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        BEEP. Wednesday, 10:02 p.m.

        Kate, you’re up third in tomorrow’s morning meeting. Good night.

      

      

      KATE

      My chest heaves. Every inch of my body is slick with sweat. My legs are as shaky as if I just sprinted the last hundred yards in the mile at a track meet.

      Having reached the front of the conference room, I set my flip chart on the easel and place my notes on the podium while I psych myself up to face the rows of my firm’s traders and salesmen. Then I remember what Mr. Brady said to Jan when she was nervous to debate in front of a crowd. Unfortunately, picturing these guys in their underwear instead of suits as shiny as the gel slicking their hair back just recalls the images left on my desk on a daily basis my first couple of weeks on the job.

      Xerox copies of what’s inside that underwear. Bet Jan Brady never had to deal with that.

      Suck it up, Bishop. You didn’t eat breakfast, so there’s nothing to throw up like the first time you presented your Buy recommendations. You brought a glass of water so your mouth won’t get so dry that you literally can’t get the words out like the second time. What’s that new campaign slogan Nike’s about to roll out? “Just Do It”?

      Gritting my teeth, keeping my focus on my meticulously prepared graphs instead of the sea of bored male faces, I manage to stumble through my list of stock recs. The anecdotes I planned to tell to make my conclusions more memorable? They all seem stupid now, so I skip them and woodenly read my notes.

      Finally, it’s over and I get out of the way so the next junior analyst can take my place. Leaning against the side wall, I fumble for a pen so I can take notes on the rest of the meeting. The moment it’s finished, instead of lingering to answer questions I scoot back to my cubicle and my research, the part of my job I’m actually good at. But before I can even sit down, the phone on my desk buzzes.

      “Roland would like to see you in his office in fifteen minutes.” The statement is followed by the dial tone. My boss’s secretary Gail rarely wastes words on greetings or goodbyes. Or names. Or hints as to my fate.

      I have time to either scarf down the bagel I brought or change out of my pit-soaked blouse before this meeting, but not both. I’d rather face Roland in dry clothes, so I race to the ladies’ room before heading up to the executive floor. Breakfast can wait.

      Exactly fifteen minutes later, I sidle up to Gail’s desk, hoping for a clue of what’s to come. She looks up and waves me through, her always pallid complexion revealing nothing. “He’s waiting for you.”

      “Thanks.” My voice wobbles on the word.

      Just do it, Bishop.

      Gingerly sticking my head inside the lion’s den, I tap on the heavy oak door. “You needed to see me, sir?”

      In contrast to the modern decor I’ve glimpsed in partners’ offices, this den is more Upstairs, Downstairs than LA Law. Posh surroundings aren’t what make my boss one of the most highly respected equity analysts in the world, but they do make me feel like a poor relation fortunate to share air with him.

      He waves at me, patrician nose in a report. “Katherine Bishop. Come in, come in.” His royally accented voice trails off as he jots down notes. Neatly tucking everything to the side, he removes his reading glasses. “All right, then?”

      I hover on the threshold. “Um, yes. I’m almost done with the quarterly for your athletic shoe manufacturers. I do need to make a call to ask about an earnings upside at Adidas.”

      He sits back in his chair and narrows his eyes at me. “Why haven’t we had you out in the field yet?”

      I’m not sure how to answer. Isn’t that his call to make? “Well,” I begin, since he seems to be waiting for me to speak, “I haven’t really felt ready to⁠⁠—”

      He interrupts me, gaze sharp and silver brows low. “Your presentation at the sales meeting this morning wasn’t ideal.”

      “Yes, sir. I mean, I’ve been working on⁠⁠—”

      He waves away my sputtered explanations. “Kate. If you can’t pull yourself together enough to present to a friendly crowd here in our offices, how will you face a group of institutional investors who will challenge each and every argument you make?”

      I stifle a harsh laugh. Friendly crowd? It wasn’t just photocopies of private parts landing on my desk during my first month on the job. The traders sent me a stripper disguised as a bike messenger, and every single sales guy asked me out. Or suggested a quickie in their office. I’d be willing to bet they don’t welcome new male analysts the same way.

      Of course, I can’t complain about any of it without sounding like a whiny little girl. “Well, I guess I⁠⁠—”

      He interrupts me again, waving his hand. “Kate, please sit down. Your gorgeous gams are so distracting I can’t think.”

      Pasting on a smile, I perch on one of the two spindly chairs that face his desk and carefully cross my ankles out of his line of sight.

      He folds his hands on a spotless desk blotter. “What you need to do is capitalize on your strengths. If you want to succeed here, you need to be on the road, meeting with clients on both sides of the balance sheet.”

      “I’m just concerned⁠⁠—”

      He begins to count off a list on his fingers as if he didn’t hear me. “Strengths? You work hard. You admit when you’ve made a mistake and move on from it. You don’t panic when the ground shifts. I was particularly impressed with your calm during last fall’s debacle.”

      We both shudder. October 19, 1987. Black Monday.

      I’d been at the firm for less than a week the day the stock market fell twenty-two percent. The biggest drop in a single day. Ever.

      To survive, I drew on the only thing I had: my history degree. Examining patterns from our country’s past recessions made the choices clear. Stick with stocks with solid fundamentals, no matter what they were doing in the short run. While a few guys in our department might have yelled louder as they recommended buying this hot thing and selling another doomed to fail, the meticulously reviewed reports I silently slid onto Roland’s desk must’ve resonated.

      “Especially for a woman,” he continues. “You showed more emotional fortitude than most of the young men here, which I must say surprised me.”

      Before I can fully parse that backhanded praise, he knocks on his desk. “This is precisely why we need those skills of yours out in the field. First, you’ve got to see the businesses you follow in person. That’s the only way you’ll get the full picture. Then you take that knowledge directly to our investment clients. You’ll be an invaluable resource to the sales department—if you can learn to command a room. And that’s the weakness you’ve got to overcome.”

