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For Cory,

who lights me up





ACT I
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This is the Aurelia Theater.TT
Zara’s body curls around the open stage door. Her feet are 

a rushed whisper. She would die before she would disturb the 

auditions that are, according to a sign, already IN PROGRESS.

Backstage is black and empty. Not so much a world as 

the darkness before the world begins. Ten stories of fly space 

yawn above Zara’s head, ready to swallow scenery —  a tangle 

of woods, the twisted spine of a mountain range.
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The greenroom throws light through an open door. Zara 

stops outside. Breathes. There’s always a moment like this, a 

quiet one before the nervous, giddy plunge into auditions. 

Zara wants to make these seconds last —  forever, if possible. 

She has no interest in going back to her assigned life. The one 

where she is a senior in high school, pulls decent grades, does 

a scattering of school plays, has a string of minor crushes.

This is already better. This is already more.

She stands in the theater’s dark body and pictures its face, 

pale marble with a gilded blush. Any actress with half a dream 

to her name knows the Aurelia Theater. Still, it doesn’t seem 

possible that Zara is actually here. The casting notice she 

found in Backstage must have been a mistake.

Open call.

For Echo and Ariston.

They wanted a video audition, so she signed up for an 

hour of studio time at the arts annex where she takes act-

ing workshop. She could have made the video at home, just 

cleared her throat and dived into Echo’s lines headfirst. But 

Zara needed to feel like more than a teenage girl pretending in 

her bedroom, and that meant a real rehearsal space. She set up 

her phone on a borrowed tripod and turned strips of recessed 

lights on and off until she found the magical combination that 

gave her face a slight glow. She still felt a jab of nerves as she 

hit RECORD. She sounded ridiculous, saying her name and age 

for the phone’s little black eye. She had to restart her mono-

logue twenty times before she had a decent version to send. 
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By the time she was done, Zara felt sure she would never hear 

back.

She auditioned on something stronger than a whim —  but 

what’s the name for that? Zara tests words to find one that fits. 

It’s a game she plays, inspecting and weighing things in her 

mind, seeking matches. Being an actor is all about finding 

keys from the real world that open imaginary locks.

What’s stronger than a whim, but with the same push to it, 

like a knuckle of wind?

Urge? Desire?

No. Too many bad novels have coated those words, turned 

them slick.

Inclination?

Weak.

Impulse.

Yes. Something gentle and sure clicks inside her.

Yesterday, Zara got the call from the casting director. 

Today, she skipped school for the first time in recorded history.

A woman in the obligatory black of a crew member comes 

out of the wings and catches Zara standing in the doorway. 

“Auditions?” she asks.

Zara nods, her neck still tight from the train ride.

The woman leads Zara into the greenroom. The space is 

choked with girls. And every single one wants the same role 

as Zara, which is a problem, because now that she is here, she 

can’t imagine leaving.

This is the Aurelia Theater. It feels like coming home.
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The greenroom is delightfully shabby. Ancient couches have The greenroom is delightfully shabby. Ancient couches have T
been pushed aside to make room for the actresses. A cornered 

snack machine hums resentfully. No one’s buying. These girls, 

in their stylish dresses, with their stylish bodies, do not look 

like they have ever snacked.

Zara makes the error of comparing herself to them. She 

is soft, a collection of circles. She wears a skirt that is too old 

and a sweater she used to think was perfect but now feels 
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unforgivably tight. A forgotten gland at the back of her knees 

comes to life, pushing sweat down her legs.

The assistant stage manager takes one girl and then 

another, leading them away like this is some dark fairy tale. 

The rest of the girls do what actors do when they’re penned in 

a small space, waiting: they warm up. Some sing scales. Others 

stretch themselves into improbable shapes. Most show off 

their knowledge of the famous Greek tragedy.

The room bears only a slight resemblance to other audi-

tions Zara has attended, where people find their friends or 

make new ones as quickly as possible. Where everyone talks 

in warm, brash voices, wishing one another broken legs as 

they run their monologues and grab their sides.

These girls are focused on themselves. On their work.

On the need to win over Leopold Henneman.

Just thinking about the famous director makes Zara’s 

nerves double over. She grabs for her purse and the aggres-

sively loved copy of Echo and Ariston she found at a library 

book sale when she was twelve. The year that she got her first 

kiss. She walked around for months afterward feeling blank, 

and then she found this tiny book with the flaking cover. By 

the time she had finished the first page, she was different.

She was in love.

The darkly printed words and the wide margins in Zara’s 

script calm her. She knows the play by heart —  three different 

translations. Looking at it right now isn’t strictly necessary. 

But it keeps her safe from the greenroom’s whirlpool of pride 

and politics and low-carb tendencies.
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The assistant stage manager is a black fly, hovering.

“Evelina Robbins,” she calls.

A girl tilts her chin and marches a few steps toward the 

door. Then she seems to remember her purse. It’s especially 

large and bulky, and with no other visible options, she leaves 

it in the care of the nearest girl, who perches on the arm of a 

couch drinking from an unmarked white cup.

As soon as Evelina is out of sight, the other girl peels the 

lid off her latte and pours steaming milk into the purse.

Everyone goes back to her own business.
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Eli has no business sitting at the table between the mez-

zanine and the wide fan of the orchestra seats. This table is 

meant for designers, like Roscoe.

Most of all: it’s meant for the director.

Leopold insisted they fling the auditions wide open, so the 

Aurelia is overrun with what feels like every actress in New 

York who either is a teenager or thinks she might be able to 

pass for one. Eli knows that this is only a tiny fraction of the 
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girls who sent in video auditions. She can’t imagine what it 

was like to weed through those, to tell so many girls that their 

talent and their prettiness and their dreams weren’t enough. 

Which is why she’s the light-board op, not the casting director.

The current redhead wraps up her monologue. There’s a 

lull between girls, which gives Eli a minute to dig out the food 

she brought from home. Eli keeps one Tupperware for her-

self and hands the other to her boss. Roscoe takes it with a 

wide-lipped smile. He gets so busy thinking about the lights 

that he forgets to eat. Almost forgets to breathe. That’s why Eli 

is here today: to help Roscoe. To take care of him, a little. He is 

lighting god and first-grader and nothing in between.

Leopold Henneman rattles out of his seat. He paces down 

the aisle and then right back. He hunches over the table with a 

pen, working his way through a pile of headshots. He draws a 

slow, deliberate X over each X girl’s face.

His assistant, Meg, gathers the papers quietly and walks 

them over to the trash. As usual, she’s brisk and blond and 

mostly silent, and does whatever needs to be done.

Leopold uses two fingers to wave the casting director to 

his side. “I was under the impression you knew what I wanted 

for Echo,” he says in a low voice. “Was I unclear in some way?”

Eli tenses every muscle. In her family, if someone has a 

feeling, they all hear about it. None of this pinched whisper-

ing. Theater people are usually loud, which is part of why Eli 

loves them.

The assistant stage manager leads another actress out 

from the wings. There is a snicker of paper as her résumé is 
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passed. Eli doesn’t even look down. She’s painfully aware of 

how skimpy her own résumé looks. Eliza Vasquez, nineteen 

years old, with a string of off-off-off-Broadway hits under her 

belt. Follow-spot operator. Light-board operator. Lighting 

designer, but only once. At some point Leopold is going to 

decide she’s not good enough to be here.

And then what?

Eli can’t let herself think about that. Thank God, or who-

ever is up there in the flies, the girl onstage is a very good dis-

traction. Eli has watched every one of these actors and thought 

about how to clothe them in light and shadow.

This new actress Eli has to adjust to. She is already better. 

She is already more.

It’s about how she inspects the curtains. She sticks to 

them, lingering in their heavy shade, running a finger over 

their infinite redness. It pushes the Aurelia’s beauty to the 

front of Eli’s brain.

The girl’s smile is crooked in the best ways. Her hair hangs 

to her waist, a warm shake of cinnamon, eyebrows a few shades 

darker. About thirty white girls in a row have read for Echo: 

it’s not exactly Hamilton up there. But this actress becomes the 

first one in hours that Eli can see, instead of skimming over 

with tired eyes. And the way she looks at those curtains —  Eli 

thinks, for a second, she might climb them.

Eli steals a glance at Leopold, to see if he notices the differ-

ence. He’s still pouring quiet words into the casting director’s 

ear. Eli can’t help thinking about Hamlet—  wasn’t somebody 

poisoned through the ear? Not a good way to go.
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Leopold puts a hand on the casting director’s shoulder. 

She nods and sinks back into her seat. Eli gets the feeling that 

she won’t be doing much casting today.

The girl onstage leaves the curtains behind, squares her 

feet, and says her name.

Zara Evans.

Then she launches into the act 1, scene 2 speech. The one 

that Echo spits at her parents before leaving the kingdom.

Echo and Ariston.

God, Eli hates this play.

Or maybe she just spent too much time with it, the way 

she did with Hannah.

They met during Eli’s first show in the city, and Hannah 

pulled Eli in with all that eyeliner and lava-soft kissing. She 

was the one who convinced Eli to move to the city and chase a 

full-time career as a lighting designer. Being with Hannah was 

being on the verge of every good thing. And then one morn-

ing over diner pancakes, it was done, before Eli even had time 

to pour the syrup.

Zara Evans is halfway through the monologue, and Eli 

should be falling asleep, but she’s not. Actor voices are usu-

ally sanded, smooth, powerful. Zara’s is garden-variety sweet. 

A little on the breathy side. Sometimes she takes a step for-

ward, then back, a spiky dance that no partner would be able 

to follow. What she lacks in perfection she makes up for in 

honesty.

“I would live in this home and then the home of a man

Of your choosing. This Ariston. Your Ariston.
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I would touch without feeling,

Kiss without taste.”

The girl is digging these words up, dredged in fear, glow-

ing with possibility. It makes Eli want that feeling back, the 

one she had with Hannah. But now she’s older. Wiser. She 

knows what’s waiting on the other side of that feeling. She’s 

permanently, painfully aware of how it ended with Hannah. 

Not in death, like it did for Echo.

But it still wasn’t pretty.

She looks down the table and finds the whole crew star-

ing. Even Roscoe is staring. Are they having the same sort of 

flashbacks? Eli can’t imagine Roscoe in love. She can barely 

imagine him tying his shoes.

Zara Evans ends on a trembling note.

No one claps.

