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The unassuming piece of tarnished brass was called a triple-zero key, and it could unlock any door in the high school. The principal had one, of course, and so did the head janitor. There was a third one that very few people knew about, and it resided in the pocket of junior Olivia Tully. Nobody knew when the theater department had acquired the key. Legend was that it had been floating around for more than two decades, passed along from student to student in a solemn ceremony rivaling anything set forth by military or religious organizations. For a junior to hold the key was almost unheard-of, but Olivia had impressed the outgoing Thespian officers with her dedication to the department and the craft. Right before the end of Olivia’s sophomore year, the outgoing president—who’d received a scholarship to a prestigious school in New York—had given her the key under the watchful eyes of a select group of actors and techies one evening in the Green Room beneath the stage.

The Green Room was, for reasons Olivia had never learned, painted a bilious, baby blue color, and the carpet was stained an indescribable shade of grayish brown from thousands of actors’ feet running back and forth and flakes of makeup being ground beneath their heels. It was a retreat for the students of Thespian Troupe #6060, a place for them to escape from the daily pressures and persecutions that most theater students had to suffer during their tenure at Mountain View High School. On any given day, students could be found lurking in the Green Room, lounging on the ratty couch that probably should have been confiscated as a health code violation. They talked, listened to music on their phones, texted friends, did homework (rarely—most theater students found non-theater classes to be more a distraction from their true calling than anything else), made out with each other, or even slept. It was a place of safety, a sanctuary that all high schoolers needed, but few ever found outside of the theater department.

If anyone was in that so-called safe place when they were supposed to be ready to come on-stage, thought Olivia, she was going to come unglued. She sat in the drafty, dusty old Mountain View High School auditorium and regarded her actors as they wandered about the stage, spewing lines with skill and grace that belied their youthfulness. She’d worked hard over the summer to write her farcical play The Maniac Upstairs, and getting the theater teacher to permit her to produce it had been a real coup in the eyes of the other students.

And then Kennedy went off the script, like she tended to do with alarming regularity.

Olivia switched on her wireless microphone and her voice echoed through the huge barn of the auditorium. It was part of the original MVHS construction, nearly a hundred years old, and sometimes the weight of all that history was too much to bear. “Cut, cut.”

The actors halted their machinations and turned to look out in Olivia’s direction, squinting into the lights.

“Kennedy, what are you doing?”

Kennedy Chambers was an actress skilled beyond her years and a real favorite of the theater teacher, Jane Hodge. Kennedy was tall and slender with a gorgeous waterfall of blonde swirls cascading down her back. She had flawless skin, great poise, and a talent for both improvisation and accents.

Olivia couldn’t stand her. She would never be tall and statuesque. The only way she’d ever be blonde was if it came out of a bottle, and then she’d have to touch up her roots almost on a daily basis. Kennedy would nail every audition, find her way into every cast, and someday she’d probably be in the movies or on television. Olivia was never going to achieve that height no matter how hard she tried. She wasn’t a great actress, wasn’t all that popular within the theater department. She almost always felt a little like an outsider, and that rankled her in ways that were hard for her to define. So when she’d gone to the theater department head with her script, she’d expected it to be summarily shot down, because that was what happened to impostors. Instead, the director had surprised her with encouragement and offered her a spot in the production schedule. That had been the first time Olivia ever considered that there might be other avenues to make it into the Big Time of Hollywood besides as an actress, like her mother had done.

Her mother had left when Olivia was only six. Her mom’s free spirit couldn’t be constrained by her father’s unimaginative corporate lifestyle. The last time Olivia had seen her was when she’d swept into Olivia’s bedroom in the middle of the night, tears streaming down her face, kissed Olivia, apologized, and disappeared forever. Oh, she hadn’t been completely out of touch. Every once in awhile, Olivia would get a package with a grade-Z movie poster from California, or a brochure for an off-off-off-Broadway play. Occasionally, Crystal Tulley—she’d added the extra E because she thought it sounded more Hollywoodesque—would call to talk for a few minutes. Those were the worst. Olivia had to listen to the brief stories of how her mom hated the director, or how Europe wasn’t nearly as chic as she’d thought, and never once did her mom tell her anything with any meaning. Like why she’d left Olivia behind.

Olivia decided that when she finished school, she wouldn’t be going to college like her dad insisted. At least, not right away. She was going to go to Europe first. She was going to find her mom in London, or Edinburgh, or Paris, or wherever she was working. Olivia would sweep into Crystal’s life as suddenly as Crystal had left hers. And then they would have time to talk about meaningful things.