      Fingers spread like claws on the desk, he swoops in to finish off his argument. “If you’re unable to do that, we may have to rethink your position here. If it’s not going to be you moving up, I’ll be moving on to the next young man.”

      After rapidly running my own personal debt ratios, an alternative squeaks out. “Could I go with you before I go out on my own? I would feel so much more confident if I shadowed you first.”

      His gaze shifts toward the large picture window with a view of the Boston Public Garden.

      After a painfully long pause, he opens his Filofax, flips through it and taps a page. “I do have a trip down south in a couple of weeks to tour several textile and apparel manufacturing sites. It’s a full one, so it might work to have an extra set of eyes and ears along.” Frosty blue eyes meet mine. “We could tack a marketing meeting with some of our investment clients in Atlanta onto the end of the trip. That way, you’ll get to experience meeting with business owners and money managers.”

      “That sounds perfect.” I clear my throat and aim for a deeper tone. “Thank you.”

      “All right then.” His finger points at a different spot in his calendar. “You are still planning to cover the sportswear conference at the convention center next week?”

      “Oh, yes. I have appointments with a few companies.”

      “It’d be even better if you scout at the trade show for new contacts.”

      Ugh. Meeting more people. Why can’t I just stay in my cubicle and churn out models? Because then you’ll never get out of that cubicle, dummy. “I will try—I will add that to my plan.”

      “Work out the particulars on the travel with Gail on your way out.”

      “Great. Thank you again.”

      “Thank you, Kate,” he intones, dismissing me.

      I manage to keep my cool as I make my exit and speak with Gail about the trip, but the swell of emotions burbling inside threatens to spill over, so I make a quick detour to the ladies’ again. After running in place for thirty seconds, I’m back under control. I also have an idea. If I can find a sales guy I trust to have my back and work the room, then meeting investment clients would be easier. Maybe I could even audition one at the upcoming athletic wear trade show. Pushing out of the restroom while running pros and cons on the various sales personalities, I run smack into a broad chest cloaked in fine cotton.

      Masculine hands grip my upper arms to separate our bodies. “Careful there, Kate.”

      Deep voice, killer dimples, and chestnut brown eyes set off by a complexion that can only have come from a tanning booth this time of year. The sales guy the secretaries call “Hot Steve.”

      Shuddering out a half-laugh, I take a step back. “Sorry. Need to watch where I’m going, I guess.” Clutching my portfolio, I ease out of his hold.

      “Not so fast there, girl.” He drapes an arm over my shoulders like a spider cozying up to a fly. A smooth-talking, pheromone-leaking spider. “You going to join us at happy hour tonight?”

      I know there are women at the firm who’d jump at the invitation, but his whole act just irritates me. I open my mouth to answer, so you guys can just make fun of me?

      Before I can get a word out, he places a finger over my lips and whispers, “Shh, Kate. Don’t say no.”

      Does he even know how cheesy he is? I remove the offending finger.

      With impressive agility, he captures my hand and presses it to his heart. “It’s just a couple drinks. The other analysts join us when we can unchain them from their desks. Everybody just wants to get to know you better, see if straitlaced Kate can let her hair⁠⁠—”

      Roland’s words echo inside my head, drowning out Hot Steve’s attempt at sweet talk. We may have to rethink your position here.

      I retrieve my hand and awkwardly pat him on an impressively muscular upper arm. “You know what? I’ll go.” Happy hour with the boys isn’t my idea of a good time, but it might be the best way to observe the candidates in the wild, so to speak. The loss of one hour at my desk versus the loss of my job? The tradeoff is clear. “Yeah. I’ll go.”

      Hot Steve’s posture stiffens. He sweeps the hallway with a hawk-like gaze. Grasping my elbow, he steers me to the water cooler. Casually bending down to fill a cup, he speaks out of the corner of his mouth. “Are you serious? Because there’s a longstanding wager that you’ll never go to happy hour. If you’re coming, I need to change my bet.” He looks over his shoulder before leaning down to whisper in my ear. “Meet us at the Bull and Finch—you know, the Cheers bar—at five thirty. Don’t tell anyone you agreed to come, and I’ll cut you in on my winnings. Now, push me away like you usually do when someone comes on to you.”

      My hand floats into the air between us but before I can even touch him, he staggers back. “Whoa, Kate.” His hands rise along with the volume of his voice. “Calm down. Jeez, try to give a girl a compliment and she freaks out on you.”

      I sure hope Steve never tries to switch careers and become an actor because he’d definitely fail. His performance is preposterous.

      “Unbelievable, huh, Brad?”

      Tall Brad nods on his way past. Hot Steve jogs to catch up to him, mouthing, “See you later,” to me.

      Shaking my head at the dramatics, I head back to my cubicle where my bagel and piles of reports await.
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        * * *

      

      By the time five thirty rolls around, the cubicles around me are silent. The boys have long since decamped to the bar. I run a hand over the stack of 10Qs I’m in the process of distilling into recommendations that need to be on Roland’s desk before I leave tonight.

      If I had the balls to dazzle a roomful of institutional investors all by myself, I could just blow off the sales crew. Unfortunately, I lack them, both literally and figuratively.

      Straightening my piles one last time, I give them a goodbye pat. “Don’t worry my pretties. I’ll be back soon.” I’ll just have one drink, play nice and then treat myself to takeout from the new Indian place on the way back. I’ll still be able to finish up and make it home tonight by ten. Eleven at the latest.

      Walking the few short blocks to the Bull and Finch in the brisk spring air clears my head and buoys my morale. I can do this. I already have my choices narrowed down to three: Skinny Brad, Mustache Mark or Short Steve. I swear Rhodes Wahler only hires men with the names Brad, Mark or Steve. To keep them straight, I give them labels.

      As I wait for the light to change, I must be positioned where they filmed the opening credits for Cheers, because my view of the bar looks exactly like it does on TV, from the big white awnings to the wrought iron gate. Maybe there’ll be a cute bartender like Woody to make me a drink.

