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Wendy Marshall never considered becoming an actor. That was, until she happened upon an ad for a local theatre company that she had never known existed. Now, six months later, she’s discovered a new passion, new friends, new family, and even new love.

But there’s still more that she wants.

After finally landing the lead role in The Quaint Little Theatre’s newest play, she’s determined to show the rest of the troupe that she can handle the pressure and pull off a great performance.

But when strange things start happening at the theatre, her focus is torn. Have they somehow awakened a vengeful spirit? Is a mysterious illness making its way through the troupe? Has her dream role turned into a nightmare?

It’s said that all theatres have ghosts, but what if there’s something much more sinister lurking within the basement of The Quaint Little Theatre? Download this amazing novel, now!
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“You hear that?”

Francesca didn’t bother turning to look at the thin man to her left, but she did roll her eyes at his question. “Hear what?” she asked in a bored voice. They had been standing in the off-right wing for the past fifteen minutes, waiting for their scene to finally start rehearsing, and she hadn’t heard anything other than the director angrily giving instructions to the set designer on how to hang the moon. It was a scene that everyone at the theatre was well versed in, as it happened at least four times during every stumble-through. Jim, the director, would find some fault in the set or lights and instead of communicating it in English, he would give all his instructions in French, knowing full well that Billy, the set and lighting designer and resident stagehand, couldn’t understand him. Billy would then politely ask Jim to speak in English, and the mere suggestion would cause Jim to fume angrily for at least a minute before reluctantly replying in English. 

Watching such a scene was an entertaining enough way to pass the time while waiting for rehearsal to continue, but as Jim continued to fret over the precise location of the wooden moon, Francesca began to wonder if she and Gerard would be standing here forever.

“Hear that,” Gerard repeated.

Sighing, Francesca turned to him, wishing that he’d put out that damn cigarette. The scent reminded her of days and nights spent on the smoke-filled verandas of Paris, drinking with famous actors and directors, and right now it wasn’t a memory the large blonde woman wanted to revisit. 

Before she could speak, he put one finger up to his lips, the tip of which rested under his large, hooked nose, indicating for her to be quiet. She glared at him, which he pretended not to notice. Moving backwards, he stepped away from the stage and further into the wing. He was careful to step around the prop-tables, costume racks, and set pieces that were cluttering the area. By tomorrow everything would be neatly placed and easy to manoeuvre around, but right now the area was more akin to an obstacle course set up by drunkards.

As Gerard moved further away from the stage, the director’s cursing grew more distant, until it was barely noticeable. Once he was far enough back, he listened and waited. For a long moment there was nothing, and then there was a sound, a low, deep knocking sound that seemed to come from the depths of the theatre.

Gesturing for her to come join him, he watched as Francesca reluctantly came over. After another moment, the sound repeated itself. She raised an eyebrow. “Do you think something’s gotten in the pipes?”

Gerard frowned and paused to think. “It’s probably something to do with the furnace,” he said dismissively, taking a puff from the cigarette he carelessly held in his right hand. Now that the mystery had been solved, he’d instantly lost interest. Was it too much to ask that something interesting happen in this theatre?

“Perhaps you should make yourself useful and go fix it,” Francesca shot at him.

“You shouldn’t be smoking back here,” a nasally voice called out. 

Gerard rolled his eyes at the intrusion. “It’s only a cigarette, Scott.”

The young, red-headed man stepped out from behind a large set piece and tried to glare at Gerard through his bottle-thick glasses. Unfortunately, the effect wasn’t anywhere close to what he was hoping to achieve. 

“He has a point,” Francesca remarked, using her hand to wave the smoke away from her face. “And if Ari sees you, they’ll tear a strip off you. You’re in costume, after all.”

The threat of the stage manager’s wrath was enough to make Gerard second-guess his obstinate determination to break all the theatre’s rules. However, he was not going to show weakness in front of a lackey like Scott. Taking a long drag, he smirked at the young man before blowing smoke in his direction.

Scott coughed and tried to wave the smoke away with his clipboard. “Monsieur Le Faull says that we’ll be starting the ‘Amore’ sketch in two minutes, so be ready.”

“Just call him Jim,” Gerard said impatiently. “Everyone else does.”