In the meantime, though, somebody had to write the scripts for the Kennedys of the world. Somebody had to tell them where to stand and how to deliver their lines, which Kennedy was totally not doing. “I’m going to kill her,” Olivia murmured.

“I’m trying something out.” Kennedy’s unamplified voice carried clearly to Olivia; it could probably be heard in the school halls outside. The girl knew how to project.

“Stick to the script, please. Back to the top of the scene.” Olivia switched off the microphone and sighed.

“If you hate her so much, why’d you cast her?” asked Anjanae Potts beside Olivia. Anjanae and Olivia had been friends since first grade. She’d been a deep comfort to Olivia after her mom left, and Olivia had practically grown up in Anjanae’s house. Anjanae wasn’t as deeply involved in theater as Olivia, but she hung around enough that she’d grown to be accepted by the lifetimers. She was one of the few black students in the mostly-white school, and the only one who didn’t play sports of some kind. Her skills lay in graphic arts, and Olivia had pressed her into service as the set designer for Maniac, which had turned out to be one of the smartest decisions Olivia had ever made. The set really did look magnificent, like a traditional three-camera sitcom apartment, with the stairs in the back, the couch, the furniture and wall decorations on the flats that elevated it to near-realism.

“I don’t hate her . . .” began Olivia. Lie.

“Oh yes you do,” retorted Anjanae. “You were practically tearing out your own hair after auditions because you said you didn’t have any choice.”

“Well, I mean, look at her. She’s really good.” Olivia clenched her teeth at the admission.

“Girrrrllll . . .” Anjanae drew out the word’s intonations like it was a full sentence. “. . . You jealous.”

Olivia smiled. Whenever Anjanae brought out her sista character, it never failed to improve her spirits. “Jerome’s doing good, at least.”

Jerome Altshuler didn’t have a lot going for him outside of the theater department. He was fat, pale, and had what Anjanae derisively called a Jew-fro. The only reason other kids in the school didn’t just grind him under their heels was that his family was wealthy, and he’d been known to host a party now and then in an attempt to gain some popularity. At best, they tolerated him. He’d gravitated to the theater department and found that nobody much cared about his looks or his fat wallet there. Although he was painfully shy off the stage, he put on a strong performance on it, and unlike some of the other cast members, had actually learned all his lines before the first rehearsal. Olivia cast him as the romantic lead opposite Kennedy as she thought the dichotomy between her slender height and his tubbiness would make for some good physical comedy. And she’d been right; in the scene where the two characters kissed, it had been Kennedy who’d leaned down and swept Jerome up in her arms and Olivia had giggled about that for hours. She always took copious notes at every rehearsal and had a big file folder full of them back in her room. She didn’t know exactly what she was saving them for, but she was certain that someday they would come in handy. She’d be writing a script or blocking out a scene, and something in her notes would give her a new idea and she could run with it.

“Yeah, he’s all right,” said Anjanae. “When he’s not staring at Kennedy’s tits.”

Olivia looked up from her notes. “Still? Do I need to bring that up to him?”

“No, you’d destroy him. Let the boy have his crush.”

“I’d stare at them too if I was boy. They’re perky. Not like mine,” said Olivia.

“You and me both.”

All the lights in the auditorium went out, plunging the stage into darkness. There was a crash as somebody fell over something and yelled “Ow! Son of a bitch!”

A disembodied voice came over the auditorium sound system. “Sorry, sorry. Give me a second here.”

Olivia grimaced in the darkness. “He’s going to be the death of me,” she said to Anjanae, and then she raised her voice. “I’m going to die right here, you guys. A promising directorial career cut tragically short in high school because Punch Vallejo can’t stop playing with the lights.”

“Uh, sorry,” called the disembodied voice from somewhere above and behind her. Pancho Vallejo was the theater department’s resident tech nerd. He was brilliant, socially awkward, and belonged in the theater like few people Olivia had ever met. Unlike most nerds, he was hopeless when it came to academics, barely passing most of his classes. He had a gift for the technical aspects of lighting and sound, and she was pretty sure he’d make a career out of it given the chance. She might not give him that chance, though, because it was the third time in an hour that he’d managed to shut everything down.

She turned on her microphone again. “Punch, we’re trying to rehearse, here.”

“I know, I’m sorry. My tablet crashed. I’m using it as a wireless controller for the main lighting computer—”

“Is the main lighting computer broken?” asked Olivia.

