

[image: images]




[image: Images]
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CHAPTER 1


“Nicole didn’t do it. I did it!”


I can feel the space vibrating from the intensity in my voice. I swallow hard, then take out the red-stained knife from the pocket of my blue gingham dress and hold it up for everyone to see. People gasp. I watch the light bounce off the shiny plastic tip before throwing it on the table.


“I killed Harriet Conners because she knew the secret,” I say as calmly as if I’m explaining that there’s a slight chance of rain tomorrow. Then it hits me. My eyes widen, and I stare at the knife on the table like it’s a cobra about to attack. I look at all the people around me and scream, “I killed Harriet Conners because she knew what happened. She knew what happened on the seesaw!”


I fall onto my knees. First I’m quietly weeping, then I am sobbing, and then I become fully hysterical and collapse flat on the floor. I can hear gasps of horror all around me now that everyone knows the truth. Tears pour out of my eyes, and my body writhes on the floor like a piece of bacon in a blazing hot frying pan. I pound my fists and kick my feet before coming back up to my knees and screaming at the top of my lungs, “I did it. I KILLED HARRIET CONNERS!”


For a few seconds there is complete silence. An undeniable tension saturates everyone and everything.


Then I hear a familiar creaking from above me. Without even looking up, I know the heavy red velvet curtain is beginning to fall. I don’t stop crying until the gold fringe has hit the floor of the stage, and even then I give it one last good sob. As if on cue, I begin to hear the most beautiful sound in the world. Applause. The thick curtain muffles the thunder, but I can still tell the audience is going wild.


The lights flip from the warm, carefully constructed pools of illumination intended to highlight the drama onstage to the workday fluorescent lights that help the actors move around backstage. Intermission is only fifteen minutes long, and the entire set needs to change from classroom to courtroom. I quickly get out of the way so the stage crew can get to work.


I wipe the stage tears from my eyes, and as soon as I do I notice real tears are at the ready just behind them. I can’t believe this is my final performance.


I’ve been playing the role of Kimberly Ann Fortunato, the girl who lies, cheats, and schemes to cover up the murder of her best-friend-turned-middle-school-rival, Harriet Conners, in the off-Broadway production of Seesaw for One for the past three months. We were originally scheduled to run only for the month of July, but great reviews allowed us to extend our run through the end of August to Labor Day. My performance was often singled out. One theater critic wrote, “Isabel Marak Flores delivers a powerful and truthful performance that is not to be missed.” I printed that review out and put it in my scrapbook. A review like that is something an actress dreams of.


Of course, the theater is a group effort. Everyone from the wardrobe mistress to the director has a part in creating the onstage magic, so no one artist can ever take credit for the success of a production. It’s a team sport, and sometimes that’s the part I like best—a whole group of artists pulling together to create something beautiful and meaningful for an audience. Still, it was wonderful to be noticed for my work. I was especially satisfied that the critic called my work “truthful.” For an actor, that is the ultimate compliment. Acting isn’t just pretending and playing dress-up. You must be the character. It takes discipline, dedication, and seriousness to do it well. My dream is to make it as a serious actress on Broadway one day, and each role brings me one step closer to that goal.


I only have a short amount of time between the curtain going down on act one and going up on act two, and I not only have to change, but I also have to do my vocal exercises and my meditation. While act one ends with my confession, act two is really where I put my dramatic skills to the test, so I need to be prepared.


“Isabel, that was amazing. Your best performance yet,” Timothy Jackson says to me as I make my way backstage toward my dressing room, which is on the upstairs balcony. Mr. Jackson is the director, and he cast me in the role of Kimberly. He is the recipient of two Tony nominations and debuted his one-man show at Lincoln Center to standing ovations a few years ago. I respect him very much, and I’m grateful he believes in me.


“Thank you, Mr. Jackson,” I tell him. “I’ve learned so much from you as a director.”


“Well, I hope you’ll continue to learn,” he says.


“What do you mean?” I ask as we keep walking toward the upstairs dressing rooms.


Before he can answer, Hilda, the woman who coordinates the costumes, hair, and makeup, interrupts us. “Sorry, Mr. Jackson, I need to put her hair in a bun for the courtroom scene.” There is not enough time during intermission to sit in a proper hair-and-makeup chair and be done up. Hilda grabs an actor where she can and does what she needs to do. Backstage is always chaos, but it is an organized chaos that I love.


