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Camille kissed her husband on the corner of Fifth and Market. His lips pressed hers quickly. No heat. Just habit.​

"Good luck today," he said.​

"Thanks. You too."​

His hand squeezed hers once before he turned toward the subway entrance. She watched him disappear into the crowd. Dark suit. Briefcase swinging. Gone.​

She adjusted her bag on her shoulder and headed the opposite direction. The morning sun hit the pavement hard. Heat rose from the sidewalk in waves. She dodged a man with a coffee cart, sidestepped a woman pushing a stroller, kept her pace quick.​

The city smelled like exhaust and warm bread. A bakery had its door propped open. The scent of butter and sugar mixed with taxi fumes. Horns blared somewhere behind her. Voices overlapped in a dozen conversations she couldn't track.​

Her phone buzzed in her bag. She pulled it out without slowing. Callback reminder. Ten thirty. A Streetcar Named Desire. She had fifteen minutes.​

Camille turned left at the next block. The theater district opened up ahead. Older buildings with marquees and iron fire escapes. Fewer pedestrians here. Quieter.​

She thought about Blanche DuBois. The role she wanted. Fragile woman hiding behind delusions and silk scarves. Desperation wrapped in southern charm. She'd read the play twice in college and once last week when the audition notice went up.​

A bus hissed past her. The gust of hot air lifted her skirt slightly. She pressed it down with her free hand and kept walking.​

The theater came into view. Red brick. Black awning. Glass doors reflecting the street. She slowed her steps, caught her breath, wiped the sweat from her upper lip.​

Her phone buzzed again. A text from her husband. "Forgot to grab lunch. Gonna buy something."​

She typed back quickly. "Ok."​

Camille shoved the phone into her bag and pulled the theater door open. Cold air hit her face. The shift from heat to air conditioning made her skin tighten. She blinked as her eyes adjusted to the dim lobby.​

The space smelled like old carpet and coffee. A folding table sat near the entrance with a clipboard and a tired-looking assistant scrolling on her phone. Voices drifted from somewhere deeper inside. Low murmurs. Nervous laughter.​

Camille walked to the table. The assistant glanced up.​

"Name?"​

"Camille Dorsey."​

The assistant scanned the list, made a checkmark, handed her a number on a slip of paper. "They'll call you. Have a seat."​

Camille nodded and turned toward the rows of folding chairs lining the wall. Actors sat scattered across them. Some with scripts open. Some staring at phones. A few stretching or pacing.​

She chose a seat near the back corner. Set her bag down. Pulled out her script and flipped to the scenes she'd marked. Her pulse ticked steady in her throat.​

Camille read the same line three times before she actually absorbed it. The words swam on the page. Her mind kept drifting to the other actors.​

A blonde woman two chairs down had her eyes closed, lips moving silently. Rehearsing. A man near the door did lunges in place. His knees cracked each time he dropped low.​

She glanced at her phone. Ten twenty-eight. Her leg bounced without her meaning to. She pressed her palm flat against her thigh to stop it.​

The assistant stood and called out four names. None of them hers. The actors got up and followed her through the double doors into the theater. The doors swung shut with a soft thud.​

Camille went back to her script. Scene three. The poker night. Blanche interrupting Stanley's game. The tension thick enough to choke on. She'd always loved that scene.​

A woman across from her leaned forward and smiled. "First callback?"​

"Second," Camille said.​

"Nice. What role?"​

"Blanche."​

The woman nodded. "Me too. Good luck."​

"You too."​

They both looked back down at their scripts. Camille's stomach tightened. Competition. She knew how this worked. Only one Blanche.​

The doors opened again. The four actors filed back out. One woman looked pleased. The others looked neutral. Hard to tell.​

The assistant checked her clipboard. "Next group. Camille Dorsey, Nina Grant, Marcus Lee, Landon Reyes."​

Camille stood. Her bag stayed on the chair. She carried only her script. The woman who'd wished her luck stood too. Nina, apparently.​

They walked together through the double doors. The theater opened up in front of them. Rows of red velvet seats sloping down toward a wide stage. Work lights hung overhead, casting everything in harsh white. The director sat in the fourth row with a laptop and a coffee cup.​

"Come on down," he called. His voice echoed.​

Camille walked down the aisle. Her shoes made soft taps on the worn carpet. Two men were already near the stage. One lean and tall, the other shorter with glasses. Marcus and Landon. She didn't know which was which yet.​

The director looked up from his laptop. "Alright, folks. We're doing cold reads today. Camille and Nina, you're both reading for Blanche. Marcus, you're Mitch. Landon, Stanley."​

Camille's eyes flicked to the two men. The shorter one nodded. That was Marcus. The other one looked at her directly.​

Landon.​

Tall. Broad shoulders under a faded black t-shirt. Dark hair pushed back from his face. Stubble along his jaw. His eyes held hers for a beat longer than necessary before he looked away.​

Her stomach did something she didn't expect.​

"Camille, you're up first," the director said. "Landon, take the stage with her. Scene three, starting from 'I can hardly stand it.'"