“Uh, no.”

“Then how about you stop teching the tech for now and let us get back to it? You can reverse the polarity of the neutron flow after we wrap up for tonight.”

“Neutrons don’t . . . Okay. Sorry, everyone.” The lights came back on.

“Everyone okay?” Olivia asked her actors.

“Yes,” they replied in unison, although Jerome was rubbing his knee.

“From the top of the scene again, please. And for the sake of my health and sanity, get it right.”

A door opened at the back of the gallery, streaming bright daylight in for a moment. Olivia looked back over her shoulder, wondering if someone needed to feel her wrath at yet another interruption, but it was only Vajra.

Vajra Sandeep was a groupie, a hanger-on of the theater department. He didn’t audition for shows, didn’t do much in the way of helping with set construction or other tech things. But he was always hanging around. Olivia suspected that it was his own way of keeping himself out of trouble. A skinny Indian boy with a really atrocious set of ears that stuck out like trophy handles, he fancied himself a bit of a street thug. He reeked of cigarette smoke and often as not during the school day would be found loitering in the Cancer Cage instead of in class. The Cage was a wood-and-brick bus shelter just off school property, and it was where kids (and teachers) who smoked went to get their nicotine fixes. Olivia kind of admired him for his willingness to stick to his street thug persona, even though he clearly didn’t have the bulk to back it up. He was pretty much fearless, though, and had spent a lot of time in detention for his inability to know when to shut up. He was, as Anjanae had said one time, prone to insulting a motherfucker.

“Hey, did I tell you I finished the painting of my mom?” Anjanae asked Olivia.

“No! Is it here? I want to see it.”

Anjanae’s mom had died when Anjanae was ten years old. Olivia had fond memories of Charaine Potts, a large woman who loved to bake and never had a harsh word for anyone. She’d been far more of a mother to Olivia than Crystal had been, or, her step-mom. Olivia cried as much as Anjanae had when Charaine finally lost her battle with cancer. Over the summer, Anjanae and her father had moved from their small bungalow into an apartment, and when they’d packed things up, Anjanae found a box full of old photos of her mother from her own days at MVHS. In her day, Charaine had been a real looker, with big ’80s hair, day-glo t-shirts, and jean jackets. “I’m going to paint her,” Anjanae had told Olivia after showing her the photos. “It’s something I’ve been wanting to do for awhile. But this is how I want to capture her. When she was young and strong.”

The painting had become Anjanae’s obsession. She’d spent all summer sketching designs and concepts before settling upon one she really liked. Olivia had hung around in Anjanae’s bedroom, scribbling notes on her script for The Maniac Upstairs while Anjanae painted thumbnails on her easel, working toward what she felt would be the definitive portrait of her mother.

“It’s still at home. Want to come over after rehearsal?”

“Hell, yeah. Anything’s better than home.”

The lights went out once more.

“Punch, I swear to God . . .” Olivia shouted, not bothering with the microphone.

“Sorry,” came his voice from the booth at the top of the auditorium gallery.

Olivia sighed. She knew it was a lost cause to try to continue. She closed her notebook and slipped it into her bag so she wouldn’t lose track of any notes. “All right, guys, I’m calling it early tonight. Go home. Practice your lines. And I mean the ones in the script, Kennedy.” Olivia knew Alfred Hitchcock wouldn’t have stood for such lackadaisical performance, and if was good enough for an award-winner like him, she wouldn’t accept anything less. “I mean it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Kennedy.

“Practice back here tomorrow at four o’clock. I don’t mean to alarm anyone, but we open in just over two weeks. It’d be nice to put a good product out in front of the five or six cultured people left in town who will actually show up.”

The actors found their way off the stage, using their cell phones as flashlights in the darkness. A few of them headed downstairs to the Green Room, but most left the auditorium altogether. Kennedy left with Vajra, her more-or-less boyfriend of the moment.

“What’s she see in him?” Anjanae asked.

Olivia snorted. “What’s he see in her? Boys have broken brains.” She spotted Punch emerging from the booth. “Speaking of broken brains . . .” She pushed her glasses back up her nose and brushed her mass of dark hair back off her face. “Punch, we’ve got a serious problem here.”

Punch was tall and gangly, unlike most of the Hispanic kids in the school. His clothes hung off him like he was wearing tents. “Look, I’m sorry—” he began.

