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Act One:

“To my fortunes and the people’s favor”

 

 


Chapter One

London’s streets were dark and cold, the cobbles dank and slippery in the thick night air. What few lanterns hung lit did little more than cast tiny pools of light that only accentuated the darkness surrounding them. The hour was late enough that no one of good breeding or good intent did walk abroad.

The two men raced down a twisting lane, feet flying across the uneven ground. They were both heaving for breath, their hair stuck to their faces, their clothes clinging to their limbs, sweat flying from them as they ran.

One, the shorter of the pair, tripped, his boot catching on the lip of a cobblestone. He stumbled, nearly toppled. His friend caught him by the arm just in time, hauled him back upright.

“Come on, Kit!” the taller one shouted. “It’s right behind us!”

That exhortation was enough to spur them both to renewed strength—that and the sound of nails on stone, clattering like a horse at full gallop but with too many echoes, hooves replaced by claws. The lantern back the way they had come winked out, its feeble light drowned all at once, as if a hand had reached up and engulfed it, or a mouth had swallowed it whole. From that restored darkness came a huff and a snort, and the smell of hot metal and burnt flesh and rotted meat.

The pair of them did not linger to study the scene longer, but turned on their heels and fled.

It was dangerous to run at such speeds, with the night so dark and the way so treacherous, but they knew better than to slow down. Caution might save their necks but doom their hides, whereas speed might still win them through. Reaching a corner, Kit stuck out an arm, catching hold of a hitching post there and using it to sling himself around the bend without losing pace. His friend, half a step behind him, copied the move, then gained on him and passed him, the new street proving longer, wider, and straighter. The stones were more level as well, allowing them to quicken their pace further.

Unfortunately, it also offered them no places to hide. The houses here were all tall and stately—and packed together edge to edge, no crawlspaces or alleys forcing them apart.

Behind them came a scraping sound, a dozen rusty knives against a whetstone.

The huffing grew louder, and the clattering increased its tempo.

It was gaining on them.

At the last second, the taller man spotted an imposing iron gate that, improbably, stood open despite the late hour. “In there!” He veered that way even as he pointed, cutting across the avenue, Kit right behind him. They burst through the gate into a narrow courtyard and hurled themselves up a set of wide, shallow stone steps toward a towering wooden door, its thick timbers fastened by broad bands of sturdy metal yet separated by a dark swathe that flickered as it was disrupted by some light beyond it.

It was only as they barreled through that entrance and into the cool, shadowy nave beyond that they realized they had entered a church.

Behind them came a howl, deep and scratchy and filled with rage. The lanterns mounted either side of the gate dimmed, then flared again, protesting any attempt to extinguish them. The howl sounded again, angrier and rougher, but the light would not be denied, increasing rather than diminishing with each attempt, and now the front of the church was nearly bright as day.

There was another clattering, this time growing fainter by the second, and a final howl that lingered in the air as a thin echo long after the original had vanished.

It was gone.

The two men collapsed onto a stone bench carved into the nave’s side wall, panting and shaking and struggling to catch their breath. A priest, alarmed, hurried toward them, but was waved off and chose to exercise discretion rather than valor, retreating until such time as they were more able to converse politely. Left alone, the taller one leaned back, resting his head against the wall, the stone cooling him down after such exertion.

“Well,” he began when he had regained the power to speak, “that could have gone better.”

Beside him, his friend snorted. He was hunched forward, arms on thighs, head in his hand, fingers deep in his thick mop of hair. “Ya think?” was his only reply. Then, glancing over, he added, “Zounds, Will, what were ye thinking?”

“I thought …” Will frowned, the expression and his high forehead lending him an air of solemnity, even wisdom. “I thought I had it,” he admitted at last, shaking his head and rubbing at his reddened eyes with fingers worn and dry.

“It would beg to differ,” Kit replied. “As would I.”

Will sighed. “I know. Sorry, Kit. The theory was sound, though, eh? There was merely something … lacking … in the execution.” He managed a weak smile. “I’ll figure it out.”

But his friend shook his head. “Nay, ye won’t,” he argued. “Not before some-ought guts us,” he added. “This isn’t something we can muck about with, hoping we get it right. Gotta be right the first time, or we’re done in.”

“So, what?” Will demanded, anger burning away some of his fatigue. “You want we should give up? Let that … thing continue to run rampant? You saw what it did back there? That poor girl!”

