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Standing in the wings, I watched as the musical wound down. The last song was a quiet, almost funeral dirge with haunting orchestrations. The song ended as the cast said the last lines of the new musical based on William Vaughn Moody’s play,  The Faith Healer.
“By faith, which makes all things possible, which brings all things to pass,” Michaelis said.
“Serafina,” I said, leaning down into the stage manager’s ear, “Isn’t Bobby supposed to be on stage left right now?”
“Thanks, Erika,” Serafina whispered back to me. She flipped through the giant binder containing every call for the entire show. The stage manager’s prompt book was as sacred to a Broadway show as the NIV Bible to evangelicals. She found the sheet she was looking for before switching audio channels on her console and saying, “What the hell is Bobby Kenner doing on stage right? He’s supposed to enter from left center stage. He has less than twenty seconds to get his ass over here.”
“Come here—My baby!” said the young mother on stage.
Serafina switched channels and said in a calm, cool, and collected voice, “792…go.” Serafina threw switches on the audio deck in the jump booth.
“I believe—I believe—“ as the lighting on the young girl and mother dimmed.
A single spotlight shone on Rhoda, the last character on the stage, “I believe. I do believe!”
“Lights 793…go,” Serafina said. The spotlight on Rhoda dimmed out completely. “Warning, lights 794 to 801 standby.” I looked at the stage and waited for my personal favorite lighting moment of the show. “And…go.” Several lights turned all at once causing an eerie shadowing effect that was both beautiful and haunting.
Bobby Kenner somehow made it stage left as the final light dimmed. He bent over, panting after his fast run to this side of the stage.
“Where’s your head, boy?” Serafina hissed at Bobby.
“Sorry, Ms. Porcher. Won’t happen again, Ms. Porcher.”
“And Erika.” My head swung toward Seraphina. “Never interrupt someone in the jump booth.” She turned and said, “Lights 802…go.” She turned back to look at me, “I can multitask because I’ve done this forever, but never interrupt someone calling the show.”
I knew better. What a rookie mistake. I nodded and mouthed, “I’m sorry,“ but I doubt she saw it.
“Lights 803…go.”
The music swelled as the final lights dimmed on stage. One last spotlight from beneath the stage illuminated Michaelis.
“Rail, stand by to bring in the Main Curtain.”
Michaelis lifted his hands toward the heavens as he was lowered under the stage.
“Rail…go.” How Seraphina called cues and kept the show running was a marvel. “Places for curtain. Places for curtain.”
The backstage area was almost pitch black except for the handful of blue running lights and glow-in-the-dark tape that marked the stage to keep people out of the path of others entering and exiting. Someone squeezed in behind me before wrapping his arms around me. There was a gentle kiss at the bottom of my neck.
“You were amazing,” Asher said in a low whisper.
“I may have been amazing, but you became a star tonight.”
My boyfriend, Asher Fraser Alexander, played Michaelis, a conman faith healer. We’d been working actors for years, trying to get parts in Off-Broadway and Broadway productions. We’d even gone on separate touring casts. I did my time in Wicked belting “Defying Gravity” while he raised the house as a Mormon missionary belting “I Believe.” After a few years of pounding the pavement as Broadway babies, we finally found ourselves cast in a brand-new Broadway musical…together.
“Lights 813…go. Fly curtain…go” There was a pause as we watched the curtain rise. “Standby Chorus…go”
The chorus ran onto the stage from either side, clasped hands and took their well-earned bows. Over the next 45 seconds, the cast entered the stage and bowed as the audience roared their applause.
“Standby Mary and Matthew.” Immediately an assistant stage manager tapped me on the shoulder letting me know it was time to walk on stage. “Go.”
I walked onto the stage and stared at my onstage husband. I could only imagine how large my smile was. I had opened a show on Broadway. My mind raced with thousands of thoughts. I couldn’t believe this was finally happening. I walked to the middle of the stage and grabbed my “husband’s” hand, and we walked downstage center and bowed together. Then I applauded as he bowed, then he applauded while I bowed.
After our bows, there was a swelling of the music as the entire cast turned and extended our hands toward the backstage where Asher stood. He was radiant. I’d never seen him happier or more in his element than at that moment. He walked to the front of the stage and took a giant, dramatic bow. The place erupted. He bowed again.
Asher reached out to me and clasped my hand before clasping my “husband’s” hand and led the entire company in a bow. Then he gestured to the orchestra, and we all applauded. We then took five steps backward as the creative team walked on stage. We all continued clapping.
“Take it in, Erika. Take it all in,” Asher said into my ear over the audience’s roar. “We’re never going to have an experience like this one again. You only get one first Broadway opening of a new musical.”
He was right. Sure, we’d both opened a ton of shows over the years, but this one was special. Over the next few minutes, we listened to polite speeches from the creative team, who talked about the work, how important the source material was, and how it was still relevant, given our society’s political climate.
After each speech, we applauded politely. After the producer finished his speech, we took one final bow as a cast, and the orchestra began playing again as the curtain descended. When the last tassel of the curtain hit the stage, everyone started screaming, shouting, hugging, and clapping each other on the back. The backstage excitement was amazing. I couldn’t believe my luck.
After a few minutes, we all made our way back to our dressing rooms. I had a small dressing room all to myself. The first time I had seen my name on the door, I had squealed in excitement. Sure, my dressing room was four floors up from the stage, but that’s Broadway. People often have no idea how things work backstage. And if we do our jobs right on stage, the audience will never worry about how many steps I must climb during each show. My calves were getting a workout.
I showered quickly. I pulled out my garment bag, revealing the floor-length satin dress with empire waist and A-line silhouette. It was minimalist in design but with some light beading around the chest, just enough to make it sparkle without being intrusive.
There was a knock on my door.
“Getting dressed,” I said.