“Sorry is a sorry word for sorry people,” said Olivia. “Don’t be sorry, be right. Get your tech issues fixed. I’m not doing an avant-garde show in the dark. You want experimental theater, you can go hang out with the hipsters in the Bailey.” The Bailey was an old movie theater that had been reconditioned for live performances, and the troupe working there had a reputation for being so experimental and avant-garde that they were perpetually performing to an empty house.

“I’ll fix them.” Punch straightened his own glasses. “I promise.”

“Well . . . good.” Awkward silence followed until Anjanae tugged at Olivia’s elbow. “See you tomorrow. Don’t forget that the doors lock when you leave. And if you forget something, I’m not coming back to let you in.”

“I know.” Punch shut his tablet case, shouldered his backpack, and left the auditorium.

“You two ought to just go ahead and get a room,” said Anjanae as she and Olivia gathered up their own things.

Olivia snorted again. “Ain’t nobody got time for that,” she said, aping Anjanae’s own intonations.

The two girls laughed about it all the way out of the building.
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Anjanae and her father lived in a two bedroom apartment in a fifty-year-old building that was walking distance from Mountain View High School. Olivia, who had to rely on the bus to get home, spent many afternoons after school hanging around the cozy place with her friend instead of going home to be confronted about her putting theater over academics by her father. They studied the subjects they shared, talked about boys, watched TV, and often, Olivia would write while Anjanae painted.

Anjanae had covered the painting of her mother with a satin cloth. “I didn’t want Dad to see it before I had a chance to show it to him myself.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing it,” said Olivia. “It’s an honor.”

“You’re my best friend. Of course I’m going to show it to you.” Anjanae pulled off the orange bandana she used to keep her dreadlocks out of her face and shook out the thick locks. Olivia had met other people who wore dreadlocks; they were common among the local stoner set. Unlike those mostly-white guys with their scraggly beards and the chicks who didn’t shave their pits, Anjanae kept her dreads clean and smelling nice, and Olivia envied her. Her own hair, thick and black, was prone to tangling and knots and most days all she could manage was to pull it back in a scrunchie. Fashion was something that Olivia didn’t have time for, and didn’t particularly care about so long as she had more important things to handle, like getting her script fine-tuned.

“Well, don’t keep a girl in suspense,” said Olivia. “Let’s see it.”

Anjanae hesitated for a moment, as if she were steeling herself for a wave of criticism. The two girls had been friends long enough that they could actually be honest. If Anjanae produced some lousy art, or Olivia wrote something trite and weak, they told each other the truth. The way Olivia saw it, any criticism of her work that was well-thought-out and brought up legitimate concerns was a learning experience for her. She knew she’d never get to be a better writer from people who constantly blew sunshine up her ass.

Any concerns Anjanae might have had about her painting were wholly unfounded. She pulled away the cover cloth to display a portrait of sheer magnificence. It was a picture of her mother as a teen, sitting on a bench in a bus station, her bag clutched on her lap, looking just past the shoulder of whoever happened to be gazing upon the painting. Instead of being purely photo-realistic, subtle patterns filled the swatches of color. They weren’t just brush strokes, but carefully planned and executed textures that must have taken hours to get right.

“Oh my God,” Olivia whispered. “Anj, that’s beautiful.” She actually felt tears pricking in the corners of her eyes. Her friend had poured her heart and soul into that painting. It was like reading a lifetime of loss and pain in young Charaine’s facial expression. She looked hopeful and hurt and lost and loved all at the same time, and it broke Olivia’s heart the longer she looked at it.

“You like it?” asked Anjanae, rocking back and forth from one foot to the other.

“Anj, it’s the best thing you’ve ever done. It’s perfect. Amazing.”

“I’m calling it Sharing Charaine. I wanted to tell her story in just one painting.”

“You sure did that.” Olivia wiped her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m about to cry over this.”

Anjanae hugged her. “I cried when I was painting it. Right there . . .” She pointed to a spot where the paint was a little smudged and the colors had run together. “That’s a teardrop. I left it there.”

And then Olivia really did start bawling. So did Anjanae. For several minutes, the two lifelong friends shared a good cry, remembering Anjanae’s mother and the times they’d gotten to spend together before she died. At last, they sat on Anjanae’s bed, chests hitching in the aftermath.

“Do you want a Coke? I’ve got the good Mexican kind,” said Anjanae. Olivia nodded. Anjanae went to the kitchen and returned with two slender glass bottles.

Olivia took off her glasses and held the cool bottle against her forehead. “That’s nice,” she said. “What are you going to do with the painting?”