“Oh, of course, go right ahead, Hilda,” Mr. Jackson says. We both stop at the foot of the stairs that lead to the dressing rooms. “I probably shouldn’t tell you anything until after tonight’s performance anyway. Closing-night nerves, I guess.”


Hilda steps behind me and starts brushing my hair, but I can’t help wondering what Mr. Jackson means.


“Is everything okay?” I ask. “Did I do something wrong?”


“Oh heavens, no. Everything is fine. You haven’t done anything wrong at all. In fact, you’ve been doing everything right. Quite right indeed.”


Hilda takes one last sweep with her brush, then twists my hair into one long piece and wraps it into a tight bun, which she fastens with a few bobby pins before lightly spraying the back of my head with some hair spray. Mr. Jackson quietly watches the transformation.


“You’re all set, Isabel. Knock ’em dead.” She pauses and adds, “Oh, wait. You already did that.” She laughs at her own joke, then rushes off to get another actor ready for act two.


Mr. Jackson and I quickly climb the stairs to my dressing room. Once we are at the top, I look down at the stage and see that the army of a stage crew is in the middle of its orchestrated set change. A few men attach ropes to the walls of the classroom, and with a quick signal the walls suddenly float straight up past the balcony area where the dressing rooms are and into the theater’s rafters. The walls of the courtroom pass the classroom walls like ships on a lake as they slowly descend from their perch above the stage. The crew hold their arms up for the arrival of the new scenery, prepared to safely secure it into place. Sometimes I think we should keep the curtain up during intermission so the audience could see how much work goes into the set change. In my opinion, it’s as precise and challenging as everything else that happens onstage and, as my parents always remind me, “Where there is beauty, there is art.”


“Isabel,” Mr. Jackson says, “I wanted to tell you something rather important.”


“Let me get the necklace for act two out of my dressing room,” I say. My character chews the chain of her necklace while she’s on trial. It’s a little character quirk I developed after a few weeks of intense rehearsal.


I swing open the door to my dressing room, saying, “C’mon in Mr. Jack—” But as soon as I see what’s inside, I freeze. How in the world did . . . ? I don’t even finish my thought. I quickly pull the door shut, hoping Mr. Jackson didn’t see what I just saw.


“Is everything all right?” he asks.


“Oh, fine,” I say, quickly thinking of some excuse to keep him out of my dressing room. “I just remembered that old superstition. Never let your director in your dressing room on closing night. It’s bad luck.”


He tilts his head to the side and looks at me strangely for a second. “I thought I knew every theatrical superstition that exists, but I must admit, that’s a new one.”


I laugh nervously, hoping he won’t ask to come in anyway.


“At any rate, I should let you prepare,” Mr. Jackson says. “Normally I wouldn’t distract you with this, but I want to make sure you have time afterward to meet someone very important. Do make sure you see me before you leave for the cast party. Won’t you?”


Before I can ask who it is he wants me to meet, Sean, the stage manager, who I think was born with a walkie-talkie headset attached to his head, walks past us and without missing a step says, “We’re at ten minutes until the opening of act two, Miss Isabel.”


“Ten minutes, thank you,” I say. It’s protocol in the theater to acknowledge any time cue from the stage manager.


“I had better get back to my seat,” Mr. Jackson says. “Break a leg. I know you’ll be brilliant.” He runs off down the stairs, and for a second I think about chasing after him to find out who this VIP is, but then I realize I have narrowly escaped exposing the secret in my dressing room. I have less than ten minutes to deal with the situation, do my meditation and vocal exercises, and get back onstage for the opening of act two.





CHAPTER 2


I open the door of my dressing room just wide enough so I can enter without anyone seeing what’s inside, then shut the door tightly.


“Chernique!” I say, loud enough so she knows I’m alarmed but not so loud that anyone else backstage can hear. “What are you doing here?”


“Is that how you greet your best friend?”


“You know you’re not supposed to be backstage.”


“I’ve been backstage plenty of times. What’s the big deal?” she says, waving her hand at me as she looks at herself in my makeup mirror. She’s casually taking my lipstick out and testing it on the back of her hand.


“After the show, Chernique. After! I told you how Lorraine got in trouble for having her boyfriend backstage during intermission. What if one of the producers saw you? What if Mr. Jackson saw you?”


I’m not overreacting. No one is allowed backstage during the performance. Sure, I’ve seen some of the adults break the rule, but when you’re a kid working with adults, it means you have to follow the rules or else they treat you like a kid. I don’t want to be treated like a kid, so I follow the rules. However, my best friend, Chernique, has never met a rule she didn’t like to bend.