“I saw,” Kit agreed. “And no, we cannot let it go. I’d never suggest such a thing. Not least of which ’causing I know you’d never agree to it, or you’d say yes then run off on your lonesome to save the girl or something equally stupid.” He grinned. “No, I’m suggesting we get some help. I know a fella might do just the turn.”

“Oh? In that case—” Will hauled himself to his feet, dusting himself off, then offered his friend a hand. “Shall we?”

“Indeed.” Kit stood—only a very little bit of support required—and swayed but kept his balance well enough to maneuver back outside, down the steps, and to the church gate. “After you, Master Shakespeare,” he intoned, bending low and ushering Will through first.

“You are too kind, Master Marlowe,” Will replied.

And together the two young playwrights returned to London’s streets as the sun began to make itself known, its first rays creeping over the rooftops.

They were careful to still mind the shadows, however. One never knew for certain.


Chapter Two

As the curtain came down on the first act—to loud applause—Sunil Nair was already in motion. One of advantages to performing Sarah Ruhl’s The Clean House was that with only one set they didn’t need to worry about a scene change. Still, there were always details to cover, and as the Montgomery Playhouse’s resident director, that coverage fell squarely upon his narrow shoulders.

“Geoff, all good in front?” he asked.

“Roger that,” came the reply. Geoff Fisher was one of their most reliable helpers. He’d turned up a year or two before, a recent retiree looking for ways to keep busy, and had since served as usher, stagehand, and even bartender. He had no interest of being on stage himself, which was a nice change from the usual “I’m working backstage but I really want to act,” and he was quiet, pleasant, and followed instructions. Sunil wished he had a dozen more like him.

Though of course then he’d need a much bigger theater, and a much bigger crowd, in order to both employ and pay them all.

“Julia?” was his next call.

“Here.” Julia Lim was most likely in her favorite spot by the bar at this point. Their general manager hated the spotlight, didn’t like dealing with people, but loved to watch them. “Great crowd tonight. We made bank.” That wasn’t unusual for opening night, but it was still good to hear. If everything followed the normal pattern they’d have a slow but steady drop-off over the course of the two-week run, which meant they could still expect to turn a decent profit on this one.

“Nice.” He stepped out onto the stage and did a quick circuit, making sure everything was still in place. He was about to hop down when he heard a sharp intake of breath. “Everything okay?”

“Not … really?” Julia answered. The gasp had been hers, he gathered. “You might want to get out here.”

Sunil frowned at that. His place was here, in the theater. The bar was more Julia’s area, or Cindy’s, or even Dustin’s. What did she need him up there for? Nonetheless he replied, “On my way,” and was already striding up the aisle, toward the doors that let out onto the little café area, with its bar against the one wall and its handful of small tables grouped along the other.

He hadn’t yet reached the door when he heard the shouts.

Pushing it open, he could see that the audience had slid away in two halves, giving room to the couple standing by the bar—and the trio drawing away from it, two of them dragging the other by her arms. The woman being dragged was their leading lady, the fiery Nancy Floriani. The couple was their leading man, Greer Fitzpatrick—as tall and striking as Nancy but in a very different fashion, Black Irish to her Brazilian and African—and a small, slender, watery-looking woman it took Sunil a second to place as Marianne Fitzpatrick.

Greer’s wife.

Uh-oh.

Rosa and Adam, who played Ana and Charles in the play, were the ones forcing Nancy to exit. Their leading lady, for her part, was spitting like a tomcat, eyes flashing, hands extended like claws ready to tear into the object of her ire—the clearly bewildered Marianne. Sunil reached Nancy and put a hand on her arm, squeezing when she tried to jerk away. “Everything all right?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

“Fine!” Her gaze was still locked on the other woman. After a second, however, she slumped, some of the fire going out, no longer straining to break free of her friends. “Fine.” She let herself be led back through the door, back into the comforting dark of the theater, and Sunil waited until that barrier had once again closed before looking over and catching Greer’s eye. The leading man shrugged, half-apologetic and half-rueful, but he was all solicitude as he turned back to his wife, and even from here Sunil could hear his calming tones.

Best not to interfere, then.

Shaking his head, he slipped past the crowd, nodding and smiling and saying hello to those regulars who recognized him, before ducking through the door alongside the bar, which led to the backstage area. From there he made his way past the green rooms to the stage wings once more.