      Unfortunately, when I step inside it’s a different story. A few patrons resembling Cliff and Norm hug one end of the bar, but young people in suits fill every other nook and cranny. The Rhodes Wahler guys are predictably loud, so I find them quickly.

      Turns out he wasn’t kidding about the bet. As soon as the Brad/Mark/Steves spot me, a chorus goes up—half cheers, half groans. Fortunately they’re quickly distracted by whatever game’s on, and I escape to get my token drink.

      On my way to the bar, Hot Steve slips me a wad of cash. Halfway through counting it, a warm, resonant voice catches my attention. “What’ll you have?”

      “Um.” A sweaty mug of beer rests on the bar to my right. That’d make me sleepy. To the left, a pink drink sparkles. I point at it. “I’ll have that, please.”

      A cheer draws my attention back to the guys and I go over my checklist. I’ll have to spend a significant amount of time traveling with this partner, so I should definitely evaluate each candidate for bad breath or BO. I wish I could get a hold of their driving records and, at the very least, see if they have DUIs.

      Movement behind the bar has me sliding a five across and reaching for the glass that appears in its stead. Bubbles float up through pink liquid, sparkling in the low light. At the stem’s base, long fingers and a wide palm press into the wood. I attempt to lift the glass. It does not budge. Clearly, I am not going to win this tug of war.

      My gaze roves up a corded forearm to a bulging bicep to wide shoulders to a square jaw stubbled with a Don Johnson—like five o’clock shadow and clear blue eyes lit with challenge.

      I nod to the money still on the bar. “Is the drink more than five bucks?”

      Full lips press together. The glass keeper shakes his head slowly. “No. I’m just not convinced that this is what you really want.”

      Oh, for goodness sake. I force a smile as well as a friendly tone. “Isn’t the customer always right?”

      Left hand still on the wineglass, he leans on his right elbow and rests his chin on his palm. “That’s what they say. But when you ordered, it seemed like you really wanted something else.”

      “Oh, I get it. You just want to hear me ask for a sex on the beach or a sloe comfortable screw. Or is this some kind of up-sell strategy?”

      He straightens, hands up, palms facing me. “If that white zin spritzer”—his words drip with distaste—“is what you’re looking for, take it. If not, I’ll make you something else, no additional charge.”

      I grip the edge of the bar. How did this get so complicated? “Okay, you’re right. I just saw what”—I lean in, lower my voice and tip my head in the direction of the sparkly-bloused woman to my left, whose bangs arch over her forehead in a fashion that must’ve taken an inordinate amount of time, effort and hairspray to achieve—“she was having and copied her.”

      I raise a hand to stop him from whisking the spritzer away and tip my head toward the Rhodes Wahler boys. “I’m just here to do a little face time, act like one of the guys. But then I have to go back to the office and work.”

      I make myself smile to soften my bitchy tone. “It doesn’t really matter if I like the drink or not because I’m only going to hold it and then use it to water that plant over there every once in a while.” Swallowing the rest of my rant, I slide the five back over the bar and raise the wine glass. “So, thank you for your concern and keep the change.”

      “Hold on.” His firm command pins my feet to the floor and freezes the glass on the way to my mouth. “That wine spritzer is not what you need.”

      Just like my S.O.B. ex-boyfriend and really every man I seem to encounter, he obviously thinks he knows better. “It doesn’t matter. Like I told you, I’m just going to pretend to drink it.”

      “Whether you drink it or the plant does, the spritzer is not going to work. Give it back.”

      “Okaaay. Don’t have a cow.” I set the glass on the bar and cross my arms. “Sheesh.”

      He points at me. “Wait here. Do not leave.”

      “I said okay.” It’s like I’m on a schoolyard, fighting with a little boy I have a crush on. Not that I have a crush on this guy. There is something about him that has me wondering if I should take my sex drive out for a spin for a change, but I don’t have time for crushes.

      Anyway, what’s wrong with ordering a wine spritzer? Isn’t that what women drink these days? Curiosity has me craning my neck to watch what he’s creating. I swear I’m not trying to check him out, but he’s bent over getting something out of a cooler, so I admire the view. Faded Levi’s hug blue-chip glutes like they’re made for each other.

      This guy isn’t a sharp-suited swaggering Hot Steve. Instead, he moves with an easy confidence. When he straightens to pour a series of liquids into a glass, his wrist flipping bottles theatrically, I note an even distribution of muscle. Not rangy like a runner, not bulky like a body builder. He’s kind of a JFK Jr. with blue eyes. He’s actually even better looking than JFK Jr., if you can believe it.

      He spins to grab a lemon and a knife, shoulders bobbing in time with U2. Bono still hasn’t found what he’s looking for. Just like me. Even so, I’m not sure this bartender is my type. He seems to enjoy standing out in a crowd with his paisley vest over a white button-down and a striped tie loosened at his neck.

      Drink in hand, he turns my way, and my heart races around the perimeter of my ribcage. The last time I had this kind of reaction to a guy had to have been during Reagan’s first term. I dive into my handbag and pretend to search for something, hoping to hide the look of lust on my face.

      “Try this.” Invitation colors the rich tones of his voice in a way that is not at all irritating.

      “You really didn’t have to go to all that trouble.” I’m talking to the bottom of my purse, but he’s waiting for me to take the glass. So I do my best to get things under control before reaching for the drink. Apparently my best isn’t enough, as is too often the case. I literally lose my grip and some of the drink sloshes onto the bar.

      I reach for a napkin. “Ugh, I’m such a dweeb.”

      “No problem, I’ve got it.” Calmly and efficiently he grabs a rag, wipes the glass and then gently dries off my hand.

      “All good?”