Scott clenched his jaw and exited through the door, heading to the green room to warn the other actors.

“What an annoying little twerp,” Gerard muttered to himself. He waited until Scott was out of sight before putting his cigarette out on the back of a nearby set piece and slipping the unfinished portion into his pocket.

“Do you think you’ll remember your lines this time?” Francesca remarked as she smoothed her costume, her pleasant pitch tinged with hostility.

“Francesca, please,” he said, putting on his most flattering tone. “Shall we have this tiresome conversation all over again? You know I always get it right by the night of the show.”

She crossed her arms over her ample chest. Despite the many years she’d worked with Gerard, she had yet to get accustomed to his various “methods.” He claimed that it was part of his routine to never say his lines correctly until there was an audience in the house, but she knew that he was bluffing around his terrible memory. Perhaps if he spent more time with his script and less time with a certain young actress...

The knocking sounded again, but this time it was louder and sharper.

“Are you sure it’s the furnace?” Francesca asked, resisting the urge to glance towards the backstage door.

“Probably,” Gerard shrugged. “What else could it be?”

She didn’t know why the noise unnerved her, but it did. “I swear I’ve never heard it do anything like this before. Do you think something’s wrong with it?” 

“Perhaps you should concentrate less on the furnace and more on the skit we’ll be doing in a few seconds, once le Director stops cursing.”

“Gerard, please,” she scoffed. “Of the two of us, I’m never the least prepared. All I’m suggesting is that maybe someone should go back there and make sure the furnace isn’t about to explode.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s likely nothing.”

“But maybe it is.”

“But maybe it’s not.”

“Maybe it’s a ghost!”

Both of them jumped at the sudden exclamation. 

“Merde,” Francesca swore under her breath as she turned around to see two young women standing behind her, both dressed in black pants and white shirts, their hair pulled back into ponytails. Despite their similar costumes, the two women looked nothing alike, with the taller of the two having dark skin and curly black hair, and the shorter having pale skin and long brown hair. It was Stacey, the taller woman, who’d startled them, and her lips parted in a wide smile as she relished how she’d managed to spook the two elder actors. The other, Wendy, managed to keep her face neutral, but there was the slightest hint of amusement in her eyes.

Francesca hadn’t heard either of them approach and resented the fact that she’d been startled this close to performing. This kind of thing never would have happened in Paris—the ensemble would have known better.

“There’s no such thing as ghosts,” Gerard said, curling his lips. 

“C’mon,” Stacey prodded. “Every theatre has a ghost. It’s tradition.”

“Not this theatre,” Francesca replied confidently. “Jim has owned and operated it for the past fifteen years and there’s not been even the slightest supernatural activity.” Stacey opened her mouth to speak, but she quickly interrupted her. “Any strange occurrences you may have witnessed are merely the product of your own imagination.”

“Bor-ing,” Stacey replied under her breath.

Wendy wouldn’t admit it, but she was glad to hear Francesca say that. This theatre was full of dark spaces and strange noises, and she’d much prefer if there wasn’t a spirit hanging around, causing trouble.

A string of French curses rang out in the distance and the group moved towards the stage. The director, a short, thin, bald man who was frowning so hard that there were deep creases on his forehead, was standing in the front row of the audience, glaring at them.

“Que Dieu me vienne en aide... If I have to ask one more time for actors to take their places...” Jim rumbled. “Sommes-nous prêts?”

“English, Jim!” Billy called out. Although he’d said the phrase at least a hundred times today, there was no exasperation in his voice.

Jim frowned and rubbed his temples. “Places for ‘Amore.’”

The actors quickly took their places for the top of the scene. Stacey remained in the off-right wing, while Wendy hurried through the cross behind the stage to the off-left wing. Francesca and Gerard moved onstage to the table and chairs Billy had set up after finally hanging the moon to Jim’s satisfaction. Once everyone was ready, Jim called for the scene to start.