“I’ll meet you out front,” Asher said through the door.
“Give me five…make that ten minutes.”
There was another knock, and Marilyn, my dresser, and Katie, my makeup slash hair artist, came into the dressing room. Katie had me sit down as she quickly did my makeup, then put my hair in knotted faux mohawk updo. Katie transformed me from average-looking to centerfold in minutes.
When my hair and makeup were ready to go, Marilyn helped me into the dress and zipped up the back. She then held out the jewels I would wear that evening. I had a diamond necklace and teardrop diamond earrings for the occasion. A jeweler had loaned me the jewels. I grabbed my black fake-mink shawl and wrapped it over my naked shoulders when I was fully dressed. I looked like a Hollywood actress from yesteryear.
“You two are amazing,” I said. “See you at the party?”
“Not me,” Marilyn said. “I’ve been here too long today. My feet are killing me. Going to go home, have tea, and go to sleep.”
“You’ll see me there,” Katie said excitedly. “This is my first big opening, so I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
“Trust me, girly,” Marilyn said. “Once you’ve done this a few dozen times, the parties aren’t nearly as exciting. I hope the reviews are good, so we stay open for a decent run.”
“From your lips to God’s ears,” I said with a wink.
“Go,” Marilyn said with a slight smile. “Have fun tonight. You’ve both earned it.” Marilyn looked around the cluttered dressing room. It looked like a tornado had come through since the show ended. I had been in such a hurry to get out of costume, showered, and redressed I hadn’t taken the time to put anything away. “Don’t worry, Erika. I’ll clean up after you’re gone.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. I hated the idea of leaving Marilyn alone in my mess. I never wanted to be one of those stars that expected the world to clean up after her.
“This one time,” Marilyn said, the corner of her mouth curved up. “Just don’t do it again.”
I reached out and hugged the woman, who then opened the door and waved her hand in a shooing motion. I stepped out into the hall before carefully going back downstairs. The shoes I wore during the show had a heel, but it was a sturdy, wide heel that made it pretty easy to go up and down the stairs. The six-inch heels I was wearing right now made climbing down the stairs a safety hazard. I gripped the rail and took each step one at a time.
When I finally got down to the stage level, I heard voices from the stage. I was going to ignore them until I recognized Asher’s voice. I wormed my way in between the backstage cables to the edge of the set. The crew had already reset the stage to Act One for tomorrow’s matinee. Smart move, I thought to myself.
Only the faint glow of the ghost light on stage shone, casting most of the house and stage in darkness. I followed the glow-in-the-dark tape on the floor to the door entrance I used at the top of Act One. I opened the door. In the dim shine of the ghost light, Asher was kissing our castmate, Zachary Magnus. I gasped. My hand flew to my mouth.
Asher and Zachary’s heads whipped in my direction. In the low lighting, Zachary looked like a deer caught in headlights. Asher’s face was calm and collected. “Erika…let me—“
I didn’t wait for him to finish. I turned around, closing the fake door behind me. Fake! Everything in my life is fake! I had to get out of there. I started moving across the stage, the glowing floor tape passed by wholly ignored. And I fell right through the trapdoor where Michaelis was lowered at the show’s end.
I screamed and it echoed around the stage. Jamie Lee would be impressed with my vocal cords, I thought as I plummeted into darkness.
I landed and heard a large snapping sound, almost like a tree limb falling off a tree during a winter storm. The pain hit me in waves as I let out another sound that was more caged animal than human.
“Erika!” Asher yelled. A bright shined down on me from a cell phone above. In the phone’s glow, Asher and Zachary’s faces filled the opening above me.
“I’m calling 911,” Zachary said, panic seeping through his voice.
“Asher Fraser Alexander!” I yelled and proceeded to let out a string of obscenities that would make the most hardened sailor blush…before I passed out.
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Three Years Later 
I lifted my head and pulled the hardback book off my face when the sound of my cell phone chirped on the end table next to me on the couch. I reached for the phone, turned it over, and looked at the screen. Brice. Great, my agent’s calling.
“Good afternoon, Brice,” I groused into the phone.
“Erika,” he said, almost too chipperly into my ear. “How’s my favorite client?”
“I don’t know. How is Audra doing? Are we up to twenty Tonys or is it just fifteen these days?”
“Well, I have some good and bad news for you,” Brice said, not taking my bait. Honestly, I was amazed he put up with me after all these years. I wasn’t exactly his best, most profitable, or the most talented client. At one point, I was one of his shiniest new toys, and I had so much promise. Then one day, my world came crashing down around me. And by around me, I mean when I fell through the stage after seeing my boyfriend making out with another guy the night of the opening of my first and last show on Broadway.
That embarrassing little tumble and broken leg took me out of the show. By the time I healed, I’d already been replaced. My understudy, Darla Dabbraccio, won the Tony Award for Best Featured Actress in a Musical. Asher had been nominated, but thank God, the Tony Award voters hadn’t given him a trophy. It was bad enough that my understudy had won. The Tony Awards had let The Faith Healer’s producers substitute her name for the nomination since, technically, her name hadn’t appeared above the marquee on the night the show had opened.
The most humiliating moment of my life was dragged back into the limelight as award show commentators debated whether Darla Dabbraccio deserved the nomination. The committee had hemmed and hawed, but industry insiders all agreed that the Tony Awards would let the producers do it. On the night of the award show, I was out of the city in Des Moines, Iowa, with my parents.
“Honey, it’s not a big deal,” my mother had said. “That award’s as much yours as it is hers. I’m sure everyone knows it.”
Oh, everyone knew it. The cast and crew had known Darla couldn’t act her way out of a box, but that girl had mimicked me perfectly, which is why she was hired in the first place. Darla hadn’t had an original idea on stage. I never wanted to see the show after the accident, but I had seen enough of her performance on YouTube to know she had even twitched her lip like I do when hitting a high note. She’d make a great impersonator for Forbidden Broadway. How the Tony Awards voters had given her a statue was still one of the universe’s great mysteries.