Anjanae sipped her own Coke. “I don’t know. Show it to my dad, then nothing, I guess.”

“You should show it to Ms. Stuart. She’d really like it.” Ms. Stuart was the art teacher at MVHS. Anjanae had taken every elective art class from her that she could squeeze into her schedule in her first two years at the school.

“I don’t know. It’s kind of . . . personal, you know?”

“I get that. But isn’t all art personal? I mean, The Maniac Upstairs is my baby, right? But if I don’t share the stuff I write, it’s all basically mental masturbation.”

Anjanae burst out laughing. “Does sharing it make you a slut then? Bitch, please.”

Olivia choked on a mouthful of Coke. She tried to swallow it so it wouldn’t burst out all over Anjanae’s room when she laughed. Then she laughed. Then she tried to do both at the same time and didn’t really succeed at either one. After a coughing fit, Olivia fell backward onto the bed. “I think I need a towel,” she said. She’d dribbled cola down her chin and onto her Yojimbo t-shirt.

“Thanks for not ruining my painting when you snarfed,” said Anjanae as she tossed a hand towel to Olivia.

“Yeah, I’m pretty awesome that way.” Olivia dabbed at the stains on her shirt, wondering if she’d just have to dye it to cover them up. Cola was pretty insidious stuff. “So are you going to show it to Stuart or what? You know she’d really like it.”

Anjanae shrugged.

“You know, something like this could be your ticket into an art school scholarship. Do they have those? If so, you need one. Art school’s super expensive.”

“I know. My dad was talking about it the other day. He always said he wanted to pay for my school, but I think he meant more like community college.”

Anjanae’s father was a local-haul truck driver. He made good money and worked a lot of overtime, but he’d always worried about not being around for Anjanae. Because of that, he’d practically begged Olivia to spend a lot of time with Anjanae, ostensibly to keep her out of trouble. Not that Anjanae was the sort of girl to go out to late parties, drink and do drugs, and wind up as a candidate to be featured on Pregnant and Seventeen, or whatever the latest show was whoring out young girls who’d made foolish life decisions.

“So? Anj, this is your future we’re talking about here. Don’t blow it off just because we’ve got another year until graduation. We need to be planning now. Shit. I need to be planning now too. I wonder how expensive it is to go to Europe?”

Anjanae laughed. “Girl, you ain’t goin’ to Europe.”

“I most certainly am. Paris. Milan. Rio.”

“That’s in Brazil,” said Anjanae.

“It is?”

“Would you like me to show you on a map?”

“I believe you. And you better believe I’m going to Europe. Once I’m eighteen, my dad can’t keep me here. I’m going to go visit my mom. Maybe I’ll stay with her.”

Anjanae looked glum. “That’s so far.”

“Not for Skype and Facebook.” Olivia smiled. Sometimes she had to convince herself that going on a harebrained wild goose chase would be the best way to heal the rift her mother had caused. And sometimes the very idea terrified her. She pushed that nervousness aside, though. “What about the painting?”

“All right, I’ll bring it tomorrow,” said Anjanae.

The two girls spent the rest of the evening in front of the TV, making catty comments about fashion choices (mainly courtesy of Anjanae, who had a better eye for that sort of thing), set designs, bad scriptwriting (which was Olivia’s purview), and which of the male actors they’d most like to come home to find waiting for them.

Donald Potts, Anjanae’s father, came in about eight o’clock, trailing an invisible cloud of Diesel exhaust and bearing a bag of burritos. “Who’s hungry?” he bellowed. He was always bellowing. Donald was a tall, sturdy man, and his voice made him seem like he was even bigger.

“We are, we are,” said Anjanae. “Hi, Daddy.”

“Hey, baby doll. Hi, ‘Livia. You stayin’ for dinner?”

“Yes, please.”

“All right, all right.” Donald grinned, unashamed of his missing teeth, and passed around burritos. “How was school?”

“Good,” said Anjanae.

“That’s good.”

Olivia nudged Anjanae. “Show it to him already.”

“What, now?”

“Yeah!”

“What you want to show me, baby doll?” Donald bit off half a burrito in one bite and chewed noisily. Olivia found the way he ate to be fascinating. It wasn’t gross. At least, she didn’t think it was, although most people would probably cringe. The man just enjoyed his food more than anyone she’d ever seen. He made yummy noises in the back of his throat while chewing, and sometimes he’d look at his food and tell it how good it was.

“I’ll bring it out. It’s in my room.” Anjanae left the table.