Eli knows the monologue was good, but she also knows 

how little that matters when it comes to casting. Who’s beau-

tiful? Who’s connected? Who does the public want to see 

smeared across the Arts section for months? There are parts 

of this that aren’t magic at all, cruel parts that balance out 

the pretty.

Eli takes out her Leatherman, not because she needs a 

multipurpose tool, but because she’s developed a habit of flip-

ping the knife blades when she’s nervous. Let this girl stay, she 

thinks. A callback, at least. Because Eli has fallen a tiny bit in 

love. Not the whole feeling: she’s not a lunatic. But the first 

piece is there, a sliver of brightness that makes the rest of the 

moon inevitable.
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Zara’s audition piece ends, and she’s still onstage. All she can 

see is the bright, cutting circle of the spotlight. Zara doesn’t 

want to leave, but the longer she stands here and hopes, the 

worse it will be when Leopold Henneman sends her back to 

Pennsylvania.

And then —  

A voice in the dark.

“Indulge me,” it says.
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Zara knew the director must be out there, watching her, 

but it’s one thing to imagine it and another thing to have evi-

dence. Leopold Henneman is talking to her —  that has to be a 

good sign, right? His voice is low but not smooth. It crackles 

and curls. When it says Indulge me, everything in Zara’s body 

leaps to say Of course.

“Miss Evans? Are you still with us?” he asks.

Leopold Henneman is the world’s most-famous living 

theater director, a fact that Zara finds as distracting as an itch 

between her shoulder blades. There’s also the matter of the 

visions. When most directors use that word, they mean some 

vague and dreamy idea of what a play should be.

Leopold Henneman claims to have actual visions.

Zara has to focus, to fight her way back into the story. 

Echo and Ariston. Love and death.

“What would you like me to do?” Zara asks. “The casting 

director said to bring one monologue —”

“I would prefer something else,” the director says. “A 

game.” His voice has grown hard, the tight bounce of a rub-

ber ball. She wonders how many of the other girls have been 

invited to play.

“Who do you love most?” Leopold Henneman asks.

Zara has no idea what he wants her to say. The question 

takes on a new life inside her head. It seeks out memories, 

possible answers. The words ring and rattle. She can’t stop 

hearing them.

Who do you love most?

Her boyfriend? He has soft brown eyes and soft brown 
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freckles. They spent most of the summer at the movies, shar-

ing oversalted popcorn. They kissed in the sun at the lake, 

wrapped in towels, beaded with water. Zara likes him. But the 

distance between like and love suddenly seems like the dis-

tance between Earth and the sun.

Who do you love most?

The first person she kissed? That was a girl from summer 

stage. She was playing Wendy in Peter Pan, and Zara was one 

of the Lost Boys. It happened at one of those theater parties 

where everyone kisses everyone. The kiss itself was nice. But 

then the blankness set in. Besides, that couldn’t have been love 

because they’ve barely talked since.

Who do you love most?

Her parents? She loves them, of course. But it’s the of 

course that rules them out.

Who do you love most?

The Ariston to her Echo. How can she describe a person 

she’s never met? Her thoughts grow frantic and fast and hot to 

the touch. “I . . . I guess . . .”

“Don’t guess,” Leopold says. The weight of his voice tells 

Zara that she’s running out of time. “Show me.”

She stares out into the blank brightness of the theater. The 

director’s words thrash around inside her. Who do you love 

most? It’s a trick question. There’s no love wide enough to meast? It’s a trick question. There’s no love wide enough to mea-

sure against Echo and Ariston. They’re legendary —  Romeo 

and Juliet, but better. Less hormonal, more epic and defiant. 

Zara craves that kind of love, but she hasn’t found it. The clos-

est she’s ever gotten is standing onstage.
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Then —  Zara looks down. She’s standing on a skin of black 

paint, a thousand layers of story beneath her.

“Who do I love most right now?” Zara asks.

Leopold Henneman’s voice takes on a hard crust of 

boredom. “Are you so fickle that the answer will change by 

tomorrow?”

Zara shakes her head, trying to chase off embarrassment 

and get back to a clearheaded feeling. Neutral, her drama 

teacher calls it. But that word always sounded too calm to 

Zara. She feels it like the moment on a diving board, right 

before jumping. She lines up her toes. Takes a deep breath.

And then she starts to change.

It happens to her body first —  shoulders pinning back, 

chin exploring a higher tilt. Her palms float upward. Before 

she opens her mouth, she imagines what her voice should be: 

plush as a red velvet chair, tall and reaching as the fly space 

above. “You should know that I’m very pale,” Zara says. “Pale, 

and dressed in gold.”

There is no answer from the audience. But Leopold 

Henneman hasn’t told her to leave. Not yet.

It’s a stay of execution.

Zara twirls her fingers with a stolen grace. “I’ve given 

people so many reasons to love me. Death of a Salesman. 

The Misanthrope. Mourning Becomes Electra.” Zara is listing the 

plays that have been performed on this stage. She feels the 

need to touch every bit of the theater like it belongs to 

her —  no, like it’s part of her. She rushes from the thick pelt of 

the curtains to the lip of the stage, where it tumbles into the 



18

orchestra pit. She stretches her arms up, toward the streaming 

lights. “Twelfth Night. The Trojan Women.” She works back-

ward in time, excavating story after story.

Who do you love most?

Leopold Henneman gave Zara a trick question, so she 

gave him a trick answer.

“Interesting,” he says, a new lightness at his edges. “Very 

interesting.”

Satisfaction floods Zara, brighter than the lights. The direc-

tor is playing along. And for one sharply outlined moment, Zara 

sees that she would do anything to keep this place. This feeling.

“And who is this charming creature?” Leopold asks.

Zara curtsies so deeply that one knee kisses the stage. 

“Aurelia.”
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There is no callback.TT
Zara settles into the fact that she has lost the part. That she 

never could have won it in the first place.

“Open casting was a stunt,” says one of the girls in the 

senior class play. Zara is sitting in an orange plastic seat in the 

high-school auditorium, trying not to remember the Aurelia. 

It feels like holding back a tidal wave with one hand. “Leopold 

does stuff like that,” the girl continues, as if she and the direc-

tor are old friends. “It drums up attention for his shows.”
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Zara nods. She doesn’t offer up her story. Zara doesn’t 

want anyone to be nice to her and give her a series of consol-

ing nods while secretly thinking that she wasn’t good enough.

She learns her lines for Hello, Dolly!

She makes a date with her boyfriend. Watches him eat all 

the breadsticks in the basket at Olive Garden, order more, eat 

those, and then break up with her. He tells her she’s been act-

ing weird.

Zara can’t deny it.

She settles into the fact that she has lost the part. She does 

not settle as well into her old life.

There’s college to think about. Applications. She shoves 

those thoughts down, but they keep coming back like the tap, 

tap, tap of a headache at her temple.

The first week of October, her name surfaces in a headline 

in the New York Times. Her parents get the paper every week-

end, although they hardly ever read it. Zara is the one who 

inhales the Arts section every Sunday. So she’s the one who 

sees: NEWCOMER EVANS PAIRED WITH WARD IN FAMOUS TRAGEDY. 

Zara reads the first paragraph, about how she beat out two 

thousand girls for the chance to act opposite Adrian Ward, 

one of Hollywood’s prettiest young leading men. Her mind 

drifts over the rest of the article in a detached way that makes 

her think she must be dreaming. Or dead.

A second shock follows. As she’s running around the 

kitchen getting ready for school —  late because she spent 

too long staring at the newspaper —  her phone rings in her 

pocket. A soft, troubling pulse. When she looks at the screen, 
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there’s an unknown 212 number. Zara picks up, expecting the 

casting director, maybe the assistant stage manager or the AD.

Leopold Henneman is on the line.

“Is this Miss Evans?” he asks. Zara noticed his slight 

accent during auditions. She tries to trace it to the country of 

origin but dead-ends somewhere in Europe. “This call is the 

most delightful part of my job,” he says. “Of course, I should 

have been the one to tell you the news. Our cast list must have 

been leaked to the press.”

“Oh,” Zara says. “Right.”

His voice pushes through the phone, making him feel 

much closer than New York. “Strange, I know, not to hold 

callbacks. The Aurelia producers wanted to fight over it.” He 

laughs. Gently. “Don’t worry. I convinced them that you’re 

perfect for this role. For this production. I’m sure you’ll prove 

me right. And this is a nice little moment, don’t you think? 

Your dream has come true.” Zara doesn’t know what to say. 

Her words have flown away, like birds before a storm. A few 

seconds later, when she still hasn’t answered, he says, “You 

must be overwhelmed.”

Zara sits on the kitchen floor. “A little.” The tile looked 

like a good idea when she was standing up, but now that she’s 

down here it’s cold and gritty.

“That’s natural,” Leopold says. “Your life is about to 

change in so many ways. But I’m going to be with you, from 

the moment you arrive at the theater. If you need anything, 

you come directly to me.”

Zara nods. Then she remembers that Leopold can’t see 
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her. “I will. Thank you.” She says it again, knowing the words 

will never be big enough. “Thank you.”

Zara asks her mom to drop her off at school, because it’s 

still possible she’s dead, and dead people shouldn’t drive cars.

Her weekly acting workshop takes place that afternoon. 

The teacher is waiting in the lobby of the arts annex, and when 

he sees Zara, he gives her an endless hug and congratulates 

her on being his first student to “really make something of 

herself.”

So the article was real. The phone call actually happened.

She’s going to play Echo.

Zara rushes to the bathroom where the girls warm up 

because the tile has such good acoustics.

“What if it doesn’t work out?” one of the girls says, right 

after hugging her. From the tone of her voice, it sounds like 

she wants to prepare Zara for the worst. “The Aurelia’s a really 

big deal.”

“I know,” Zara says.

The girls —  all five of them —  lean toward the mirrors 

to retouch their makeup. Zara has thought of them as her 

friends, but they don’t study together or talk about their lives. 

They don’t spend time together outside of class. They work on 

their scenes and talk about their dream roles.

Your dream has come true.

The girl standing closest bumps Zara playfully with her 

hip. “Are you going to be okay standing this close to Adrian 

Ward? I think he might blow your sweet little mind. He’s really 

famous. And hot. I can’t tell if he’s more hot or more famous.”
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“Hot,” says the first girl. “Definitely.”

They all laugh. The sound turns hard when it hits the tile.

“There’s a curse on the Aurelia,” another girl says. She tries 

to sound like she’s just teasing, but an edge breaks through. 

“You’re not worried about that, are you?”

