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Jennifer MD Cox


This book is dedicated to Benny, a dear friend who asked me in 2010 to write a same-sex love story “where no one dies at the end.” Sorry it took me so long.

In a way, it is also dedicated to my past self and my child’s future.


Author’s Note

This book includes themes of surviving and overcoming domestic violence. If you or someone you know is unsafe, there is help. Please reach out to:

United States: The National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-7233

England: Refuge’s National Domestic Abuse Helpline at 0808-2000-247

Northern Ireland: Domestic and Sexual Abuse Helpline at 0808-802-1414

Scotland: Domestic Abuse and Forced Marriage Helpline at 0800-027-1234

Wales: Live Fear Free at 0808-80-10-800

The Men’s Advice Line run by Respect is a confidential helpline specifically for male victims in the UK, at 0808-801-0327

 

You may also consider donating your time or money to organizations such as Peace Over Violence. An opportunity to support survivors in your community is no farther than a quick Google search away.


Chapter One

THE WORST PART about sitting in the waiting room was having to look at all the other girls.

Maggie tried to practice slow breathing, but she could feel her cheeks burning regardless. She couldn’t help it. She was in a room filled with dozens of attractive women. And most of them were redheads–but why?

Maggie’s own thick, curly, walnut-brown hair fell across her face as she jerked her head down to reread the posting clutched in her hands. Nothing in the casting call said anything about red hair; she was certain. Her headshot, paper-clipped to her short resumé, didn’t conflict with any of the listed requirements. She was between five and five and a half feet, she was light skinned, and she could do a believable Irish accent. She’d even googled “Irish fashion” and assembled an outfit of warm jeans with a long, flowing sweater to better look the part of “Irish girl in St. Patrick’s Day commercial.” When she left the apartment that morning, she was at least half convinced she had a shot at being chosen to sell beer on national television. Several hours later, as redhead after redhead had passed her in line, she felt what little optimism she had deflating.

The girl next to Maggie, who’d clearly added freckles with makeup, had been chattering to her in an exaggerated Irish accent for hours. She also noticed the red hair trend. “T’at’s silly o’ t’em,” she said. “Don’t t’ey know t’at t’e most common ’air color in Éire is dark brown or black?”

Maggie only nodded with a small “Mmhmm” in return.

“T’ey’re overdoing it,” said the freckled girl. “Pro’lly new to t’e scene. Not like you, now, you didnae over t’ink. Have you been doing t’is long?”

Maggie thought about the hours she had spent trying to choose a sweater and practicing her accent in the bathroom mirror. “Not really,” she said quietly. “Just about a year.”

Freckles beamed encouragingly. “A year? Wow, good for ye! Are you new to t’e area t’en?”

“Um…my girlfriend and I moved here together not long ago.”

“T’at’s good you had a friend wit’ya. It’s awful to move somewhere wit’ no friends. I was here six months ’fore I had any friends t’ang out wit’, and my first roommate was a nightmare. In fact, I’m looking fer a new roommate right now. She quit and moved back ’ome t’er folks in Mississippi. I better find someone soon, rent’s due next T’ursday.”

Maggie cringed and opened her mouth, debating whether it was worth correcting the stranger’s use of the word “friend,” but Freckles continued.

“If you’re new to t’e area, ye should join m’ group on Facebook. It’s fer girls like us, trying t’ make it. Never know when y’ might need advice on an audition or where the safest sushi t’eat is.”

Freckles scribbled the name of a group on the back of her copy of the audition advertisement, tore it off, and handed it to Maggie. “Thank you,” she said, and she meant it.

Freckles might be a chatterbox, but she was right. It was difficult being new to the area with no friends, even though Maggie was lucky enough to not be alone.

The door at the far end of the room opened, and a voice called, “Margaret Fromm?”

Freckles gave her a big thumbs-up. “Luck of t’e Irish, girl!”

Maggie gave her a small wave and walked into the audition room, knowing she wouldn’t get the part. She was fairly certain Freckles wouldn’t either.

*

MAGGIE OPENED THE apartment door and half fell into the kitchenette. Waiting for the “Irish girl” audition had taken all morning, but the evening’s “young adult for romantic winter fashion” audition wait had been even worse. Why was it you waited for what felt like days, only to walk in, say a few short lines, and hear “We’ll call you”? All that stress for a handful of seconds. And the evening audition had been in groups. Why was the wait so long if they auditioned in groups?

