part in Levi’s warped version of life. “Trust me. I’ve got your back... or in this case, your harness.” I tapped my phone for emphasis, hoping it masked the thumping of my heart against my ribs.
The cue from below, a single, resonant chime, pierced the air. Showtime.
Levi took a deep breath before stepping onto the platform.
“Make ’em believe in magic,” I said, my voice low and steady. I wasn’t sure whether I was talking to Levi or myself. “Three... two... one...” When I tapped the descend button, the platform tilted downward, and Levi slid off the edge, whooping as he went. The lines of code flashing on my screen translated into a controlled descent. Levi floated toward the stage, his wings catching the light.
“How now, spirit?” His voice rang out clear and strong, filling the space. “Whither wander you?”
I held my breath, my eyes glued to my phone, as I guided Levi’s descent with the precision of administering an IV. “Granger, spotlight!” I whispered into my headset.
The light hit Levi with pinpoint accuracy, his costume shimmering. I allowed myself a small, private smile. Despite the heat, the chaos, and the nearly constant threat of disaster, we were creating something magical.
That was, until the app froze with only a foot left in Levi’s descent. As I jabbed at the screen, my gut clenched with icy dread.
When Levi dropped onto the stage, he gave a very dramatic, very unfairylike “Oof!”
Oopsie whoopsie.
Ever the professional, Levi rolled with the impact, popping to his feet. After unclipping his harness, he glided into the scene as if the unplanned descent was all part of the act.
From my perch high above, I let out a breath, bracing myself for Drake’s inevitable conniption.
But hey, that’s showbiz, right?
We still had a few weeks until opening night. Plenty of time to unearth our magic.






  
  Chapter 2


Back on solid ground, I had resumed my stage manager’s post in the front row of the theater. Rehearsal continued with an energy that only community theater could generate—a blend of nervous anticipation, misplaced confidence, and the faint scent of mothballs. 
“O me! You juggler, you canker-blossom.” Monday Malone, our town police chief and unorthodox Hermia, stood center stage, delivering her lines in a West Texas drawl thick enough to spread on toast. She was flanked by a set meant to be an enchanted forest but which invoked a lumberyard after an enthusiastic game of Jenga.
Our director let out a strangled cry from his front-row seat. Drake hopped onstage, his paisley scarf furled behind him like a cape. “Monday, darling, I adore you—kiss, kiss—but we’ve talked about this. You’re playing fair Hermia, not Annie Oakley.”
The way Monday bit her lower lip in frustration was... well, it held my attention a moment too long. I shifted my gaze to the chalice resting on the prop rock, focusing on the silver glint of the metal, but all I could see was the curve of her lips.
“This is how I talk, Drake. Last I checked, there weren’t many Greek maidens in Texas.”
I bit back a chuckle, relaxing my hold on the clipboard clutched to my chest.
“Let’s try to soften it a bit, shall we?” Drake clasped his hands in supplication. “Think more Audrey Hepburn, less John Wayne.”
Monday’s eyes narrowed, an expression I’d seen her use mostly on hardened criminals.
“He means be less authentic.” Yvonne Turnball, our lavender-haired dramaturg, tapped her pencil against her notebook. “I disagree. Monday’s accent adds a fascinating layer to Hermia’s character. It subverts expectations and challenges our preconceptions of classical theater.”
Drake looked like he might hang himself with his scarf. “Yvonne, dear, while I appreciate your... enthusiasm, this production isn’t just your thesis playground. Some of us have our professional reputations on the line. A community to entertain.”
“My entire MFA hinges on demonstrating innovative approaches to these texts,” she said. “This isn’t just an academic exercise. If I can’t show—”
“Your committee isn’t buying tickets, my dear.” Drake waved a hand. “Our paying audience, as few as they may be, demand a show full of whimsy and magic and... exquisite diction.”
Too bad our version of whimsy and magic better resembled slapstick tragedy.