The sketch was a comment about how the song “That’s Amore” makes no sense and was probably written by someone who was hungry and near an Italian restaurant. Francesca’s character was a doe-eyed lover asking Gerard’s character to write a romantic love song for her to prove his love. He’d start out fine, but, every time he became stuck, he would look around for inspiration, at which point Wendy or Stacey would cross the stage with some kind of Italian food or drink, which he would add into his song. Francesca would alternate between romantic, confused, and irritated, while Gerard would grow hungrier and more distracted. 

Wendy hoisted her first prop, a large cardboard pizza, and prepared for her entrance. As soon as Gerard said her cue line—or, at least, something resembling her cue line—she walked across the stage as if she was delivering the pizza to a couple sitting in the other wing. Stacey gave a nod as Wendy walked past before lifting her own prop, a tray of plastic wine bottles. Her cue came shortly after, and Stacey walked onto the stage, crossing to the other side.

Placing the pizza on the discard table, Wendy looked for her next prop, an imitation of pasta fazool that was quite realistic despite being made of packing peanuts and paint. As she reached for the comically large bowl, she was startled by a sudden loud knocking sound and almost knocked the prop off the table. Shaking it off, she tried to tell herself that it was merely the pipes and it was nothing to worry about, but as soon as she started to relax another knock startled her, this time louder than the first. Taking in a deep breath, she picked up her prop and reminded herself that it was only a mechanical issue. Jim would get someone to check it out soon and then the noise would stop.

Still, as she moved to the wings to listen for her next cue, she couldn’t help feeling as if a pair of ghostly eyes were staring at her, watching her hungrily.
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After they finished running through the remainder of the skits, Jim called for the cast and creative to gather in the audience for notes. It took time for everyone to make their way from the various sections of the theatre, but within fifteen minutes the entire troupe had settled into the red, well-worn audience seats.

Wendy had been on her way to sit with Stacey and Carina, but after spying a familiar face she made a detour to the fourth row on the left, where Betty Snow, the props designer, was sitting by herself. Betty was tall and thin, with chin-length red hair that often stuck out in strange directions—usually a result of her nervously playing with it while she worried about a million different things. She was holding a pad of paper and a pencil, ready to take down any notes that Jim might have about the props.

“Nice pasta fazool,” Wendy remarked as she neared. “It looked good enough to eat.”

Betty smiled and her cheeks flushed at the compliment. “Thanks. It was fun to make. I just hope Jim thinks it’s good enough.”

Jim, who was standing in front of the stage, chose that moment to clear his throat loudly. He stared out at the sea of faces before him, a grim look on his face. 

Quickly taking a seat, Wendy trained her attention on the short man. She’d thought that the stumble-through had gone pretty well, considering that this was the first time they’d worked with certain props and sets, but the look on Jim’s face told her that he didn’t feel the same. Not that his expressions had any relation whatsoever to reality—Wendy had been working as an actor for The Quaint Little Theatre for the past six months and had yet to see Jim actually pleased with anything. Even if something went well, his expression could only be described as not-angry. It was as if his face was missing the necessary muscles required for smiling.

He quickly launched into his notes about the many things that had bothered him tonight—from the lighting in ‘Shakespearean Stories,’ to the lack of detail in their current set pieces, to the costume changes not being effective enough in ‘Reverse House Party.’ Wendy listened carefully as Jim ranted and railed, now familiar enough with this routine to know the difference between general ennui and an actual note. Jim was burdened with memories of grandeur, and most of his comments boiled down to him wanting things to be better but not being able to afford it. 

When he reached the end of his list, Jim took a deep breath. “We will start the dress rehearsal tomorrow afternoon at exactly 2:00 pm, and I expect us all to be perfect in preparation for the show tomorrow night. Now go, rest, and be better tomorrow.”

Wendy held back a laugh. Inspiring as always...

It had been a long day for the troupe, with the cue-to-cue taking up the morning and afternoon, and then the stumble-through in the evening. Most of them rose wearily to their feet, eager to go home and rest before starting again tomorrow afternoon, but before anyone could leave the room, Francesca stopped them in their tracks.

“Jim, you haven’t yet announced which show we’ll be doing at the end of the month,” she said, her voice projecting loud enough that everyone in the room could hear every word perfectly, no matter where they were standing.

