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KIRA

THE ACTRESS EXITS THE THEATER in tears.

It takes her a few seconds to realize she has an audience. My audition is the last of the day, so I’m the only one left waiting in the row of mismatched chairs set up against the lobby wall. When our eyes meet, she takes a small, hiccuping breath, choking back her emotions like vomit.

I don’t remember her name, and I’m not sure she ever knew mine, but we did a play together once. Years ago, one of my first jobs in Chicago. She was the heroine, and I was the slut who seduced her boyfriend. (It wasn’t a very good play.) I’ve seen her a few times since then, on posters for shows at Lookingglass, the Goodman, Steppenwolf—the type of theaters I can’t afford to go to unless I know someone who can hook me up with comp tickets.

She was always so poised, one of those classic ingenues with perfect ballerina posture. But right now she’s a wreck: shoulders hunched and shaking, lightning-strike lines of mascara cutting down her face. She didn’t just lose it on the way out, after the audition was over. No, she’s been going for ten minutes, minimum. Which is about the same amount of time she was inside the theater.

What the hell happened in there?

Before I have a chance to ask, she hurries toward the door, ducking her head so her hair sweeps across her cheekbones like closing curtains. Even the sweltering wind blowing in from the street outside can’t stop me from shivering. As if I wasn’t already nervous enough about this damn audition.

The door separating the lobby from the theater swings open again, and a dark-haired young girl wearing crooked cat-eye glasses comes out. She stops on the threshold, holding the door ajar with her hip, and looks down at the clipboard in her hands.

“Kira Rascher?”

Here we go. Whatever went down in that room, it’s my turn now.

I hand her my stapled-together headshot and résumé, and she stacks them on top of the clipboard. Her fingernails are bitten down to the quick, what’s left of them covered in chipped black nail polish.

“After you,” she says.

The temperature inside the theater is at least a ten-degree drop-off from the lobby. All my exposed skin—arms, shoulders, the sliver of leg bared by the slit in my long skirt—prickles with goose bumps. The lights are on full, but the black paint on the walls swallows up their brightness.

The Indifferent Honest Theater Company is a typical Chicago storefront theater: a former retail property hollowed out and turned into an intimate performance venue. Intimate, of course, meaning claustrophobic. The space holds fewer than fifty seats, and the stage is just a scrap of bare floor in front of them.

Sitting dead center, a few rows up, is Malcolm Mercer—the man I’m here to see.

It’s so surreal to be standing here in front of him, for him to play the role of spectator. We’ve spent hours together in this room, but this is the first time I’ve ever seen him out of character. Last time I saw him perform, he had his hair buzzed short to play a soldier with PTSD. It’s growing back in now, long enough to show the curl in it again, but he used to wear it even longer, skimming his jaw. He’d use it almost as another prop, raking his fingers through it, flipping it out of his eyes, seizing it at the root.

In addition to directing, Malcolm plays the male lead in every Indifferent Honest show—the perks of being artistic director. The play I’m auditioning for is a two-hander, so if I get the part, he’ll be both my boss and my sole costar.

Intimate indeed.

Only his eyes move, tracking me as I take my position at center stage. You’d never guess he’d just witnessed—or maybe caused—an emotional meltdown. He seems entirely at ease, legs crossed at the knee, steepled fingers resting on his thigh.

The clipboard girl tries to hand him my headshot, but he ignores her. The blond woman sitting next to him—Executive Director Joanna Cuyler, the other half of Indifferent Honest—takes it instead. Joanna is intimidating in her own way, with her razor-sharp bob and wide-set feline eyes. She spends a few seconds glancing from the picture to my face and back again, like she’s checking my ID at airport security, before tucking it under the spiral-bound notebook in her lap.

Malcolm’s lips are slightly pursed, as if he’s on the verge of speaking, but Joanna is the one who prompts me to begin. “Whenever you’re ready, Ms. Rascher.”

There’s a certain facial expression I’m used to seeing in audition rooms: a mask of polite detachment, not quite bored, but not too interested, either. That’s the way Joanna looks at me when I start my monologue.

But that’s not how Malcolm looks at me.

I’m being ridiculous. Of course he’s staring at me, I’m standing on a stage doing a monologue. He’s paying close attention to my audition—it’s his job, for fuck’s sake.

But I’ve done hundreds of auditions, far too many of them for creepy assholes who leered at me, asked me to twirl, bend over, take off my top. And none of them ever looked at me the way Malcolm Mercer is looking at me right now.

His gaze is hard. It has weight and heat, and it seems to touch my whole body at once. I’ve known since I was thirteen what it feels like when a man mentally undresses me, and this is something else. It’s like he’s stripping off my skin instead of my clothes, peeling it all away so he can see the blood and bone and sinew underneath. So he can expose every piece of me.

I reverse two words of one line and stutter over another. A drop of sweat traces a jagged path down my back despite the chill. My voice is getting higher, smaller, a tremor under every syllable knocking the words off-balance. The pressure of his stare feels like fingers around my throat.

This fucking bastard. I had him all wrong. When I walked in here, he wasn’t relaxed. He was coiled, lying in wait. He must enjoy this—making people uncomfortable, pinning them down like specimens in a display case and watching them squirm.

Well, if this is how he made the last girl cry, it’s not going to work on me. Crying is easy. Anyone can cry. Hell, I’ve been able to make myself do it on command since my first acting class. The more he stares, the more I want to get through my monologue just to spite him.

So I do the one thing you’re never supposed to do during an audition: I stare back.