“So, how is your cabaret act going?” Brice asked. From the way he said it, I knew what he thought about my cabaret act. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of taking the bait yet again.
I sat up on the couch. Slung my legs over the side and stood up as I went to the fridge to grab a water bottle. I know. I should be completely environmentally conscious and not use plastic bottles, but they were just easier. I screwed off the cap. My cat, Bootsy, a white short-haired Norwegian forest cat with black paws, weaved in and out of my legs. “What do you need, Bootsy?” I asked. He looked up at me and meowed, then trotted away.
“Erika…Erika, are you there? Are you listening to me?”
“Sorry, I’m here. Bootsy needed something.” What’s the point of having a furry overlord if you can’t blame them when you need to? “What did you say?”
There was a sudden, audible sigh from the other end of the line. “I said, ‘I caught some of your performance over the weekend.’”
“You did? Why didn’t you say ‘hi’ or come backstage?”
“I said I ‘caught some of it,’ not I saw it live. You’re blowing up on YouTube.”
“What does that mean?”
“What am I going to do with you, Erika? You know you’re hard to manage these days when you won’t pay attention to your own social media presence.”
“I pay attention to my social media presence,” I responded. “I don’t have one. See, I pay attention.”
“And that, my dear Erika, is where you’re wrong. Whether or not you want one, you have a social media presence.”
Something about how he said the last phrase made me pause. “What do you mean, whether or not I want one?”
“Are you near your computer?”
“Not at the moment, but I can be.”
“Get to it,” Brice demanded. The tone in his voice took me back. I think we’d gone from the friendly banter phase of our afternoon conversation into the serious one.
I walked through the living room and into the guest bedroom. My computer sat atop an old-style rolltop desk I’d found when I’d gone antiquing upstate with a few of my girlfriends one weekend. I’d fallen in love with the piece and paid some local to cart the thing down to Manhattan, then hired some movers to haul it up to my apartment.
I sat down in my ergonomic chair and spun around to face the desk and monitor. I reached out, grabbed the mouse and slid it along the mouse pad to wake the computer up. While it woke, I put my cell phone down on the desk and hit the speaker. “I’m here,” I said.
“Great. I just sent you an email.”
I opened the email. The only thing in the email was a blue hyperlink, so I clicked on it. Immediately, a pirated video of me on stage at 54 Below from the previous weekend started playing. First, I looked good. I’d gone with a simple black cocktail dress and a pair of Manolo Blahnik’s Hangisi Crystal Satin Pumps. Sure, the shoes cost me $1000, but they made my legs look fantastic. The video was a short montage of me singing some of my favorite songs. I looked good, and I sounded even better.
“What’s wrong with this?” I asked. “I look amazing and sound better than ever.”
“True…but wait till the end.”
I kept watching. Right at the end there was a short video message. “This video of the homophobic Erika Lynsay Saunders’ man-hating cabaret act was shot last weekend. It’s time to tell the cabaret spaces in New York not to book her. Join us in boycotting 54 Below.”
“What?” I gasped. “Why are they boycotting? I’m not homophobic. I thought we put that nonsense behind us?”
After I caught Asher, my ex, making out with one of our costars on opening night three years ago, I may have said a few things that I regretted later. But I was pissed. And I wasn’t mad at him because of his sexual orientation. I was pissed that he made out with someone on the day our show opened. He knew how important our opening was to me…to us. I don’t understand how he could think so little of me that he did that. Sure, several highly inappropriate words flew out of my mouth in the heat of the moment, but I’m not homophobic. Straight guys scared me more than any gay guys I knew. My agent is gay. My best friend is gay. I work in the gayest field imaginable. I love my gays. I, in that moment, hated Asher, so I may have called him a few choice words that he then released on the Internet while I was still laid up in the hospital. I found out about all that while I was on the mend when my gay nurse showed me the video.
“Gurl,” the nurse had said, coming in one afternoon. “Your boyfriend must be pissed at you. He splayed your fight all over the Internet.”
“He did what?” I had asked. Again, I’m not the most technically savvy person in the world.
“He uploaded that to YouTube.”
That’s right, fucking YouTube! So, here I was again, having another bout of YouTube problems because of Asher. I wasn’t sure which I hated more at that moment, YouTube or Asher.
“So, what now?” I asked Brice. “Did 54 Below cancel the rest of my engagement?”
“Nope. I talked with them this morning, and they’ve seen a spike in tickets, so they’re not planning on canceling this booking. Plus, they know you. They know you ‘love the gays,’ and the ’gays love you.’”
I belted my best Matron Mama Morton impersonation.
“Yes, yes, yes, go on with your bad self, Chicago girl. Oh wait, you turned down the role of Roxy in Chicago last year—“
“In Columbus, Ohio. I wasn’t going to spend six weeks doing stock in Columbus. I’d rather work at Starbucks.”
“If you don’t get a job soon, you’ll be working at Starbucks,” Brice said. I could practically see him rolling his eyes as he leaned back. “How are you doing financially?”
“I’m fine. I’m pretty good with money, and living at the Manhattan Plaza helps keep my budget, despite my occasional splurge on something I shouldn’t own.”
“Trust me, girl. I noticed the shoes in the video,” Brice said in one of his gayer moments.
“Don’t hate the playa, hate the game.”
“You’re playing the game called poverty right now. I need you to get your head in the game and start playing the game of Broadway, capisce?”