Zara knows they are saying these things to bother her, but 

the last one stays with her longer than it should. Which is silly. 

Theater superstitions are like Ouija boards —  everybody loves 

them, but nobody really believes in them. The Aurelia’s curse 

is just a string of accidents made to sound ominous.

It’s nothing.

The play is everything.

Late that night, Leopold calls. He lights up her cell phone, 

rips her out of sleep. “Apologies,” he says. “I didn’t realize it 

was so late.” He calls the next night, and the next, and just 

when Zara is getting used to it, he doesn’t call for six days.

When he finally does, Zara grabs her phone and stares 

into the painful glow of the screen. It’s 2:37 in the morning.

“Hello, my dear. I’m sorry if it’s late where you are.” 

Leopold fans out his excuses. He’s in Brussels. He forgot she 

has school in the morning. He’s so excited about a detail of 

act 2, scene 3 that he didn’t even think about the time.

“What is Echo feeling here?” he asks.

Zara has thought about this before. She stares up at the 

ceiling and says words that she never thought anyone would 

want to hear. She is telling a famous director what she feels. 

“Echo wants to run away, she’s ready. But it hurts.”

“Because she’s leaving so much behind?” Leopold asks.
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“No.” Zara shakes her head. “Because she’s taking so much 

with her.”

“Mmmmm.” Every time Zara tells Leopold something 

about Echo, he makes an appreciative sound, as if she’s laying 

out a feast for him. Leopold acts like everything she thinks 

about Echo is delicious.

The next night, he tells her about a vision.

“I saw you onstage in white,” he says. “Organza, I think. It 

clung to you in a very becoming way.”

Zara wants this to be true. She needs it. In just twelve 

weeks she’s going to be in front of hundreds of people, and 

they will expect her to be beautiful. “How do they work?” she 

asks. “The visions?”

“They’re simple, really. The visions show me how to create 

a perfect story. And then, if need be, I help things along.”

“Have they ever been wrong?” she asks, thinking of the 

white dress.

He is quiet for so long —  not even breathing —  that she 

thinks the call must have been cut off. “No.”

Zara wakes up in a haze. She doesn’t tell anyone about the 

phone calls that keep her up until dawn —  who would she tell? 

Her theater friends are so jealous their faces curdle when they 

see her coming. Her parents wouldn’t like it if they knew she 

was up so late, especially because of the play. It’s already dis-

rupted her life so much. So Zara keeps Leopold a secret. She 

waits for the soft, dark center of the night, and the call that 

might be coming. She thinks about Echo, who is completely 

fictional, but feels more solid than anyone she’s seen in weeks.
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Zara’s last day of school is here and then gone. She won’t 

graduate with the rest of her class in the spring. She won’t go 

to prom. She’ll miss the spring play, which used to matter so 

much, and now has been eclipsed to the point that she can’t 

even see the bright edges of what she used to care about. Her 

parents are the ones who worry about her missing out on all 

the normal teenage milestones. They support her decision, but 

in the next breath they make her promise to finish her course-

work, promise to take the GED, promise to apply to colleges 

for next fall, even if she has to defer. They wince as she picks 

out school after school in New York City. She adds Carnegie 

Mellon in Pittsburgh, to make them happy, and then promises 

herself she won’t go.

“We know how much this means to you,” her mom says, 

which only proves it doesn’t mean as much to them. Still, they 

cluster her with hugs, douse her in support. They even throw 

a small party a few days before she leaves. There’s ice-cream 

cake and a fistful of balloons, because they don’t know how to 

celebrate in a way that is not identical to her eighth birthday.

October flares like a match, then dies. Wind strips the 

trees. The world that Zara called real for so long is falling away.
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When Roscoe looks down, the theater hovers far beneath When Roscoe looks down, the theater hovers far beneath W
his feet. The walkway he’s standing on is a series of open spaces 

and thin metal slats.

He won’t be hanging lights for another few weeks, but 

he needs to be up here. Other places don’t have the power to 

make him this happy. In the subway, he yells at the pigeons 

that ruffle the rails. “Feathered assholes!” In Grand Central 

Station, he is buffeted and kicked while he tries to watch 
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the light move across the floor, while he says the prayers he 

learned as a boy, a few of the words gone, like fallen-out teeth. 

In winter, he sits on park benches and stares at the people hur-

rying past, their cheeks scratched with cold.

Red and red and red.

He picks up his stack of gels and an X-Acto knife and gets 

to work on gobos. Sliced plastic films, thin as breath, that he 

will spend hours and days teasing into the perfect shapes. Slim 

trees for act 2, scene 3. Dappled cave light. And water for the 

ending.

So much water. Enough to drown a girl.

But will it be good enough for Leopold? That’s the other 

reason he needs to be up here —  to figure out what went wrong. 

To fix it. His design was due this morning, and Leopold hated 

the light plot, hated the whole thing, wanted to throw the 

graph paper out and start over. Wanted to throw Roscoe out 

and start over.

But it’s no real trouble. Roscoe will get it right, and 

Leopold will love him again.

He has Eli, too. She was a find, a girl who doesn’t run from 

his mutterings and the smell that makes other people step 

back and back. She is a kind person, true kind, underneath 

the bluster and the boots. Sometimes she brings him food 

from home. Sometimes she picks up sandwiches from the deli 

two blocks down, with extra turkey for Roscoe. He likes the 

way that she makes coffee, swimming with hot milk, a little 

scalded, a little sweet. He likes how she talks to the lights just 

like he does, although she usually switches to Spanish. But 
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that’s all right. He doesn’t need to understand what she’s say-

ing. He knows that it’s a private conversation.

He wishes Eli were here right now. He gave her the day off.

He shuffles his gels and gets to work on another gobo. 

Pure white, this one, as sweet as Christmas lights.

That is one time Roscoe likes the city, and it’s coming on 

fast. Winter. Cold and cold and white and red. They’re already 

a few days into November, which means millions of lights will 

go up soon. If he made a god, that god would hang Christmas 

lights everywhere, including a few in Roscoe’s brain, just to 

brighten things up.

He’s not allowed to hang Echo and Ariston lights yet 

because Death of a Salesman is still running. Roscoe is just 

here to think. To plan. The series of catwalks above the stage 

connects to a hidden strip of a balcony above the orchestra 

pit. From there, he can reach the booth. He will get a sand-

wich soon, because tomorrow Eli will ask if he ate, and Roscoe 

doesn’t want to disappoint Eli. But right now he will visit his 

light board. A few hours hunched over the slides and buttons 

will make him feel better.

He will work and work and never stop until he gets this 

right.

Then Roscoe hears a sound —  the door from the lighting 

booth. A person can climb from the booth, up a ladder, to a 

secret walkway that connects to this one, a walkway hidden 

by a false plaster ceiling covered in painted angels. Not many 

people come through that way.

It could be Eli. Maybe she didn’t want her day off. Maybe 
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she’s figured out that this is the best place and never, ever 

wants to leave.

Roscoe stands on the lip of the balcony, because that is 

where he pictures what the lights will look like when they 

hit the stage. He reaches out, pretending that each finger is a 

beam of light, but he reaches too far, everything wobbles, and 

in that wild second he sees the wooden edge of the railing. 

Below that, air. Then the deep red carpet of the orchestra pit.

It would be a long fall from here to the ground.
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Zara is back in New York —  finally.

Her parents made her promise to get off at Penn Station 

and immediately take the subway uptown, but after a few 

hours of that flattened train feeling, Zara follows a new 

impulse through the doors of the subway car, into the tight 

press of bodies in Forty-Second Street Station.

Zara climbs the stairs toward the gray sky, her suitcase 

announcing each step with a clunk.

If you need anything, come directly to me.
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Broadway is awash in tourists. There are probably people 

from twenty different countries and as many states on this 

block alone. Each square of sidewalk holds something new —   

mismatched buildings, forty posters for the same album on 

a construction wall, roasted-nut vendors, obsessively brisk 

women in heels.

The sky simmers with bad weather.

Zara’s new roommate is expecting her. Zara knows she 

will turn up at the apartment late, probably wet. She fiddles 

her phone out of her purse and sends a quick text. Wanted to 

see the theater.

Then she’s off, wheeling as quickly as she can, bumping the 

suitcase over tiny breaks in the sidewalk. She can’t help run-

ning through the important dates in her head. It’s November 5, 

the day before the first read-through. Echo and Ariston opens 

on December 29.

The Aurelia is there, waiting for her. The white marble 

gives her the same feeling as good poetry.

I’m going to be with you, from the moment you arrive.

Leopold might not be in the building right now. Zara 

knows that. If she can’t find him, she’ll call, but it would be 

better to see him in person. They’ve had a dozen late-night 

talks and it hasn’t been enough to banish the worst of Zara’s 

nerves.

She isn’t ready for this read-through. She still feels like she 

should be sitting in the theater instead of up on the stage.

Zara presses her forehead against the glass doors. She jolts 

the bars. Locked.
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When she goes around back, she assumes that the stage 

door will be locked, too —  but it pushes right in. The audition 

signs have been cleared. The emptiness of the hallway pulls 

her toward the wings.

Zara steps onto the stage. It’s all hers. No one waiting in 

line, pushing to take her place. She tells herself: If the door was 

unlocked, it must be all right for me to be here.

She tells herself: I belong here.

Heel-toe, one step at a time, she starts to walk the boards. 

One of her directors taught her to do this, and it stuck. It’s about 

learning the space, that director said. It seemed important to 

Zara, like learning the body of a person you love. She spent time 

on every boy she dated, finding out their details. She savored 

that part: the freckles, the skin, the secrets. Zara spent time 

on girls, too. Certain ones. Maybe it was just theater —  how 

it’s supposed to make you notice everything —  but Zara found 

herself painstakingly aware of the way one girl would tilt her 

head when she sang her scales, how another would smile to 

herself as she waited for her entrances.

Zara discovers the Aurelia, one step at a time. Heel-toe, 

heel-toe. The stage is giving her a grounded feeling that noth-

ing else could. This is better than going straight to Leopold. 

Now when she sees him, she won’t be frantic and afraid. He’ll 

know that he made the right choice when he cast her. If she 

comes up with some new insight into Echo, he might even be 

impressed.

As she walks, she tells herself the story of Echo and Ariston.

I was born to inhabit a kingdom, but that’s not a blessing.
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Zara pinches off bits of the stage with each step.

We’ve been at war since before I was born.

More steps. More stage.