“Shakespeare should be reimagined!” Yvonne sprang to her feet like a cotton-candy jack-in-the-box. “What if we lean into Monday’s accent? Reframe Hermia as a working-class character fighting against societal expectations represented by the other, more refined characters?”
Drake’s eye twitched. “Because I’m not directing A Midsummer Night’s Hootenanny.”
A loud snort echoed from stage right, followed by a muffled curse. Barbara Lou Sinclair, small-town aerobics royalty and our Bottom—the comically transformed weaver who becomes a donkey—stumbled onto the stage, her oversized donkey head askew.
“Did someone say ‘hootenanny’?” Her voice was muffled inside the mask. “I know a thing or two about line dancing.”
Drake hung his head. “Barbara Lou, darling, you’re not on yet. Please, for the love of all that’s holy, take off that head when you’re not in character.”
“Can’t do that. I’m method acting. Gotta feel what it’s like to be an ass.”
I shook my head. She made it too easy.
“People, we need to focus.” Drake pounded on the edge of the stage. “Ticket sales are abysmal, and we’ve barely gotten a mention in the local paper. If we don’t generate some buzz soon, we’ll be performing for an empty house.”
“Excuse me. I’m speaking,” Yvonne said. 
Meanwhile, Barbara Lou backed into a prop rock as she wandered offstage, sending the chalice atop it into a precarious dance. 
Yvonne continued. “We could make this a commentary on class struggle in Athens. Hermia’s father wanting her to marry Demetrius could be about social climbing. Her accent could symbolize her roots, which she’s proud of despite pressure to conform.”
“Are you saying my accent makes me sound... lower class?” Monday asked.
“Imagine the impact!” Yvonne said, oblivious and undeterred. “We could have Hermia deliver her lines in an even stronger accent, really emphasizing the class divide. Monday, can you sound even more country?”
“More country?” Monday’s hand twitched toward her imaginary service weapon.
Yvonne grabbed her script. “We could rework the text a bit. Throw in a few y’alls and howdys. Maybe even a reckon or two.”
Monday’s face darkened. “I reckon you better check yourself before you reckon yourself.”
“Ooh, I love that! More of that!” Yvonne scribbled notes in her script.
Thomas Kingsley, our classically trained Lysander, sauntered downstage. His dark, perfectly coiffed hair and chiseled features gave him the air of a matinee idol from a bygone era. As he moved, his leather-gloved hands seemed to dance at his sides as if part of his performance.
“Another brilliant suggestion from our resident dramaturg.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “While we’re at it, let’s dismantle our enchanted forest and replace it with a Wild West saloon. I’ll strut around in chaps and ten-gallon hats, lassoing dear Hermia into submission.”
Yvonne flattened her lips. “That would be more interesting than your paint-by-numbers interpretation of Lysander.” 
Thomas extended a gloved hand to Monday. “If Shakespeare had known about that delightful drawl of yours, he’d have written Hermia as a Texan beauty.”
“Oh, please,” Yvonne said with a groan. “Your authentic English charm is about as convincing as your acting.”
Amusement had replaced the storm clouds in Monday’s eyes. “Careful there, cowboy. If Lysander sounded like me, Hermia would never have fallen in love with him.”
“Is that a challenge?” Thomas grinned. “Perhaps I should trade my queen’s speech for a Texas twang. Y’all reckon I could pull it off?”
I ground my teeth. Could he lay it on any thicker?
“Tanaka-san, if you keep scowling, you’ll sprain your face.” 
I turned to find Levi sitting in the row behind me. His electric-blue face paint beaded across his forehead. “I’m... concentrating.” 
“Okay, Mr. Resting Scowl Face.”
I returned my gaze to the stage in time to watch Thomas caress Monday’s cheek. It’s only acting. Still, the way Monday’s eyes sparkled in response made my stomach churn.
“Why do you think Thomas wears gloves all the time?” I whispered to Levi. “Germaphobe?”
“Eh, he’s just British. It’s probably to avoid touching this country’s food.”