      I nod. If only he knew how good. How to reallocate the frisky feelings stirred up by this goofily dressed guy? Maybe just focus on the drink. A thick-bottomed squat glass holds ice and some sort of pale brown liquid that admittedly looks like the kind of thing a Brad/Mark/Steve would drink. “So, what is it?”

      He leans on the polished mahogany bar. “It’s my own special recipe, developed for a customer who can’t drink alcohol anymore. It’s barley tea, bitters, and simple syrup with a lemon twist. A new-fashioned old fashioned.” His smile is proud. “You can look like you’re drinking like a big boy but not get drunk.”

      My hand itches to touch the light sprinkling of hair on his forearm. Instead, I raise the glass and take a tiny sip.

      “What do you think?”

      “This is actually pretty good.” I take another gulp, hoping it’ll cool me down. “Thanks, uh…sorry, did you say your name?”

      “Will. Will Talbot at your service.”

      “Well, thank you very much, Will Talbot. You have provided excellent service. But—” Remembering the reason I’m here, I quickly check out the huddle of my coworkers. Thankfully, all eyes are still on the Celtics game. “This stays between us, right?”

      He bows formally. “‘Be thou assured, if words be made of breath, and breath of life, I have no life to breathe what thou hast said to me.’”

      “Come again?”

      “It’s from Hamlet. What I mean is, I won’t reveal your secrets.” His smile reveals a dimple, but only on one side, making it somehow more winning than Hot Steve’s symmetrical ones.

      I scan my stalled frontal lobe for an appropriate response. “Oh. Well. Thanks.”

      Really, I should just walk away right now, cut my losses. I would, if his big blue eyes weren’t holding mine prisoner. The blue of the sky on a perfect spring day. A blue we’ll hopefully see here in Boston someday soon. It was a long, cold, lonely winter. All I want in this moment is to get closer to those eyes, to those wickedly grinning lips, and… and⁠…

      “Everything okay?”

      “Oh, yeah, I was just distracted because⁠…” Panicking, my eyes skitter from brow, to lips, to eyes, to dimple, to dark curly hair, each in and of itself not so special but in defiance of economic theory, the total effect far outweighs the sum of individual parts. Something shiny catches my eye. “Uh, that… thing, on your—you know⁠…” English language, anyone? “Tie clip!”

      He lifts his tie to peer at the pin. “It’s the logo for the Boys and Girls Club. I got it for volunteering with them for five years straight. I teach after-school classes at the South End Community Center with my company.”

      “Ah.” Ever so articulate, I nod like a bobblehead doll bouncing on a bumpy road. Does he teach bartending to kids? Asking seems insane. “Um. Thanks for the special drink.”

      “Anytime.”

      I should move but I seem to have forgotten how.

      “Oh, hey.” He slides a half sheet of paper across the bar toward me. “There’s a community volunteer event there this Saturday. You should come.”

      Taking the flyer, I make myself break eye contact. “Cool beans.”

      Cool beans? What a Joanie. Lifting my drink in salute, I head back to the Rhodes Wahler group, but I’m such a loser I can’t even manage walking. I catch my damn heel on the uneven flooring. With great effort, I keep the drink from spilling, but my lurch gives one of the Marks the excuse to swoop in.

      “Whoa there, McFly! How many of those have you had?” Loud Mark hugs me roughly, his thumb brushing the side of my breast. “What a lightweight.”

      I clamp my lips into a line. At least he didn’t⁠⁠—

      And then he does. He smacks me on the butt. “But you’ve totally got a bodacious ass!”

      Swallowing the retort I’d love to make, I glance back to the bartender. His spine stiff, he looks like he wants to pounce on Loud Mark. I roll my eyes dramatically to let him know it’s no big deal and allow myself to be literally manhandled across the room, even though it’s a little embarrassing that the cute bartender witnessed this particular asset bust.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, it becomes clear that my attempts to move discussions toward mergers or market caps will forever be marginalized by bets on the game and speculations regarding the Bull and Finch female clientele. I did find out that Skinny Brad has a nervous laugh that would drive me bonkers. Mustache Mark, on the other hand, remembers a tidbit I dropped yesterday about Puma’s new sneaker line, a mark in his favor—no pun intended. However, the final arbiter may be the fact that when I asked if anyone was interested in going with me to the Boys and Girls Club on Saturday, it was actually Hot Steve who volunteered to volunteer.

      Sipping my surprisingly yummy drink, I scope out the traffic behind the bar, but my savior seems to have disappeared.

      Which means I’ve lost my audience. Knowing he might have been watching, I actually fired back on teasing from the sales force dudes. For the thousandth time since I began working in finance, I wish I’d grown up with brothers. Training with cross-country boys in high school did not prepare me for the kind of razzing these guys can pay out. Somehow, having Will’s eye on me had leveraged my confidence.

      He doesn’t exactly feel like a big brother, though. More like an avenger who’d swoop in to rescue me.

      Enough already, Kate. You do not need a man to save you. Or for any other reason. Even if this particular man seems to be a refreshingly good guy with extremely kissable lips and eyes you could get lost in. He probably wouldn’t reject a girl just because she has ambitions and break her heart into teeny tiny pieces in the process.

      Unlike some people.

      Ah, there’s the rub. After what happened when my last—and if I’m being completely honest, my only—real relationship imploded, my focus needs to be on my career. Sex and marriage and a family and all that can fall into place after I’m a top fund manager. Sometime in the mid-nineties, perhaps.

      But the eighties? The eighties are all about getting ahead in the rat race.

      And I am determined to be at the front of the pack.

      Of rats.
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        BEEP. Thursday, 11:45 a.m.

        Hi Will, it’s Dave. I’m getting close to convincing Eva Marie and Mira that you’re the best candidate to choreograph the fights this season. We should have a decision one way or the other by the time we see you at the callbacks tonight. I’m gunning for you, man.

      

      

      WILL

      Once I’ve parked my motorcycle in front of the Boston University theatre arts building, where auditions for Shakespeare Boston’s fourth season are being held, I blow out a long breath, letting the noise and energy of Kenmore Square fade into the background.