She glanced at the digital clock on the stove: 12:00. It was at least fifty minutes off, meaning it was closer to 11:10. One of these days, she’d take the time to fix it. Tonight, her exhausted hands couldn’t be bothered. But there was one more thing she wanted to get done.

With a heave, Maggie used the last of her strength to lift grocery bags onto the kitchen counter. The bags contained a combination of frozen meals and instant ramen. Maggie smiled as she put away the shrimp flavored ramen; Jess’s favorite had been on sale, and Maggie had bought extra. When Jess came home in the early morning, Maggie could fry a few eggs and serve some quick brunch ramen as a hot meal. To satisfy her growling stomach until then, she threw popcorn in the microwave while she went to the bathroom to prepare for the night.

Makeup off, snack eaten, teeth brushed, and changed into her set of comfy sweatpants and hoodie, Maggie looked at the clock. Almost midnight. She grabbed a fuzzy blanket and curled up on the sagging loveseat against the wall, facing the door. She’d take a nap until Jess came home.

As Maggie pulled her phone out of her pocket, the thought crossed her mind to set an alarm for the morning before work. She furrowed her brows. No, Jess had promised—she’d definitely be home by 2:00 a.m. at the latest. Jess would definitely wake her up coming in. They’d eat, then go to bed, where Maggie’s alarm clock would wake her. There was no need for an alarm on her phone. Not tonight.

Maggie forced herself to set the phone aside and burrowed under the blanket, but worry creeped up her back. Still, she was exhausted and quickly drifted off to sleep.

*

MAGGIE WOKE UP to sunshine in the apartment, golden beams spilling through the dusty blinds to highlight the crevices in the kitchenette tile. After a few hazy blinks and a slow realization of what had woken her—the gradual crescendo of her alarm from the bedroom—she launched to her feet. She stumbled through the door and slammed the alarm Off button before it could bother the neighbors.

Maggie stopped to get her bearings and turned to the clock first: 6:01. She then bolted back to the other room, grabbed her phone from the arm of the loveseat, and scanned her lock screen. There was a text from Jess. Maggie mistyped her password once before managing to open the message.

Staying out tonight with the band. I’ll be home at noon. Have a good day at work.

Its timestamp was 3:34 a.m.

Maggie took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Jess was okay; nothing bad happened. She glanced at the ramen she had left on the counter in preparation. She slumped her shoulders.

Sorry I didn’t respond. I was asleep. I hope your gig went well. I can’t wait to hear about it! I’ll see you tonight after work. Love you!

Maggie sent her reply, put the phone in her sweats pocket, and went to find her work uniform.

*

FOUR HOURS INTO pouring coffee and placing muffins in paper bags, Maggie still couldn’t shake her feeling something was wrong. She desperately wanted someone to talk to about it, to see if she was crazy. She would have even given a free donut to the smelly manbun customer who wrote a different “Act One, Scene One” in the corner booth every day if he’d just lend her an ear.

The truth was, she had no one but Jess.

She’d known Jess since kindergarten, but they hadn’t gotten close until high school. At that age, Jess had embraced the punk aesthetic, cutting her dark hair ragged and wearing asymmetrical clothes to school. She could play guitar, piano, clarinet, alto saxophone, bass, and a little bit on the drums. Even in their class of about 300 at Ashland High School, she stood out. She seemed to make friends without trying, was constantly asked to play for any musical events at school and in the community, and, most of all, was openly gay. Maggie was fascinated by her. She’d spend hours standing to one side of the orchestra pit and watching Jess play while pretending she was there to support a friend.

Then, one day, Jess walked over to her, clarinet case in hand, and said, “Hey you. Let’s get a coffee.”

Maggie drank hot chocolate rather than coffee, but when Jess offered her a taste, she couldn’t turn down the chance for an indirect kiss. They talked for hours about the school musical, Jess’s dream of being in a successful band, Maggie’s dream of acting, school drama, and strict parents.

Finally, Jess put her hand on Maggie’s hip in a side hug and asked, “So, boys or girls?”

Maggie had never told anyone. She felt her face, which was already pink from giddiness and nervousness, flush a hot red. “Girls,” she said, almost in a whisper. “It’s always been girls.”

Jess grinned. “I knew it. Cute, but no boyfriend. Guess it’s my lucky day.” She turned to face Maggie directly. “How would you like to be my girlfriend?”

Maggie nearly fainted. She covered her burning face with her hands and squeaked, “Okay.” Beaming, Jess put her hand back on Maggie’s hip and squeezed her close against her side.