“How did you get past the stage door?” I ask. I’d never have the nerve to even try.


“Have you seen how adorable I am? Who is going to say no to an adorable little girl from Trinidad with chubby cheeks like these?” Chernique smiles in a way that perfectly shows off her pretty, round face. If I weren’t so concerned about someone finding out she’s in my dressing room, I’d laugh. “How could I stay in the audience when this could be one of the most important days of your entire life?”


“Don’t be so dramatic,” I say, grabbing the necklace out of the navy-blue velvet box I keep it in.


“Look, I know no one can play cool and calm better than you, but you must be freaking out. The letters were due out yesterday! I couldn’t wait until after the show to find out what’s going on. You’ve been dreaming about this since . . .” Chernique struggles to find the right word and then gives up. “Well, I don’t know, but since we were six, this is the only thing you’ve really wanted.”


She’s right. I’ve wanted to be a student at the New York Academy of Dramatic Arts since the moment I learned it existed. The students at the academy take all the same classes regular students take, like algebra and English, but they also spend part of their day in classes dedicated to acting, movement, voice, and other theatrical subjects. Almost all the very best actors in the world started their careers there. Oscar winners, Tony winners, Seggerman winners—all attended the academy, and they all credit the rigorous training they received there as the foundation of their artistic success. Once I achieve my goal of making it on Broadway, I plan to become the youngest person ever to win all three prestigious awards, and the only way I can really hope to have any chance of doing that is to get into the academy. I prepared for weeks for my audition before finally having my parents record it and send it in. I’ve spent the summer waiting for the acceptance letter to arrive in the mail. The letters were supposed to arrive yesterday.


The only problem is, mine didn’t.


 “You know how slow the mail is in on the Lower East Side,” I say.


“I think making you wait this long is cruel and unusual punishment.” She takes the eyeliner I use onstage and puts some under her eyes, purposely smudging the line so her deep-brown eyes have a smoky look. “You are protected by the Constitution of the United States. I have half a mind to go up to where that fancy Mr. Tipton is sitting and tell him a thing or two.”


As soon as I hear the name “Mr. Tipton,” my eyes widen in shock.


“Back up. He’s here? Mr. Tipton? The dean of the academy?” I ask. He’s the man who single-handedly makes the decisions about who is accepted each year.


“Yeah. He’s the guy on that TV show who asks actors all those weird questions like, ‘If you were a breakfast food, what would you say to your glass of orange juice?’” Chernique deepens her voice and uses a stuffy accent for her imitation of Mr. Tipton.


“Yes. That’s him.”


“Well, he’s sitting in the fifth row. You want me to accidentally hit him in the head with my program?”


“No,” I say, and push Chernique out of my dressing room. “I want you to go back to your seat and be on your best behavior. I have to get ready.” Even best behavior for Chernique is pretty wild. She sneaks out of my dressing room, and I take a seat in front of my mirror to put on my necklace.


Mr. Jackson said someone very important was here to see me after the show. Could he mean Mr. Tipton? Could he be giving me one last chance to get accepted to the academy? Is tonight’s performance my last opportunity?


“We are at five until the opening of act two, Miss Isabel,” Sean says as he raps his knuckles on my dressing room door.


“Five minutes, thank you,” I say, loud enough so he can hear me on the other side of the door, and fasten the clasp of the necklace.


I shake the possibilities of who Mr. Jackson wants me to meet out of my head. I need to quickly change costumes and then do my meditation exercise and short vocal warm-up. If Mr. Tipton is in the audience, that means my performance has to be flawless. Until the final curtain falls, I’m not Isabel Marak Flores. I’m Kimberly Ann Fortunato, and I’m about to go on trial for murder.




        
CHAPTER 3


        There are a few moments in act two when I

            look right at the audience as if they are the members of the jury. “It was an

            accident,” I scream. “An accident.” During that moment of hysteria

            onstage I could squint slightly to reduce the glare of the stage lights and sneak

            a direct glance at the audience to see if Mr. Tipton is in the fifth row. But I

            don’t. Even if he is in the audience and I did see him, he would see me seeing

            him, and that wouldn’t be good at all.