At least it’s in character, since my audition piece is a blistering speech given by a woman who just found out her lover has been cheating on her. I look Malcolm dead in the eye and pretend he’s every man who’s ever pissed me off. Soon I’ve lost track of where my simulated rage stops and my actual anger begins. But it doesn’t matter, because with each line I’m gaining strength, shaking off his grip. The air between us seems to crackle.

By the time I reach the end, the words are spilling from my mouth like they’re my own, raw and real rather than rehearsed. I let a beat go by after the last line, then drop character and lift the corners of my lips, the way I practiced in the mirror at home. My natural expression is the kind that inspires passing strangers to tell me to cheer up, so I have to rehearse my smiles almost as much as my lines.

For the next few seconds, the only sound in the theater is the scratch of Joanna’s pen in her notebook. She draws a long line across the page, emphasizing something or striking it out, I don’t know which.

Malcolm doesn’t move, doesn’t speak, doesn’t even blink, so neither do I. I want to look away from him—to look anywhere else, really: the floor, the emergency exit sign, my own feet—but breaking eye contact now would feel like conceding territory, admitting defeat.

It’s Joanna who interrupts the silence. She seems to do all the talking around here.

“Thank you very much, Kira.”

She glances over at Malcolm and raises her eyebrows. He leans back a little in his seat. Not a word spoken, but something has clearly passed between them.

Finally—finally—his eyes move away from mine, and I feel like I’ve won whatever strange game we were playing.

But my triumph is short lived. His gaze slides down my neck and along my collarbone, coming to rest on the swell of my chest, and I can feel my smile decomposing.

He’s not evaluating my talent or weighing whether I’m right for the part. He’s trying to decide if he’s interested in sleeping with me.

Fuck this guy. I should tell him off and storm out. I’ve wanted to do that every time this has happened before. Now is my chance.

When Malcolm lifts his eyes to meet mine again, I’m ready, a whole battery of retorts locked and loaded. But before I can unleash them, he disarms me completely.

“You’re bleeding,” he says.
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JOANNA

OF COURSE, I SAW THE blood as soon as she walked in. A small red streak on her right breast. I’m surprised it took Mal so long to notice, the way he’s been staring at her.

“Excuse me?” Kira says.

“You’re bleeding,” Mal repeats.

She looks down at her chest. So does he.

For God’s sake. He could at least attempt to be subtle about it.

I’d guessed that the mark was a cut or a scratch. Then it occurred to me it might be stray lipstick; the color is similar enough to the stop sign shade she has on her lips (a little much, and not just for an audition).

“Oh, that’s just—it’s stage blood,” she says. “I’m a teaching artist. With the Will Power program?”

I noticed that on her résumé. I also noticed she left off the exclamation point at the end of the name. The program coordinator and I dated, briefly, and she always had extra promotional flyers and postcards scattered all over her coffee table. A creepy cartoon Shakespeare head and the words WILL POWER! in cheerful comic-book text.

Now Kira’s cheeks are burning almost as bright as the bloodstain. But she doesn’t try to cover it up or wipe it away. Mal will like that. He likes her already, I can tell. He liked her as soon as she walked in, before she’d even begun her monologue (which I’ll admit was good, even with those minor mistakes at the start). He gets a certain shine in his eyes, like a starving tiger spotting its next meal.

Too bad she’s all wrong for the part. I told Mal we should have put more in the audition notice than a gender and age range. He loathes typecasting, but it has its uses. Mara is supposed to be a tight, contained character, full of secrets. Kira is just the opposite: an open book, everything she’s feeling at any given moment broadcast in Technicolor across her face. Did she think she was fooling anyone with that rictus of a smile?

And then there are her looks. She’s beautiful, to be sure, but in an obvious way. Nearly vulgar. Her long black dress isn’t revealing, but a body like hers can’t help drawing attention to itself. As she talks, she keeps shifting from one leg to the other, jutting her hips out, which pulls the fabric over her breasts so taut it’s practically see-through. She looks like she should be on the cover of a 1950s pulp novel with a pistol in her hand.

“We’re doing our Macbeth workshop this week,” she’s saying now—vamping, desperate to fill the silence. “The, uh, dagger scene was today, and I came straight from there, so . . .” I should put her out of her misery. If I leave it up to Mal, he’ll let her twist just to watch her unravel.

I raise my hand. She falls silent, but her lips stay parted, showing the wet point of her tongue.

“Thank you for coming in, Kira. We’ll be in touch.” A polite lie I’ve told so often, I don’t even feel guilty about it anymore.

She smiles again—even less convincing this time. “Okay. Thank you.”

I watch her go. Mal doesn’t. He keeps staring at the spot on the stage where she was standing a moment ago, as though he can still see her there.

“Was she the last one?” he asks.

“For today. We have a couple more scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”

We’ve been here since eight this morning, and we haven’t had anything to eat since Mal sent our intern, Bryn, out to pick up breakfast at Chicago Bagel Authority. I’m more than ready for a proper meal. After a day of auditions, Mal and I always go out for dinner and talk through our options. I was thinking La Crêperie on Clark Street, but I’ll see what he’s craving.

Bryn hands me the clipboard with the audition list. She’s done a decent job today, though I’m not about to admit that to Mal. He’s the one who hired her—his idea of helping me, when I made the mistake of complaining about my workload in the ramp-up to the new season. So now, in addition to doing all my own work, I have to supervise hers. But it was a nice change, not having to run back and forth to the lobby and corral all the actors and their assorted neuroses on my own.

Mal wants Bryn to stage-manage, too. He says she has experience. I’m guessing said experience is limited to high school plays performed on a stage stuck to the end of a basketball court. Temper isn’t a very complex show, though, from a technical standpoint. One set, minimal props, all costume changes done onstage. She’d have to really be trying, to fuck it up.