Those who were on their feet quickly sat back down. Although the theatre made most of its money by putting on a variety show twice monthly for a rich benefactor, every month Jim would cast a “legitimate” play for them to rehearse and perform. The variety shows were fun, but the cast and crew enjoyed the chance to work on something serious; something that would exist for more than one night. Their last play had been Glengarry Glen Ross, which was an interesting choice for a theatre company that only had six actors—two-thirds of which were women. But with a little script tweaking, Jim had made it work.

Usually, the new play was announced the Monday after the previous show closed, but now it was Wednesday, and Jim still hadn’t revealed anything. The cast and crew had spent the past two days wondering if Jim had forgotten to find a new play or if he was withholding the information because he delighted in tormenting them.

Jim grimaced in a way that only a man who constantly had to deal with his ex-wife could. “I am still finalizing le scénario. But if you are all so eager to know, I am adapting Le Fantôme de l’Opéra.” He paused so that they could all murmur excitedly, and once the noise died down a little he continued. “Auditions will be on Vendredi, with casting to be announced juste aprés.”

Although Wendy wasn’t fluent in French, she’d picked up enough to understand that auditions would be on Friday and the casting announced shortly after. 

Despite Jim’s having lived on Jacobi Street for the past fifteen years, he was still reluctant to let go of his native language. Francesca had adapted and now only spoke the odd phrase or two of French, but on certain days it was impossible to convince Jim to speak even a single word of English. It was a sore point for some of the troupe, as most of them didn’t speak French, but Wendy was thankful for it. Her heritage was half French and half Inuit, but her parents had wanted to assimilate into their very-white, very-American neighbourhood and refused to speak any language other than English. Wendy’s paternal grandparents had died before she was born, and every bit of French she picked up from Jim and Francesca made her feel closer to them.

Now that his announcement was complete, Jim gave a heavy sigh and walked away, heading towards his apartment above the theatre.

“Guess I’d better put the props away,” Betty said, giving Wendy a small wave goodbye.

As she watched Betty scurry away, Wendy had a feeling that she would spend the next hour or so trying to fix all the problems Jim had pointed out. While everyone recognized Jim’s flair for the dramatic, Betty took most of Jim’s notes to heart. She worried about a lot of things—theatre related and otherwise—and didn’t want to risk losing her job over the colour of a prop. Others, like the costume designer, Paloma, would merely address one or two notes and call it a night. Paloma knew that no matter how much Jim railed about imperfections, he didn’t have the energy to fire them all and hire a brand-new cast and creative.

Wendy looked over and noticed Stacey and Carina talking animatedly in their seats, so she made her way over to them.

“I can’t believe he’s doing Phantom!” Carina exclaimed.

“I know!” Stacy added eagerly. “It’s such a great story. So romantic.”

“I wonder how different the book is from the musical,” Wendy said, leaning on a nearby seat. “I’ve only ever seen the movie.”

Stacey shrugged the comment off. “Knowing Jim, he’ll steal a bunch of stuff from the musical and add it in. The musical’s super popular, and all he really cares about is making money, which means keeping the audiences happy.”

The three of them continued to talk as they made their way backstage, heading for the large dressing room they shared on the lower floor. They were all wearing their final costumes of the night, which was for the skit ‘Vamp-liar High.’ It was about a girl who arrives at a new high school and discovers that some of the kids are vampires, but who later learns that they’re actually humans who are lying in order to seem cool. Stacey, who was playing the new girl, was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, but Wendy and Carina were dressed as wannabe vampires, with dark clothing cut at weird angles and lots of black eyeliner. Although Wendy didn’t have many lines in the skit, she was glad that she at least got to wear an elaborate costume. 

As they talked about the upcoming auditions, they were very careful not to mention how much each of them wanted the part of Christine. They all knew that only one of them could get the part, and although they secretly hoped the others would fail, nobody would admit it out loud. 

Wendy wanted to play Christine more than anything else, but as the newest member of the troupe she wasn’t sure if she’d “earned” a role like that yet. Stacey had been working at the theatre for three years, and Carina for two and a half, so the role of the young ingenue in every play went to one of them. Meanwhile, Wendy rarely managed to get a lead role in one of the eight to ten skits they performed every second Thursday. She couldn’t help feeling self-conscious sometimes, with Carina’s carefree spirit, bronze skin, and long legs; and Stacey’s theatrical background off-Broadway, million-dollar smile, and ability to act any part put in front of her. Often Wendy wondered what she brought to this troupe other than her ability to be another body in the background.