The years of high school after that were a roller coaster. Maggie was so proud to be Jess’s girlfriend she nearly burst. All their friends said they were the cutest couple in Ashland High. There was only one problem: Maggie’s parents.

Jess’s parents were “cool with it,” as Jess said. They spent a lot of time at Jess’s house, playing video games during giggly sleepovers or eating family dinners. Jess’s mom and dad welcomed Maggie like another daughter. Maggie’s, on the other hand, were most certainly not “cool with it.” Maggie was well aware of their opinions. She’d worked hard for years to be the good little girl they expected her to be and held her tongue whenever her mom talked about “one day when you find a good man.” Maggie explained to everyone that her parents needed to think Jess was a “good friend,” and everyone understood, but it still wore on her. Over time, she and Jess built a plan.

Jess and a group of guys—Steve, Jay, and Ethan—had formed an alternative rock band named “Chimera” during their sophomore year. By the beginning of their senior year, they were the toast of the town. Jess threw all her energy into making the band a success, everything from songwriting and rehearsals to booking and performing shows. With graduation looming, it seemed the band was ready to turn professional, and Jess had her sights set on Los Angeles.

“It’s the perfect place for acting,” she told Maggie in the computer lab. “Come with me. We’ll split living costs. A little apartment together in the big city.”

Maggie glanced back at the college admissions essay draft on her screen. “I…I dunno. Wouldn’t a college degree help? We’ll be so young.”

“College just puts you in debt and makes it harder to get started,” Jess said, rolling her eyes. “It’s talent that gets you in the spotlight, not degrees. College won’t help you.” She reached for Maggie’s hand and squeezed it, stroking her knuckles with her fingertips. “I want a future with you, Mags. Let’s do it.”

Maggie said she’d think about it, but the truth was, she already knew what she would do. She couldn’t hide from her parents anymore. The pain of unspoken rejection was too much. LA was her way out.

They, of course, did not take the news well.

Jess was all she had now. Maggie’s friends from high school were in colleges across the country, and as they became busy with their own lives, communication tapered off. Jess’s bandmates made her feel welcome, but they didn’t have a lot of interests in common. Jess herself had wasted no time in establishing the band’s credibility in the city. Their apartment in North Hollywood put them right in the middle of a busy entertainment community, and the band had performances scheduled almost immediately. Between rehearsals, networking, and performing, Jess was rarely home at the same time as Maggie, and even more rarely returned home from performances when she’d planned.

And that was the crux of the problem. Maggie knew how hard Jess worked for the band. In the past year, they’d kept their feet firmly on the ground by working multiple part-time jobs. Over time, Maggie transitioned to one full-time job at the coffee shop. Jess still worked at one part-time job as a bartender, but more and more often her money came from the band’s performances, and it seemed inevitable they’d be recognized professionally soon. Maggie understood success meant dedication, long days, and even longer nights.

But Jess had stopped coming home at night altogether. After a performance, the band was often welcome to stay at the venue, usually a bar, to party with the customers. Jess was choosing more and more often, it seemed, to stay until the bars closed and sleep it off in the unit where Jay lived and the band stored their equipment.

Maggie was snapped back to the present moment as hot coffee dripped onto her thumb. She quickly wiped it off and shook her head at herself. She didn’t want to stifle Jess, but the lack of communication about where she was and what she was doing—especially with the crime rate in NoHo—worried Maggie. Something would need to change.

*

A COWORKER CALLING in sick and a ten-hour day at the shop gave Maggie overtime pay. The owner, Sofia Marquez, gave her a burned, edible-but-unsellable cookie as a thank-you. Maggie chomped on macadamia nut and vanilla dough as the metro took her within three blocks of her apartment complex. She stopped by the corner convenience store and picked up a mix for pink lemonade, Jess’s favorite. Maybe a difficult conversation could be made sweeter.

Maggie’s spirits lifted a little as she pulled her way up the stairs. Jess had responded to her text about working overtime, reassuring her she’d be waiting at home. This wouldn’t be so bad. Maggie played it out in her head. She would tell Jess how much she missed seeing her and how she worried about her being out all night. She’d ask what she thought they could do to smooth out their communication. Jess would give her a hug with hands on her hips and rest her head on Maggie’s shoulder saying, “I’m sorry, Mags. Hand me that lemonade, and let’s talk.” No blame, no hard feelings, just problem solving. That’s what adults in relationships do.