“Should I cancel the others?” I ask him.

We may have ended on a weak note this afternoon, but several of the women we saw earlier in the day were excellent. Exactly what we’re looking for. It’s unfortunate about the actress who auditioned next-to-last. I had high hopes for her; she was fantastic in the adaptation of the Persephone myth the Hypocrites did last spring. But someone who breaks down crying during an audition isn’t going to last a minute in rehearsal with Mal.

He stands and stretches, rolling his neck from side to side until it cracks. The hem of his shirt lifts, exposing a strip of bare skin above his belt.

Then he reaches for my notebook. I grip the sides, the metal binding cutting into my palm. But he isn’t trying to flip it open, just tilt it up. So he can slide Kira Rascher’s headshot out from underneath.

He holds the picture up to the light and stares at it for a long moment, his lower lip caught between his teeth. There’s a vein in the center of his forehead that always stands out when he’s concentrating. Right now it’s throbbing, steady as a metronome.

“Sure,” he says. “Cancel them.”

However much he may have liked her, there’s no way he’ll pick her. Not for the play, anyway. Mal prefers to sculpt from more pliable material, and Kira Rascher seems like the type who would snap before she’d bend.

The longer he keeps staring at her picture, though, the less certain I feel. Mal can say more with a pause than most people convey with a torrent of words, and usually I can interpret his silences like a second language. But for the first time in the dozen years we’ve been working together, I have no idea what he’s thinking.
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KIRA

AFTER THE CHILL OF THE theater, the outdoors feels even more like an oven. We’re having one of those sweltering late-September weeks Chicago suffers through every year before the weather turns for good—the last gasp of summer breathing down the neck of fall. The heat rising from the sidewalk on Belmont Avenue wraps around my ankles and slides up under the hem of my skirt.

The first thing I see, once my eyes adjust to the sunlight, is my roommate’s black Jetta, parked right outside the building in defiance of the loading zone signs. When Spence dropped me off for the audition, I told him not to wait for me, so of course he’s still here. I should have begged him to stay, then I’m sure he would’ve gone straight home.

Spence is leaning against the passenger-side door, holding a cup of iced coffee in each hand. His sunglasses are low enough on his nose to show off the dense slashes of his dark eyebrows. He looks like a charming serial killer trying to lure unsuspecting women into his vehicle.

“So?” He offers me the fuller of the two cups. “How did it go?”

As I reach for the coffee, his eyes snag on the same spot that caught Malcolm Mercer’s attention. “Oh, shit,” he says. “You’ve got a little bit of—”

He swipes his fingers through the condensation on his coffee cup to wet them, then rubs at the top of my right breast.

“There, got it. Don’t worry, I’m sure they didn’t even notice.”

I try my coffee. It’s so sweet it makes my teeth hurt.

“He noticed,” I say.

“How do you know?”

“That’s the only thing he said the whole time I was in there. ‘You’re bleeding.’ ”

I hate my job every day, but I especially hate dagger day, when my teaching partner and I act out the murder of King Duncan by smearing a mixture of dish soap, chocolate syrup, and red food coloring all over a pair of plastic Halloween-store daggers. The high school students love it, but it makes a hell of a mess. Sometimes I’ll find sticky red spots on myself days later—under my elbow, in the shell of my ear, between my toes.

Maybe I should have said “The Scottish Play,” rather than Macbeth. I’m not superstitious about saying the M— word in a theater, but Malcolm seems like the type who might be.

“I bet it went better than you think,” Spence says.

Easy for him to say. When Spence talked me into moving to Chicago with him after college, he was a pathetic struggling actor like me, but now he’s a professional fight choreographer—one of the most in-demand in the city. He’s already been hired to do the fights for all four shows in Indifferent Honest’s season.

I’m pretty sure his connection has something to do with how I got on the audition schedule despite my less-than-illustrious list of credits. It’s almost unheard of for Indifferent Honest to hold open auditions at all. They usually stick to hiring performers who have an existing relationship with the company. Spence swears he didn’t pull any strings, but the more he denies it, the less I believe him.

Not that I give a shit. I may be sick of playing the same old bimbo and bad girl parts, but now that I’m over thirty, even those opportunities are likely to shrivel up soon. I’m not above riding Spence’s coattails if they’ll get me where I want to go.

A CTA bus lumbers by, hot wind gusting in its wake. I take another sip of coffee, biting down on the straw. “The girl who went before me came out crying.”

“Well,” Spence says. “Then we know at least one other audition was worse than yours.”

I glare at him over the lid of my coffee cup. He keeps right on grinning. After all these years, he’s developed an immunity to even my most poisonous looks.

“Come on.” He loops his arm around my shoulders and presses a kiss to my temple as he steers me toward the passenger door of his car. “You deserve some day drinking.”

•  •  •

WE HEAD FOR LADY GREGORY’S, Spence’s favorite neighborhood drinking spot. He would say it’s because of the ambiance, but really it’s because the place is within easy stumbling distance of our Andersonville apartment.

Spence requests a seat in the Library, the section at the back of the bar set up like an English nobleman’s study complete with a fireplace, built-in bookshelves loaded with leather-bound books, and a stained-glass dome set into the ceiling. This is how Spence would decorate our place, if he had the money.

Since it’s a Wednesday between the lunch and dinner rushes, we practically have the place to ourselves. The hostess gives us one of the tables by the picture windows looking out on Berwyn Avenue, where the weekly farmer’s market is setting up.

I sit on the bench seat with my back to the window, and Spence slides in beside me. Like always, he decided what he wanted to order before we even walked in the door, so while I browse the menu, he stares off into space, twisting his fingers in the ends of my hair.