Nancy was there, curled onto a stool, her long legs hooked around it, arms wrapped around her torso, her usual electricity drained completely away. Adam and Rosa hovered to either side, providing silent support. “I can’t believe he’d bring her,” she was muttering, her words only slightly less accented offstage, her voice as rich as ever but her tone desolate. “After everything, why would he…?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Rosa promised, wringing her hands in sympathy. Sunil liked her, in part because she appeared to like everyone in return. If anything, she was perhaps too willing to offer her friendship.

“Absolutely,” Adam confirmed. Tall and thin, he’d had to tone down his braying laugh for the role of the generous, sympathetic Charles. “Nothing at all. You’ll see.”

“Everything okay here?” Sunil asked, deliberately intruding onto the private scene. Rosa and Adam both glanced up, shocked to have their bubble burst so rudely, but Nancy did not react. “Are we good for Act Two? Curtain’s up in”—he glanced at his watch, the digital readout simple and large, a gift from Travis so he wouldn’t have to keep pulling out his phone—“three minutes.”

“Sure, sure, all good,” Rosa agreed, and Adam nodded, but Sunil wasn’t watching them. His eyes were on Nancy, who took a few more seconds before she nodded as well. There was none of her usual vivacity around her, but he had to trust that she would be a true professional and once again cloak herself in energy as she strode back onto the stage.

If not, they were doomed.

“All right, great,” he said, clapping his hands together with as much enthusiasm as he could muster. “Places, then!” And he crossed the stage quickly, rubbing at his eyes again while making for his usual station on the far side. Behind him, Adam and Rosa converged on Nancy once more, and he hoped whatever they said would be enough to bolster her spirits and get her through the second act.

Once the curtains fell on tonight’s performance they could all gather for their usual post-performance discussion. Only this time he suspected they’d have more to say about what was going on offstage than on.

He had to wonder the same thing Nancy did. What had Greer been thinking? Bringing his wife to the performance—which was headlined by his lover? Greer had never struck Sunil as the brightest of bulbs, but this was particularly foolish even for him.

Then again, what had Nancy, who always retreated to her dressing room during intermission, been doing out in the bar?

Questions for later. For right now, they had a second act to perform.

It began badly. “I’m not a man who falls in love easily,” Greer declared to the audience, standing in the living room with Rosa as Ana in his arms—and behind them, Nancy snorted loudly, breaking character, breaking the mood. Greer startled like a cat caught sneaking food, but recovered. “I’ve been faithful to my wife,” he continued.

“Like hell you have!” Nancy snarled, not bothering to keep her voice down. In the front row, it was Marianne who gasped, pale hand going to paler face.

“We fell in love—” Greer tried to go on, but Nancy leaped up onto the couch, then stomped down off it, yanking him around to face her.

“What about our love?” she demanded, her enraged features only inches from his own stunned ones. “What about us? What about all the plans we made? You swore you loved me! You said you were leaving her for me!”

The gasps were throughout the audience now, accompanied by tittering here and there as many of them realized this was not rehearsed, not scripted, and nothing to do with the play at all. Sunil had already grabbed the curtain line and was yanking on it furiously, but the velvet barrier was falling slowly, too slowly, and Nancy shoved it back as it descended, so that it gathered behind her and Greer and the trying-to-be-invisible Rosa, leaving them spotlighted against the dark fabric.

“Greer?” Marianne’s voice was as ghostly as her appearance, drifting up from the front row. “What is she talking about?”

“YOU!” Just like that, Nancy’s rage switched focus, from her lover to his wife. Leaping down from the stage, she pounced on the smaller woman, a jaguar landing upon a surprised mouse. “This is all your fault!” Grasping Marianne by the shoulders, she shook her this way and that, rattling the poor thing within an inch of her life.

Then Greer was there as well, hauling his mistress off his wife and tossing her back so that she slammed into the lip of the stage and had to clutch it for support to avoid falling. “Get off her!” he shouted, then put his own hands upon Marianne, but gently, gently. “Darling, are you all right?”

“I’ll kill you!” Nancy shrieked, flinging herself at Greer’s back as audience members hastily vacated, fleeing the front few rows—but then lingering in the aisles beyond, not wanting to miss this special live performance. “I’ll kill you both!”