“Since when are you doing a guest role on the remake of The Sopranos?“ I asked. There was a long pause. I thought my quip was funny, but I could sense Brice’s frustration through the phone. We’d had this exact conversation a dozen times over the past year. I wasn’t ready to audition again. I wasn’t sure if I would ever be prepared to audition again. After my last experience on Broadway, I didn’t know if I’d ever be ready to take that dive into the lion’s den.
I love Broadway. I love musical theater. I don’t think a one-sided relationship is very healthy. And right now, Broadway was the bad boyfriend I couldn’t shake. Every time I thought I’d gotten away and made a clean cut, something would happen, and I would get drawn into another audition, only to have my hopes and dreams dashed against the shore of the Hudson River.
“But really, Erika, I’m worried about you.” I could tell from the change in his voice he had grown serious. “I’m going to have a problem keeping you on as a client. The senior partners keep asking why I’m keeping you on at this point.”
I sighed. I knew this conversation was going to happen eventually. As much as I hated admitting it, I needed to get my act together already. “So, what do you have for me?”
“That’s the spirit!”
Deep in my soul, I knew I would regret this, but I held my tongue.
“There’s a new musical being mounted, and I got you an audition for later today.”
“Today!” What was I going to sing? What would I wear? This was happening faster than I expected. I thought I’d at least have a few days.
Brice went on as if he hadn’t heard my exclamation. “It’s a musical adaptation of a movie from 1940 called Beyond Tomorrow.”
“Never heard of it,” I admitted.
“Most people probably haven’t. The producers went with this property because it’s considered a Christmas movie, even if it is only partially related to Christmas itself.”
“Have you seen the movie?”
“Nope,” Brice confessed. “I Wikipediaed what I know about it.”
Great… My career hung in the balance of Wikipedia. What could go wrong? “What role am I auditioning for?”
“They wouldn’t tell me. Everything right now is hush-hush.” That didn’t raise any red flags at all. “Everyone who is invited to audition is being asked to prepare a song, and beyond that, there’s no other information provided.”
“Okay. What time is my audition?”
“I have you in at 3:00 p.m. That should give you time to get yourself together.”
I looked over at the clock, it was only eleven-thirty a.m., giving me a few hours to get my act together. “Where is the audition?”
“They’re holding auditions at Actors’ Equity. Just go on up to the sixteenth floor. You’re already on the list.” I’d had enough auditions at Actors’ Equity over the years. I knew the routine, so I didn’t bother jotting down the information. “Break a leg.” As soon as he said it, I could almost see him wince on the other end of the line. “I mean figuratively, not literally. Oh geez, I think I’m talking too much.”
“It’s okay. I don’t plan on falling through any trap doors again.”
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After getting off the phone, I sat on my couch and made a list of everything I needed to do over the next couple of hours. Shower, pick my outfit, pick my audition song, and don’t freak out. The first three were going to be easier than the last one. Thankfully, I knew who I needed to reach out to help with the last three. 
I scrolled through my phonebook until I found the number I was looking for and hit the call button. There were three rings before I heard a groggy voice pick up.
“This had better be an emergency.”
“It is… I have an audition.”
As if he’d had a sudden jolt of coffee, my best friend Johnny immediately perked up. “When? Where? What for? What are you going to wear? How long do you have to prepare?” The rapid peppering of questions didn’t leave me time to think, let alone answer any of them.
“Slow down there, tiger. As for the questions, today, Actor’s Equity, new Christmas musical, I haven’t a clue what I’m going to wear, and a couple of hours.”
“That doesn’t exactly leave us much time, then, does it?” I love how my audition suddenly became a problem for both of us. But then, that’s why Johnny Braxton was my best friend. It also helped that he lived in the other tower, so he could be at my apartment as soon as he threw on some clothes.
“I’ll be there in twenty.”
“I’m not going anywhere. See you when you get here.”
Johnny ended the phone call without saying goodbye. I honestly wasn’t sure who was more excited about my audition, him or me.
Johnny Braxton was also in the business. At the ripe old age of 26, he was a veteran of a few Off-Broadway shows and had even made a Broadway debut as a replacement right before the show closed. Johnny had the perfect combination of a pop singer’s voice and matinee idol good looks. Of course, I’m one of the few people who knows Johnny’s real name is Steven Smith. When he had earned his Equity card, he knew his real name was way too generic, so he had created Johnny Braxton, and the man, the myth, and the legend was born…at least in his head.
Johnny had also been at the ill-fated night of The Faith Healer opening. I hadn’t known Johnny, but he’d known Asher. Apparently, half of Broadway had known Asher. I was the only person who hadn’t realized how much Asher had gotten around. I’d heard of love blinders before, but I had never experienced the phenomenon myself. In retrospect, there were so many red flags. I should have seen Asher’s obvious deception and sleeping around, but I was in love and didn’t want to see what was right in front of my face.
I pulled out a notepad and started jotting down some possible audition songs. Thankfully, my cabaret act provided me with an entire slate of possibilities. I wanted to have some ideas on paper before Johnny showed up and tried to take over my audition. He’s a force of nature when he gets on a mission.
Three loud raps on my door caused me to jolt. I put the pad and pen down on the end table, walked through the apartment and opened the door.
“So, what do you have for me?” Johnny said, breezing by me and heading right into the living room.
“I made a list of audition songs. They’re on the legal pad there,” I said, motioning to the end table.
He picked up the list and started reading them out loud, “‘I Hate Men’ Kiss Me Kate, ‘Forget About the Boy’ Thoroughly Modern Millie, ‘Gonna Wash That Man Right Out of My Hair’ South Pacific, ‘One Hundred Easy Ways (To Lose a Man)’ Wonderful Town, ‘Men! (Horrible Men!)’ Calamity Jane, ‘What Did I Ever See in Him?’ Bye, Bye Birdie, ‘Could I Leave You’ Follies, ‘Get Out and Stay Out’ 9-5… Honey, are you trying to get the gig or are you trying to depress the creative team?”