      I’ve got a lot on the line tonight. I’m hoping to land more complicated roles this summer and prove I’ve got what it takes to play Hamlet next year. Now it seems chances are good that I’ll get to choreograph the fights for Romeo and Juliet, too.

      I jog down the hall, propelled by spiking adrenaline. When I turn the corner, it’s like walking into a family reunion. There are a few unfamiliar faces, but I’m glad to see that for the most part I’ll be reading with actors I’ve worked with for years.

      Jessica Abraham waves to me from the floor, where she’s folded into a pretzel-shaped stretch. I exchange back slaps with Mike Rivera and Oliver Curtis, buddies that I haven’t seen for months. After catching up with them, I drop my bag and my butt next to Randall Vaughan, one of my best friends and my biggest competition.

      “Hey, man. You ready for this?” He nods at my knee, which is bouncing a mile a minute.

      Pressing my palms into both legs, I let out a half laugh, half sigh. “What do you think? I’m nervous as shit.”

      He leans back in his chair, stretching his arms over his head. “You’ll be fine, brother. They love you.”

      I shake my head. “They might love me for the sweet hero roles. Anything in these shows would be a big step up for me.”

      “For both of us.” He shrugs. “And I gotta be honest, I don’t know if I’m ready to join the union.”

      “I hear you. I’m not sure I have enough saved for the fees.”

      “My mother would love it if I join—she’s a union woman herself—but I’m just not sure if there will be enough work for me. Not that many union roles pop up in Boston theatres for a young black guy, no matter how incredibly handsome and talented he might be.”

      I choke theatrically. “Even when he’s as humble as you?”

      He shoots me his most charming smile. “It’s hard to believe.”

      Jessica trots over and plants herself at our feet. “Did you guys notice the blonde over there in the corner?” Her tone promises juicy gossip.

      Randall scans the room. “The one sitting by herself near the exit sign?”

      “That’s the one. Do you know who she is?”

      I study the actress briefly, but I don’t want her to think we’re talking about her. Auditions are nerve-wracking enough without having half the room stare at you. “She looks familiar.”

      “I doubt you know know her, but⁠…” She lengthens the last word and waits until she has our full attention. “You might’ve seen her. Her name’s Isabelle York. She had a longtime role on As the Earth Revolves for years, but then she quit.” Jessica waggles her brows. “For mysterious reasons.”

      Before she can elaborate, the assistant stage manager sticks her head out of the theater door, her gaze sweeping the room until it lands on me. “Will? We need to talk to you for a sec.”

      Jessica pokes my knee. “‘Truly, thou art damned like an ill-roasted egg, all on one side.’”

      I shove her away. “‘I would sing my song without a burden: thou bringest me out of tune.’”

      She rolls over, using the momentum of my push to spin up to her feet. “‘Do you not know I am a woman? When I think, I must speak.’”

      Randall swats at her. “‘Cry holla to thy tongue.’”

      I bow to him with a flourish. “‘Adieu, good Monsieur Melancholy.’”

      Randall and Jessica answer in chorus, “‘Farewell, Signor Love.’”

      Even though we’ve jumbled quotes from last season’s As You Like It all out of order, the wordplay has me smiling as I enter the theater to learn my fate.

      Director Dave Walters waves me over. “We’ll make this quick, Will.” Though he’s in his early forties, Dave still looks and sounds like a surfer dude from California, belying his sharp intelligence. Tall and blond, he towers over the two women flanking him behind the long table. Our stage manager Janet is a familiar face, if a stern one. I can only assume the other is the director of Romeo and Juliet. “We’re happy to offer you stage choreography for R and J, but before you read tonight, we wanted to make sure that you feel that you’ll be able to handle roles in both shows on top of that.”

      A few days ago, when Dave got the call to direct out of town after he finishes putting up All’s Well here, he asked if I’d be interested in taking over the fight choreography for the summer. I’ve trained with him and worked as his assistant, but I’ve never done a whole show by myself.

      I lift my chin and the corners of my mouth follow. “Wow. That’s great news.”

      The petite woman next to Dave stands and extends a hand to shake mine. “Mira Chakrabarti.” Her wide-set brown eyes hold mine with confidence. “I’ll be directing Romeo and Juliet.”

      “Nice to meet you. I loved your Waiting for Godot last year.”

      “Thank you for saying so. Dave here has a great deal of confidence in your choreography skills.”

      Though I’ve never met Mira, her reputation precedes her. She made a big splash with her all-female production of the Beckett play, but I hope she’s not planning to do the same with Romeo and Juliet.

      She clears her throat. “I do have concerns about anyone taking on Romeo on top of all the fight choreography.”

      I nod as I take this in. My first instinct is to disagree, but I don’t want to start off on the wrong foot, and honestly, Mercutio would be a lot more fun to play anyway.

      “It’s up to you, Mira. I’d like to read for Romeo, but I totally understand if you want to use me elsewhere.” I catch the stage manager’s eye. “Will we be able to start on the fights before All’s Well opens? So Dave can supervise a bit before he leaves town?”

      Janet looks over the large calendar spread out in front of her. “I think we could make that work.”

      I turn back to Mira. “Then yes. Please consider me for any roles in both shows.”

      Dave claps me on the shoulder. “Excellent. We’ll bring you back in shortly, but we’re going to start with, uh⁠…” He picks up a piece of paper. “Randall and Oliver.”

      Becky, Janet’s assistant, looks up from the pile of scripts she’s sorting on the floor. “Can you send them in, Will?”

      “You bet.” Buzzing with anticipation, I jog to the door.

      One step closer to my goal. I have a feeling it’s going to be a good night.
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        * * *

      

      When I check my watch as I exit the building with Mike, Oliver and Randall, I can’t believe it’s almost eleven. Mike leaps down the short flight of stone steps, obviously as full of adrenaline as I am. “Who’s up for a beer?”