Then suddenly he sits up straighter and stops touching me, sliding over so there are a few inches of space separating our hips. I know what that means: target acquired.

I follow his gaze across the restaurant. He’s staring at one of the waiters, a young guy with curly brown hair and a splash of freckles across the bridge of his nose. He’s cute. A little innocent-looking for my taste, but Spence likes that kind of thing, at least in men.

There’s something familiar about him. Spence sees it too.

“Hey,” he says. “Isn’t that—”

It is. The actor who played Horatio to Malcolm Mercer’s Hamlet.

Hamlet was the first Indifferent Honest production Spence and I ever saw, back when the company was still operating out of Malcolm and Joanna’s Ravenswood loft. The audience had to stand for the whole show, our backs against the crumbling walls, and the set was nothing but a couple of folding chairs and some mismatched, overlapping thrift store carpets. It was grungy and chaotic, and they were probably violating about a hundred different fire and safety regulations, but to this day it’s one of the best pieces of theater I’ve ever seen.

Spence claps his hands together. “It’s a sign! We have to talk to him.”

“No, let’s not—”

But it’s too late, Spence is already waving him our way—and, at the same time, scooting over another inch so we look as platonic as possible.

The waiter comes to stand beside our table, gripping the back of one of the empty chairs across from us. He’s grown a little thicker around the waist since we saw him onstage years ago. Otherwise, he doesn’t seem to have aged a day. He has one of those faces that will probably look boyish when he’s fifty.

“Hey. Everything okay here? Molly will be over in a minute to take your—”

“We loved you in Hamlet,” Spence says. Speaking for both of us.

The waiter’s standard service-industry smile glitches a little. “Wow. Good memory.”

“Maybe you’re just memorable. I’m Spence.”

He sticks out his hand—not for a handshake, like a normal person, but with his palm turned down and his wrist bent, like he’s a sovereign offering his signet ring for a kiss. The waiter shakes it anyway, wrapping his hand around the tips of Spence’s fingers. He has a cuff bracelet on his wrist, thick brown leather with a tooled design. Spence can’t stand it when men wear jewelry, but he must think this guy is attractive enough to merit an exception.

“I’m, uh, Jason.” He says his name like he’s not quite sure he’s got the right answer. He’s blushing, too, his milk-and-cookie-crumbs complexion flushed feverish pink. Spence tends to have that effect on people. “Jason Grady.”

“Nice to meet you, Jason Grady.” Spence cocks his head toward me; so he hasn’t forgotten I’m here after all. “This is my roommate, Kira. She’s an actor too. She actually had an audition at Indifferent Honest this afternoon.”

“Oh?” Jason looks to me for confirmation.

I nod, once—the bare minimum. I don’t want to talk about this, especially not with a stranger. Leave it to Spence to turn cheer-me-up drinks into a chance to get himself laid.

Spence leans forward and drops his voice to a stage whisper, like he’s about to reveal a secret. “For the new show Malcolm Mercer’s directing.”

Jason doesn’t let his smile slip this time, but it stiffens and leaves his eyes. “Oh wow, that’s . . .” He shakes his head, quick and violent like he’s trying to dislodge something. “Well, good luck. Can I start you guys off with something to drink?”

Jason keeps on smiling and even trades a few more flirtatious quips with Spence while he’s taking our order. But as he writes, I could swear his hands are trembling.

•  •  •

BY THE TIME SPENCE IS ready to go home, our day drinking has turned into night drinking. It’s not so late—a little past seven—but it’s already fully dark outside. Soon enough it will be pitch-black before five p.m.—my least favorite part of the year.

Our actual server, a wholesome-looking redhead with wire-rim glasses, is the one who brought the drinks—red wine for me, a whiskey cocktail with the melodramatic name “Gods and Fighting Men” for Spence—and then took care of us as we lingered over dinner, dessert, and several more rounds from the bar.

Jason hasn’t set foot in the Library again. More than once, though, I’ve noticed him glancing in our direction as he’s carrying a tray from the kitchen or ringing up a customer’s credit card at the cash register. At first, I figured he was just reacting to the less-than-subtle come-hither signals Spence kept sending his way, but that can’t be it, because whenever his eyes passed over our table, he wasn’t looking at Spence. He was looking at me.

I head downstairs to the bathroom so I can avoid the awkward moment when I offer to pay my half of the bill, and Spence refuses to let me. I have to grip the banister to steady myself as I descend the winding wooden steps. I’m nowhere near drunk—despite Spence’s best efforts to be a bad influence, I limited myself to two glasses of wine and a sip of his cocktail—but I still feel unsteady, the caffeine and alcohol warring with the leftover audition adrenaline thrumming through my veins.

That fucking audition. Over the years, I’ve gotten pretty good at shrugging off even the worst audition experiences. That shit will break you, unless you can shed it all like a snake skin as soon as you walk out of the room.

Usually, though, I leave with at least some sense of how I did, whether the director liked me or not. But Malcolm—he might have been blown away by me, or he might think I’m the worst actress in Chicago. Those dark eyes of his are like inkblots, open to any interpretation. I swear I can feel them on me even now.

I’m so lost in thought, I’m pushing open the bathroom door before I register that I’ve made it down to the basement. So I don’t notice the person moving in the shadows over my shoulder until their hand is already on my elbow.

It’s not a grab or a grip, just a light touch to get my attention. My heart starts hammering anyway.

I whirl around and find Jason Grady standing next to me. He’s still wearing his ugly beige polo shirt with the Lady Gregory’s monogram stitched on the chest, but he’s taken off his apron. It’s gripped in his fist, the strings wound tight around his knuckles.

“Can I talk to you for a second?”