“What?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “These are the songs from my cabaret act.”
“I should have known. I need to see the new show. But really, Erika? This is like a jilted woman’s breakup playlist. Didn’t you say this was a Christmas musical?” I nodded. “Then don’t audition like you’re gearing up for Mack and Mabel.”
I hated to admit it, but he had a point. Ever since my breakup with Asher, I haven’t exactly been the most jovial person. I sighed and asked the obvious question, “Then what do you recommend?”
“What was your go-to audition song before the incident?“ He added extra emphasis by gesturing with air quotes.
I tilted my head and tried to think back to songs of auditions past. “‘Not a Day Goes By’ from Merrily We Roll Along.”
“Nope. Too depressing.”
“‘Back to Before’ from Ragtime.”
“Honey, you’re thirty-two, not fifty.”
“‘You Don’t Know this Man’ from Parade.”
“Again, depressing,” he drawled out the word to emphasize his dissatisfaction with my choices.
“‘Woman’ from Pirate Queen.”
“Potential, but not necessarily a great audition piece. Didn’t you sing ‘My Most Beautiful Day’ from Tuck Everlasting at a benefit once?”
“Yeah, but I’m not exactly twelve. I’m not the ingenue anymore, so not sure how appropriate that one is.” We both sat there for a moment as we racked our brains. Finally, an idea popped into my head, “What about ‘Fable’ from Light in the Piazza?”
“Do you think you can pull it off? I mean, I’m not trying to be rude, but that’s not exactly an easy piece.”
“It was my go-to audition song when I first came to New York. I fell in love with Light in the Piazza when I was in high school. It was the first musical I saw in New York. Most of my classmates found the show boring, but the entire show transfixed me. Watching Victoria Clarke sing that song caused me fall in love with musical theater.”
“I like it! And if the creative team asks you why you chose the song, you have a good story to tell.”
With the audition song selected, we went into my bedroom, and Johnny rummaged through my closet until he’d put together the perfect audition ensemble. I had to agree with him. The outfit was chic and had a Christmasy element in the color combination.
“I don’t want it to come right out and say, ‘Deck the Halls,’” Johnny said, “but I think it has the air of Christmas without hitting you over the head with it.”
I nodded in agreement. With the song and wardrobe choices out of the way, we made our way back into the living room. We sat back down on the couch. I tucked my legs under me and leaned back against the throw pillows as Bootsy jumped up and curled up in my lap.
“So, how are things with you and Amani?” I asked.
“We’re still in the blissful state of love.”
“You realize that’s gag-worthy?”
“Pshaw! You wish you had what Amani and I have.“ As quickly as the words were out of his mouth, he blanched. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I can be such an insensitive buffoon.”
“It’s okay,” I reassured him. “There’s no need for self-flagellation. You’re more right than you’re not. I wish I had what you and Amani had. You’re disgustingly cute.”
“I know. I’m disgusted by our cuteness some days.”
Amani Samara was a sous chef at the upscale restaurant called Evergreen Mirror. Amani had graduated from the Culinary Institute of America up in Hyde Park before moving to the city. He’d worked his way through the restaurant industry before landing the job at Evergreen Mirror. There was a three-month waitlist to get reservations. Thankfully, I had gone with Johnny a couple of times since Amani started working there, so I could attest to how excellent the food was.
“Honestly, I’m over being single. After three years of acting like a nun, I need to get myself back in the saddle and start dating again. I’m afraid I’m too rusty at this point.”
“Well, get out the oil Tin Man, and let’s loosen you up.” A smile crept up Johnny’s face. “Wow, that sounds dirtier than I intended it to sound.”
“Please, I wouldn’t expect anything less from you. I know how your mind works.”
“That’s a dangerous place to peer into. I almost feel like I should apologize.”
“Apology accepted.”
“As for dating, I may know someone who would be a wonderful date for someone needing to use training wheels.”
“Oh really?” I questioned with a tilt of my head. “Do tell.”
“His name is Ralph Seegers, and he’s a publicist. And don’t roll your eyes at me,” Johnny said before I’d rolled them. “He’s a good guy. I don’t know much about him, but I’ve worked with him on a few projects.”
“I’ll think about it. But I’m not willing to commit yet.”
“Okay. But as soon as you make up your mind, let me know and I’ll get it arranged.”
We spent the next twenty minutes talking about gossip from around the complex. By that time, it was almost 1:30, so I really needed to get into the shower and get moving if I was going to make the audition on time.
We said goodbye, then I headed off to get ready for my first major audition in almost three and a half years.
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I got out of the shower and immediately set about getting myself put together. I made sure my hair was pulled back and out of my face while still fashionable. I’d almost dyed it purple last week, so I was glad I hadn’t made that decision. Not sure if the purple hair would go with the forest green turtleneck underneath a black knit sweater and cranberry-colored knee-length skirt. Johnny had convinced me that a hint of Christmas was good, but I didn’t want to come right out and say  Santa’s mistress. I had black leggings underneath, then I slipped into a simple pair of four-inch pumps. They would be easy to walk in no matter what the weather and wouldn’t detract from my outfit. The last thing I wanted was a casting agent to look at my shoes instead of me during an audition. Immediately, I heard the lyrics from Jason Robert Brown’s song “Climbing Uphill” from The Last Five Years running through my head.
I touched up my makeup. I wanted to look put together and natural. I’ve seen some new girls in the business paint for the back row when they go on auditions, which is never a bright idea. Painting for the back row may look great from the mezzanine, but it makes you look like a clown in harsh fluorescent lighting to people sitting ten feet from you. I’d made that mistake on my first non-Equity audition. Thankfully, an older actor took me aside and was like, “Honey, no. You look like you’re auditioning for the role of the clown in the revival of Barnum. Go wash your face. Just use a simple lip gloss. Nothing else.“ I must have looked affronted because he added, “You’re clearly beautiful under all that paint, so don’t hide under it.”