Still, it didn’t stop her from wanting the part of Christine so bad that she could almost taste it.

“Who do you think is going to play Raoul?” Carina wondered aloud as the group entered the dressing room. It had been built for four people, so it didn’t feel cramped when the three of them were inside at the same time, bustling around. There was a long counter along one wall with four mirrors above it, each one lined in large light bulbs that heated the room to an uncomfortable degree if they were left on for too long. Along the other wall were four closets where they could each hang up their clothes and costumes, and store personal items. There was also a shower and bathroom at one end, opposite the entrance. Next door was another dressing room exactly like it, which had been assigned to Gerard and Sam. There were four private dressing rooms on the main floor, behind the stage, but those were reserved for people with lead roles or who had been named Francesca.

“We can all agree that it won’t be Samuel, right?” Stacey burst out laughing. “I mean, he’s old enough to be our grandfather.”

“Maybe it’ll be Gerard,” Carina suggested as she wiped the heavy make-up from her face.

Wendy and Stacey exchanged a look. Although Gerard was younger than Samuel and looked younger than his fifty years of age, neither of them wanted to play his love interest. They knew that Carina, however, wouldn’t have any qualms about that.

“I don’t know,” Stacey said as she quickly changed into her regular clothes, “I mean, during A Streetcar Named Desire he kept changing up his blocking and lines, and I never felt like I knew where I was.”

“That’s just his process,” Carina replied diplomatically.

“Well, I wish he’d get another one,” Stacey muttered.

Wendy held back a laugh. “Do you think Jim might try to get Billy to do it?” Although Billy had enough to do with designing the sets and lighting, he had no problem stepping in for a bit part occasionally. While he’d never expressed a desire for a bigger part, she’d feel more comfortable with him in the role instead of Gerard, even if he was nearly fifteen years her senior.

“Or Scott?” Stacey pretended to gag. “That would be the worst.”

Carina wrinkled her nose. “I bet he’d do it if Jim promised him the chance to finally assistant direct something.”

“Maybe one of us will end up playing it,” Wendy interjected, quickly changing the subject. Although she didn’t like the way that Scott skulked around the theatre, acting as if he owned it (or should own it), she didn’t want to say anything that he might hear. It was well known that he had a habit of listening at closed doors, and while some people didn’t care one bit about what he might think, she didn’t want to make enemies of anyone at the theatre. “I mean, we’ve certainly played enough male roles in the past. Besides, Raoul and Christine are supposed to be childhood friends and we’re closer in age than any of the men.”

“Well, let’s just hope that Jim isn’t planning on casting Francesca as Christine,” Stacey said bitterly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she demanded to play the part.”

“Oh, that would be the worst!” Carina cried, slumping against the counter. “I mean, losing that part would be terrible, but it’d be even worse if it was to her.”

Wendy finished hanging up her costume and picked up her purse. She hadn’t managed to get all her eyeliner off, but the gossip was starting to overwhelm her. “See you two tomorrow afternoon,” she said as she stepped into the hallway.

She could hear noises farther down the hall as designers cleaned up their workspaces or discussed Jim’s notes with each other or adjusted certain projects. A smile broke out on her face as she thought about how lucky she was to work in a place that was so full of life, where people truly enjoyed what they did.

As Wendy made her way to the staircase, she kept an ear out for the strange noise that she’d heard earlier in the wings. At first it seemed as if the noise had gone away, but, as she started to ascend the staircase, she heard a sharp knock and instinctively looked towards the door to the basement.

It was a perfectly normal door, located next to the staircase, leading to a large room that housed the furnace, and which they also used to store backdrops and furniture. She’d walked past it hundreds of times, but, as she looked at it now, it took on a sinister quality. The dark red paint seemed redder and more chipped, with jagged pieces sticking out and flaking off, like dried blood. As she continued to stare at the door, a sudden, ear-splitting knock from within rattled the door and caused her to jump. She quickly hurried up the stairs, her heart pounding in her chest.
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