The words rush out of his mouth like he’s over-rehearsed them in his head. When I don’t answer right away, he looks down at the floor and scratches at the nape of his neck. He might even be blushing again, but I can’t tell in the dim light of the basement.

I readjust my purse strap and fold my arms across my chest. “Okay.”

Jason frowns, and for a moment he looks his age, maybe even a little older. Shadows settle into the hollows under his eyes, etch out the fine lines around his mouth.

“How well do you know Malcolm Mercer?” he asks.

“I don’t.”

“But you’ve heard about him?”

I nod, though I’m not entirely sure what he means. Of course I’ve heard about Malcolm. Anyone with even a vague connection to the Chicago theater community at least recognizes the man’s name. He does have a reputation for being intense—well deserved, if what went down during my audition was standard behavior—but as far as I know, it’s just typical macho Method acting bullshit. Nothing I haven’t dealt with before. Last year I did a show with a guy who stopped showering and picked bloody pockmarks into his arms so he could really “understand” his schizophrenic character. If I could kiss him on the lips every night for eight weeks straight, I can put up with anything.

“Whatever you’ve heard,” Jason says. “Trust me, the truth is worse. Mal and I were involved for . . . well, way longer than I’d like to admit, and not just professionally.”

So Malcolm Mercer likes men, too. Spence will be thrilled; he’s always complaining he never meets any guys who occupy the same section of the Kinsey scale as him.

Malcolm’s sexuality may be news to me, but the fact that he’s an asshole isn’t. Most directors are, in my experience. They’re either tyrants who run their rehearsals like boot camps and scream themselves hoarse if you drop a line, or lechers who try to stare down your shirt and give you unnecessarily slow shoulder rubs backstage to help you “loosen up.”

If you’re really lucky, of course, you get a director who’s both. But still: nothing I don’t know how to handle. Learning to cope with men like that is a foundational skill for any actress, like knowing stage right from stage left.

I smile at Jason. It’s condescending, but so is this little speech he’s giving me.

“Look, I appreciate the heads-up, but I can take care of myself.”

Jason takes another step toward me. He was already too close, well into my personal space, but he’s so thoroughly unintimidating, with his narrow shoulders and wide blue eyes, that even though he’s got me backed against the wall with his body between me and the only exit, I can’t talk myself into feeling threatened.

His Horatio seemed sweet at first, too. Jason played him as an anxious romantic, burning with unrequited love for his best friend, the Prince of Denmark. But by the end of the play there was something sinister about him, a sick jealousy seething under all his smiles that made you wonder whether he might have pushed the fair Ophelia into that weeping brook himself.

“You don’t have to take my word for it,” he says. “Ask anyone who’s ever worked with him.”

“What, do you guys have a support group or something?”

Jason reaches for my elbow again. This time his fingers dig in around the bone.

“Mal hurts people,” he says. “He’ll hurt you, too.”

All the stammering schoolboy sweetness from earlier is gone. Or maybe it was only an act to begin with.

I start to wrench my arm out of his grip, but he’s already letting go, backing away from me—slowly, like he’s afraid I’ll bite. I always look angry, so when I’m pissed off for real, I come across downright murderous. Spence told me once that when I’m mad I look like an actual Fury, like I could strike a man dead with my eyes.

But Jason doesn’t flee. Not yet, anyway. He’s reaching behind his back, fumbling for something.

“At least take this.” He pulls his order pad out of his pocket. The top sheet already has a phone number scrawled across it. He rips it off and holds it out to me. “If you need help or—or anything. Call me.”

“I told you, I don’t need your help.”

“You will.” He stares at me for a moment, then shakes his head. “God, you’re just his type.”

I may have only officially met Malcolm today, but I’ve known plenty of men like him before, and their “type” is almost exclusively sweet little things young and stupid enough to worship them as the gods they wish they were. Jason must think I’m stupid, then, because I’m obviously not that young anymore.

But I know what I’m getting myself into. I know how to handle men like Malcolm Mercer. And if just exchanging stares with him could spark the performance I gave today, imagine what sharing a stage with him would do.
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JOANNA

FIVE MORE MINUTES UNTIL MAL gets home. Maybe less.

Morning people are rare creatures in the theater community, but the start of the day is always when I’m most productive. I can usually get a couple of hours of work in before Mal wakes up, then another hour while he goes for his daily run. He does a few miles most days, down the lakefront trail and back again.

My hands are starting to cramp, but I keep them hammering over the laptop keys. Answering emails, logging expenses, adding new items to the to-do list in my notebook faster than I can check off the old ones. Ignoring the hollow roar of my stomach. Eating breakfast just slows me down, so I subsist on coffee until I leave for the theater.

There’s never any food here anyway. Neither of us cooks, so the kitchen has become my de facto home office. It’s the one area of the apartment we haven’t gotten around to remodeling, so it still has the same checkerboard linoleum floors and sagging cabinet doors that were there when we moved in. But it has a window, which is more than I can say for my office at Indifferent Honest. A barred, grimy window that looks out on the brick side of an adjacent building, but still. Better than nothing.

The screech of the gate, then footsteps on the stairs. He’s back.

I shut my laptop just as Mal walks in. The dining table wobbles when I stand up. Like most of our furniture, it’s left over from a show: the strip club set of our production of Patrick Marber’s Closer, five years ago. Or was it six? It’s hideous, made of scratched-up Lucite, but the top is always scattered with enough unopened mail and theater-related detritus to render the clear surface opaque.

I get a clean mug out of the cabinet and pour Mal some coffee from the scorch-marked glass carafe. Our morning routine.