I did as he said. In retrospect, he was unbelievably right. I ended up booking a job—a touring production of Godspell. After the audition, I wanted to thank him, but I never saw him again. In fact, I haven’t seen my guardian angel at any audition ever. Of course, I’d end up with an old queen for a guardian angel. There’s something entirely appropriate about that.
I looked at myself in my full-length mirror and did a twirl to make sure everything looked perfect. I put on my watch and no other jewelry. Again, the focus needed to be on me and not on what I’m wearing. I went into the living room and found Bootsy curled up on the couch. I made sure he had plenty of water and kibble—just in case he ate while I was out. He rarely did, but I always ensured it was there for him if he wanted it.
I grabbed my simple, black bag that held my audition music and a few other necessities before looking at myself one last time in the hallway mirror. I look good. I’d hire me. Of course, I didn’t know what I was auditioning for, so I was ready for whatever the casting agents threw my way.
I grabbed my coat from the peg next to the front door. I opened the door and caught it with my foot while I put down my bag, slipped my jacket on and backed out into the hall.
“Watch it!” I said as I bumped into something.
“Sorry, didn’t see you coming out of your apartment,” a voice below me said.
I looked down. A young woman in a wheelchair smiled back at me. Great, I just yelled at someone in a wheelchair. “No, my bad,” I immediately apologized. “I should have been watching where I was going.”
“Maybe, but I was right in front of your door. You probably didn’t get a chance to see me.”
I looked at her and threw on my best actor smile. “No harm, no foul.” I met the teenager’s gaze and looked her over. She was beautiful. Flawless white skin, long raven-black hair, and a thin frame models would be jealous of.
“I’m Carissra,” she said, extending her hand.
I hesitated for a moment. People in New York had never completely reverted to handshakes after the pandemic. We were all a bit cautious. But I looked at the girl and knew she wasn’t trying to make me sick, so I extended my hand and said, “Erika.” She shook my hand with a firm grip. “It’s nice to meet you, Carissra. I haven’t seen you around here before.”
“No, you haven’t. We’re moving in next door.”
I’d heard through the grapevine that my neighbor had bought a house over in Jersey, but I hadn’t seen him move out. But then, I rarely saw him. He was in some late-night avant-garde circus troupe or something like that. I’d only run into him twice in the hall. For a neighbor, he’d been awesome. I never knew when he was there or away, which is precisely how I liked my neighbors. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not anti-social, but the last thing I want is to hear everyone around me.
After my breakup with Asher, I’d moved out of our apartment and ended up in an apartment in Queens where the walls were paper thin. I could hear every conversation, every argument, every time someone got intimate. After the third time I’d been woken up in the middle of the night because the people above me were fighting and the people next to me were yelling at the people above us to shut up, I knew I had to get out of that place. I’d had a couple more apartments before getting lucky in the lottery and landing in the Manhattan Plaza.
The Manhattan Plaza or the Miracle on 43rd Street is a 46-story high-rise between 9th and 10th Avenues on 43rd Street. The building had opened in 1976 as Section 8 Housing, or low-income housing. The city had turned it into an apartment complex for people who worked in the performing arts. Actors, opera singers, musicians, comedians, ushers, stage managers, and anyone else who kept the entertainment business running qualified to live in the apartments. About 75 percent of the three thousand-plus people who live here are in the performing arts. And your rent adjusted as your income did. If you were in a smash Broadway show and making a ton of money, you’d pay full price. If your situation turned on a dime and your show closed, your rent was lowered.
“Are your parents in the business?” I asked casually.
“Huh?”
The girl looked at me, confused. The other 25 percent of the Manhattan Plaza residents consisted of the elderly and people in the community. From her reaction, I guessed she was in the community group.
“Well, it’s been nice talking with you…” My mind drew a blank.
“Carissra.”
“Sorry about that. I have an audition this afternoon and my mind is racing.”
“Oh, you’re an actor?”
“You’ll find a lot of us around here. Most residents are in the entertainment industry in some form.”
“Wow, I didn’t know that.”
“Didn’t know what?” I heard a baritone voice behind me ask.
I spun my head and found a man in his mid to late thirties holding a couple of boxes in his arms. He had long brown hair that didn’t go past his collar but was pushed back in a rocker look I’d seen gracing the pages of Rolling Stone.
“I asked if her parents were in the business,” I said. He gave me the same clueless look she’d given me, so I added, “The entertainment business.”
“Oh, no,” he replied. “I’m an elementary school teacher over at Elias Howe.”
I smiled and nodded. I had no idea what he was talking about. I knew there were schools in the city, but I didn’t know where any of them were. I passed schools all the time walking around, but I didn’t stop to pay attention to them.
“What do you teach?” I finally asked.
“I’m in special education. I primarily help students who have cognitive learning disabilities.”
“Wow, hot and smart,” I said. My hand flew up to my mouth when my brain processed what had flown out of my mouth.
His head bent slightly as a smirk grew across his face. “Thank you, I think.”
“Wow, sometimes I can’t control my mouth.”
“Erika is an actor. She’s heading to an audition, so her mind is in other places,” Carissra said.
I smiled down at her, then back up at him, then back down at her.
“She’s not my daughter. She’s my niece,” the man said, seeing the confusion as it etched across my face. “I became her legal guardian last year after…” He quickly glanced down at the wheelchair.
“After my parents died in a car accident that left me in this,” Carissra said. She looked up at the man. “He still has a tough time talking about it.  I was angry at first, but I was given this second chance to live life, even if it is from a metal chariot.”
I grinned. I could tell from the look on her face that she was genuine, which is not something you see too often when you work around actors all the time.