Sunil was down from backstage now as well, and with Geoff’s help he was able to pluck the distraught actress from her quarry, holding her back as Greer gathered his wife and made a hasty retreat. The crowd parted for them, then surged out after, the theater quickly emptying. In minutes there was only Sunil and Geoff restraining Nancy, who fought against them like a bronzed cyclone, and Adam and Rosa, hurrying to help. Sunil let go as soon as the two other actors were there, reeling himself as he stumbled over to a seat and sank into it. It was still warm, mute evidence to the people who had been here to see their performance mere moments before.

Now, the place echoed with every sound, every shift of movement. The stage’s starkness emphasized the emptiness of the theater entire. Not a soul remained who did not work here. Only minutes into the second act, and the place was empty. On opening night.

They were doomed indeed.


Chapter Three

Cindy tactfully waited until Sunil had shut the door behind him before declaring, “Well, that was a clusterfuck.” Not that it mattered much—this morning there were only four people in the building that bore her family name, and all of them were now crowded into her small office. At least she had the advantage of possessing one of the few windows in the theater—the perk of being the owner—and had it cracked today, letting the crisp autumn air offset the stale smell left over from when she used to smoke, and the general mildew undernote of an old building whose woodwork had seen a few too many wet winters and soggy springs.

From his seat in front of the desk—the only seat, which he’d no doubt claimed the minute Cindy had unlocked her door—Dustin Guerrero grunted. “Can’t say I’m surprised,” the stocky handyman offered, his lip curled into its usual surly sneer. “Garbage in, garbage out, you ask me.” No fan of modern theater, he’d made his opinion on The Clean House known early and often, with great volume as well.

“Yes, thank you, Dustin,” Cindy told him sharply, cutting him before he could wax on about the idiocy of their choice. “The fault was not in the play. It was in the players.” She held up a hand, stopping Sunil before he’d fully opened his mouth. “You know what I mean. Strong performances, certainly. And then it all went to shit.” Not that she’d been there to see it herself. Cindy had her own superstitions and customs, as so many theater people did, and one of them was to never attend opening night.

This time, that meant she’d never see The Clean House performed. At least, not at her theater.

“I don’t suppose there’s any chance…?” Julia started, but trailed off when Sunil shook his head.

“Marianne’s filed a restraining order,” he told her flatly. “Nancy’s not allowed within a hundred yards of her—or Greer. Which means we’d have to replace one of them, at the very least.”

“It wouldn’t work anyway,” Cindy pointed out. “Have you seen this?” She swiveled her monitor around so the rest of them could look. Her browser was open to Star Power, the biggest and most popular of the NY theater magazines and sites. And right there, third under “The Latest,” was the headline: “Montgomery Playhouse Fails to Clean House.”

“How did they even hear about that, especially so soon?” Sunil asked aloud. “I’d have thought we were too small for them to notice.” The byline was an A. J. Mullin, not a name he’d seen before. “Well, that’s fucking perfect.” He sighed, settling back against the lip of the chair, which earned him a glare from Dustin. “So nobody’d come see it now, even if we could get it back up and running.”

“Shouldn’t have done it in the first place,” Dustin reminded them all with the primness of a Victorian governess. “Five actors, one set, two acts—what kind of a play is that?” For all that he lacked any formal education, as far as Sunil knew, and had never acted a day in his life, their caretaker and jack-of-all-trades was always more than happy to hold forth on the merits—and flaws—of any particular play. Or player.

“What’s done is done,” Cindy stated, her tone indicating that they would have no more of that particular line of conversation, thank you very much. “We just need to figure out how to move forward.”

“I can refund all the ticket sales for future performances,” Julia chimed in. “Or we can offer to let them transfer those to our next show—whatever that is.” The three of them all turned to Sunil, who wanted to yank his hair out with both hands.

“I don’t know!” he admitted. “I haven’t had any time to think about it yet! We were launching Clean House, once opening night was over I figured I’d have time to come up with something for the next one!” Which was usually the way he worked. Some playhouses started rehearsing the next show while they were performing the current one, but the Montgomery was simply too small for that—they didn’t have an actual practice space, and besides they tended to hire the same actors over and over again, so there was no way to have one group learning one play’s lines while another was retaining a completely different set. That did mean they went dark for a week or two in between, of course, but it wasn’t that long a gap and their diehard fans knew and were willing to wait for the next show.

But now, all of a sudden, that gap loomed, and Sunil was unprepared.