“New paintin’?” he called after her. “She been stayin’ up till all hours in there. Wouldn’t let me see,” said Donald to Olivia.

“You don’t go in and look when she’s not here?”

“Ain’t no need to disrespect her privacy like that. I know she ain’t doin’ nothin’ she shouldn’t be.”

Anjanae brought out the painting, covered once again with the satin cloth. “Daddy, I did this one for both of us.”

“Let’s see it.”

Anjanae unveiled the portrait and Donald froze with his burrito halfway to his mouth. His face transformed from idle curiosity to wonderment. Olivia bit her tongue, knowing that if he broke down, it would be another tear-fest all over again. Moving almost in slow motion, like he was in a dream, Donald set his burrito down on the table. Green chile slopped out, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“God,” he whispered. “Charaine.”

Olivia reached over and squeezed Donald’s hand. He clutched it like a drowning man at a rope.

“She looked like that the first day I saw her. But she weren’t never in no bus station. Still, though.” He dashed his arm across his eyes and sniffled. “It’s beautiful, baby doll. She’s perfect. It’s like magic how you got every detail just right.”

“I remember her like it was yesterday, Daddy.”

Olivia stood up from the table. She knew that her friend and Donald needed some time together. They would never dream of asking her to leave. In fact, they’d most likely ask her to stay, as she’d been a friend of the family for so many years. But Olivia knew when her presence wasn’t needed. “I’m going to head home,” she said. “I’m sure you two have some memories to share.”

“You welcome to stay,” said Donald. “You always welcome, ‘Livia.”

“Yes, please,” said Anjanae.

Olivia shook her head. “No, not tonight. I will tomorrow, okay?”

Donald and Anjanae nodded.

Olivia smiled at them. “You two have a good evening. Thanks for dinner, Donald. Anj, see you tomorrow. Let me know if you bring that painting to Ms. Stuart. I want to be there when you show it off.”

“Thanks, O.”

“Anytime.” Olivia left the apartment and headed for home. She had a lot of notes to organize and review, and that would take a good portion of the remainder of her evening. She spent the bus ride with her pen flying across the spiral notebook pages as she recorded snippets of dialogue from her earlier conversations with Anjanae and her father, things that she’d felt when looking at the painting, and then some of her own observations on how to incorporate those things into future work.

She almost missed her stop, but the bus driver knew her well enough to pull over anyway. “Hey,” he called back over his shoulder. “You gettin’ off here or what?”

“Oh yeah! Thanks!” Olivia smiled at him, shouldered her bag, and skipped down the steps to the curb.

Half a block later she went up the steps to the covered porch of her house. She hurried inside so as not to let too much cold air in behind her and kicked off her shoes. “I’m home,” she shouted, and then trotted up the stairs to her room in her stocking feet.

“Liv? Did you eat?” called her stepmother from back in the kitchen.

“Yeah, Dana, at Anj’s.”

“Good. You can come here and help do dishes then.”

Olivia gritted her teeth. She didn’t dislike or resent her step-mom the way some kids did. Dana was actually pretty cool. She taught yoga and made good and interesting meals. She was also, according to the vernacular of the day, smokin’ hot and barely eight years older than Olivia. Olivia had no illusions that she was a trophy wife for her dad, but Dana didn’t try too hard to be motherly with her, and Olivia appreciated that. But when she did get motherly, it did occasionally grate on Olivia’s last nerve. “I’ve got homework.”

“It’s just a couple of plates, Liv. It won’t take you five minutes.”

“If it takes longer than that,” added her father as he emerged from the kitchen with a beer in hand. “You’re wasting everyone’s time, including your own.”

Olivia dropped her bag on the stairs. “Really? That’s how you’re going to play it? Straight? Where’s the drama, Dad?”

He glared her, his eyebrows bristling. “Save the drama. Since you can’t be bothered to come home for dinner, you can do the dishes.” There was a time, many years ago, before Crystal left for the supposedly greener pastures of Hollywood, that Olivia’s dad might have turned the whole thing into a joke. But when Crystal left, she’d taken away his sense of humor with her.

Olivia sighed. “I’m your Cinderella.”

“Excuse me?” His face turned the shade of red that usually preceded yelling.

“Come on, Bob. Leave Olivia alone,” said Dana as she also came out of the kitchen with a beer. She put her arm around her husband’s waist and shot Olivia a look that clearly meant for Olivia to knock that shit off.