She had just finished imagining Jess suggesting a date night, maybe a funny bad movie night, when she went to open the apartment door and was suddenly halted. The door was locked. Jess usually left it unlocked if she knew Maggie was coming.

Heart sinking, Maggie pulled out her keys, unlocked the door, and stepped into the apartment. No one was home.

She pulled out her phone to call Jess and realized she’d missed a few texts from her bandmate, Ethan. She opened them hurriedly.

Hey. I kno this isnt how u should find out but I thought u needed to see this. Im here if u need to talk.

There were three pictures attached. Two in a bar, one at Jay’s place. Jess making out with three different women.

The pictures, while hidden by the dark sleeping screen, were still up on Maggie’s phone when Jess came home twenty minutes later. Jess walked in quietly, a little cautiously. She made eye contact with Maggie, who had sat on the floor in front of the couch facing the door.

“Hey,” Jess said, her voice low and serious, but not apologetic. “We need to talk.”

Her cheeks streaked with dried tears and throat swelled up anew, Maggie choked back a sob as she nodded.


Chapter Two

FRECKLE’S REAL NAME was Coral, and she still needed a roommate before Thursday. Jess was planning on rooming with Jay when September was up, so they both packed the apartment and split items based on need. Maggie found she hadn’t gathered very many things, even with Jess agreeing with her keeping household items like a broom and plates. Desperate to be out, Maggie moved to Eagle Rock, LA within three days. Coral accepted her with almost no questions asked.

Staring at the ceiling in her new room, Maggie tried to sort her feelings. She couldn’t afford to stay in bed and sob, despite feeling incapable of doing anything else. She had bills to pay. She had work five days a week handling hot coffeepots and ovens. You need to keep it together, girl.

Maggie slid her hand across the mattress and pulled her phone toward her. She hovered her thumb over the phone icon, suddenly tempted to call Jess’s parents. To do what? Beg for comfort? Rage about their daughter’s rock star lifestyle? To ask them to mail Jess’s mom’s perfect chocolate and peanut butter cookies?

She quickly deprogrammed their number from her speed dial and erased them, Jess, and the band from her contacts. There. Temptations removed.

Maggie returned her attention to the reason she’d reached for the phone. She opened her internet browser and scrolled through a bookmarked page of local casting calls. Her tension eased just slightly, and her shoulders and jaw relaxed. It felt stupid, but reading casting calls and trying to imagine being the character described helped to remove her from her problems. She wasn’t Jess’s frumpy ex-girlfriend, she was…“teen buying first car, no braces.” She could imagine the commercial now. She’d play it like a spoiled but good-hearted rich girl. While the voiceover described the various safety features, she’d borrow her daddy’s car to drive to parties and school events, always sheepishly asking for the keys until her daddy finally handed her a new set of keys all her own, and she’d give him a squealing hug.

Or, “movie theater patron.” She was a young woman with the money and confidence to go alone to a public movie theater just because she wanted to be amazed by the newest blockbuster. And when the movie burst through the screen, she’d join in, racing the heroes and smashing her way through an engaging action scene. Or…

Frowning, Maggie scrolled through the list a little quicker. So many commercials. In the past year, she’d seen the occasional short film, and she hadn’t turned down the chance to be a background extra for a paycheck every so often. But mostly, commercials.

She put her phone back down and rolled onto her side. She supposed it wouldn’t be so bad to be the recognizable face of a brand, appearing as the same character in multiple commercials. But she’d dreamed for so long about bringing stories to life, lighting the same fire in others that movies and theater lit in her. And being the next face of home and car insurance bundling just didn’t feel the same.

Jess had made it seem so easy, getting gigs immediately…

Nope. Nope, nope, nope. Maggie couldn’t let her brain go that direction, not right now. She stood up and went to the living room for no other reason than to distract herself.

Coral’s apartment had about the same square footage as Maggie’s last one. This was remarkable since Coral’s place managed to squeeze in an additional bedroom. To make up for it, the “kitchen” was hilariously tiny. At least Maggie’s old kitchenette had a counter; this one just had a sink between an oven and a compact refrigerator. Against the other wall, Coral had a sectional, the kind that curved around the corner. An old wooden table sat in the middle of the floor. Its hinged leaves folded down, making the table bigger or smaller at whim. “My mom found it at a garage sale for ten bucks,” Coral bragged when she first showed Maggie the place four days ago. Some folding chairs stacked in the corner completed the dining set.