He takes his coffee and sips, without looking at me. I don’t think he’s looked directly at me since he came in. I’m used to his moods by now, but this feels different. He seems distracted, detached, like his body is here with me, but his mind is elsewhere.

A triangle of sweat darkens the front of his gray T-shirt. He strips the shirt off and uses it to sop up the perspiration on his forehead and the back of his neck. He misses a spot: one bead of moisture traveling down his spine, disappearing into the waistband of his shorts.

I lean against the counter, the peeling edge of the laminate digging into my hip, and fold my arms. “Have you done any more thinking about—”

Mal nods. A little sharp—he’s annoyed with me. This is far from the first time I’ve brought the subject up. Every time I do, if I get any answer at all, it’s just that he’s still thinking.

But I shouldn’t have to keep bringing it up. Usually I need to cut Mal’s callbacks off before they get out of hand, not harass him to schedule them in the first place. Mal loves auditions. He’d make every last actor in Chicago parade across our stage if he could.

Not me. I hate the fear, the desperation, the naked longing on their faces. It taints the air. I can feel it all over me, sometimes for days afterward, like a film on my skin. It’s not that I’m judging them or pitying them. I know all too well what it’s like to feel that way, to want something so much and have no control over whether or not you get it.

That’s why, whenever possible, I try to talk Mal into limiting audition slots to people we already know. Usually that means the best roles go to whichever actors or actresses he happens to be fucking at the moment, but right now he’s between conquests. So here we are.

“We really need to make some decisions, narrow the field.”

Mal doesn’t respond. He’s drinking his coffee. Still not looking at me.

“Why don’t you go shower,” I say. “And then we can sit down and talk through the rest of the—”

“I have to go out for a while.”

“Right now?”

No point in asking him where he’s going. If he wanted to tell me, he would.

“We can talk as soon as I get back. I promise.”

He drains his coffee, then reaches across me to set the mug down on the counter.

He’s so close to me now I can smell his sweat, feel the heat rising from his skin. I don’t move, but every molecule in my body strains toward him like a dog at the end of its leash. It’s been three days since he last touched me, and that was accidental, his fingertips brushing mine as I handed him the preliminary plans for the set.

“Okay,” I say.

A rare broad smile, the skin around his eyes crinkling like paper. He brushes a kiss across my cheekbone—so quick I feel his breath more than his lips on my skin—and then heads for the bathroom.

There’s a little liquid left in his mug, just enough to coat the bottom. I tip my head back and let the coffee trickle onto my tongue and down my throat, before placing the mug in the sink.

I try to corral the papers strewn over the table so they’re compact enough to carry back to the theater. As I’m stuffing the stack into my laptop bag, something slides out and off the edge of the table. I bend down to pick it up.

Kira Rascher’s brown eyes stare back at me.

Her headshot shouldn’t be here. Bryn was supposed to file all the materials from the auditions days ago. I watched her do it, bent over the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet in my office for far longer than should have been necessary for such a simple task. Mal must have taken Kira’s or asked Bryn to get it for him. Brought it home with him, left it here. Where he knew I would find it.

I don’t understand. He hasn’t even mentioned Kira to me. Not once. When we went to dinner after the auditions, I brought the collection of headshots like I always do, sorted them into piles on the table between us. He didn’t raise any objections when I put hers into the no pile.

There are fingerprints all over the glossy paper. Not only around the edges. Over her lips, the curve of her cheek. All the places he touched.

I want to rip her down the middle.
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KIRA

WHEN I SWITCHED ON MY phone at lunchtime and saw a message waiting for me, I got embarrassingly excited. But it was only an all-caps text from Spence, telling me to STOP CHECKING YOUR DAMN PHONE, WOMAN.

Last night, when I’d gotten to the point of poking at the home button every ten seconds like a lab rat pushing a lever, Spence resorted to wrestling the phone out of my hands and hiding it. I stole it back from him after a few hours, though, and then spent most of the night switching off between staring at the glow of the screen and the ceiling of my bedroom.

At least I have a place to hide out during my lunch break. Usually we end up eating in the faculty lounge (that’s where my teaching partner is right now; Tim is a freak of nature who actually enjoys small talk), but at this school the teachers have little offices attached to their classrooms. The English teacher whose class we’re commandeering this week let us use hers as our “backstage” area. It’s pretty much a glorified closet, papered with posters of kittens spouting inspirational slogans and B-list celebrities imploring you to READ, but it’s better than nothing.

Sometimes I can’t believe I voluntarily set foot in a high school every day, after hating it so much the first time around. My mother always insisted her high school years were the best of her life. Sure, maybe when you’re class president and captain of the volleyball team and on homecoming court four times in a row, like she and my sister were. But when you’re a straight-C fuckup who gets sent to detention at least once a month because the boys in study hall won’t stop trying to unhook your bra, it’s not such a fun time.

My Lady Macbeth gown is in a heap on top of the duffel bags we use to transport all our props and costumes. They’re big enough to hide human bodies in, so even stacked they take up most of the floor space in here. I’m still wearing leggings and the black camisole our boss, Lauren, insists I keep on under the dress. She’s concerned the neckline might prove too “distracting” without it. Which is ridiculous—if I learned anything in high school, it’s that teenage boys will stare at my rack whether I’m wearing a wet T-shirt or a nun’s habit.

After Lauren instituted this rule, I asked Tim if he agreed with her. He just shrugged and said he didn’t think of me that way. Tim is my age, but he’s been married for ten years already, and he’s one of those guys who acts like women other than his wife don’t even register as sexual beings. The two of them are revolting together. She packs his lunch for him every day and leaves a note inside, like he’s a third grader and not a thirtysomething man.