“You two are just too cute for words,” said Olivia. “I’m going to go throw up now.”

“That reminds me, you need to clean your bathroom,” said Dana. “It’s one giant mass of hair.”

“Dana! First dishes and now this? I have homework!”

“Sooner you get done with your chores, the more time you’ll have to do it,” said her dad. He and Dana headed into the living room so they could catch one of their shows.

“I bet Alfred Hitchcock’s step-mom didn’t make him clean the bathroom,” said Olivia under her breath.
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As Olivia had predicted, Ms. Stuart was amazed at Sharing Charaine. “Oh, honey, that’s superb,” she gushed. Olivia had liked Ms. Stuart since her freshman year. The art teacher called everyone honey or dear or sweetie, and was quick with a compliment and a hug and slow with bad grades.

“Thanks,” said Anjanae. She kept looking at the floor, embarrassed by all the attention.

“Told you,” said Olivia. She checked the time on her phone. She only had a few minutes until she had to dash across campus to get to the auditorium. Hopefully, Punch wouldn’t have it plunged into darkness again.

Ms. Stuart stepped back from the painting, turning her head sideways a bit to really examine it. “You know what this reminds me of? Are you familiar with Austin Van der Waal’s work?”

“I’ve heard his name, I think. Isn’t he from around here?” asked Anjanae.

“Yes. I attended a lecture and workshop of his up at the university two summers ago. Brilliant painter. He does a lot of this layering brushwork that you’ve done here, with the brush strokes actually forming secondary images within the overall image. This is really advanced technique that you’ve got here, Anjanae. I’d love to show it to him.”

Anjanae smiled, eager at the thought. “You’d show it to a real professional artist?”

“Of course, honey. He could be a great reference for you to get into an art school. I don’t see how he couldn’t endorse you after looking at this.”

“That would be fantastic,” said Anjanae. She hugged herself, wriggling like an excited puppy.

“I’ll check into my contacts. I’m sure I have his phone number or email address somewhere. And if not, the art department at the university surely will.”

“Hey, thanks, Ms. S.! You’re the best.”

“Oh, hush.” Nevertheless, Ms. Stuart looked pleased. “You two ladies run along now. I know you’ve got a rehearsal to run, Olivia. I’m looking forward to seeing your play.”

“Thanks, Ms. S.,” said Olivia. “Come on, Anj.”

The art room was at the opposite end of the school from the auditorium. Olivia heard the drum line practicing in the band room adjacent to the art room. She and Anjanae hurried past the band lockers, where two trumpet players hunched over a bench, locked in deadly virtual combat over a chess app on a tablet. The two girls’ footsteps echoed through the empty halls as they passed the glass trophy cases, full of dusty archives of Mountain View High School’s past athletic glories. The Current Announcements case prominently featured a poster for The Maniac Upstairs that Anjanae had designed for Olivia. Olivia paused to make sure nobody had defaced it. She stayed beside the case long enough to move a couple of thumbtacked announcements so nothing sat on top of her poster.

Rehearsal was, for once, uneventful. Punch sat up in the booth yawning from an all-night programming session, but he’d managed to fix whatever problem he was having with his lighting controls. The only real issue came up when he missed a scene change because he’d fallen asleep. Olivia was going to yell at him, but instead she asked Anjanae if she’d just go buy him a cup of coffee at the gas station across the street.

“Coffee?” he mumbled when Olivia stuck it under his nose, jarring him awake. “I’m more of a soda guy.”

“Today, you’re drinking coffee,” said Olivia. “You can sleep in here all night and I won’t say a word to anyone about it. But I need you conscious for another half an hour. Can you do that or do I have to send Vajra up to do it? I’m sure he’d love to work out his frustrations on your face.”

He managed a wry grin and adjusted his glasses. They were a little too big for his face and almost looked like bug eyes. “Si, señorita.” He took a sip from the coffee and grimaced. “People actually drink this stuff?”

Olivia didn’t bother to reply. Things were going so well with the rest of rehearsal that she didn’t want to jinx anything by staying away for too long. Kennedy was actually delivering the same lines that Olivia had written into the script, and they were working. Now that they were staying on target, Olivia could see that Kennedy and Jerome definitely had some chemistry together on stage. They had a kind of Honeymooners thing going on, a series which Olivia had watched on DVD for inspiration when writing The Maniac Upstairs.

At last, the cast reached the end of the script and Olivia stood up and applauded them. “Hey guys, that was great today. First time I think you guys really nailed the script all the way through. You keep doing that from here on out and it’s just fine-tuning until opening night. No practice tomorrow. Enjoy your weekend.”