My father promised me to the heir of the neighboring king-ngng

dom, a boy I’ve never met. Ariston. So I ran away. I ran through 

the woods, and I made it to the sea. I met a boy, and I didn’t 

know he was Ariston —  of course —  so I fell in love with him, 

of course. A series of famous love scenes follows. Zara’s blood 

rises and swells. This play taught her everything she knows 

about being in love.

But the story doesn’t end there. Echo and Ariston share 

everything, except their true identities. That’s what makes it 

a tragedy. Ariston doesn’t figure out who Echo is until it’s too 

late to save her.

So Echo dies.

Of course.

The ending shouldn’t have the power to hurt Zara after 

reading the play so many times, but it does. Zara has to stop. 

Breathe. The darkness of it wraps around her, so when she 

takes the last step, to the edge of the orchestra pit, she almost 

doesn’t notice.

There is darkness down there, too.

And the outline of a body.

“Hello?” Zara asks. She thinks she must be seeing some-

thing wrong —  that it’s a trick of the shadows. They’re different 

in theaters. Heavy, like the curtains that sway at the edges of 

the stage.

“Hello?”
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There is no answer, and Zara has almost convinced herself 

she was wrong. But then she hears a thin groan. She sits down 

and pushes herself off the edge of the stage into the orches-

tra pit. It’s dark down there —  she uses the firefly glow of her 

phone to light a vague area. A man on the ground. Blood 

spreads from his body, a shade darker than the carpet and the 

seats.

Red and red and red.
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Kestrel opens the door to the hallway, revealing her new 

roommate, who is chubby, bedraggled, and plain as unfla-

vored yogurt.

Then Kestrel remembers that she should give Zara a sig-

nificant break. She did just find Roscoe in the orchestra pit.

Kestrel leans in and hugs her. “Poor thing. You must 

want to turn around and go right home.” That would fix all 

of Kestrel’s problems. It’s a perfect solution, really. She’s proud 

she thought it up.
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Zara pulls away. “I just got here.”

Kestrel doesn’t know this girl any better than a stranger in 

Times Square, but she can see in the set of Zara’s wide, stub-

born lips that she isn’t going anywhere. The Aurelia didn’t 

want to pay for housing for a nonfamous out-of-town actor, 

so Leopold asked Kestrel to take the girl in like a stray puppy. 

And she certainly couldn’t say no to Leopold.

Kestrel is too nice. That’s her problem.

She shakes her head and feels the end of her bob skim-

ming her shoulders. Her fresh red dye can’t possibly look good 

in the bright hallway. They should go inside —  but that’s so 

final. “This isn’t right at all,” she says, and she can hear the 

whine souring her tone. She tries to brighten things up. “I 

always script my meetings, don’t you? We only have one day 

to get to know each other before the read-through. One. Day. 

I thought we would go out for tapas.” As long as this girl is 

here, they might as well get to know each other. It’s not like 

Kestrel has had a friend her age in a long time. She likes that 

her friends are older —  sophisticated —  but the idea of having 

another teenage girl to talk to about teenage girl things has 

been vaguely exciting.

“I’m not hungry,” Zara says, stomping all over Kestrel’s 

plans. “I’m sort of tired, actually.” Zara peeks around her, 

through the door. Behind them is the apartment —  stainless 

steel and tasteful curtains and cream furniture. “This building 

is nice,” Zara says. “Really, really nice.”

Kestrel wants to snap at her, because that’s really, really 
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obvious. Doesn’t this girl have anything better to say? Kestrel 

doesn’t snap, however. She shifts her weight onto one foot, 

hitches a sole up to the other knee. Yoga is one of the things 

that keep her calm when she is on edge. “This is just the New 

York apartment. Mama and Alec will be in Florence for at 

least six months. They haven’t lived in the city full-time since I 

was a baby, but I won’t budge.”

She waits patiently until Zara asks, “Why?”

“Because of the food and the people and the Aurelia,

of course.” No way was she spending a season with the 

Italians and their stunning lack of deodorant while Leopold 

Henneman directed Echo and Ariston. Kestrel prepared every 

day for months, and went in for five different auditions. She 

remembers having to break the news to Mama and Alec over 

the phone, hiding the tears behind her well-trained voice.

Her phone starts up a dull buzz in the living room. She 

snatches it off the side table and comes right back. “Stage man-

ager,” Kestrel announces. She reads the short message, feeling 

her brain tighten around the news. “Roscoe died in the hos-

pital.” Kestrel isn’t surprised. Not really. Zara looks surprised 

enough for both of them. Her eyes are full of harsh, reflected 

light. She’s not breathing. And then she’s trying to breathe 

too much.

Kestrel runs into the apartment. She’s seen this sort of 

thing before. She goes straight for the medicine cabinet and 

hunts down her Xanax. There are only a dozen pills at the 

bottom of the prescription bottle, and they make a skittering 
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noise as she runs back to the door. She twists the cap, thrusts 

a pill at Zara. “You’re having a panic attack,” she says. “Take 

this.”

Zara shakes her head like an idiot, and Kestrel almost 

throws the entire bottle at her. “I shouldn’t . . .”

“Fine,” Kestrel says. “Your choice.”

She downs the pill instead.

The girl looks like a disaster, so Kestrel tries to make 

her feel better. “It’s not really a surprise that Roscoe would 

fall from the balcony. You wouldn’t know because you never 

met him, but he was just so odd.” Kestrel repunctuates. “Just. 

So. Odd.”

“I didn’t know he was the lighting designer,” Zara says, 

her breath starting to smooth itself out. “I thought he came in 

from the alley. It was cold out. The stage door was unlocked.”

“Right,” Kestrel says, and before she can stop herself, she 

adds, “anyone could wander in.” But being terrible to Zara 

Evans doesn’t actually make her feel better. She finds tree pose 

with her other foot and lets out a breath. “It was probably the 

curse.”

Zara’s eyebrows go up. Besides being cliché, they’re dan-

gerously unplucked. “You believe in the Aurelia’s curse?”

“Short answer? Yes.” Zara stares at her, looking confused 

and needy. “Fine. Long answer. Theaters are strange places, 

and you have to walk into one with an open mind. If we 

wanted to be unimaginative and live flat, boring lives, we 

would have done people’s taxes.”
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Zara smiles a tiny bit, and Kestrel gets the summery feel-

ing that comes from giving a good performance.

But it blows past and they’re left standing in the hallway. 

This unwanted Echo is right on her doorstep, and what does 

Kestrel do? Bring her inside, along with her hideous suitcase, 

and offer her tea.

Too nice. Every time.



ixd

Meg made place cards for the read-through: curled hand-

writing on plain white card stock. It’s not necessary, but it’s a 

nice touch, she thinks.

The table is the same one they used at auditions, favored 

in the theater even though there are much grander ones lying 

about. Supposedly its swirled grain and scuff marks originate 

from the 1956 production of Waiting for Lefty. It bleeds his-

tory, like everything else at the Aurelia.
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Meg squares the corners of each card. The little rectangles 

give her a pleasant feeling. Meg likes to plan, to arrange things.

This business with Roscoe has been regrettable, and 

Leopold surprised her by taking it personally. Maybe he 

doesn’t want anyone to believe that he is the reason Roscoe 

pitched himself to the ground.

It’s no secret that he was unhappy with the lighting design.

And then there are the other things, the ones that Leopold 

whispers to Meg when he should be sleeping.

Meg wants Leopold to forget that for today. She has 

changed the location of the table read from the stage to the 

studios. There will be a small furor from the older actors —  it’s 

not tradition—  but the police aren’t finished in the theater.

Besides, a death lingers over the orchestra pit. Meg doesn’t 

want anyone too close to the truth of that moment. Theater 

patrons who sit in the front row always live to regret it. They’re 

too near the bodies of the actors, able to feel their strain, 

to count their tears. Distance is what turns life into a story. 

Distance will turn Roscoe’s death into a small, simple tragedy.

They can mourn quickly and then get back to work. 

Leopold will like that. And that’s what Meg needs, more than 

anything. A happy director.

More cards, more squaring, and then Meg stops. She 

brushes her thumb over the imprinted letters of a name.

Zara Evans.

Leopold’s pet nobody. Meg knows what Leopold will 

do to her. Not the details, but it’s the same story, every time. 

And this girl will go along with it, like they always do —  swept 
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up and not even noticing, at first, how strong the current is.

As Meg sets a script in front of each seat, a song scratches 

at the inside of her head, begging to be let out. A song she 

used to love. She releases the sound in a small, tight hum. 

“Tonight.” West Side Story.

The table is ready, but when Meg looks back, she sees it 

through Leopold’s eyes. She knows his thought process as well 

as she knows her own. The cream cards would look perfect in 

the vast, gilded theater. In the studio, they seem out of place.

Meg changes directions, counterclockwise, undoing all 

the work she has done. She spent hours on these cards, but no 

matter. The rectangles of paper accumulate in a little pile, then 

melt away into the trash.

Yes —  a clean table. A blank studio. A fresh start.

This will make Leopold happy.

For today.
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Kestrel and Zara arrive at the read-through late, but they 

come bearing gifts —  small gold boxes of chocolate. Kestrel 

insisted on stopping at a specialty shop in the Village, forty 

minutes out of the way. “People need comfort right now,” she 

said. “They need to be reminded about life. How it’s here —  a 

moment, melted on the tongue —  then gone! A bite of perfect 

chocolate does that.”

Zara tugged away from the ridiculous plan at first, but 

then she was charmed by the odd taste of pear caramels, 

taken in by the rustle of fancy paper, even half-convinced by 
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Kestrel’s words. She could almost forget the body crumpled in 

the orchestra pit.

As soon as Zara enters the studio, she remembers every-

thing. Roscoe’s ragged breathing. How she never finished walk-

ing the boards.

The actors are already gathered around a long table. 

Everyone turns to look at her. Kestrel breezes away from her 

side, setting down the chocolates on the table. Zara is left 

standing alone, empty-handed.

And then she sees Leopold Henneman at the head of the 

table. Leopold Henneman, smiling gently at her.

Zara has seen pictures; she recognizes his uniquely light 

brown eyes, the steep angle of his features. What can’t be 

shoved into a frame is the amount of heady, unfocused energy 

he gives off. “My dear,” he says, and his voice wraps around her 

like a coat on a cold day. “Come.” He nods to the empty chair 

next to him.