“Come up with something,” Cindy warned. “Quickly.” He could already see the strain on her face. She was a good boss, someone who genuinely cared about both the theater and her employees, but she took things too much to heart sometimes, he felt. Not that he could stop her.

Still, she was right. The longer it took for them to get a new play up and running, the more money they would lose.

“I will,” he promised. “I’ll find something straightaway.”

“No more of this modern nonsense,” Dustin warned, levering himself out of his seat. Though actually an inch or two shorter, it always felt like he was towering over Sunil somehow, and he pushed past him on his way to the door, shouldering him roughly—and, Sunil suspected, deliberately—out of the way. The handyman yanked the door open, slamming it back against the wall as he lumbered out. The room instantly felt more open, less stale and stifling. But Cindy had swiveled her monitor back around and was typing something, and so Sunil followed Julia as the two of them shuffled out into the narrow hall beyond.

“No pressure, huh?” she asked him, bumping her shoulder against his in solidarity as they made their way back to their own much smaller offices, which sat side by side.

“Yeah, none whatsoever,” he agreed, but he couldn’t help but smile. Julia was good people, and once she’d warmed up to him she’d displayed a sharp wit that often cheered him through the dark days. Like this one. “Maybe I should do a revenge tragedy and get Greer and Nancy both back, restraining order be damned.”

“If you let them use real weapons, you’d pack the house,” Julia agreed with a smirk. “Though you’d probably have a pretty limited run.”

“Real but dull,” he suggested. “Sharp enough to draw blood, not enough to kill. Not until the final night, anyway.”

“Then—it’s curtains for them both!” She burst into giggles after this proclamation, and somewhere down the hall they heard a grunt of disapproval from Dustin. That only made her, and now Sunil, laugh all the harder. He was still chuckling when he stepped into his own cramped little space, edging his way around the desk and into his chair. The humor slowly faded, however, as he contemplated the task ahead of him.

Find a play, probably within the next day or two. Something they could put on with their limited resources and space. Something the cast could learn quickly. Something that would draw in a crowd. Something different enough from The Clean House that no one would make any comparisons. And something they could do without either Nancy or Greer, if at all possible.

Sure. No pressure at all.


Chapter Four

Adam slurped at his latte, then slammed the cup down on the table, though Rosa was amused to note he softened the blow at the last second to keep the precious, life-giving liquid from spilling over the rim. “This is bullshit!” he exclaimed loudly, drawing looks from some of the other patrons.

“I know, it really is,” she agreed, though more softly, gesturing for him to keep his voice down. They were at Timothy’s, their favorite coffeeshop, both because it was a twenty-four-hour joint only two blocks to the theater and because the coffee here was good but they could still almost always find a table, especially at the odd hours they tended to frequent. The last thing they needed to add to their current troubles was getting kicked out and banned from coming back! “I can’t believe Greer would do that to her!”

“Greer? Ha!” Adam brayed at that, his loud laugh making a few of the other customers glance over again, then look away uneasily. If she ever needed to cast a creepy stalker-type, Rosa knew Adam would be a shoo-in—there was something intense about his looks, with that sharp nose and those big eyes and sunken cheeks, plus his high energy level and loud laugh combined to create an unnerving aspect she sometimes thought her best friend was oblivious to and sometimes thought he deliberately cultivated. With Adam, it could be tough to tell. “I wish I could blame this all on him,” Adam continued now, leaning forward, long fingers wrapped around his cup, “but I can’t.”

Rosa frowned at that, sipping her own drink and then licking the whipped cream from her upper lip. “What do you mean? It’s not Nancy’s fault!” She adored Nancy—Adam often teased her about her girl-crush, but whatever, their leading lady was worthy of such admiration, tall and glorious and, sure, a little overbearing but what star wasn’t? And how could anyone blame her for responding that way when she saw Greer’s wife in the audience? Though perhaps she had overreacted a wee bit. The judge had certainly thought so!

Adam leaned in further, his grin showing all of his teeth. Yes, definitely stalker-esque. “Nancy? No. But you don’t know the whole story, do you? You only came running when you heard the shouts.” Which was true. Rosa had been going over her lines—her character had only appeared at the end of the first act but featured prominently in the second, and as usual she’d had some anxiety about flubbing lines once she was out there—but had heard the noise and had rushed to see what was going on. Adam had already been in the bar area—he liked to mingle—and clearly had more information. Which he would be delighted to impart, gossip that he was, in his own sweet time.