Coral sat in the sectional now, a library book on magic tricks in her hands. Coral apparently hoped this would give her an edge in a future audition. Like Maggie, she regularly scanned the casting calls. Unlike Maggie, she seemed to find a way to go to all of them and still keep a part-time job as a hostess for a small art gallery in town.

Coral looked up and smiled as Maggie entered. “Hey, what’s up?”

Her voice was rather pleasant when she wasn’t forcefully practicing an accent for an audition. She had an uplifting tone, but Maggie shrugged dejectedly in response.

“Was just looking at some casting calls. I’m sick of seeing the same commercial ads.”

Coral nodded sympathetically. “Not interested in being the queen of toothpaste or another clothing model?”

Maggie nodded. “It’s all posing for products. I miss having a story, you know?”

Coral stood up, stretched, and set the magic book on the table. “I get it. You’re in a creative rut. When was the last time you really got to perform for someone?”

Maggie watched as Coral walked to the pantry—really, shelves nailed above the sink—and reached for a box of graham crackers. “Honestly? Not since high school.” She felt a twinge of…loss? Nostalgia? Right now, she’d give anything to be in Dorothy’s classic blue gingham, dancing down a yellow brick road, with Jess’s parents clapping in the audience.

Coral tore open the plastic wrap around the crackers. “Like a year ago, right? No wonder you feel stuck. You can’t let your acting chops get rusty.” She pulled out three crackers, set them on a plate, and reached for the peanut butter. “You need a creativity warm-up. Tell you what, are you free Saturday evening?”

“Yeah, I have the day off on Saturdays.”

“Great.” Coral grinned as she spread peanut butter on the crackers. “Every Saturday, I hang out at an improv club. It’s free attendance every other meeting, and it’s only a couple bucks each time you pay. The group’s run by a drama professor from AMDA. Why don’t you come with me this week?”

“Would that really be all right, if I just show up at random?” Maggie asked, surprised.

“Of course. It’s very informal.” Coral set her knife down. “People come and go in the group all the time. But it’s a great way to stretch your creative muscles, not to mention make some friends.” Coral handed the plate to Maggie, who took it with a questioning look. “Now eat. You’ve barely touched any food since you moved in, and hunger does not help your mood.”

Maggie watched in surprise as Coral proceeded to make a new plate of peanut butter crackers for herself. “Oh…you didn’t have to—”

“I know I didn’t.” Coral smiled kindly at her. “I like you. And I can tell you’re going through a hard time. You did me a huge favor helping me pay the rent right when I needed it; the least I can do is give you some crackers. Now, don’t waste them; eat up.”

Maggie’s first bite made her realize just how hungry she was. The crackers disappeared in seconds. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, resolved to focus on getting through the next few days of work and building the courage to go to this improv group. Who could say? Perhaps it would be just the change she needed.

*

MAGGIE’S MORNING ROUTINE consisted of fighting to get a brush through her thick curls and forcing them into a ponytail, with an extra elastic around her wrist for the inevitable moment when the one in her hair snapped. On Saturday, she’d pulled the brush through her locks only for a whole section of bristles to snap off. Maggie sighed deeply, staring at the broken brush and deciding today was a comb-with-fingers-and-wear-a-hat day. She spent the whole day wondering if getting a pixie cut right after a breakup was too cliché. This pondering kept her so distracted, she forgot to be nervous about the improv group until Coral got home from work. An hour after that, Coral knocked on her bedroom door, purse and metro pass in hand and a huge grin on her face.

Maggie grew increasingly nervous during the trip over. They eventually made it to a small community theater, squeezed between an art gallery and a bar. Maggie would have passed over it completely if Coral hadn’t been there to point it out. Despite the unassuming exterior, Maggie’s spirits lifted as soon as she entered. There was a small front lobby, a ticket booth, a concessions stand, stairs leading up to balcony seats, all in the iconic aesthetic of a proud theater constantly going through some small repairs.

She felt truly at home once they walked into the auditorium. The faded velvet curtain was raised to show a well-loved wooden stage, littered with the remnants of marking tape, scratches from sets, and scuffs from dancing shoes. There was no set backdrop lowered, revealing a rough brick wall and various large sets and props: windows, doors, the kinds of necessities that would be repainted and reused.

Coral beamed at her, perhaps able to see how much lighter Maggie’s heart was in the way she held her head just a little higher. “Isn’t it great? Twilight Tales Theater has been open since the fifties. It’s been through a lot, but it’s my favorite stage in the city.”