On his other side is a woman with pink-white skin and 

short blond hair tucked behind her ears. “This is Meg,” Leopold 

says. “My personal assistant. Meg, you remember Zara Evans.”

Zara’s lips stretch into a thin, nervous string of a smile.

Meg gives a nod. Her pale-blue eyes have a dark stone of 

pity at the centers. Why? Because Roscoe died? Because Zara 

had to sit there, waiting for the ambulance, and watch?

She doesn’t have long to wonder, because Leopold stands. 

He takes in the room with a single, sweeping glance. “Welcome,” 

he says. “Or, as is the case with so many of you, welcome back.”

Zara knows those words aren’t for her. She’s not really one 
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of the company yet. But she has to start somewhere —  right? 

This is what Zara has been waiting for. Sitting in a plain studio 

on a spittle-gray afternoon. This is when she becomes one of 

the initiated, the people behind the curtain, making the sto-

ries. Someone who can be welcomed back.

“This is not what I would have wished for, but as always 

in the theater, we work with what we are given. Thank you, all 

of you, for cooperating with the police.” Zara had her moment 

with them, after the ambulance and hospital and before 

Kestrel’s apartment. She was so tired and their faces were so 

blank. They asked over and over again how she knew the the-

ater would be open. I didn’t. Then how did she open the door? 

I didn’t. Then why was it open? I don’t know. Why did she go in 

that way? I just wanted to see the stage.

I’m an actor.

“They must follow their procedure,” Leopold adds. “The 

more help we give, the sooner they can leave our space. And 

while I cannot say anything officially, the police have informed 

us that Roscoe’s death was most likely an accident, caused by 

an unsafe lighting session.” These words are the air that Zara 

has been waiting for. Accident. Unsafe. She takes a full, round 

breath for the first time since yesterday.

“This is what we do,” Leopold says, “We push on. At the 

Aurelia, we stop for nothing, not even death. Perhaps it is 

most important to be making art when death is all around. 

This is when we need the perfect story.”

Leopold lets the room fall back into silence. His words 

make Zara feel bold and terrified all at once.
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The stage manager invites them all to go around and 

introduce themselves. Zara shifts in her seat. Maybe things 

will settle in now. This could still be everything she dreamed, 

with no more dark edges.

The crew goes first. Sound design, set design, dramaturg. 

Leopold nods with each addition.

His energy changes, tightens, as the turn falls to a young 

man who fits the description of tall, dark, and handsome a 

little too snugly. “Barrett,” the young man says. “But you can 

call me the God of Props.”

“I make costumes,” says a woman whose deep voice is 

touched with an Italian accent. A white braid runs down her 

back, sleek against wrinkled skin. She’s unspeakably elegant. 

“My name is Cosima.” She must be the oldest person at the 

table by at least twenty years.

Next, they come to a girl with blue-green tattoos twining 

up her arms. A girl almost as young as Zara. She has curly 

black hair, glowing amber-brown skin. Her hands are filled 

with nervous energy. She’s so pretty that Zara assumes she’s an 

actress, then immediately changes her mind.

“Eli,” she says. “Assistant lighting designer.”

The silence shimmers with tension.

“As you know,” Leopold says, “the Aurelia has seen few 

designers with Roscoe’s level of dedication. We are sure that 

his assistant will be able to carry out his wishes for Echo and 

Ariston.”

“All right.” The stage manager sounds a too-sudden clap. 

“On to the actors.”
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First up is a wisp of a woman with vaulted cheekbones. 

She might be in her early forties, but she looks a decade older. 

Her light-brown hair is brittle, her voice as pretty and sharp as 

a smashed mirror. “My name is Enna, and I’ll be playing the 

role of Echo’s mother, Amalthea.”

Then comes Echo’s father, a heavyset man with a blunt red 

face and stunning blue eyes. “I’m Carl.”

As soon as Zara sees the man playing Ariston’s father, she 

wishes she could swap. Toby is short, bald, and gay in every 

sense of the word. “I’m so glad to be back here with all my 

favorite chickadees,” he says. “Minus one, minus one. But 

Roscoe is going to the great big show in the sky.”

Toby’s words and his warm voice are almost enough to con-

vince Zara that Roscoe is in a better place. But then her Jewish 

atheism kicks in, reminding her what she believes —  when 

you die, you die. Besides, Zara doesn’t need a heaven. She has 

the Aurelia.

“I’m Kestrel,” her roommate says, standing up in a way 

that demands attention. “I’ll be playing the chorus leader.” Her 

fake smile lasts long enough for her to sit down, and then it 

vanishes.

Zara is the only actor left.

“Aren’t we waiting on one more?” she asks.

“She’s excited about Adrian Ward,” Leopold says with a dry 

chuckle. Zara shifts in her chair. That wasn’t what she meant. 

Still —  how can she be Echo without Ariston? “We have a week 

before actors are called again, and Adrian, our Adrian, is still 

filming scenes for his upcoming release. Something about a 
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warlike species of bugs that intend to take over the planet. He 

has to slay a few more before he can join us.” Leopold folds his 

hands and turns back to Zara. “Now. Shall we?”

“I’m Zara Evans,” she says as she stands up, even though 

her knees don’t seem to think it’s such a great idea. Her chair 

clatters, making twice as much noise as anyone else’s. “I’ll be 

playing Echo.” The words came out tilted, like a question. I’ll 

be playing Echo?

Into the silence, she blurts out, “I’ve loved this play since 

I was a little girl.”

Enna studies her with a series of rapid, dramatic blinks. 

“You mean since last Tuesday?” Laughter rises around the 

table.

Zara looks down and closes her eyes. Sees Roscoe on the 

floor.

Leopold rushes up from his seat. He puts a hand on her 

back, five points of pressure holding her up. “Our Echo has 

had quite the arrival,” he says. Then, like velvet in her ear, he 

adds, “Sit down, my dear.” She does. He tells the company how 

perfect she is, while Zara keeps her eyes on the scuffed table.

The stage manager calls a ten-minute break. Zara thinks it 

might finally be safe to look up.

The girl with the blue-green tattoos is watching her.
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Eli spends five minutes of the break wanting to talk to Zara 

Evans and the other five trying not to talk to her.ot

The girl she thought would climb the curtains is right 

here, slipping out of the studio, disappearing into the bath-

room. She comes back with paper-towel scratches like claw 

marks on her cheek.

Zara Evans has been crying.

It punches Eli in the gut: she hasn’t cried yet. She’s been 

too busy. Her entire family has been on the phone, talking 
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to her, leaving messages. Her mom: We’ll send flowers to the 

church. Her dad: Is that theater safe? ¿Estás segura? Both of her a? Both of her 

brothers called, although they clearly had no idea what to say.

The visit from the police this morning didn’t help. They 

had a list of questions for Eli that seemed to go on for hours. 

They were mostly interested in whether Roscoe and Eli had 

been sleeping together.

“He was my boss,” she told them as they did an inspection 

of the lighting booth, grabbing random pieces of equipment 

and calling them evidence. “Also, he was thirty-four years 

older than me.”

They looked at her like those statements made it more 

likely, not less. So she added, “I’m a lesbian, officers. Actually, 

a lesbian and a half.” The policemen scowled at her. Eli enjoys 

outing herself sometimes. This was not one of those times. 

“Do you have any idea what actually happened? Because I 

know he w he didn’t fall.”

“You don’t believe what happened to Roscoe was an acci-

dent?” one of them asked.

“No,” Eli stated.

The policemen exchanged tight-assed looks. They didn’t 

want to figure out what happened to Roscoe. They wanted to 

give her a hard time, fill out their paperwork, call it an acci-

dent, and go home.

The stage manager claps her hands, bringing Eli back to 

the studio.

Read-through time.

Eli does everything she can to focus on Echo and Ariston
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instead of Roscoe and more Roscoe. She follows along with 

every word in the script. When they hit Echo’s first scene, Eli 

thinks about Zara and her paper-towel-scratched cheeks, and 

Eli can’t stop herself from sending a spark of encouragement 

across the table.

Zara looks up at her.

Again.

Zara’s eyes are warm and brown and Eli is in trouble. She 

reminds herself not to do this. Things play out badly for Eli: 

siempre, siempre. She crushes too hard and then falls on her 

ass. That’s how it went with her not-quite-a-girlfriend in high 

school. That’s how it went with the assistant stage manager 

who eyed Eli all summer, took her down to the techie love nest 

under the stage, then stopped the makeout just long enough 

to let Eli know she had a girlfriend in Maine. That’s how it 

went with Hannah. When Eli met her, she was playing Juliet. 

That should have been a hint. Juliets want to run around the 

city acting rebellious and turning every feeling they have into 

poetry, but they don’t stay with a girl after the curtain goes 

down. Hannah liked having Eli around —  blissful, stupid, in 

love —  until she didn’t. Even then, she swore that her feelings 

for Eli were real, but they weren’t enough.

Zara’s voice fills the studio.

“I have done your bidding these many years,

But this I will not do.”

Eli shovels Roscoe’s old notebooks on top of her script. The 

police looked through them, but when they saw the thicket 

of math —  nothing that looked like a suicide note —  they gave 
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the notebooks back to Eli. What she needs to do now is use 

them as a template to come up with a better lighting design. 

It’s like spitting on Roscoe’s grave to even think about chang-

ing his plan, but she doesn’t have a choice. Leopold hates it. He 

gave her a week to revise it and submit a light plot.d

Which is impossible.

Eli stares at page after page. Her brain is a mess of grief 

and equations. When her eyes are almost dead from strain, Eli 

closes them and lets the rest of the play wash over her. Here 

comes the famous love scene, which sounds weird with the 

stage manager reading Ariston’s part. Like half a love scene, 

which is really nothing at all.

And then —  

Echo, caught by the soldiers. Echo, pitching herself into 

the sea. Echo, wreathed in saltwater and drowning.

And then —  

The read-through is over.

Eli is left sitting at the table, holding back the tears that 

wouldn’t come all day. Roscoe should be here next to her, mut-

tering and making those enormous gestures, his hands flying 

around the room like two drunk birds.

Zara did a good job with the read-through. That’s all Eli 

is feeling. She’s just responding to what Zara can do with her 

voice, with her body. Ay, maybe don’t think about her body.

The cast and the crew break up. Zara stays at the table and 

lingers over her script, setting down a few notes in the mar-

gins. Eli wants to offer herself —  she’d make a good margin. 

Zara could write on her in that careful, slanting script.
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Shit.

Did she really just think that?