“No,” she told him after making him wait a moment, though she suspected the only one she was torturing with that delay was herself. “So tell me already. What happened?”

“Well, first off, you know he always puts Marianne on the comp list, right?” Rosa nodded. It was common practice for the cast to include their significant others if they had any, their parents if they were still alive and local, and so on. One of the perks to being in a show in a smaller house—they might not make as much but Julia was a lot less fussed about capping each actor’s available comps, since there were almost always empty seats and it looked better to fill them, even for free.

“But she’s never come to any of the plays before,” she noted now. In fact, she’d only seen Marianne twice before—once when she and Adam had bumped into Greer at the Bryant Park Winter Market and their leading man had grudgingly introduced the flimsy-looking lady on his arm as his wife, and the other time when rehearsal had run late and Marianne had come to the theater to meet him so they could rush out to dinner after. That had been in a previous production, though, back before he and Nancy had started sleeping together.

Adam fiddled with his cup, a smirk set firmly upon his face. “No, she hasn’t. And she might not have this time, either,” he explained, “except it seems she was invited. Specifically. As in, Greer said she’d received a card suggesting she attend.”

“A card?” Rosa considered that, sipping her coffee. “From who?” She knew Julia sent invites to reviewers sometimes, but that was the only time she’d ever heard of anything like that. Comps were typically handled by word of mouth—“Hey, come to the show, I’ve reserved a ticket for you,” that sort of thing.

“No idea.” She could tell that lack of detail was driving him mad. Adam hated not being in the know on something. “But that’s why she came. Greer’s furious, swears someone was setting him up.”

Rosa couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Setting him up? To do what? Screw Nancy? It’s not like he needed any outside encouragement there!” The people at the next table started, since her voice had risen, but screw them. They weren’t anyone she recognized.

Besides which, it was true. Greer had been taken with Nancy from the first, and her with him, anyone could see that. And why not? Both gorgeous, both talented, why wouldn’t there be chemistry there? There’d been tons of flirting, of course—actors weren’t exactly known for being shy—and at some point, Rosa couldn’t say exactly when, they’d … consummated that connection. Adam was scowling at the thought—for all that he loved dirt, loved scandal, he could be oddly prudish for an actor, totally the “one love forever” type—but Rosa was a lot more open-minded. Love was meant to be shared, after all. But that didn’t mean you should break promises—or vows. If you agreed to something, including an exclusive relationship, you honored that.

Clearly, Greer had felt differently. And Nancy’d had no qualms about participating in his infidelity.

Adam was shaking his head, though. “The problem wasn’t just that they were sleeping together,” he insisted. “It’s that Greer was telling her all kinds of stuff about how he loved her, how he was going to leave his wife for her, and so on. You know, fancy pretty lies to get her into bed.” He grinned again, a nasty edge to it. “But then Marianne shows up. And during intermission, she’s telling someone how, after the play ends, Greer’s taking her to Italy. Where they’re gonna renew their vows.”

“Oh. Shit.” She could see where that would send Nancy off the deep end. She’d have been furious too, if someone had shown up and torn apart all her illusions of a happy ending. Though she probably wouldn’t have gotten violent about it, even then. Nancy was a lot more hotheaded than her, though, and tended to act on her emotions.

“Right?” Adam toyed with his cup, took a gulp, set it back down. “So now we’re out of a job, Nancy’s banned from the theater, Greer’s probably gone as well—and all because somebody set this up.”

“That’s …” She wanted to say that was crazy, that nobody could have planned for that, but trailed off. Because what if somebody had? Everybody at the Montgomery knew their two leads were sleeping together—it was next to impossible to hide something like that in such a small space when you spent so much time together, expended so much energy, and were so wrung out, so open, by the end. No one had said anything to Greer’s wife because that was his business, his mistake to make and to deal with.

But somebody had. Not come right out and told Marianne, perhaps, but made sure she’d be there on opening night. Put her in a position to see her husband up on stage, making eyes at another woman. Their connection had been abundantly clear to anyone with half a brain.

So what would a jealous, concerned wife do in a situation like that? Talk about how much her husband loved her, maybe. Reveal their plans to renew their vows, both to send up a flare saying, “Back off, he’s mine” and to reassure herself, too.

And what had Nancy been doing at the bar, anyway? Had someone arranged that, too?