“Drake, darling.” Judith Lockhaven, our Titania, limped from stage left, her face contorted in pain. “This ghastly corset is playing merry hell with my arthritis, and these tremors...” She held up a shaking hand.
Amelia hurried after her, a soft measuring tape draped around her neck. “I have some ideas for alterations that might help. Something a bit more... orthopedic.” 
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Yvonne muttered loudly enough to hear. “Maybe we should find an actress who can play Titania without constant complaints.”
“My dear, I once played Ophelia with a dislocated shoulder.” Judith’s voice dripped with theatrical venom. “I’ll muster the stamina to bounce around the stage as your fairy queen.”
Giggles echoed above the main stage. Amelia’s two children stood on the upper stage, watching the unfolding drama. Drake had cast them as fairies, since they ran around the theater in fairy wings anyway. Their chocolate-smeared faces suggested they were up to their usual form of mischief. 
“Bash? Rosie?” Amelia looked at her children. “Get down from there!”
“Look, Mummy!” Bash said. “We’re... real... fairies... now!” His words came out in staccato bursts, punctuated by wheezes.
Amelia’s eyes bugged. “Bash, your asthma—”
Rosie’s stuffed unicorn, Sparkle, went sailing through the air, flattening Thomas’s perfectly coiffed hair. I loved that little unicorn.
“Bloody hell!” Thomas said, swatting the air.
Amelia sighed, her colorful tattoos rippling as she grabbed Sparkle from the stage. “I told you both to stay in the dressing room. Your fairy wings look like chocolate-covered locusts attacked them.” She reached into her apron pocket and pulled out an inhaler. “Honestly, you two! Can’t I leave you alone for five minutes without chaos erupting? Deep breath, Bash, honey. I’m coming with your puffer.” She turned and headed backstage, the tape measure’s ends swinging at her neck.
“Are you okay?” Monday asked Thomas.
“Never better, darling,” he said, finger-combing his hair. “Though I may need mouth-to-mouth just to be safe.”
I scrawled a note on my clipboard as a distraction.
Suddenly, the trapdoor released, causing everyone onstage to yelp and jump back.
“Beware! The spirits are restless tonight!” Theodore Lockhaven, our Oberon and Judith’s soon-to-be ex-husband, popped through the trapdoor opening, his eyes wild.
“Theo, what have I said about entering that way?” Drake asked. “It’s a safety hazard.”
“It’s the only door in my meditative space.”
“Stop meditating underneath the stage!”
Theodore continued. “I’ve consulted the stars, read the tea leaves, and communed with the theater ghosts. They speak of impending doom!”
“Must we endure another of your metaphysical soliloquies?” Judith asked.
“Can you not feel it?” Theodore hoisted himself through the trapdoor, oblivious to the collective eye roll around him. “The negative energy is rising, aggravating the spirits of the theater. This production is cursed, I tell you. Remember, ‘Beware the Ides of March’!”
“It’s September, darling, and we’re in Texas.” Judith arched an eyebrow. “The only thing we need to beware of is heatstroke and rattlesnakes.”
“You mock my spiritual insights now, but you’ll see. The signs are everywhere.”
“The only spirits I’m interested in come in a bottle,” Judith said. “While you’ve been communing in the land of make-believe, I’ve been navigating the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune—and a dwindling bank account.”
The stage lights flickered, causing a collective groan that filled the theater.
“Granger!” Drake shrieked, his composure cracking. “What is going on up there?”
Granger’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Sorry, folks! I can’t seem to figure out what’s wrong. Something’s interfering with the controls.”
“Beware the Ides of March.” Theodore rubbed his hands in vindication.
I turned around to exchange scowls with Levi. “So much for this state-of-the-art wireless system. We’ve got actors popping through the trapdoor and janky stage lights.”
“Can we get back to rehearsal, for crying out loud?” Thomas slammed his script down on Titania’s prop flower bed.
Theodore’s head snapped around. “Your accent’s gone on holiday again, eh? What part of England did you hail from again, chap?”