Maggie turned in every direction to take in the size. “This can’t seat more than a couple hundred. What kind of performances are usually done here?”

“Just the small, classic community theater that really keeps stage performing alive,” Coral said, walking toward the stage. “Plus, field trips for school kids, that sort of thing. What I love most is their collaboration with independent directors and playwrights. A lot of original work gets its time in the spotlight here.”

Following Coral to the stage, Maggie realized a few front seats were occupied. Coral tapped the shoulder of a tall gentleman with umber skin in a suit jacket and jeans, cutting into his conversation. When he turned to her, Maggie was struck by his bright eyes and wide grin.

“Professor, I want you to meet someone.” Coral gestured to Maggie as the man rose to his feet. “This is Margaret Fromm, my new roommate. Maggie, this is Professor Bascomb. He leads the group. Oh, and he’s the one you give the money to.”

Maggie started to rummage for her wallet, but the professor gently stopped her and shook her hand firmly.

“You may wait until after the session, Miss Maggie. Welcome to our little troupe. And please call me Max.” His eyes twinkled welcomingly. “Are you here by choice? Or did my most enthusiastic participant coerce you?”

“Whaaaat? Professor Max, I’d never,” Coral protested, a hand resting above her heart.

“I’m grateful to be here, sir,” Maggie assured him.

“Maggie’s an actress,” Coral explained. “Not like that blogger I brought last time.”

“Really?” Max asked, glancing at Maggie for verification.

Maggie shrugged. “Well, I’m afraid I haven’t had much luck. Just some background roles recently.”

Max smiled. There was something in the smile that was kindness but also a reminder of higher expectations. “Ah, yes, I understand. But don’t forget, even the smallest background roles require our fullest efforts.”

As he turned away, Maggie clutched her wallet in her pocket and whispered to Coral, “Does he always talk like he’s giving a class lecture?”

“Yeah, everything’s an important life lesson with this guy,” Coral said cheerfully.

They set their things down in a couple seats as the last minutes before starting ticked by. A few more people filed in until the clock hit six.

Professor Max stepped onto a set of stairs that led from the auditorium floor to the stage, calling, “Ladies and gentlemen, let’s begin. Please form a circle with me.”

Maggie stood between Professor Max and Coral. The circle consisted of eleven people total. Maggie started to deep breathe again, fighting growing tension in her shoulders. She did better with large audiences than small groups. It was easier to perform when she couldn’t see individual reactions.

“All right, everyone,” said the professor. “We’re going to start with some stretches. I’ll lead by example. As we stretch, we’ll go around the circle and introduce ourselves. Please give your name and a fun fact about you. And make sure you give your neighbors enough space.”

He started rolling his head in a circle, letting it fall around his shoulders in a deep neck stretch. “My name’s Maxwell Bascomb, and my fun fact is I’ve been in a prank war with my sister since we were children. It’s her turn to prank me.” Giggles rippled around the circle. Professor Max nodded to the neighbor to his right, who started speaking as he changed the stretch to an exaggerated shoulder shrug.

Maggie tried to pay attention to everyone’s introductions but, in the back of her mind, furiously scrambled for a fun fact. What was “fun” about her? She’d won academic scholarships and rewards all through high school. Did that count? Maggie cast it aside as pointless bragging. She considered sharing her favorite role, the time she was cast as JoJo in Seussical the Musical her sophomore year. But when a brunette across the circle shared her fun fact—“I’m starting rehearsals as a dancer in Cats next week!”—Maggie suddenly felt that high school performances didn’t make the mark.

There were only two people left before her. Maggie tried desperately to think of something unique about herself, frustrated by her blank mind, until—

A door at the back of the auditorium swung open, and a strong voice called out to the stage. “Sorry I’m late, Max. Bad news, no donuts this week. Good news, I have a great idea for an improv scene.”

Maggie whirled around to see a tall woman striding toward them. She wore jeans, sneakers, and an unconventional robin’s-egg blue, sleeveless, vestlike top with a drawstring hood. Her exposed arms were lean and muscular, and the hug of the top and her jeans highlighted a fit frame. Her shoulder-length, straight blonde hair flowed as she walked. Head high, arms swinging, stride long, she had an air of easy confidence in every movement.

Her cheeks flooding hot, Maggie quickly turned away, returning her eyes to the center of the circle. Checking girls out only days after a breakup?