“I’m Kirk, by the way,” the guy said, extending his hand.
Again, with the handshakes. “I’m Erika,” I said, extending my hand. He gripped it firmly but didn’t hold it too tightly, like some guys do when trying to dominate your hand.
“Wait…Erika,” he snapped his fingers a couple of times, and I could tell he was trying to remember my last name. “Erika Saunders.”
“That’s me…in the flesh.”
“You know her?” Carissra asked.
“Yeah, I watched clips of her show on YouTube,” Kirk admitted.
The hottie next door is gay. Figures. “And now I’m your neighbor. Are you a fan?”
He hesitated for a second before saying, “Not really. A friend posted a link to your video on Facebook.”
“Oh really? I didn’t know it was on social media.”
“You’ve been memed and everything. You’re like the poster child for women who hate men.”
I took a sharp inhale.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just…well, you know…”
“I don’t really hate men. I promise I don’t. I also don’t hate gay people, despite my ex’s rumors around town. Gays love me, so I’m sure you and I will get along great.”
“Oh,” he started, a confused look crossing his face. “I’m not gay.”
“She thinks you’re gay.” Carissra shrieked with laughter. When she finally caught her breath, she said, “That’s hysterical. Trust me, Erika, he’s pathetically straight. Me, I’m bisexual. I love everyone. Much easier that way.”
“Well, now that I’ve firmly put my foot in my mouth, I really have an audition I need to get to.” I turned and started walking toward the elevator. Figures, the first hot straight guy I have met in a long time, and I shove my foot right in my mouth.
“Hey, don’t forget an umbrella,” Kirk yelled after me.
“Got one in my bag,” I said, turning around and motioning to my bag. “I was a Girl Scout. I’m always prepared.”
I clicked the button and was greeted seconds later by the chiming sound as the elevator hit the floor and opened its doors. The ride to the lobby was smooth. And Kirk was right. The rain had started coming down. One joy of fall in New York City was how quickly the weather could go from summer to fall, back to summer, then to winter, all in twenty-four hours.
I slipped out of my heels and put on the tennis shoes in my bag. In the city, it’s always essential to have a pair of tennis shoes in your bag because you don’t want to walk around the city in heels when it’s raining or snowing. Oh, and never wear open-toed sandals or heels on the streets. You’ll have grime all over your toes at the end of the day. And you won’t know what the grime came from. That’s just nasty.
I nodded to the security guard before heading out into the rain. Fun fact about Manhattan Plaza: Samuel L. Jackson was a security guard there in the 1970s before he got his big break. I loved my apartment building because it had so much history.
Outside, I rummaged through my bag and opened my umbrella. Thankful that I always had one in the bag for just these occasions. I headed off to the Actors’ Equity Building. From the Manhattan Plaza, it was maybe a ten-minute walk if the tourists weren’t gawking and slowing down the sidewalks.
I crossed 9th and continued to walk down 43rd Street until I hit 7th. I stood waiting for the light to change. A few tourists were about, and one almost poked me in the eye with her umbrella. Dodging umbrellas when it was raining was a full-contact sport. I moved to the edge of the curb to get ahead of the mass of people. I was looking in the other direction when a bus turned the corner. Suddenly, the wall of a hurricane hit me square in the chest, and I was drenched from head to toe. People behind me gasped as they watched it happen. I reached up and wiped the water from my face. I may have outwardly groaned, but the string of profanity that ran through my head would have made my mother in Iowa blush.
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I walked into Actors’ Equity looking like a disheveled, soaked rat dragged up from the subway. I had stared at myself in the glass outside the building, so I wasn’t fooling myself into thinking I looked great anymore.  Guess this is one way to get out of getting the part. After going in, I searched for the ground-floor bathroom and did my best to make myself look at least somewhat presentable. My perfectly coiffed hair now hung limply next to my face, like the main character out of the Grudge movie franchise. My makeup, which had been perfect, now looked like rivers of red and black streaming down my face.
I grabbed a paper towel and wiped off any trace of makeup. Thankfully, I had lip gloss and a comb in my bag, which I pulled out. I let out an exasperated breath. I’d never re-zipped my bag after pulling out my umbrella. Everything inside was soaked. My shoes, my sheet music…I stood there in stunned silence. I didn’t hear the bag as it dropped from my arms and hit the ground with a clatter as all the soggy contents scattered over the floor.
In the middle of the bathroom, I slid down right in front of the bathroom sink and cried. And I’m not talking about the single, controlled tear during an emotional scene type of crying. No, I’m talking about the full-on, uncontrolled waterworks of a madwoman. I reached into my coat pocket where my phone was and pulled it out. Thankfully, the coat had saved the phone because I sure wasn’t in the position right now to buy another one…after I’d bought my new pair of expensive shoes last week. I called the only person I could think of. When a chipper voice sounded, I got out, “Mom,” before I burst into another round of hysterics.
My mom let me get the latest round of crying out before she said, “Okay, dear, tell me everything.” So, I did. I spent the next twenty minutes describing my mortification in every detail. “You’re telling me you’re sitting on a bathroom floor right now?”
“Uh-huh.”
“And you have an audition you’re supposed to be at?”
I glanced down at my watch. “I’m supposed to be there in like two minutes.”
“Then pull yourself together and go to that audition.”
“But, Mom…” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I sounded like a petulant, whiny teenager. I might as well have thrown a stamping of my foot in for good measure.
“Erika Lynsay Saunders, your father and I did not raise a quitter. You pull yourself together and march right upstairs—“
“They have elevators—“
“Don’t sass me, young woman.”
“Yes, Mom,” I said, feeling thoroughly chastised.
“Go!” The forcefulness in my mom’s voice was exactly what I needed.
“Yes, Mom. Thanks, Mom.”