“Who?” she found herself asking. “Who’d do something like that?” In her head, she was spinning through the list of people at the theater, but she couldn’t make anything fit. Everyone there was now out of work because of Nancy’s blowup. For Sunil and Julia and Dustin, well, they still drew a salary but half their money came from a percentage of ticket sales, so that was shot and why would they throw that away? None of them was wealthy, they all needed this job to survive. Cindy owned the place so maybe she was rich but she’d never struck Rosa that way, more like she was struggling to keep everything afloat, which meant she’d be stupid to tank the show, and she definitely wasn’t stupid. The rest of the cast? There was only her and Adam and Darya, who’d played Lane’s sister Virginia, and she lived for the theater, so Rosa couldn’t see her doing that, either. Who did that leave?

Adam was clearly thinking through the same list, because his fingers tightened around his cup, and his lips twisted in frustration. “I don’t know,” he admitted, quieter than usual for him. Then he glanced up at her, and the spark was back in his eyes. “But we’re going to find out.”

“We are?” Rosa gulped. “Maybe we should leave that the cops or something?”

She knew that was a ridiculous suggestion, so she wasn’t at all surprised when her friend scoffed at it. “Yeah, right! What’re they going to do? Far as they’re concerned, this whole thing’s over and done—Nancy attacked Greer and his wife, his wife filed a restraining order, problem solved.” He grimaced. “Even if they knew somebody’d set this up, so what? That’s not a crime. But it is to Nancy! And to us!”

Much as she hated to rock the boat, Rosa found herself nodding. She still felt horrible for Nancy. The betrayal she must have felt! And then to be banned from the theater on top of it! “So what do we do?” she asked, leaning in.

“We find out who’s behind it,” Adam promised her, his eerie grin back in place. “And then we make them pay for it.”


Chapter Five

Sunil blinked away irritation and stared at the small bookcase crammed in beside his desk. It was practically overflowing with books and binders and manuscripts, the flimsy pressboard leaning so badly he’d been forced to prop an old VHS tape between it and the corner to keep it even remotely upright, the shelves bowing and threatening to collapse at any moment. Everything on it was a play or collection of plays or a treatise about plays or workbook on how to produce plays. Somewhere in there was their next piece.

He just had to figure out where.

The problem was, there was so much there! Where did he even start? Start at the top and work your way down, he told himself sternly, trying to mimic his boyfriend’s voice. Travis was rarely at a loss for what to do.

With a sigh, he rose from his seat, slid around the desk, and crouched down beside the bookcase. There wasn’t an organization to it, unfortunately—he always intended to fix that, but doing so would require pulling everything off the rickety shelves, stacking them all around the room, picking a structure to follow, sorting everything according to that schema, and then reshelving it all.

Too much work by far.

Instead he pulled a volume down at random. Ibsen. Hm. Possible. They’d done A Doll’s House last year, though, so their audience might not care to see another of the Norwegian’s plays again just yet. Plus, as one of the fathers of modernism and realism in theater, was that too much like The Clean House all over again? Although a play like Hedda Gabler only required seven actors, which was a plus for a house like theirs.

Ding-dong!

The door chime startled Sunil and he shifted his feet, nearly falling over, then almost grabbing the bookcase for support. He halted that reflex at the last second, which was good since it would have brought all those books down on his head—and then he’d have no choice but to reshelve them all!—and instead he caught himself with his palm against the floor. Graceful as always! At least there wasn’t anyone to laugh at his near tumble!

Ding-dong!

“Dustin!” he called, but got no answer. Of course. Heaven forfend their handyman and caretaker should be bothered to handle something as mundane as answering the door! Grumbling, Sunil levered himself upright again and stepped out of his office. “Julia?” But from here he could see into her space and she was bopping her head as she typed. No doubt zoning out to K-pop again. He didn’t see the appeal, despite her countless attempts to educate him, but that was fine, to each their own. Still, she didn’t hear the buzzer. And even if Cindy was still in her office she wouldn’t get up to answer—for some reason she considered it beneath her to handle things like the mail.

Which left him. As usual.

Swearing under his breath, Sunil hurried down the hall and to the front door. He threw it open just as the slender figure in blue stepped down to the sidewalk again and was turning away. “I’m here, sorry!” he called, stopping them in their tracks.