Professor Max waved in a careless manner. “By all means, just waltz on in at your convenience. It’s not like we’re in the middle of anything.”

The group laughed, including the new woman, who walked up on stage and joined the circle at the point directly across from the professor.

“As punishment for your tardiness, you will go last in our introductions,” Max stated as he demonstrated a leg stretch. The woman, stretching a pair of strikingly long legs, grinned sheepishly at him.

Professor Max nodded to Coral, who followed her cue to introduce herself.

“My name’s Coral Fletcher, and my fun fact is I’m about to be an aunt. My older sister is having her first baby in a few weeks.”

As members of the circle echoed their congratulations, Maggie’s eyes lit up. Babies—that was it.

As Professor Max changed the stretch to arms across the chest, Maggie caught his nod and took a deep breath.

“My name’s Maggie Fromm, and my fun fact is my first theatrical performance was as baby Jesus—even though my family’s Jewish.”

Surprised laughter erupted around the circle, and the blonde spoke with a huge grin. “I have to know the story behind that one.”

Even with her pink cheeks, Maggie encouraged herself to keep eye contact as she answered. “Well, a local church wanted a real couple and their baby for a Christmas pageant, but the first couple got sick and couldn’t do it. My mom was coworkers with someone from the church, and I was, like, four months old at the time, so they asked my parents to do it. They thought it was funny.”

“It’s accurate,” said a gentleman to the left in the circle. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph were all Jewish.”

The group laughed again, and Maggie grinned with relief.

“All right,” the professor declared, “as my tardy assistant introduces herself, let’s shake out those limbs and loosen up.” He proceeded to lightly shake his limbs one by one.

Across the circle, the blonde woman did the same. “Hi, everyone. My name’s Gwen Knowles. I help out with the group, usually by bringing snacks.” She smirked. “I wasn’t successful today. Sorry. My fun fact is…hmmm, how to follow up being baby Jesus?” She paused until the group’s giggling subsided. “Well, how about: I’ll be directing a play at this theater soon, and I’m really excited about it.” Gwen finished shaking her limbs and gave the group a sweeping bow. “And welcome, everyone, to our little improv group.”

*

AFTER A BRIEF vocal warm-up of tongue twisters, which threw Maggie and Coral into fits of giggles, Professor Max turned to Gwen. “All right, what is this improv exercise idea you’re so excited about?”

Gwen beamed and stepped forward. “As some of you know, I usually bring a snack to contribute to the table. You may have noticed I came late and without a box of donuts. Are any of you familiar with how a line at a coffee shop works?”

The group members looked at her, puzzled. A few responded with a confused, “Yeah…?”

“Good,” Gwen replied. “Because today I had the misfortune of encountering a woman who seemed unfamiliar with the concept, facing an employee who seemed too inexperienced to defeat her stupidity.” Gwen spread her arms, palms up. “Imagine, if you will. It’s five fifteen. Your neighborhood coffee-and-donut franchise is packed with customers in the evening rush. There’s a line reaching nearly out the door. In the middle of the line is yours truly. At the head of the line, a woman demanding her order. She has requested a box of their promotional donuts. It appears the store has sold out of these specific donuts for the day and is awaiting the morning delivery. Does this answer quiet her? Not at all. For she is convinced the workers are hiding their donuts ‘back there.’ Now, anyone with eyes can tell there is no ‘back there.’ This is a tiny establishment that has the square footage of a broom closet. Yet such is the argument between customer and employee. For ten. Long. Minutes.” Gwen sighed. “At which point I left, donut-less, to come here and bear sad tidings.”

The group murmured incredulously. “Where the hell was the manager?” spoke up one gentleman.

“I bet I know which place you were at,” said a lady. “It’s always packed, and the evening manager never leaves her office, just sits at a desk and watches movies. The staff are on their own running the place, poor things.”

Gwen nodded. “Well, to honor the donut shop horror customer, I have an idea for an improv scene. Could everyone do me a favor and stand in a single line?”

Gwen, placing herself second in line, gave directions as the group members assembled themselves. “You’re all going to be customers standing in line, but for this exercise I’m going to ask that you all be coldhearted bystanders—like, I suppose, myself—who don’t intervene to save the poor employee. The first person in line faces the second person in line. The first person is the employee at the register, the second person is the horrible customer. The customer wants a specific order the employee is unable to provide. The ‘whats’ and ‘whys’ are up to you. Max, could you keep time for us? The goal is to keep the scene running for… How long do you think would be appropriate?”