“Any time, dear.” She hung up the phone.
With the reinvigoration I needed from my mother, I grabbed my comb and drew it through my wet hair to at least make it look less like a bad Halloween wig right out of the bag and more Wednesday Addams-ish, albeit blonde.
I pushed myself off the floor and didn’t bother looking in the mirror. If the casting team didn’t like my new look, oh well. It’s not like I wanted this job. I left the bathroom, walked over to the elevator bank and hit the button for the sixteenth floor. I rode in silence, putting my thoughts together. By the time I exited, I laughed and shook my head at its absurdity.
“Erika?” I heard a voice say.
One of my longest-running friends slash rivals in the business, Kathrine Kloeten, walked toward me. Great, I so don’t need this.
“It is you,” Katherine said with her genuine fake smile. “I wasn’t sure at first. No one’s seen you at auditions in ages.”
“Was working on my cabaret act for a while, so I wasn’t really auditioning very much.”
“That’s right, I saw the ‘death to men’ show a few weeks back.”
“I don’t remember seeing you there,” I said, racking my brain to remember if I’d seen her in the audience.
“Oh, I didn’t see it live.” She smiled sweetly. “I saw it on YouTube.”
“It’s funny you should mention that. I didn’t know people were trying to get the show canceled until this morning. I guess their little campaign didn’t work very well. Did it?”
“Well, I’m glad to see you’re here for the audition. I hope you didn’t choose one of your ‘I hate men’ songs. I don’t think that’s the mood of the room today. You know…this being a holiday show audition and all.”
I smiled a thin, tight smile and nodded.
“Erika Saunders?” a voice said, poking its head out of a door down the hall. Saved by the bell!
“Well, it was so good seeing you, Katy,” I drew out the word good to emphasize how much I hated her and used an old nickname I knew she hated.
“Katherine,” she said. “I haven’t gone by Katy in almost a decade.”
“Oh, that’s right…” I said as if I’d genuinely forgotten. “It’s hard for me to forget the good old days when you were my understudy on the national tour of Wicked.”
That’s when Katherine first started being my number one frenemy. I kept waiting for her to push me down the stairs so she could go on in my place. I only called out once during the entire tour, and that was when we were in Katherine’s hometown so she could play the role in front of her parents. She never thanked me for the opportunity. She kept begrudging me that I hadn’t let her play the role more often. She sat in the audience every night and gave me notes on what I could do better. At first, I guessed she was trying to be helpful. Intrusive, but helpful. Clearly, she thought she was better than me, and it galled her to no end to know that I was the one the casting agents wanted for the role and not her.
“Toodles,” Katherine said with a wave of her fingers. “Break a leg in there… Oh, I don’t mean literally break a leg. I hope you know that.” She paused for a second to cock her head sideways and smile. “Too soon?”
“I’m over that whole incident. Have been for years,” I lied. “Anyway, the audition calls.” I didn’t wait for a response as I strode down the hallway.
I took a deep breath, passed the woman holding the door to the audition room, and strode in as if I owned the place. The faces behind the casting table were stunned, so I figured I needed to address the situation directly.
“Sorry about this,” I said, gesturing to my outfit. “I thought I was auditioning for a Christmas musical about the North Pole post-global warming.” I got a chuckle from one guy at the table. “In all seriousness, I left the apartment looking like a million bucks. Now I look like a soggy MetroCard.” A few more chuckles. I spent the next few minutes telling the casting table everything that had happened to me since I left my apartment. By the time I finished, I had them laughing like I was a standup comic.
Finally, when the guy who looked to be in charge caught his breath, he asked, “What did you bring to sing for us today?”
“‘Fable’ from Light in the Piazza. I thought about singing ‘I Hate Men,’ but I figured you’d already caught my video on YouTube.“ Another round of chuckles. Well, I at least read the room right. I walked over to the rehearsal pianist and handed him the soggy papers. “Sorry about this,” I said.
“No worries. Sounds like you’ve had a day. Thankfully, I was the musical director for the first national tour back in the day. I could still play this score by heart.”
“My personal miracle in a day of chaotic crazy.”
I turned to the casting table and listened as the pianist started. And he wasn’t joking. He was perfect. I might as well have been listening to the cast album. His fingers were so nimble as he played the intricate score on the piano. I was so enthralled with his technique that I almost missed my entrance cue. Thankfully, right before I needed to sing, he nodded in my direction.
I opened my mouth, and I sang. I sang my ever-loving songbird heart out. It was as if I willed myself to match the accompanist’s skill. I pushed myself harder than I’d ever pushed myself singing “Fable.” I was so lost in the moment I forgot about the casting table completely. When the song ended, there was immediate applause. Not the usual applause I get in auditions where the table is polite, but I received genuine, appreciative applause. I took a slight bow.
“Thank you,” the man in charge said.
I nodded, gathered my things and left. As soon as I was out of the room, I leaned against the wall and another round of tears came. I made it through. I don’t know how I’d pulled myself together, but I had. After a few seconds, I pushed myself away from the wall and walked to the elevator bank.
“Ms. Saunders?” a voice called after me.
I turned and looked at the young redheaded guy running after me. “Yes?”
“First, let me start by saying what an honor it is to meet you.”
“Thank you,” I said and plastered on a genuine smile.
“Second, your audition back there was amazing.”
“Again, thank you.” We stood there for a few awkward moments of silence, so I cut through the tension. “And you are?”
“Sorry,” the man said with a sheepish quality that made me feel warm and fuzzy inside. “I’m Eugenius Moses, but everyone calls me Eugene or just Gene.”
“Well, Eugene, how can I help you?”
“We’d like to invite you for a callback tomorrow afternoon.”
“What time?” I asked.
“2:00 p.m.?”
“I’ll have to double-check my schedule, but that should work for me
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