      Randall laughs. “You have to ask?”

      The guys start up Comm Ave. in the direction of the dive bar where we’ve gathered since we were students post-show, post-audition, post-anything that needed processing.

      I call after them. “I’m going to wait for Jess so she doesn’t have to walk by herself. She’s changing her clothes.”

      Mike turns around and continues to walk backwards. “That could take hours, dude.”

      “She promised to be quick.” I wave them on. “Save us some seats.”

      Left on my own for the first time in hours, the first thing that pops into my head is not a quote from one of the shows I’ve been reading for all night. Instead, it’s the defiant chin of that girl at the bar last night, the one I made the fake old fashioned for. I don’t know why I gave her such a hard time, but I can’t stop thinking about her.

      It’s not like I don’t see stunning women every day. There’s Jessica with her perfect curves, golden-brown skin and hair so huge it should have its own résumé. But we’ve worked together so much she’s like a sister to me. Two cute college students were at the callbacks, a freckled redhead and a bubbly black girl. Of course, they’re way too young for me. Then there’s that New York actress. With long blond ringlets, big blue eyes and a peaches-and-cream complexion, she’d be eye candy to anybody.

      Except me, I guess.

      Losing my dad to gambling and watching my mom struggle to raise three boys on her own made me really careful about who I date. Plus, sleeping with people you’re working with is never a good idea.

      Now, if that feisty workaholic ever shows up at the bar again or, better yet, if she comes to the Boys and Girls Club tomorrow, I might ask her out. Seems like she could use a chance to blow off some steam.

      The T rumbles by. Still no Jessica. After a bit of searching in the theater building, I finally find her talking to Isabelle outside the dance studio. I auditioned with the New Yorker a few times tonight and was pleasantly surprised. Subtle and reserved, she’s the complete opposite of Jessica, who leaks emotion from every inch of her body.

      I wave my arms. “Jess, are you coming or what?”

      Both women turn in my direction, but only Jessica opens her mouth. “Sorry, I was just telling Bella about the studio over in Central Square.” Jess teaches dance at a few places, and Bella—I guess they’re at the nickname stage already—has the upright carriage of a dancer, too.

      Jessica grabs Bella’s forearm, startling the taller woman. “I’m going for a drink with Will and a couple of the other guys. Do you want to join us?”

      She lets Jess pull her down the hall but shakes her head. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got to get home.”

      Jess locks elbows with her new buddy. “We’ll walk you to your car.”

      She parked in the opposite direction, so it’s eleven-thirty by the time we make it to the bar. Turns out Bella has a kid, but Jess thinks there’s more to her story.

      I open the door and usher her inside. “Man, I can’t imagine having to support a family on what I make.”

      “I didn’t find out if she has a husband or not, but she did tell me that this is the first time she’s auditioned since she had her daughter, who’s six, and she told the directors she can only do one show this season.” She goes up on tiptoes to scan the room. “Lucky for me because she’s major competition.”

      Jess is tiny, so she probably can’t see that the guys have commandeered a table at the back. “They’re over by the Pac-Man,” I tell her. “What do you want from the bar?” I treated this bartender to free drinks just last week, so he’ll probably reciprocate.

      She puts a hand to her brow. “‘I would give all of my fame for a pot of ale.’ Henry V.”

      “‘Good company, good welcome and good wine can make good people.’ Henry VIII,” I quote in return. “But all of your fame wouldn’t buy a small Coke.”

      She sticks her tongue out. “Thanks, rub it in. Now I’m even more worried that Soap Opera Bella is going to take Juliet from me.”

      “I’m kidding, Jess. You’ve got Juliet in the bag. She was better than I expected, but she can’t have anywhere near the stage experience you have. And despite your lack of fans, I’ll buy you a G and T.”

      She smiles sweetly. “Thank you, kind sir. I’ll save you a seat.”

      By the time I make it back to the table, Oliver’s launched into a story about some commercial he shot last week. The others chime in with comments about this casting director or that producer they wish they could meet. Since I don’t go out for that kind of work, my mind wanders back to the brunette I met yesterday, wondering if she might actually show up to volunteer tomorrow.

      Jess whaps me on the arm and when I jerk away beer sloshes onto my hand. “What the fuck, Jess?”

      She knocks on my forehead. “Mike asked you a question three times, space cadet.”

      I put my mug down and grab a napkin. “Sorry. Thinking.”

      Mike waves at me from across the table. “I said, did you really only get to do Romeo that one time with me?”

      With all the switching up of scene partners and moving back and forth between two plays, I didn’t have a chance to tell anyone my news. “Yeah, but it’s a good thing. I’m doing the fights. On my own. Dave’ll help out while he’s in town, but then it’s all on me. So, playing Romeo on top of that probably would be a bit much.”

      Randall lifts his glass. “Congrats, man. I mean, that’s good, right?”

      I nod, pride stretching my lips into a wide smile. “Yeah, it’s very good. It’s a big step, but I’m psyched.”

      Oliver reaches over and taps my mug with his. “The lucky vest rides again.”

      “Yeah, I might have to start sleeping in a vest soon.”

      Mike barks out a laugh. “Then you might actually get lucky.”

      “Hilarious. Anyway, thanks, guys.” I clink glasses around the table before taking a gulp. “I mean, I’m gonna kick your butts in the workouts, but I can’t imagine torturing anyone else.”

      “Glad I don’t have to leap around with a pointy sword,” Jess says.

      “It’s called a rapier,” Oliver says. “Jeez. Women.”

      She rolls her eyes and holds up her cocktail. “Anyway, here’s hoping we all hear good news tomorrow. ‘Fortune is merry, and in this mood will give us anything.’ Julius Caesar.”
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        BEEP. Saturday, 9:04 a.m.

        Will, it’s Jess. I’m so sorry, but I can’t give you a ride to the volunteer thing. Sorry! I had an audition pop up for today at noon, but I’ll get there as soon as I can afterward.