“That’s it!” Drake shrieked, his scarf practically standing on end. “I’ve had enough! This rehearsal is—”
A loud boom from outside the theater cut him off before he popped a blood vessel. The shrill sound of a car alarm followed.
The doors at the back of the theater swung open. Abilene Schubert, who managed the box office, ran down the aisle, her normally cheerful face ashen. “Yvonne!” she said. “Your car! It’s smoking!”
Yvonne dropped her script and moved up the aisle. “I just had it serviced last week! My thesis is in there!”
“I warned you,” Theodore said. “The spirits are angry.”
I sighed, moving toward the exit. “Let’s hope this fire is easier to put out than the ones in here.”
Levi and I followed the crowd into the parking lot, the Texas sun beating down on us. Yvonne’s Volkswagen Beetle billowed smoke, the acrid smell tickling my nostrils. Grabbing her phone, Monday instructed us to stand back before she called the station.
“Perfect. Just perfect.” Drake stomped his foot and tugged at the knot in his scarf. “The press will feast off of this chaos.” His voice rose to a near shriek as he continued. “We’ll be lucky if we can afford to keep the lights on, let alone pay for costumes. Oh, the tragedy that is my life!”
“Well, Tanaka-san...” Levi wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “Things keep getting interesting.”
I shook my head. “When are they not?”






  
  Chapter 3


The smokiness of bacon mingling with the umami of miso meant breakfast time at the Cherry Blossom, my sister’s Texan-Japanese fusion café. I had settled into my regular tomato-red swivel chair around the L-shaped lunch counter with my mug of green tea. At my feet, soft snuffling came from Lulah, Levi’s Brussels Griffon, as she snoozed in her carry bag. The speckled laminate surface felt cool beneath my elbows as I spread out the latest edition of the  Bluebonnet Bee.
“MIDSUMMER NIGHTMARE: Theater Production Plagued by Mishaps,” the headline screamed. Odessa Schubert had lost none of her editorial bite since her recent hit-and-run incident, a result of her amateur sleuthing a month ago.
Levi hunched in the chair next to me, ignoring the three breakfast plates in front of him, his usual order, to study his father’s leather-bound journal.
“If Odessa weren’t so focused on reporting on the play, I’d alert her that the mayor is voluntarily reading something that isn’t a script or a cereal box.”
“Hilarious, Tanaka-san.” Levi snapped his head up and glared. Committed to his craft, Levi still wore his creepy yellow contacts.
I sipped my tea to warm the chill.  
My sister, Jenny, appeared behind the counter. She carried a tray with what looked like neon-green slime in martini glasses. “Gentlemen, prepare your taste buds for my take on fairy magic.”
I pulled my mug closer for warmth and security. “What fresh horror have you conjured now?”
She moved Levi’s breakfast plates and slid two glasses in front of us. “My latest version of Puck’s Potion. The perfect intermission refreshment for our theatrical extravaganza.”
I leaned in and sniffed. “It smells like lime Jell-O.” And also regret.
“Close.” Jenny shook her finger but smiled. “It’s a blend of matcha, lime, and a secret ingredient that shall remain nameless to protect the innocent.”
“The innocent being our digestive systems, I assume,” I replied.
Levi and I raised our glasses and exchanged looks of solidarity before taking synchronized sips. Resistance was futile with my sister’s experimentation.
“Well?” Jenny asked.
I struggled to find the words. The taste was... indescribable. It was like a lime had had a torrid affair with a green tea bag, and their love child had been raised by a family of Pop Rocks. “It’s certainly unique.”
Levi, ever the actor, managed a more convincing performance. “Wow! This. Something. Magic.”
“You’re saying random words.” I exchanged my glass for a chaser of green tea.
Jenny’s laughter cut through the clink of coffee cups and surrounding conversations. “You should see your faces! Don’t worry. This is just attempt number seventeen. You should have tasted numbers three through seven. Number five actually growled at me.”
A muffled snort came from under the counter. Even Lulah was dubious.