The cast and crew headed out for whatever would fill up their Thursday evenings.

“You coming over?” Anjanae asked.

“I’ve got to write a paper for Social Studies,” said Olivia. “Due tomorrow. I haven’t started it yet.”

“Girl, you need to slow yourself down. Ain’t no sense rushin’ into things. Mm, mm, mm.” Anjanae wagged a finger and shook her head.

Olivia giggled. “See you in the morning, Anj.”

“You too, O.”

By the second hour of working on the paper, she was ready to tear out her hair, because who gave a rat’s ass about political destabilization in the European Union, anyway? Dana brought her a tall cup of chai tea that she’d brewed herself, which helped Olivia some, but she admitted she knew nothing about the European Union except that they were somewhere on the other side of the world (“In Europe, right? And they’re united somehow?”). Dana still offered Olivia moral support and told her she’d proofread it for her and print it out for her in the morning before she left for the rec center. When Olivia came downstairs in a rush, having overslept a half an hour, there was her paper neatly printed and stapled, waiting on top of her backpack.

Olivia was thoroughly wiped out after spending half the night on her paper. She came to school in pajama bottoms and a hoodie, and anyone who gave her any crap about it was going to get a fist in the eye. Luckily, nobody did, and Olivia drifted through her morning classes in a hazy blur, fueled by passing-period sips of the triple espresso she’d stashed in her locker. By third period, it was cold, and bitter enough to make her tongue curl, but at least it was keeping her from falling asleep in class. She only had two classes in the afternoon, Language Arts and Advanced Theater, preceded by an hour-long open period which she figured to fill with an Cloudtunes-powered nap in the library.

She’d barely closed her eyes, it seemed, when suddenly Anjanae was standing beside her, gently shaking her awake. Olivia surreptitiously wiped away a trickle of drool from her cheek and straightened her glasses. “I wasn’t snoring was I?”

“Maybe a little,” said Anjanae. “Ms. Stuart got hold of Van der Waal. He’s going to be here right after school. You want to sit in on his critique?”

“Yeah I do. That’s cool that he’s coming to see it.”

Anjanae smiled. “Yeah. I feel like I’m really doing my mom proud.”

“You are. She’d be really pleased at how you’re immortalizing her.” Olivia yawned.

“You want to go get a coffee at the gas station?”

“No, I’ve got a better idea. Conan’s at lunch, isn’t he?” Conan was the school librarian’s nickname, as in Conan the Librarian. He was neither tall nor muscular like the Barbarian King, but he could perform a passable Schwarzenegger when called upon to do so, and the first time Olivia had ever heard him say To crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and to hear the lamentation of their women she’d laughed so hard that she’d missed an entire class. Most high schoolers wouldn’t be familiar with Conan the Barbarian unless they’d happened upon it on an afternoon showing on AMC, but Olivia delighted in watching older movies, when the actors actually had to perform instead of trusting special effects and post-production to handle the heavy lifting.

“I think so.”

“Come on. He keeps a percolator in his office. With good stuff.”

“Won’t it be locked?”

Olivia held up her triple-zero key. “Not to this. Come on, I need someone to keep a lookout.”

They went behind the desk. Anjanae leaned on it to look like a student assistant in case someone came into the library. Olivia jiggled the key in the lock to Conan’s door until the tumblers caught and the knob turned. The library office was small and cluttered, with stacks of books on every flat surface, as well as the various accouterments that librarians needed to perform their daily job, like clear tape to repair torn pages and covers, binding glue, and a box full of square plastic plates that Olivia thought were old computer disks. The scent of rich coffee filled the air and the percolator pot was still a third full, which was enough for Olivia’s purposes. She took her travel mug from her backpack and proceeded to fill it. There wasn’t any creamer or sugar or anything, but she’d been learning to tolerate black coffee, figuring that would put her in good stead in college when she couldn’t afford any frills.

She refilled the pitcher from the drinking fountain just outside the library while Anjanae kept watch, and then went back to Conan’s office and set it to brew. It was the least she could do since she’d drained it, and Conan would be less suspicious if he came back to another full pot. She slipped out of the office and locked the door again. Anjanae grinned at her. “You soooo cray-cray.”

Olivia raised her cup in cheers. “Olivia Tully, juvenile delinquent and cat burglar in training at your service.” She paused. “I need to write that down. That’s really good.”
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