      

      

      WILL

      Taking a break to stretch my back, I take stock. Digging out a four-by-sixteen-foot garden bed is taking longer than I thought it would. I’ve been at it for a good hour already, like the other volunteers scattered around the community center grounds, but the boost of energy provided by this morning’s good news from Shakespeare Boston has kept me going. Before I pick up the shovel again, a backlit riot of hair catches my eye. My volunteer buddy is finally here. Unfortunately, in heels and a bright blue belted jumpsuit, she’s not dressed for the job at hand.

      Before I can say so, Jess raises a finger to silence me. “‘Let every man be master of his time.’ The Scottish Play.”

      “‘Defer no time, delays have dangerous ends.’ Henry Four, Part One.”

      She throws her hands in the air. “What are you going to do? Kill me for being late?”

      “‘Better three hours too soon than a minute too late.’ Merry Wives.” Ha. I’m up by two.

      She draws a hand across her brow. “‘I wasted time and now time doth waste me.’”

      “Wow, that’s a good one. What’s that from?” Jess and I are cutthroat in our competition to best each other with random Shakespeare quotes.

      “Venus and Adonis.” She curtsies, her head bowed.

      I stab the dirt with my shovel. “All right, you win this round. But you’re still an hour late.”

      “I’m sorry, but you know how it is at these auditions. If you’re late, they’re running on time but if you’re on time, they’re running late.”

      “Actually, I don’t. I’ve never auditioned for a commercial, and I have no plans to.”

      “It wasn’t a commercial; it was an industrial film. Three whole days of work! If I got it, I’d be eligible to join the union.”

      “Speaking of which, guess I’ll be joining a different union.”

      Jess claps her hands together and squeals. “Yay! I was wondering if you’d gotten the call yet. You weren’t up for Romeo, so what roles did you get?”

      I lean on the shovel. “Not Romeo. Bertram and Mercutio. And the fight choreography.”

      She nods slowly. “Cool. I’m doing Diana, so we’ll still get to work together. Oh, and you’ll be such a good Mercutio.” She does a little dance, grinning. “I’m so excited.”

      The girl drives me crazy but there’s a reason she’s so successful. She is an entertainer. “Can I assume you got Juliet, then?”

      She slaps her forehead. “Oh, duh, yeah.” She wipes her brow theatrically. “Whew.” Hands on hips, her brow wrinkles. “I wonder what they offered Bella. I mean, they had to give her something, right?”

      “I’m guessing Helena.”

      “Yeah, I could totally see her doing that. Have you heard from the guys?”

      “Not yet.”

      She steps around the pile of dirt and the stack of railroad ties. “What are you doing, anyway?”

      I gesture between us. “We are supposed to be building a garden bed.”

      She fluffs her hair. “Why are you digging up the dirt? Don’t plants grow in dirt?”

      I sling one more shovelful into the wheelbarrow and then roll it over to the pile I’ve created. “Yes, but this dirt is compacted, full of rocks, and needs fertilizer. We have to dig it up, set those ties in to create the bed, mix the soil with the amendments and then put it back.” I hold out the other shovel. “What’d you think we’d be doing?”

      Jessica receives the tool gingerly, like it might bite her. “Not manual labor.”

      I go back to work. “Yeah, you’re not exactly dressed for it.”

      “I came straight from the audition. Maybe I can do something with the kids instead.”

      She scans the area, her gaze locking in on a tall guy heading our way. He’s as fashionably dressed as Jess, in acid-washed jeans and a bright green Members Only jacket, the collar of his pale pink Izod shirt turned up. A slim brown-haired girl struggles to keep up with him.

      Her determined march across the yard. The impatient frown on her face. It’s Fake Old Fashioned Girl. When I gave her the flyer at the bar, I didn’t think there was any way she’d show up today, but I have to admit I’m pleasantly surprised that she did.

      She’s even prettier than I remembered. Kind of like Phoebe Cates with super straight hair.

      The guy stops near the pile of dirt I’ve created. “Do you all need help?” He runs a hand through his own big hair. He must go through a can of mousse a week.

      Jess puts a hand on Hair Guy’s arm. “We do! How did you know?”

      If I were directing her in this scene, I’d tell her to take it down a few notches.

      Fake old fashioned Girl peers at the garden bed to be. “The supervisor sent us over here after we finished raking.” Unlike the guy tagging along with her, she’s dressed to get work done. Her Wranglers are already dirt-encrusted and her faded Harvard sweatshirt isn’t falling off of her shoulder and getting in the way, Flashdance-style. “Do you have any more shovels?”

      Jess quickly hands off hers. “Oh, you can have mine. I’m Jessica Abraham, by the way, and this is Will Talbot.”

      Hair Guy reaches out a hand to Jess. “I’m Steve Lowell. And this is Kate Bishop.” Clipped consonants and a tight jaw. This guy comes from money. “Our investment firm encourages us to give back to the community through volunteer work. Your company must do the same.”

      At the word investment, I stiffen. Just my luck.

      Kate gives me a little wave and I nod in return. She sure doesn’t match my image of a finance shark. The way she argued with me, I assumed she was a lawyer.

      “Actually, Will is the one who told me about this event,” she says, her vowels lengthening in an accent that sounds almost southern. “He bartends at Cheers.”

      Of course she’s got an adorable grin. How can someone so damn cute spend her days convincing poor schmucks like my dad that she’ll make them millionaires? I return my attention to the dirt pile. So what if they think I’m rude? I’m here to volunteer, not mix it up with rich people.

      “Do you work there, too?” Steve asks Jessica.

      She waves that away gracefully. “No, I’m an actress. Will and I are in a theater company. We do some work with at-risk kids here.” She sighs dramatically. “I thought I’d be working with them today. I don’t know if I can do this digging. I came straight from a film audition.”

      “You’re an actor too, Will?” Kate asks.