        I maintain my focus until the final curtain falls. When it rises again for

            the curtain call and the houselights shine on the audience, I can’t help but scan

            the people applauding to see if Mr. Tipton is there. Each member of the cast takes their

            bow, and as I am about to take mine, I see a thick gray beard out of the corner of my

            eye. I bend from my waist until my back is perpendicular to the floor, and on my way up I take a closer look at the fifth row and see that the

            gray beard is indeed attached to Mr. Tipton, who just happens to be applauding wildly.

            Behind him I see my parents and Chernique, who are also applauding wildly. Chernique has

            her fingers pressed between her teeth and is doing her trademark siren whistle to show

            her enthusiastic approval. Even though I often beg her not to do that because it draws

            so much attention, I secretly love it for the same reason.


        After our curtain call, I want to join the other actors as they share

            teary good-byes and promises to see one another again, but I’m too excited to find

            out who Mr. Jackson wants me to meet. Anyway, I’ll see everyone at the cast party

            later. I walk directly to my dressing room and change from my costume to a simple pair

            of jeans and a black T-shirt. I take my hair out of the tight bun Hilda pinned up a

            short while ago and let my straight black hair fall around my shoulders. I look in the

            mirror and definitely like the sharp contrast between the dramatic makeup and my street

            clothes. The foundation makes my slightly olive complexion glow a bit, and the eyeliner

            makes me look a bit older and slightly more sophisticated, so I

            decide to keep it on rather than scrub my face clean.


        I walk out of my dressing room and down the stairs through the back of the

            theater toward the stage door. Before I can find Mr. Jackson, a plump middle-aged woman

            with curly auburn hair and gray roots, wearing a blue-and-white polka-dot dress, stops

            me very close to where Mr. Jackson stopped me during intermission.


        “Hey, doll,” she says. “You were sensational. Just

            sensational.” Since she’s backstage, I figure she must be related to one of

            the other cast members, but I don’t remember seeing her before.


        “Thank you,” I say. I want to rush past her and find my family

            and Mr. Jackson, but it’s rude to be so quick when someone is paying you a

            compliment.


        “I’m Honey Arbuckle, and I’m sure you have a bunch of

            fans waiting for you out there, but if you ever need a job, give me a call.” She

            thrusts her hand into a pocket of her dress and pulls out a business card, which she

            hands to me. It says HONEY’S KIDS in big block type, and underneath

            that, HONEY ARBUCKLE, OWNER.


        Even though I have no intention of calling her, I put

            the card in the front pocket of my jeans and thank her again. “Keep up the good

            work, doll,” she shouts after me, and I wave good-bye to her.


        There’s a bunch of people waiting for friends and family members on

            the street outside the theater. I scan the crowd for Mr. Jackson, but my eyes only go a

            few feet, because he’s standing with Mr. Tipton right next to my parents and

            Chernique.


        I walk through the small crowd that has gathered to meet my family. My mom

            gives me a small bouquet of violets, my favorite flower in the world, and my dad hugs me

            and says, “You were fantastic, mija. I don’t know how you do it. I

            cry at every performance.”


        “He does,” my mom says. “But this time I came

            prepared.” She holds up a small package of tissues. “You were just

            wonderful, dragi,” she says. “You’re so talented.”


        Mr. Jackson steps in and says, “Isabel, I hate to interrupt, but I

            would like you to meet James Tipton. He is the dean of—”


        “The New York Academy for Dramatic Arts,” I say, finishing Mr.

            Jackson’s sentence.


        Mr. Tipton laughs. “Well, then I guess we don’t need a formal

            introduction. I was very much looking forward to meeting you

            tonight, but I’m afraid I’ve done something bad. Something very bad, and I

            hope you will forgive me.”


        Oh, no. Here it comes. I brace myself for the worst news possible but

            wonder why he would be so cruel as to tell me to my face that I’m not accepted. At

            least not knowing whether I got into the academy meant I could have hope, but

            actually knowing that I wasn’t accepted has a sense of finality about it that

            I’m not sure I can handle. Still, the dean of the school has taken time to meet me

            backstage to personally tell me I was not accepted. It’s very kind of him. I

            guess.


        “As you know, the letters of acceptance were due to arrive

            yesterday, and I know for a fact that you did not receive one.”


        I look down at the ground. After crying onstage for two hours, you would

            think I wouldn’t have any tears left in me, but my eyeballs feel like the Hoover

            Dam. “No, I didn’t get one,” I say.


        Then he takes his arm, sweeps it across his chest, and digs his hand into

            his jacket. “You didn’t receive one because I wanted to give it to you in

            person.” He takes out a crisp white envelope with my name on it and hands it to

            me.