“Maybe stick to the usual menu for the intermission,” I suggested. “The audience will appreciate something they can swallow without risking a trip to the ER.”
“Spoilsport.” Jenny collected the glasses. “You know signature cocktails are my thing. Besides, it’s my only contribution to the play. I want it to be memorable. In a good way.”
“You contribute more to this town than a drink, Jen,” Levi said. “This café is the heart of Bluebonnet Hills, and you’re its pulse.”
“Aww, thanks.” She fanned out his breakfast plates. “Now, big brother, tell me the latest drama. What does our esteemed local press have to report?”
I glanced at my folded newspaper. “It appears our dramaturg was the victim of a smoke bomb.”
Jenny’s eyebrows shot up. “Smoke bomb? I thought her car had engine trouble.”
“The police found a partially melted canister under her car,” I said with a shrug. “The official line is that it was probably a prank from the high school kids.”
“Or...” Levi dropped his voice to a dramatic whisper. “It could be the curse of the theater!”
I rolled my eyes. “Not this again.”
“Theaters are full of secrets and superstitions,” Levi continued. “Especially with certain plays.” He waggled his brows for emphasis.
“You mean Macbeth?” I asked.
Levi waved his hands as if to ward off an invisible attack but catapulted a fork from his plate instead. “Tanaka-san, you never—ever!—say the name of the Scottish Play in a theater!”
I blinked. “We’re in a café.”
“Saying the name of that play curses the production!”
“Again. Café.”
Lulah snorted under the counter.
“See? She agrees.” I sipped my tea.
Jenny leaned in. “What kind of curse are we talking about here?” 
Levi glanced over his shoulders, checking for nonexistent eavesdroppers. “Legend has it the play is cursed because Shakespeare used actual witches’ spells in the text. Productions have been plagued by accidents, injuries, even deaths!”
“Fake news,” I said with a scoff. “Those are only coincidences and exaggerated stories.”
“What about the actor who was stabbed with a real dagger instead of a prop?” Levi asked. “Or the time King James banned the play for five years after seeing it? Or the Astor Place Riot in 1849 that left twenty-two people dead?”
“You can rattle all that off, yet you can’t aim the toothpaste onto your brush?” I held up my hands in surrender. “Regardless, we’re doing A Midsummer Night’s Dream. We should be more worried about bad reviews... or perhaps someone using a fairy wing as a shiv.”
Jenny snorted. “There’s your next headline.”
“Don’t remind me.” Levi straightened. 
“Oh?” I asked. “Has the curse of the Scottish Play taken the form of an allergic reaction to blue body paint?”
“It’s this part.” Levi ran a hand through his hair. “Puck is such an iconic role. Mischievous and magical but also philosophical. I’ve never done anything like this before.”
“I wondered why you weren’t eating.” Jenny squeezed his hand. “Is that why you’ve been so engrossed in that journal we found?”
Levi nodded. “Dad was also known for his slapstick, so he struggled with playing Puck. He writes about feeling out of his depth, especially among the trained Shakespearean actors in the cast.” Levi flipped through the pages of the journal. “Listen to this: ‘Puck embodies the chaos of the human heart, straddling the line between mischief and empathy. To play him, one must find their inner trickster.’”
“That’s pretty insightful,” I said. “Your dad put a lot of thought into the role.”
Jenny nodded. “Levi, you’ve got mischief and chaos down to an art form.”
I frowned. “Speaking of trained Shakespearean actors, why would professionals like Theodore or Judith agree to do a community theater in a small town? No offense to Bluebonnet Hills, but it’s hardly the Royal Shakespeare Theater.”
“From what I hear, Judith and Drake go way back,” Jenny said. “She’s also in the middle of divorcing Theodore, so maybe they need the money.”
“What about Amelia?” I asked. “She won a Tony for costuming. Even Thomas’s being here seems out of place.”  