Camille climbed the steps to the stage. The wood creaked under her feet. Landon followed behind her. She could hear his footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate.​

The lights overhead felt hot already. She stopped center stage and turned to face him. He stood a few feet away. Close enough that she could see the faint scar above his left eyebrow.​

"Take a minute to find your marks," the director called from his seat. "Then go when you're ready."​

Camille opened her script. Flipped to scene three. Her fingers felt stiff. She flexed them once and scanned the lines. Blanche, drunk and desperate, trying to cling to her fantasy. Stanley, blunt and cruel, tearing it apart.​

Landon moved closer. Not touching. Just nearer. She could smell him now. Something clean. Soap maybe. And sweat underneath.​

"You ready?" he asked. His voice was low. Rough around the edges.​

She nodded. "Yeah."​

He looked down at his script. Then back at her. "Let's do this."​

Camille took a breath. Dropped into character. Her posture shifted. Shoulders back. Chin lifted. Blanche's mask sliding into place.​

"I can hardly stand it when he is away for a night," she said. Her voice came out breathy. Fragile. "He's so protective of me."​

Landon's expression changed. His jaw tightened. Stanley. All coiled energy and contempt.​

"Protective?" He stepped forward. The word came out sharp. "That's one way to put it."​

She moved back instinctively. The script said to. But her body wanted to anyway.​

"He admires me," she continued. Her voice wavered just right. "He respects me."​

Landon laughed. Short and ugly. "Respects you?"​

He closed the distance between them in two strides. His chest nearly touched hers. She could feel the heat radiating off him. Her heart kicked hard against her ribs.​

"You think I don't know what you are?" he said. His eyes bored into hers. "You think I can't see right through you?"​

Camille's breath caught. She forced herself to hold his gaze. "You're cruel," she whispered.​

"I'm honest."​

His hand came up. She flinched before she could stop herself. But he didn't strike. His fingers caught her wrist instead. Firm. The grip sent a jolt up her arm.​

"Don't touch me," she said. The line came out weaker than she intended.​

"Or what?" He leaned in. His breath brushed her cheek. Warm. She could see the stubble on his jaw up close. The way his throat moved when he swallowed.​

Her pulse hammered under his thumb. She knew he could feel it. The script said to pull away now. She didn't.​

"Or I'll scream," she said.​

His mouth curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Go ahead."​

The theater went silent. No one moved. Not the director. Not Nina or Marcus watching from below.​

Landon's grip tightened just slightly. Her skin burned where his fingers pressed.​

"Alright, hold there." The director's voice cut through the silence. "Good. Really good tension."​

Landon released her wrist. Slowly. His fingers dragged across her skin as they let go. Camille stepped back. Her legs felt unsteady.​

She looked down at her script. The words blurred. Her wrist still tingled where he'd held it. She pressed her thumb against the spot without thinking.​

"Camille, that was strong," the director said. "You found real vulnerability there. Landon, same. You're bringing the right edge."​

Landon nodded. He didn't look at her. Just stood there with his arms loose at his sides. Breathing steady.​

"Let's run it again from 'You think I don't know,'" the director said. "This time, Camille, don't pull back so fast. Let him corner you. Make us feel the threat."​

Her stomach tightened. She swallowed and nodded. "Okay."​

Landon shifted his weight. Rolled his shoulders once. Then his eyes found hers again. Something flickered in them. Amusement maybe. Or challenge.​

"Ready?" he asked.​

"Yeah."​

He moved into position. Closer this time. Right in front of her. She could see the rise and fall of his chest under his shirt. The faint dampness at his collar from the stage lights.​

"You think I don't know what you are?" His voice dropped lower. Rougher. "You think I can't see right through you?"​

Camille held her ground. Her heart thudded hard. "You're cruel."​

"I'm honest."​

His hand came up again. This time it didn't go for her wrist. His palm pressed against the wall beside her head. Trapping her. The heat of his body radiated against hers.​

She tilted her chin up. Defiant. But her breath came faster now.​

"Don't touch me," she said.​

"Or what?" He leaned in. His mouth hovered near her ear. She could feel the words more than hear them. "Or I'll scream."​

"Go ahead."​

His other hand came up. Not to her wrist this time. To her jaw. His thumb brushed along the line of her cheekbone. Rough skin against soft. Her lips parted on a breath she couldn't control.​

The space between them disappeared. His chest grazed hers. She could feel the hard muscle underneath the thin fabric of his shirt. Her nipples tightened against her bra. A pulse started low in her belly.​

Landon's eyes dropped to her mouth. Lingered there. Then back up to meet hers.​

Her throat went dry.​

"Excellent," the director called. "That's the energy I want. Hold that."​

Landon pulled back. His hand fell away from her face. The cool air rushed in where his body had been. Camille blinked. Her pulse hammered in her ears.​

She stepped to the side. Put distance between them. Her legs felt shaky. She looked down at her script again but couldn't focus on the words.​

"Nina, you're up next," the director said.​

Camille descended the stage steps. Her hand gripped the rail harder than necessary. Nina passed her on the way up. They exchanged a quick glance. Nothing more.​

She walked to the side of the theater and leaned against the wall. Her script hung loose in her hand. The cool plaster felt good against her back through her thin blouse.​

On stage, Nina took her position. Landon reset. Same stance. Same intensity. Camille watched him shift back into character like flipping a switch.​

The director called action. Nina started her lines. Her voice had a different quality. Softer. More affected. Camille could see the director frown slightly.​

Landon moved through the blocking. The same steps he'd taken with Camille. But it looked different now. Mechanical. Nina hesitated when he got close. Pulled back too soon.​
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