Eli makes for the door. She’s halfway down the hall before 

she realizes Zara Evans is following her. Eli’s entire body cele-

brates and panics at the same time.

The girl is clearly rushing to catch up. It would be rude 

not to slow down. So that’s what Eli does. Zara catches up and 

slows down and then just —  stares. Warm brown eyes, all over 

Eli. “I wanted to say that I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Eli asks. She can’t think of any way that Zara 

Evans has wronged her. And she’d like to keep it that way.

Zara blinks hard, like maybe those blinks are powerful 

enough to keep her upright. “Roscoe.”

Eli shrugs. “Why? You didn’t know him.” Her voice is ice. 

She doesn’t like the sound, but it’s a necessary precaution. 

Otherwise she’ll warm up way too fast.

“I was there,” Zara says. “Not .  .  . when he fell, but  .  .  . I 

found him.”

“God,” Eli says. The first thing she feels is sorry for Zara. 

Then another feeling hits, so strong it almost cancels out the 

first. She’s glad Zara was there. Glad that Roscoe wasn’t alone. 

“So when Leopold said that thing about your arrival . . .”

Zara nods.

Kestrel’s voice wafts out of the rehearsal studio. “Zara 

Evans! Paging Zara Evans! Do people even page people any-

more? Oh well! Zara Evans!”

Zara shrinks toward the wall.

“What does she want?” Eli asks.
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“I’m staying with her,” Zara says. It doesn’t take much dig-

ging to hear the stress in Zara’s voice. “You know how we have 

a week before rehearsals really start?” Eli nods. “Well, I con-

vinced my parents that I needed to stay here. But now I have 

to spend the whole time in Kestrel’s apartment.”

Eli feels a path opening up in front of them. She needs 

to learn what happened when Roscoe died. Zara needs an 

escape. “We should hang out tomorrow.”

Kestrel catches sight of Zara and waves madly at her from 

down the hall. “I’ll grab your bag!”

Zara says quickly, “As long as it’s a real tomorrow.”

“What else could it be?” Eli asks.

“In plays, they’re always saying, ‘We’ll meet tomorrow. 

We’ll see each other soon. We’ll run away in the morning.’” 

Zara’s eyes widen, like that last part hit her ears sounding dif-g difg dif

ferent than she thought it would. “They never actually do.”

Eli drags one of her curls into a long, slinky spiral, which 

means she’s flirting. Wait. Who authorized this flirting? She 

flicks the curl away. “Yeah,” she says. “Let’s make it a real 

tomorrow.”
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Zara’s second night at Kestrel’s is harder than the first 

because sleep is replaced by red, red dreams. She commits to 

being awake around dawn, and does everything she can to 

distract herself. Runs her lines, unpacks her clothes, kills a 

week’s worth of homework. A few hours after waking up, she 

leaves the room to snatch breakfast —  nothing that requires 

the stove or the shiny appliances. They look like they could 

be dusted for fingerprints and come up clean. Zara grabs a 
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yogurt from the fridge. Kestrel is on the couch, flipping back 

and forth from reality TV to a French film without subtitles.

“Are you going to the funeral tomorrow?” Kestrel asks, her 

face sad in a way that looks measured —  like she had to think 

about just how much sadness would be appropriate before she 

pursed her lips and wrinkled her forehead.

“No.” Zara thinks back to what Eli said. “I didn’t really 

know him.”

And going to the funeral would mean facing the company 

again, without Leopold. At the read-through, he was the only 

thing standing between Zara and complete humiliation. He’s 

gone for the entire week, in Toronto.

“I’m going to stay here and work on my lines,” Zara says.

“Right,” Kestrel says, suddenly interested in her toenail 

polish. “You have so many lines.”ny

Zara hurries back to the guest room. She can’t help that 

she’s been cast as Echo at Kestrel’s theater, but living in her 

space makes everything sharper. Zara’s afraid to be caught 

touching Kestrel’s things. Breathing her air.

She settles onto the bed, her script in one hand. She has 

a whole week to sit here, trying not to think about Roscoe. 

She won’t be able to do it, though. He’ll slip into thoughts of 

the Aurelia. He’ll visit her dreams every night. A week of this, 

before she goes back to the theater. It’s like sitting shiva for 

someone she never knew.

Zara’s phone comes to life. Maybe it’s Leopold. They can 

talk about the play and forget all this for a while. Zara sets her 

yogurt on the bedside table and checks the screen.
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It’s her mom.

She’s left seven messages since Zara got to the city two 

days ago. Zara knows that she can’t put this off forever. “Hi.” 

Her voice is fluttery, weak.

“Zara, love,” her mom says in a way that she usually pairs 

with a hug or a kiss on the cheek. Zara misses that. She could 

have gone home this week, but she was afraid that when she 

came back to New York, she would have to start all over again, 

from scratch.

Besides, she’s going home for the holidays. Some of them, 

at least. Thanksgiving is only a few weeks away. And Christmas 

isn’t their holiday, anyway.

“How is the city?” her mom asks. “How is the theater? Did 

you leave anything at home?”

“Good, and beautiful, and no, I did not.”

Her parents pile on the questions like this. It’s one of their 

rituals. Now she’s supposed to ask her mom at least three 

questions back.

“Something happened,” Zara says, breaking the pattern. 

She can feel her mom waiting for an explanation on the other 

end of the line. She can picture her in the kitchen —  black cof-k cofk cof

fee in one hand, a to-do list on the table in front of her. She 

probably just crossed out Call Zara.

Zara smiles, knowing that it will infuse the way she 

speaks. “First of all, everything is fine.” This is the right way 

for them to hear about Roscoe. Newspapers would make 

it sound cold, sensational, or terrifying, and it was none of 

those things. It was an old man who fell, and a trip to the 



58

hospital. Zara can make her parents see it that way if she tries 

hard enough.

Isn’t that what acting is for?

“When I came in on the train . . .” she starts. It takes ten 

minutes to tell the story and another forty to convince her 

mom not to drop everything and immediately come see her. 

Zara promises to call her dad and tell him, too, although 

her mom will get to it first, so the hard part is done.

At the last second, after a round of good-byes, her mom’s 

voice goes flat. “You shouldn’t be there. You never should have 

gone.” This is exactly what Zara needed her not to say. “It’s just 

a play.” Zara winces like she’s been thrown into cold water. “If 

you were good enough for them to pick you once, someone 

will pick you again.”

Not at the Aurelia.

Not by Leopold Henneman.

Not as Echo.

A new text comes in, from a New York number, with no 

name attached.

Is today tomorrow?

“Mom, I have to go,” Zara says.

And she hangs up. Without a good-bye. She’s never done 

that before. Zara reads Eli’s text again.

Is today tomorrow?

Plays are usually filled with people who become close 

for weeks and months, who spend every minute together 

and learn each other in ways that normal friends never do. 

They confide, reveal, peel back fears and secrets to see what’s 
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underneath. They dream together. They wrestle and fight and 

laugh too loud and kiss for no reason. Zara has her mom’s 

words trapped in her head, like a line that she memorized and 

will never be able to unlearn. It’s just a play. She needs a friend 

who knows better.

Eli looked at Zara like she belonged at that table, like she 

was meant to be there.

Zara takes a quick breath and types.

Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.

As soon as it’s sent, she falls backward on the bed and hits 

the pillows with a hard thump. Zara can’t seem to get anything 

right. Who quotes the most morbid monologue from Macbeth

when someone just died?

Eli worked with Roscoe. Zara watched him die. Maybe 

that’s why Zara needs Eli to like her.

Her phone lights up.

All our yesterdays have been shit. Let’s get new yesterdays.

Zara smiles, lying on her back and holding the phone up 

with both hands as she types.

Where do you want to meet?

Eli picks the Aurelia, which is perfect. Maybe Zara should 

want to avoid it, to get some distance, to forget what happened 

to Roscoe. But the truth is, she would have been intimidated 

if Eli picked any other place. The rest of New York City over-

whelms Zara: the subways and the choked sidewalks, the 

people who would happily murder her for not walking fast 

enough.

The Aurelia feels like hers.
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The greenroom is dim. Zara The greenroom is dim. Zara T doesn’t turn on the lights, just in 

case she’s not supposed to be in here.

She finds the most comfortable spot on the well-loved 

couches and looks over the printed and bound pages that the 

stage manager handed out at the read-through. This is the 

fourteenth version of Echo and Ariston that Zara will add to 

her collection. But it isn’t just another copy of the play. This is 

Zara’s script. It has Echo’s lines highlighted. Soon it will hold 
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her stage directions scribbled in light, hasty pencil. There is a 

promise in these pages that was never there before.

For the first time, Zara feels the threat that comes with it.

What if she can’t fall in love like she’s supposed to? That’s 

what she’s here to do. That’s what Echo’s story is about.

Zara’s secret ripples inside her like dark water. She thinks 

back to the auditions, Leopold needling: Who do you love 

most? Zara’s never been in love. Now she has to hope that her 

director doesn’t notice.

Eli shows up and flicks on the lights. “Have you been lurk-

ing here in the dark?” She’s wearing the same sort of outfit she 

wore at the read-through: gray T-shirt, ripped jeans, stomping 

boots.

“I wouldn’t call it lurking,” Zara says.

“Skulking?” Eli asks. “Lying in wait?” The words fly out at 

a pace worthy of David Mamet. Eli is pretty enough to be an 

actress, smart enough to be a playwright, talented enough to 

be a lighting designer. Zara feels an inner flutter—  intimida-

tion, envy? It can be hard to tell flutters apart.

Eli sets one hand to each side of the doorframe, looking at 

Zara with an intensity that locks her into place. “I need to ask 

you something that will make your day much worse.” Zara lets 

out a small laugh. Eli cocks her head. “I did say worse, right?”

“Yeah. But the way you just . . . said it. I like that.” Zara 

holds up her script, butterflied open at the spine. “It’s what 

a character in a Greek play would do. They always say what 

they feel.”

The small smile that Eli gives Zara goes straight to her 
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head. Eli finally leaves the doorway, but doesn’t make it all the 

way to the couch. Instead, she hovers halfway across the room 

and takes the Leatherman out of her belt holster, flipping out 

several blades in one swift, shiny motion.

“What did you want to ask?” Zara says.

Eli speaks while shifting a long knife back and forth, 

“What you saw. That day. With Roscoe.”

Zara blinks, and he’s there. His body on the ground. His 

blood everywhere. She can hear broken breathing, and her 

own starts to shatter. Zara needs to be done with this story. 