“I’m certainly fine with Mr. Tall, Dark, and British being here,” Jenny said. “Have you seen the photo they keep running with the articles?” She tapped the newspaper, which featured a profile shot of Thomas. “That man is far too handsome to be photographed from the side.”
“A shame his chiseled jawline isn’t more front and center,” I muttered.
“What’s this?” Jenny chided me. “Is our resident grumpy pants harboring some resentment toward the dashing Mr. Kingsley?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I raised my mug to hide my scowl. 
“It wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain police chief playing Hermia, would it?” Jenny asked. “Maybe you’re wishing you were her real-life Lysander.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I said, before draining the last bitter drop of my tea.
The bell above the café door chimed, signaling new customers. Jenny smoothed her apron. “Duty calls.” With a wink, she said to me, “Saved by the bell, but I’ll be back.”
I ducked my head and busied myself with the newspaper. “You know,” I said to Levi, studying the headline again. “These accidents are becoming a pattern. Do you think someone’s sabotaging the play?”
“My money’s on Theodore.” Levi had found another fork and cut into his pancake stack. “One more glitchy light, and he might spontaneously combust.”
Shaking my head, I returned to the newspaper and reread the story. Something told me that the drama was only beginning.






  
  Chapter 4


“Rename this travesty  A Midsummer Night’s Mayhem. It’s certainly no dream!” From the stage, Judith flung her arms wide, nearly knocking over a prop tree. The rustling of fake leaves punctuated the silence, followed by Theodore’s dramatic gasp from his throne-like chair and Monday’s muttered “Good gravy,” as she steadied herself beside Thomas, who had raised his arms to shield himself from the falling foliage.
From my front-row post, I tracked Drake’s eyelid flutters, which twitched with a moth-to-flame intensity. I recognized it as a barometer of rising pressure honed from countless hours working beneath the sterile fluorescent lights of the ICU.
Perched on the edge of the stage like a lavender-haired gargoyle, Yvonne glared at Judith. Her outburst was only the latest spark in our theatrical tinderbox.
“Jude. Darling. Please.” Drake’s staccato speech was a performance in itself. “You’re playing the queen of the fairies. Strive for a touch more ethereal grace?”
“A touch? Any more grace, and I’ll resemble a demented daffodil.” Judith held her hip as she hobbled to her prop flower bed. Levi appeared at her elbow, offering a steadying arm. With a grateful nod, Judith lowered herself onto the cushions, a grimace flickering across her face as the creaking stage seemed to echo the ache in her joints. “I am trying, Drake, darling. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m not actually a fairy. I’m a woman of a certain age with a titanium hip and more screws than a toolbox.”
I held back a chuckle. Amid the increasingly disastrous production, Judith’s acerbic wit was at least more reliable than the stage lights.
“Maybe if we reimagined Titania as a more... problematic character?” Yvonne’s hair practically bristled. “Instead of this ethereal, unattainable beauty standard of a fairy queen, let’s make her a colonizer. A representation of toxic femininity. A withered crone clinging to a fading reign.” She fixed me with a laser-like stare that could burn a hole through my clipboard. “Take note, Sho. This is what groundbreaking dramaturgy looks like.” 
Suppressing a smirk, I wrote, Next up: Romeo and Juliet as a commentary on late-stage capitalism?
Clearing his throat, Thomas strode downstage. “Might I suggest the other characters inject the scene with some physicality?”
Drake rubbed his eyes. “What did you have in mind?” 
Thomas grinned. His teeth were annoyingly white. “Well, when Lysander is trying to escape from Hermia after being afflicted by the love potion, what if he climbed a prop tree?” He gestured to the fake oak still quivering from Judith’s assault.
Drake frowned. “I’m not sure it’s sturdy enough to hold you.”
“Why stop there?” Yvonne crossed her legs. “Why not swing from the Heavens like some Elizabethan Tarzan? Imagine the drama of you suspended high above the stage, embodying Lysander’s desperation.”
“Brilliant!” Thomas scaled the tree with the grace of a cat who’d spotted a juicy canary. As he climbed, his shirt
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