Alas, I don’t have a wife—or a husband, as my mother and sister never tire of reminding me—so my lunch consists of two granola bars and a Diet Coke, all from the vending machines in the cafeteria. I take a swig of Coke to wash the granola grit out of my mouth, then lean against the edge of the teacher’s desk and swipe past Spence’s message to open the browser app. I tap the letter m with my thumb, and I don’t even have to type in the next letter for it to autocomplete malcolm mercer.

I am so fucking pathetic.

The top news result is a Trib article—posted a few hours ago, so I couldn’t have read it during any of my shameful Google-stalking sprees last night. “Indifferent Honest Debuts New Work by Mystery Playwright,” the headline reads. By Robert Kenmore.

My ex has been writing for the Chicago Tribune for several years now, but seeing his name in print still catches me off guard. Our breakup was fresh when I heard Rob got the newspaper gig, and my first thought was to wonder what it would be like to have him critique my work, to see all the things he was too nice to say to my face written down for the whole city to read.

But I shouldn’t have worried. In all this time, I haven’t done a single show worthy of Rob’s notice, let alone his criticism.

This fall, Lakeview’s Indifferent Honest Theater Company will present the world premiere of Temper, a new play by L. S. Sedgwick. Ms. Sedgwick has no previous professional credits, but the company’s press release about the upcoming production describes her as a “bold new voice” based in the Midwest.

Well, that explains why my search came up empty when I tried to find other L. S. Sedgwick plays to read for potential audition pieces. If she’d done so much as a fringe festival one-act before, Rob would have found out about it. Not only is he a professional journalist, he’s a total nerd who does research for fun. We met when he was dramaturging a Victorian play I did at a now-defunct storefront company in Uptown, and he dug up every obscure fact the director asked for, from what our characters would have eaten for breakfast to an appropriate period print for the wallpaper decorating the set.

In lieu of a picture of the mysterious playwright, Rob’s article is accompanied by a moody shot of Malcolm in a black turtleneck. He has his chin propped on the heel of his hand, and he’s staring off into the middle distance, no doubt having Very Deep Thoughts. I should find the picture ridiculous, laughable, pretentious—and if Spence were here, I’d pretend I did—but the truth is, it fills me with a strange, stomach-twisting jealousy. All I can think is, No one will ever take me that seriously.

Tim returns from lunch with a paper napkin tucked into the collar of his puke-green polyester doublet, eating cookies out of a Ziploc bag.

“There you are,” he says. “Being antisocial again, I see.”

I don’t know how he stands it. The teachers always ask the same questions, at every school: what it’s like to be a professional actor, if I’ve been in anything they would have seen, whether I know this or that famous person. They think what we do is so glamorous, but in reality, it’s just a different kind of drudgery.

The worst are the ones who had artistic dreams of their own at some point. Maybe they played Adelaide in their high school production of Guys and Dolls, or they took an improv comedy class at Second City once—or even worse, they actually tried to make it, spent six months to a year waiting tables and going to cattle calls in New York or LA before giving up and getting a real job and a house in the suburbs. Those ones always act like they know me already, like we have something in common, and it makes me want to run away screaming.

Tim holds the bag out, offering me a cookie. They’re lumpy and brown—made by his wife, too, no doubt, which means they’re “healthy” and probably taste awful. But my sorry excuse for a lunch has left me hungry enough to take the chance.

“Any news?” he asks.

He asked me the same thing this morning when he picked me up for our break-of-dawn drive to the suburbs, and my answer was identical then: “Nope. Nothing yet.”

I shouldn’t have told him about the stupid audition in the first place. He’ll probably keep asking me if I’ve heard back yet until the show’s goddamn opening night.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “But hey—life of an actor, right?”

He grins at me, eyebrows raised, waiting for me to smile back. I do—a little too broad, top teeth showing. In my experience, this is the easiest way to get him to shut up.

Tim pops another cookie into his mouth and mumbles through crumbs, “Hey, do you know who that guy is?”

“What guy?” I take a nibble from the edge of my cookie. Yep, just as I thought: tastes like chocolate-flavored cardboard.

“The one talking to Ms. Clark. He doesn’t look like a teacher.”

I bow my head over my phone again so Tim won’t catch me rolling my eyes. I find it absurd that he insists on calling all the teachers “Ms.” and “Mr.” even when we’re not within earshot of the students.

Tim gestures in the general direction of the hallway. “Him. In the gray jacket.”

I stick the rest of the cookie into my mouth—best to get it over with—and peer around the office door.

The teacher is standing outside the classroom, hugging a stack of folders against the front of her cardigan. She’s so young-looking, she could pass for a student if it weren’t for her dowdy outfit, which looks like something my mother would put right back on the rack at a central Ohio outlet mall.

Next to the teacher, straddling the threshold between the room and the hall, is a dark-haired man wearing a vaguely military-looking canvas jacket. She’s smiling up at him with some serious fuck me eyes, so my guess is he must be her boyfriend, paying her a visit on her lunch hour.

Until he turns his head.

How the hell does Tim not recognize Malcolm Mercer? And more important, what the hell is Malcolm Mercer doing here?

“So?” Tim asks. “Do you know who he is?”

I shrug, without taking my eyes off Malcolm. “Must be a friend of hers.”

They do seem pretty friendly. He’s standing close to her, leaning in, and she keeps touching his sleeve to punctuate her words.

Maybe my first assumption was right—he could be fucking her, and the fact he’s here at the same time I am is only a coincidence.

I’ve just about managed to convince myself. Then he turns and looks right at me.

He’s not surprised to see me. His expression doesn’t ask: Why are you here? It says, in no uncertain terms: You know why.

And then I realize—this is it. This is my callback.