        I carefully take the envelope from him. Once it is in

            my hands, I rip it open. I read the letter quickly, mumbling to myself as the words pass

            over my lips. “‘Dear Miss Isabel Marak Flores. We are delighted to accept

            you as a student at the New York Academy of Dramatic Arts for the next academic quarter

            beginning in January. Please see the attached . . .’”


        “I’m in!” I shout. I turn to my parents and Chernique.

            “I’ve been accepted. I got in!”


        I can’t believe it. I’ve finally been accepted after weeks of

            preparing for the audition, making sure each word of my monologue was perfect and that

            each movement of my body contributed to an understanding of the character. Then months

            of wondering and worrying if I made the right choices during the audition. Not to

            mention the years of dreaming about being a part of this prestigious school. I’m

            finally in. Starting in January, I will be a student at the academy, the New York

            Academy for Dramatic Arts.


        I’m jumping up and down and don’t even care that I look like a

            fool in front of someone as important as Mr. Tipton. I can’t control my

            excitement. Chernique hugs me tightly, and my parents smile and

            congratulate me. My mom tells me how proud she is of me, and my dad nods his head in

            agreement, but when I look carefully at his face I can tell there is a hint of concern

            in it. My parents agreed to let me audition for the academy, even though the hefty price

            tag for the school was significantly out of reach for our family’s finances. We

            decided we would figure out how to pay for tuition when and if I got in. Now that

            the if has disappeared and the when has turned to now, I can tell

            my dad is beginning to think about the cost of tuition.


        “Yes, congratulations are in order,” Mr. Tipton says.

            “Of course, I hope you don’t mind that I wanted to see the look on your face

            when you received notice. But there is something else I must ask you, and I do hope you

            will agree.”


        I can’t begin to imagine what in the world Mr. Tipton would want to

            ask me, so I just nod my head and listen.


        “As the recipient of the Patricia Banner Scholarship for Artistic

            Integrity and Promise, I was hoping you would consider—”


        Before Mr. Tipton can continue, my dad cuts him off. “Excuse me. Did

            you say scholarship? Did my daughter get a scholarship?”


        Mr. Tipton looks flustered by the interruption.

            “Yes, yes. All the details are in the second letter I gave you,” he

            says.


        “Um, you only gave me the one letter,” I say.


        “I did?”


        I hold up the single letter he gave me, and he looks at me as if to verify

            what I just said.


        “So I did.” He shakes his head slightly and looks around for a

            second, like he’s almost not sure where he is. Then he pats his jacket pockets and

            says, “Oh, silly me. I forgot to give you this.”


        He hands me a second envelope and once again I rip open the seal, but

            before I can read the letter, Mr. Tipton explains, “The Patricia Banner

            Scholarship is awarded to the student who demonstrates the finest artistic integrity and

            achievement. Patricia is a personal friend of mine, and she reviews each student’s

            portfolio herself before selecting a winner. It’s only a partial scholarship, but

            it’s quite a coveted award.”


        “You mean, Patricia Banner saw my audition video and reviewed my

            application portfolio?” Patricia Banner has been my idol since I was a little

            girl. She has won every major award that exists for the arts. She won her first Tony

            Award for her performance in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, which Mr.

            Tipton directed and also won a Tony for. She has won two Oscars over the past decade,

            and last year she won her third Seggerman for her role in the political drama I Will

                Not Stop. The Banners have been part of the theater for generations.

            Patricia’s great-grandfather, Louis Banner, was knighted by Queen Victoria for his

            contributions to the theater. They are the world’s most respected theatrical

            family. It’s in their blood.


        “Yes, of course. Patricia was the one who suggested you play the

            part of Juliet.”


        Once again my parents, Chernique, and I look at each other in confusion.

            Mr. Tipton has a way of getting ahead of himself. I guess when you’re an artistic

            genius, that sort of thing happens.


        “In what show?” I ask, hoping he will explain further.


        “In the benefit. That’s what I came here to ask you. I’m

            directing a benefit to raise money for the Actor’s Theater. This year we’re

            doing a night of great scenes from the theater, and of course we can’t omit the

            Bard now, can we? The closing scene will be from Romeo and Juliet, and we would

            like you to play Juliet. After all, the part was written for a girl

            about your age. It will be a light rehearsal schedule, and it’s a good cause. What

            do you say, Miss Flores?”
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