      “Yep.” I shrug. “Bartending just fills in the gaps.”

      After a few moments of silence Kate claps her hands. “What can we do to help?”

      It seems as though they aren’t going to move on to friendlier territory, and I do need at least one more willing pair of hands. Jessica isn’t likely to make much of a contribution, so I explain what the project manager laid out. Steve gets to work helping me dig while Kate mixes the fertilizer with the pile of dirt I’ve already unearthed. Jessica supervises. Meaning, she flirts shamelessly with Steve while pretending to work. This doesn’t seem to bother Kate. I’m guessing they’re not a couple.

      Not that it’s any of my business, but it’s always useful to study people, get ideas for characters. Steve is going on about how he does sales. His glib, outgoing personality fits that bill. Kate, on the other hand, is tougher to pinpoint. Her pale, lightly freckled face doesn’t reveal much of what she’s thinking. She was guarded at the bar, too, but she warmed up after I served up the special drink.

      “Right, Will?” A poke in the shoulder from Jess breaks into my thoughts.

      I swat her hand away. “What?”

      “Ugh. He is always zoning out.” She rolls her eyes. “I said, you think doing on-camera work is beneath you.”

      “I didn’t say that.” Man, I hate this argument. “I think it’s a distraction from the career I want to build in the theater. I don’t want to have to run out on rehearsals to audition all the time, like some people do, leaving the rest of the cast in the lurch.” Like Jess, who’d been MIA more than once from rehearsals for the show we’re in together this spring. “And commercial actors seem to audition an awful lot to win just a handful of jobs.”

      Jessica shakes her head at me like the tradeoff is obvious. “Yes, but when you get the job the pay is really good! And I only left early that one time,” she adds under her breath.

      “That’s what I’ve heard,” Steve cuts in. “I’ve got a buddy in the business—my roommate from Tufts. He’s a casting director. He told me an actor can earn a year’s salary on one job. That’s a pretty good ROI.”

      Kate stops moving for the first time since she picked up a shovel. “Return on investment,” she elaborates, before turning to Steve. “Actually, they’d have to do a bit of research to find out what their ROI really is.”

      She zeros in on Jessica. “Like you’d have to add up all the auditions that you had in a year and compare them to how many jobs you got. You’d want to include the hours you spent going to the auditions as well as any expenses.” Kate looks like a different person right now, speaking animatedly, her face alight, hands dancing in the air. “You might even want to quantify any lost wages during those hours, if you’re missing time from paying work.”

      “Wow, I hadn’t thought of it like that,” Jess says.

      Kate barely stops to breathe. “You know, there’s another possible piece to this puzzle, because I’m sure that it’s not just a numbers game. You’re selling yourself, right? So you’d have to try to determine what your particular assets are—your skills, your ‘look’ I guess, your age, things like that—and evaluate the competition based on those assets.”

      I glance over at Steve who seems as surprised as I am by Kate’s rapid-fire spew of information. It’s like a switch got flipped. She’s still firing a series of questions at Jess, something about “market saturation” and “viable product.”

      “I mean, Jessica, you obviously have a unique look—maybe one that directors don’t see often?”

      Jessica nods, waves a hand. “Yeah, it’s complicated. I’m one hundred percent Jewish, but my grandparents are literally from all over the globe.”

      I can practically see an adding machine running totals behind Kate’s eyes. “There are a lot of beautiful women on TV, but as our society becomes more mixed culturally, having actors who represent that might be more marketable. You’d have to really study the trends there.”

      Jess tilts her head. “Huh. I do get called in for every so-called ‘ethnic’ role and there’s a regular group of us—one’s Cuban, one’s black and this other woman who’s Greek, basically everyone who doesn’t look like a WASP—but I never thought about it as a market to study.”

      Kate’s laser focus shifts to me. She blushes but doesn’t stop talking.

      “Now, Will here. When he smiles, he’s really got that boy-next-door thing going, which I imagine is in demand, but in what is possibly a saturated market. You’d have to figure out what your niche is, I guess.” She leans on her shovel, studying me to the point that I feel stripped naked. “You seem to have an athletic thing going. All stuff to think about when you’re evaluating your marketability.”

      I’ve heard enough. “See, that’s the thing. I’m an artist, not a businessman. If I’d wanted to just make money, I’d have chosen a different profession.” Since they work in finance, there’s little chance they’d understand.

      Kate cocks her head. “You say businessman like it’s a bad word.” Eyes still on me, she pulls a scrunchie out of her pocket and efficiently sweeps her hair into a ponytail, balancing the shovel’s handle with her elbow.

      I thrust my shovel point into the dirt. I do not need to be thinking about what those silky locks would feel like if I ran my hands through them. “No offense, but yeah. I want to do something with my life that I believe in, and that does not include making money at the expense of other people.”

      “How is acting in commercials making money at the expense of others?” Jess asks.

      My shovel clangs against the wheelbarrow’s side and tips the whole thing over. I bend to clean it up, swearing under my breath before answering her challenge. “Advertising exists to get people to buy crap they don’t need or even want half the time.”

      Steve grins. “And that’s the foundation of our amazing economy.”

      I right the wheelbarrow. “Exactly. Except it’s not so amazing for some people.”

      Steve tosses a shovelful of dirt. “You work hard, you rise to the top.”

      I push the wheelbarrow with a little too much force. “I guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree on that one.” He sounds just like my father, making pronouncements that don’t add up. I need to change the trajectory of the conversation. “That’s good for the hole. Let’s lay out the railroad ties.”

      Steve doesn’t take the hint, unfortunately. “I’m curious, Will. If you want to succeed in the theater, why not go to New York? Isn’t Broadway the place to be?”

      His know-it-all question is frustratingly ignorant, but I rein in my temper. “Yes, it is, if you want to be in musicals. But if you’re into classical theater—Shakespeare, Ibsen, Chekhov—Boston is a great place to be.”
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