“Shoot.” Tim points to the clock above the chalkboard. “We’re running late.”

One whole minute, but who’s counting? He tugs the napkin free from his collar and tosses it into the trash can.

“You coming?” he asks.

I pick up my dress, shaking out the crumbs of granola scattered over it. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

Tim takes his place at the front of the class, and I spy around the edge of the office door again. Now that the students are filing in, Malcolm and the teacher have moved out of the doorway. She offers him her padded swivel chair, but he demurs, heading for one of the empty desks by the exit instead.

I don’t want Malcolm to see me this way. It isn’t just my crushed-velvet monstrosity of a costume (though that doesn’t help), it’s the performance I’m about to give.

Lady Macbeth has always been a bucket-list role for me. That was one of the main draws when I applied for this job, that I’d finally get to play her. On the first day of rehearsals, I showed up off-book and abuzz with excitement. Then Lauren stopped me a stanza and a half into my first scene. My performance was “too sexy,” she informed me, not “appropriate” for the students. As if they aren’t Snapchatting naked pictures to each other all the time anyway.

So I tried out another version of the character. Then another. No matter how I played her, Lauren deemed my Lady M. too something—too loud, too dominant, too intense, too much. By the time we reached the end of the rehearsal process, I’d adjusted my performance so much it felt like a puppet show, all the blood leeched out. It still feels that way most of the time, like Lauren’s sticking her hand up my ass and making my mouth flap.

I wish I could approach Malcolm and apologize in advance. Maybe I should—tap him on the shoulder, tell him this isn’t the way I want to play Lady Macbeth, that I’m capable of so much more. But he has no reason to believe me.

Unless.

Unless I show him. Forget about everything I’ve done before, forget what Lauren thinks is appropriate. Play the part the way I’ve always wanted to.

I ease the office door shut and lean against the back of it, eyes closed, thinking. Then I stop thinking and my hands go to the hem of my camisole. I strip it off and stuff it into my purse. When I put the dress back on, my cleavage bulges over the low scooped neckline.

If Tim notices my costume alteration when I join him at the front of the classroom, he doesn’t give any indication. He’s already launched into his start-of-class introductory spiel. He always does this part by himself. We tried doing it together at first, trading off lines like a comedy duo, but his genuine enthusiasm just made my lack thereof all the more glaring. Tim is as energetic as a children’s show host, and his voice has that same shiny-plastic gleam.

Malcolm watches him, hands folded on his desk, polite and attentive as one of the suck-up honor-roll students. I’m not fooled. His showing up here isn’t a friendly gesture. It’s a challenge. A dare. He must have seen something he liked in my audition, but it wasn’t enough to convince him to cast me. So now he’s giving me one more chance to impress him, to make up his mind.

I have to take it.

For this scene we need one student to play the messenger who delivers Macbeth’s letter to me. There aren’t any volunteers, so Tim steps in to pick someone. He points toward the back of the classroom, and for a second I think he’s calling on Malcolm—an absurd idea, though it still makes my chest clench like a fist—but he’s actually pointing at the student sitting right in front of Malcolm. One of the popular kids, an almost cartoonishly handsome boy with messy-on-purpose hair and a cleft chin.

The boy groans, but he slides out of his seat and accepts the script pages. We start the scene, and he rushes through his lines in a mumbly monotone. Then, with all of five words left to go, he trails off, staring at my tits. A few nervous giggles bubble up from the edges of the classroom.

“Give him tending,” I say, skipping over the messenger’s last line. “He brings great news.”

I nudge the boy back toward his desk—and steal a glance at Malcolm. He’s leaning back in his seat, hands folded on his stomach, his heavy-lidded eyes slightly unfocused. I can’t blame him; I’m bored, too. I’ve done these scenes so many times, the words feel meaningless.

Now I’m all alone at the front of the class. I press the crumpled piece of notebook paper standing in for Macbeth’s letter to my chest and start my soliloquy.

“The raven himself is hoarse that croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan under my battlements.”

My eyes are open, but I don’t see my mundane surroundings. Instead, I picture myself standing on the rampart of a castle, staring out to the horizon. I visited the Scottish Highlands once—a long time ago now, a weekend trip during a summer drama program Spence and I did—and I call on those memories to color in the setting in my mind: the bruise-colored sky meeting the wind-scoured moors, the air so laden with moisture you could sip from it. I fantasize away my shitty synthetic dress, too, replacing it with a fine brocade gown and a fur-lined cloak. Just imagining the feel of a corset cinching my waist and fur brushing my collarbone makes me draw up into a more regal posture, changes my breathing, deepens my voice.

“Come, thick night, and pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell.”

As I approach the end of the speech, I start to imagine wind swirling around me—the violent kind that signals a coming storm—whipping up the hem of my skirt, the ends of my hair. My voice keeps mounting in power, too, reverberating like it’s echoing off centuries-old stone rather than drywall and linoleum.

When Tim makes his entrance as Macbeth, I stride right up and embrace him. This isn’t part of the blocking—we aren’t supposed to touch each other at all until the end of the scene, when we clasp hands to seal our pact to kill the king—but it feels right.

“Great Glamis! Worthy Cawdor!” I take a step back and cup Tim’s face in my hands. “Greater than both, by the all-hail hereafter!”

“My dearest love.” Tim’s voice is pitched higher than usual, sliding up at the end like he’s asking a question. He hooks his fingers under my elbows, like he’s thinking about pushing me away, but he doesn’t do it.

His next line comes out steadier.
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“RAW, INGENIOUS, AND UTTERLY FEARLESS . ..
PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE AT ITS VERY BEST.”
—USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR WENDY WALKER
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