She recited it to the police, slowly, carefully, and then did her 

best to forget.

“I’m sorry,” Eli says, curls flying as she shakes her head. 

“It’s just . . . Roscoe’s death is the wrong color.”

“What does that mean?” Zara asks.

Eli puts away the Leatherman. She paces, stubbing the 

reinforced rubber toe of her boot against the wall. “So when 

I’m deciding how to light a scene, there’s a lot of practical 

stuff I’m thinking about, a lot of little choices that have to do 

with the equipment and the setup. When it comes down to it, 

though, whether a moment has the right color is —  a feeling.

This feels wrong.” She turns directly to Zara. There’s a sadness 

in her eyes that can’t be faked, even by the world’s best actor. 

“They’re making it sound like he was some old man whose 

brain came unwired. Like he couldn’t keep his balance. I’ve 

seen Roscoe walk a tightrope with two forty-pound lights in 

each hand.”

What happened to Roscoe was an accident. Zara doesn’t 
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doubt that. But how can she refuse to even talk to Eli about it? 

That’s how her parents deal with hard things.

They just stop.

“Okay,” Zara says.

Eli leads her out of the greenroom in a disorienting rush, 

down halls and through an unmarked door. Up a thin metal 

ladder that never seems to end. Zara looks up and finds her-

self staring at the bottom of Eli’s boots, the dark valleys of the 

treads. She wonders what she’s gotten herself into.

When she arrives at the top, there’s nowhere to go except 

a thin strip of a balcony. “I’m not afraid of heights,” Zara says.

“Good,” Eli says, already halfway across.

Zara raises her voice, to hide the quiver. “I’m not not

afraid of heights. I respect heights.”

Eli doesn’t give Zara the pep talk she hoped for, or the 

rolled eyes that probably deserves. Instead, Eli just stares at 

Zara, eyes dark and unblinking. That look could pull someone 

across a room, across an ocean.

Zara takes the balcony one careful step at a time.

When she makes it to Eli’s side, she assumes the worst is 

over. Then Eli leaps onto the railing. Zara’s heart slides in her 

chest. Eli settles into a crow’s-nest posture, perfectly casual. 

“Roscoe was here. He comes up here when he wants to think 

about the design. It’s the best view in the theater.”

Zara tips her face over the edge of the railing, and the 

world falls away. She’s looking at the Aurelia the way a bird 

would look down on the earth. White scrollwork like sand. 

Rows and rows of red seats, waves on a bloodstained sea.
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“It wouldn’t be hard to fall,” Zara says.

“It would if you know what you’re doing,” Eli counters. 

“Would you die making a cross from upstage left to downstage 

right?”

“No,” Zara admits.

“Of course you wouldn’t,” Eli says with satisfaction. “That’s 

your job. That’s what you do.”

Zara spent her first rehearsal at the Aurelia as an outsider, 

the answer to one of these things is not like the other. In one 

offhand comment, Eli made her feel like a real actress.

“So . . .” Eli says. And Zara can tell that it’s time to revisit 

what happened to Roscoe, to crawl back inside that moment. 

She doesn’t want to tell it numbly, the way she did to the police. 

She takes her time, looking for words that have the shine of 

truth. The keys to the story. “I was walking the boards. When 

I got to the edge of the stage, I saw Roscoe in the orchestra pit. 

I didn’t know who he was then. I rushed down the rehearsal 

stairs. And I . . . I knelt down. And I called 911. And I talked to 

him, although he never talked back.”

Zara wants to rush ahead —  past the part where worry 

and fear hit her in a fresh wave —  but she holds herself in 

the moment by force. “No. I’m sorry. I’m wrong. I asked all 

these questions and he never answered them, but he mumbled 

something. I don’t know if he even knew I was there. He was 

staring up and he said  .  .  .” Zara can’t quite grab the word. 

It’s there, like a character waiting offstage, impossible to see 

behind the curtains.
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Eli waits while Zara presses her fingers to her forehead. 

“He said . . . angels.”

Eli cants one dark eyebrow. “Angels?”

Zara asks weakly, “Was Roscoe religious?”

Eli puts a thumb to the soft hollow of her neck. “I wore a 

rosary one day and he went out of his mind with happiness.”

“You’re Catholic?” 

The question almost asks itself.

Eli shrugs. “It’s how I grew up. I converted to theater. They 

have a lot in common: rituals, costumes, a voice that fills this 

big echoey space and makes you believe in something.” She 

smiles, and there’s teasing in there. “What about you?” She 

bounces on the balls of her feet, still crouched on the railing, 

and Zara feels it in her nerves. “Let me guess. Episcopalian. 

No. Lutheran.”

Zara knows her last name throws people off. Her dad’s 

father converted when he married Zara’s grandmother, the 

one with the theater heritage and the perfect sufganiyot recipe.

“I’m Jewish.” And since there are a hundred different 

ways to be Jewish and Zara is only one of them, she adds, 

“Culturally Jewish.”

Eli nods. She drums her fingers on the wooden railing. 

Zara’s eyes are drawn to her wrists, where the tattoos start. She 

follows the path all the way up Eli’s arm, to her slim shoul-

ders. There are stars and moons, islands and seas. Flowers 

that bloom in unexpected places. Zara wants to tell her it’s 

beautiful.
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But that’s not why they’re up here.

“So what do you think it means?” Zara asks. “Angels?”

“Roscoe saw some, I guess. White beams and whatever. 

He was probably trying to figure out how to do a light plot 

for it.” Eli’s smile dies a quick death. “What else?” She’s been 

patient so far, but now there’s an urgent boil underneath her 

words.

“That’s it,” Zara says with a useless shrug. “Angels.”

She feels it again, how high up they are. Zara looks down 

at the floor of the balcony, littered with cables and cardboard 

boxes that hold extra bulbs. But looking down just reminds 

her that Roscoe fell a very long way.

So she looks up instead.

On the plaster ceiling right above her head, there are 

paintings of gods and men. And angels. Not the kind with 

gentle smiles and softly feathered wings. These angels have 

faces that storm with righteous anger.

Zara taps at Eli’s wrist. She points to the fake sky.

Eli jumps down from the railing to the balcony. She works 

a cluster of keys from her belt and puts one into the wall right 

below the angels. Zara doesn’t even notice the door until it’s 

opening.

On the other side is a sort of dark cave. Its floor is the 

plaster ceiling of the theater, and a few feet over that, a walk-

way spans the empty space. It’s even less safe-looking than the 

balcony. A skeleton of metal and air.

“Where does this go?” Zara whispers. The theater has 
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secrets everywhere, and it feels like speaking too loudly might 

shake the wrong one loose.

“This leads to the lighting booth,” Eli says. “Only people 

who know the Aurelia would come this way.”

Eli strides onto the walkway like it’s nothing.

Zara takes a step, looking straight ahead. Eli doesn’t look 

back, expecting Zara to be brave. But Zara’s nerves tell her that 

she’s falling. She reaches out and grabs one of Eli’s hands.

And everything stops.

Eli turns around to face her, long, delicate fingers twisting 

to lock with Zara’s.

Eli holds on tight.
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Eli asks herself: What if someone used this walkway to come 

up behind Roscoe? What if someone planned it? What if 

someone pushed?

She lets go of Zara’s hand. Ay, carajo. She crushed the girl’s 

fingertips. Of course she did.

She leads the way out of the Aurelia, tucks Zara safely into 

a cab, and starts walking. Eli needs to give the police one more 

chance, even though they haven’t earned it. Ten minutes later, 
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she reaches the precinct, a gray slab of a building where they 

make her wait for hours. She spends the time in limbo scrib-

bling equations about voltage. The Aurelia’s master electrician 

will help her wire whatever she needs, but first she has to show 

him that she’s not just some girl Roscoe took a chance on for 

no reason.

“Can we help you?” an officer finally asks.

“It’s about Roscoe. Gregory Roscoe.”

The policeman takes Eli to a little room where she waits 

in an even less comfortable chair. Another policeman comes 

in and faces her across the desk. She tells them about Roscoe’s 

final words. The angels on the ceiling. The details of the hid-

den walkway. “Did you see the hidden walkway?”

The uniformed man nods, but she doesn’t know if that 

means yes or I’m-nodding-so-you’ll-stop-now. “Thank you, 

Miss Vasquez. We’ll let you know if there are any new devel-

opments.”

Eli keeps trying to talk, but the officers are already leaving 

the room.

She spends the rest of her day collecting newspapers from 

various stands, even though she’s supposed to be on a train to 

Stamford for her niece’s dance recital. She sends a quick e-mail 

to her parents and brothers: Have to stay in the city. Mi trabajo. 

Tell Lia I’m sorry and give her un abrazo fuerte. Eli reminds 

herself that her parents believe in hard work, they’re proud 

she landed this job. And this is part of the job: caring about 

Roscoe.

Guilt knuckles down. It turns every step into a crush of 
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regret. She should have been there when he fell. Why did she 

leave him alone?

When she gets home, she stacks up the newspapers and 

adds every online article she can find. There’s a surprising 

amount of coverage. Eli does her best to look past the stag-

ing for some new piece of truth. Around one in the morning 

she settles onto her bed, coffee in one hand, laptop balanced 

across her knees. She wades into the sewers of the online com-

ments. That’s when she finds a mention of a man caught on 

CCTV outside the Aurelia and confirmed by witnesses —  an 

older man in a dark-blue suit, with a mane of wild gray hair.

It’s quiet in her apartment. Too quiet for Washington 

Heights, which is always throwing sound in great big handfuls.

What if Leopold pushed Roscoe and paid off the cops? 

Leopold had access, but even a director as intense as Leopold 

Henneman wouldn’t kill someone over a bad lighting design.

Eli looks down at her own bad lighting design.

That night, she doesn’t get anything that looks or feels like 

sleep.

The next day is Roscoe’s funeral, and everyone from the 

Aurelia is at the wake —  everyone but Zara and Leopold. No 

family. Roscoe didn’t have one, which makes Eli their stand-in.

The company mills around in little groups, reminding her 

that she barely knows these people. They’re surrounded by 

cheap fake flowers, the kind that smell like dust. The arrange-

ment of lilies her family sent sings out in comparison. The 

funeral home’s soft lighting makes everyone look like wax ver-

sions of themselves.



71

Roscoe’s casket is closed.

Eli walks up to Toby. He’s the friendliest of the actors. 