“No worries.” LC’s lean, elegant face broke into a sunny smile, and yet again Sunil thought that their regular mail carrier should be modelling on a runway somewhere instead of handing over letters and parcels. Today their hair was tucked up under their cap, making Sunil think of that line from “Lovely Rita,” but what he could see as LC retraced their steps to the door appeared to have been dyed all the colors of the rainbow.

“Got your mail—and this,” LC explained, handing over a rubber-banded bundle and then producing a wrapped package roughly the size of a briefcase. It had Sunil’s name on it, and his pulse quickened at the sight. Yes! He’d been waiting for this!

“Sorry to hear about the play,” the mail carrier continued while Sunil signed for the parcel. “Sucks. I was gonna come see it over the weekend.”

“Yeah, thanks.” Sunil wasn’t surprised that LC had heard already. They were somehow always in the know about what went on in their neighborhood, which could be both useful and inconvenient, depending. But it made sense. If you went door to door every day, you got to know people—especially someone as outgoing and friendly as LC—and so you heard things, saw things. “It does suck,” he agreed, “but what’re you gonna do, right?”

“Sure. Any idea what you’ll put on next?” They seemed genuinely curious, and not for the first time Sunil wondered why LC had never tried out for any of their shows. They’d be good at it, he was sure—hell, between their striking looks and their smooth, soft voice with its sharp enunciation and warm tone they could probably sit and read the phonebook and be a draw! But he would never force anyone to be on stage who didn’t want to. Life was too short—and the benefits of performing too small—to waste it doing something you didn’t want to do.

That’s what Travis always insisted, anyway.

“No, no idea yet,” he admitted to LC, shifting the package under his arm, letters clutched in his other hand. “Ask me again in a day or three.”

LC smiled at that. “Will do. Have a good one!” And they were off, skipping down the steps two at a time before sauntering over to the building two spaces over. The one right beside the theater, having recently sold, was conspicuously empty. Which at least meant no complaints about the noise when they started rehearsing again!

Enough about that right now, though. Time to examine his prize! Retreating inside and shutting the door behind him, Sunil turned and hurried back to his office, pausing only long enough to deposit the letters in Julia’s Inbox. She acknowledge the bundle with a nod, eyes never leaving what appeared to be a forum up on her screen, but Sunil knew she’d go through the mail and distribute it accordingly. At some point.

The parcel went with him, however, and he placed it carefully atop his desk, balancing it on the books and letters that littered the scarred surface. Grabbing a scissors from the Tiki cup beside his monitor, he sliced the tape at the corners, carefully, so carefully. Wouldn’t do to have it come all this way and then damage it because he was rushing!

Finally he was able to peel back a corner of the brown paper. Ah, good, he thought when he saw the clear bubbles nestled within. They’d bubble-wrapped it! Now he was able to attack the outer wrapping with more abandon, knowing the contents were protected, and in another minute he was working on the bubble-wrap itself, searching out the edges and carefully separating them. What felt like an eternity later he had a giant mess of plastic and paper all over his desk—and, cradled at its center, a small stack of papers.

Carefully, wishing he had thin gloves like you always saw museum experts wearing in movies, Sunil began to sort through the stack. The first two pages were letters, clearly old from the yellowing of the paper and the way it curled at the edges, and original judging by the way the ink was fading slightly. He couldn’t make out much of what they said, but the first appeared to be something about a performance and the second about ticket receipts. He’d study them more later, see if he couldn’t puzzle out all the details.

Next was a pair of playbills, both from English theaters. One was for Pygmalion, as performed at Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree’s His Majesty’s Theatre on 7 January 1915. Lovely! That was the play’s original run, Sunil knew, though near the end if he remembered rightly—Shaw had debuted it there in mid-April of 1914 and it had run for nearly a year.

The second one was more obscure but, to him, more exciting—it was for a play called The Mouse Trap, put on by the Prince of Wales Theatre in Greenwich, and dated October 11, 1887. Though badly yellowed, the booklet was still in excellent condition, and he turned the pages gingerly, afraid they’d crumble at his touch. After a moment’s study, though, he set even that item aside to focus on the next, which was the real prize.

It didn’t look like much—another booklet, a hair larger than the playbill, folded and tied through the spine by a faded ribbon, the cover nothing more than plain printing. But Sunil had to blink back some much-needed tears—damn this perpetually dry air!—as he lifted it from the stack with all the gentleness of
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