They’ve never really talked, but he gives her that quick look of 

understanding that comes when you can tell someone else is a 

member of the Rainbow Club.

They trade hellos, and Eli plunges right in. “I’m putting 

together a memorial piece. Can you tell me how you spent 

Roscoe’s last day?” she asks, completely aware of how weird 

that sounds.

“Oh, love,” Toby says. “That day. I was upstate. Leopold 

said he needed time to think over the production, and I 

offered him my cabin. I have a little cabin, you know. You can 

find it on Google Maps and smell the pine trees. It’s lovely.”

Eli feels her stupid theory wither. “Thanks.” She crosses 

Leopold and Toby off her mental list. She walks over to the 

nearest group of Aurelia people. As long as Eli is prying, she 

might as well pry hard.

She asks everyone what they were doing that day.

Enna was in her high-end apartment building, complete 

with doormen who would know if she was lying. Carl went 

to a matinee at another theater. He even has the ticket stub 

in his wallet, which he offers to give her if she’s collecting 

mementos. Meg sat in on a series of meetings about Echo and 

Ariston merchandise. Kestrel was waiting for her new room-

mate, which she says as though Zara Evans is some exotic dis-

ease she picked up. Eli grits out a thank-you and moves on 

to Barrett, who spent Roscoe’s final hours sleeping with some 

girl he met at a bar. He provides the information with glee, 
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like they’re both people who sleep with girls and therefore she 

should be proud of him: gross.

Everyone has a story.

Eli goes home and turns on all the lights in her little apart-

ment. Roscoe never got a chance to see it, but without him 

this place wouldn’t exist. Eli would be back in Connecticut, 

her career over before it even started. She was going to invite 

Roscoe over here someday, for sandwiches and café con leche.

She sits down on the flowered couch that her mom 

insisted on and her brothers wouldn’t stop laughing at. She 

gets back to work on the lighting design. Because Eli can’t lose 

all this. Roscoe would hate to know, from beyond the grave, 

that she’d messed up the chance he gave her. Even if, when she 

closes her eyes and pinches them tight, Roscoe’s death is still 

the wrong color.

Gray: like a bruise. Like a storm gathering under the skin.
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A day passes, then two, and Zara is hoping that Eli will text 

again. On the third day, she lets it go. It’s probably for the best. 

She’ll be in rehearsals soon, and thinking about Roscoe won’t 

help.

That’s the only reason Eli wanted to talk to her, anyway.

When she eventually returns to the Aurelia, Zara follows 

the signs on the wall to the meeting place Leopold picked. 

They’re not in the studios. She checks every door to see which 
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leads to Storage Room Two. That’s what her call sheet says. 

Storage Room Two. Evans, Ward.

She’s going to meet Adrian tonight.

Ariston.

But Zara’s call time is a half hour earlier than his. A half 

hour with the director —  doing what? Zara feels a sick wash of 

nerves and excitement.

Storage Room Two is as tall as a warehouse, with the same 

concrete slab floors. Every inch of space is packed tight with 

props. There are no neat aisles —  as Zara picks a direction and 

walks, she realizes there are no aisles at all. She passes trunks 

of age-stained photographs and artwork in a strange array of 

styles. Daggers drip from the walls. She bumps her hip on an 

old-fashioned painted carousel horse.

Leopold is supposed to be here, but Zara doesn’t even 

know where to start looking for him. It would be easy to lose 

a person in this mess. Does the props master —  Barrett —  keep 

it this way on purpose? Zara tries to picture him, with his dark 

hair and his perfectly sliced smile, stuck in this room all day 

and night, only props for company.

Zara makes four wrong turns before she clears an ornate 

paper screen and finds Leopold in a bare spot among the mess, 

like a clearing in the woods.

He is sitting on a bed.

A huge, rough-hewn bed with the sort of posts that must 

remember being tree trunks. Work lights have been set up 

around the space, throwing hard shadows. There is no script in 

sight. No stage manager or AD. Not even Leopold’s assistant, 
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Meg. This isn’t a traditional rehearsal. But after that audition 

process, why would she expect a traditional director?

Leopold pats the spot next to him, a patch of untouched 

white sheet. “Come. Sit.”

Zara tells herself that this can’t be what it looks like. She’s 

heard about casting couches, but a casting bed? To wait until 

she already had the part is a bit of brutal genius. Leopold must 

know how grateful she is right now. How little she wants to 

loosen her grip on this role.

Zara puts down her purse. Takes out her script. She 

doesn’t know what else to do.

Leopold sighs. “I suppose you don’t have to follow the first 

direction I’ve given you.”

Zara dismisses her worries. They’re just a product of the 

strange room, the surprise of finding him here alone. Leopold 

is her director. She has no reason to think that he’s doing any-

thing other than directing her.

“Have you forgotten how to use your voice as well?” 

Leopold asks, teasing her. “A lack of words will give us some 

difficulties in rehearsal.”

“No,” Zara says. And then, because the sound came out 

much too small, she tries again. “No.”

Leopold changes, like a wind hitting her from a new direc-

tion. “You look beautiful down here. Something about the 

broken light.” Zara can feel his eyes taking a slow path up and 

down her body. She crosses her arms. His attention is making 

her awkward, twitchy. She should be used to it, though. Being 

an actress means people take stock of every inch of her.
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“Is this the bed for the love scene?” Zara asks. She’s trying 

to keep her head in Echo and Ariston.

“This is my hope,” Leopold says, touching the sheets. 

His smile is edged with boyish charm. “If Barrett can make 

it look like driftwood. He’ll have to bleach it to that special 

bone color, if he can manage.” There is a scrape of disgust in 

Leopold’s voice. Zara stands up a little straighter, a prickle at 

the base of her spine. She never wants to give Leopold a rea-

son to talk about her like that.

Zara walks into the bright circle cast by the work lights. 

“Why are we meeting down here?”

“Questions instead of trust,” he says. “Is that really how 

you want to start?”

Zara’s worries gust inside her, gathering force, changing 

direction. All of a sudden she feels desperate to prove herself. 

“A studio is a blank page. This bed gives an actor more to work 

with —  right?”

“A bed is more than just a prop,” Leopold says. “This is 

the center of the story. The focal point of Echo and Ariston’s 

passion for each other. I thought you, of all people, would be 

able to see that.”

Zara can’t let Leopold find out how little she knows about 

love. She has to keep this part of herself away from him. Safe.

She edges onto the bed.

They’re not sitting any closer than they were at the read-

through, but there is a soft shock in this closeness. Maybe 

because they’re alone. Maybe because Zara still has the faint-

est worry that he might touch her.
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But no touch comes.

“Was that really so hard?” he asks, and the teasing is back. 

But he drops it quickly, putting on his most brisk and profes-

sional manner. “Now before we begin, you and I have some-

thing important to talk about.”

Zara nods. She is sitting in profile, his face at the very edge 

of her vision.

“There’s very little I can do about Adrian Ward and his 

movie-star ways. The production schedule is a disaster; we’ve 

had to carve around his promotions and events. This play can-

not thrive, it cannot be anything close to perfection, unless 

you are different. I will have to depend on you in a way that I 

can’t depend on Adrian. And so I need to know that you have 

no outside commitments. No distractions.”

Yes. This is what Zara wants. This is why she’s here. To 

throw herself into this role.

To drown in it.

“Of course,” Zara says, turning to face Leopold. “I’m here 

to work.”

His hand falls on her wrist. She forces herself to stay per-

fectly still. Leopold smiles, and she can see pores in his skin, 

dark hairs running wild through his gray waves, and pinpricks 

of light in his eyes. “Good girl.”
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Adrian Ward is back in New York.

(Finally.)

There were shoots and reshoots, events and interviews, 

parties that had to be partied and clothes that had to be 

packed. Private planes and sleeping pills and his personal 

assistant telling him it was time to leave for the theater. Now 

Adrian Ward is at the Aurelia, in something called Storage 

Room Two.
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He almost bumps into a fake horse.

There are voices a little farther off. One of them sounds 

girlish, and he knows that it has to be the new talent he’s play-

ing opposite. Adrian reminds himself to smile. (People like it 

when he smiles.)

He shouldn’t be nervous. He should just breeze into this 

rehearsal like he’s done this a thousand times before. But that’s 

the thing. He hasn’t. Here is what they’ve been saying online, 

as if Adrian is not an actual person who can do a Google 

search: They cast Adrian Ward because of his fans. They cast 

Adrian Ward because he demanded the part. They cast Adrian 

Ward because his abs are more famous than anyone else in 

the show.

Adrian turns a corner and sees something that brings his 

thoughts to a stop. There’s a monstrous bed, with a girl and 

a somewhat old man sitting on it. They’re talking in quiet, 

excited voices. Adrian already feels left out. Although he’s not 

really sure that he wants to be a part of whatever is happening 

on that bed.

The girl leaps down. The old man turns to Adrian.

It takes him a second to recognize the director, Leopold. 

They met once in L.A. He had looked out of place there, like 

a slightly European vampire. Here, he looks perfect. Like part 

of the scenery.

“Hey,” Adrian says. “Sorry I’m late.”

The girl is staring at Leopold. (Most girls would be staring 

at Adrian. Not that he needs the attention. He just can’t help 

but notice the difference.)
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“Adrian,” Leopold says, gesturing around the bizarre 

room. “Welcome. You understand, we have only a short time 

together, so I’m going to skip the pleasantries. We’ll begin with 

act three, scene four.”

“Oh.” Adrian pulls his script out of his leather bag. “One 

thing. I’m not really —”

“Off book?” Leopold asks. “Not to worry.” He plucks the 

script from Adrian’s hand. “I want this exercise to be about 

emotion. It’s about meeting each other in the same place.” 

Adrian nods after each sentence. (Directors love it when he 

nods. It shows that he’s really paying attention. That he gets it.)

“Echo, please find your way to the bed,” Leopold says, 

waving a hand from where she’s standing now to where he 

wants her to be.

The girl mounts the bed as quickly as possible.

“Again,” Leopold says.

She climbs down and circles the bed, climbs on from a 

new angle.

“Again.”

Leopold makes her repeat the movement not once, not 

twice, but fourteen times. He won’t explain what she’s messing 

up. Which is a little harsh. But directors do whatever it takes 

to get the performance.

The fifteenth time, Leopold says, “Brilliant.”

And the girl glows.

Leopold turns to Adrian. “Ariston, if you will join Echo 

on the bed.”