“If you’re including the innocent beginnings of the transaction? Two minutes, I should think.”

“Sounds good.” Gwen turned to the first person in line. “Ready, Debra?”

“Ready.”

Maggie was about three-fourths of the way down the line, which meant she didn’t have a very clear view of what was happening. She watched and listened, peering around the backs of people’s heads, as Gwen and Debra, with a nod from Professor Max, began the scene.

“Hi, what can I help you with?” Debra started with the familiar tone of a customer service employee.

“I want a box of your Summer Soothing donuts,” Gwen replied. It seemed like her arms were crossed over her chest. “And hurry, I have a meeting.”

“I’m so sorry, ma’am, but we are sold out of Summer Soothing donuts,” Debra replied, sounding apologetic. “Can I offer you—”

Gwen’s voice immediately became a screech. “What do you mean you’re sold out? I can see the donuts right behind you.”

Maggie listened attentively, craning her neck around the line to watch as Debra and Gwen continued in a back-and-forth manner until Professor Max called, “Time.”

The group clapped politely, and Debra announced, “Phew, that was difficult! Who knew two minutes could feel so long?”

Gwen laughed, stepping out of line to face the group. “No kidding. There are only so many ways you can demand donuts, and only so many ways you can say you don’t have them. Thank you so much Debra. Could you move to the back of the line? You’ll be our last customer of the day. I’ll be the cashier next, the next person in line plays the customer, and that’s how we’ll take turns moving forward.”

As Debra walked around the line and Gwen stepped back in, Professor Max spoke up.

“Before we move forward, I’d like to ask the group— What kinds of lessons do you think we can learn from this activity Gwen has created?”

There was a pause, and then a group member said, “Well, we have to be creative and try to state our character’s goals in multiple ways.”

People nodded. “And we’re demonstrating a relatable real-life scenario,” said another individual.

Maggie, her brows furrowed thoughtfully, spoke up. “I actually learned a lot about blocking, body language, and tone.”

Professor Max looked at her with interest. “Indeed? Let’s hear more about that.” He turned to the group. “For those of you who don’t know, ‘blocking’ is the way actors are positioned and move on stage. Maggie, could you elaborate?”

Maggie felt the initial heat slowly leave her cheeks as she spoke. Professor’s interest inspired a little confidence in her answer. “Well, as the audience, we’re in a very unusual position. The farther down the line you are, the less you can actually see. I really only had the actors’ voices to go off of. In a stage performance, it’s important to remember things like limited perspective when you plan your blocking, because people sitting to the far left or right in the audience won’t have as clear of a view as people sitting in the center.” Maggie tilted her head thoughtfully. “But body language will always matter in improv because the actors read one another for clues about how to move forward and express themselves.”

The group murmured in agreement, and Gwen stepped out of line with a smile.

“That’s exactly why I like to make you guys break out of the beloved circle formation sometimes. When you’re acting, you need to remember both the audience’s perspective and your costars’. Very nicely said.”

The blush Maggie had fought so hard to keep down flooded her face as her eyes met Gwen’s. She nodded and quickly looked to the side.

Gwen stepped back in line, and the exercise continued. Maggie giggled, gasped, and clapped her way through multiple performances of customers demanding donuts or coffee. Some individuals had a natural flow, some kept halting to titter nervously, but everyone seemed to enjoy themselves.

Eventually, it was Maggie’s turn to play the horrible customer. She looked up at the face of a tall, skinny man about her age with a massive halo of fluffy black hair. She looked over at Professor Max. “The customer can ask for anything, right? The employee just can’t provide it for some reason?”

He blinked. “Yes, that’s what Gwen said. The ‘whats’ are up to you.”

“Great. I’m ready.”

“Go ahead.”

Kevin, her acting partner, smiled down at her. “Hi, thank you for coming today. What can I get you?”

Maggie put a finger to her lips. “Let’s see…I’d like a medium coffee with sugar, a blueberry muffin…and your number.”

Kevin, mouth opening to reply, froze. Someone back in line (sounding a lot like Coral) guffawed. Regaining his composure, Kevin smiled. “You’re very sweet, but I’m afraid we’re all out of muffins.”

“That’s all right,” Maggie purred, leaning closer. “I’m not really hungry for food. But I’d love to take you for dinner.”

Kevin’s eyes widened as he realized, oh yes, she was doing this. “That’s very kind of you, but I, um, I have a girlfriend.”

“Oh, is she pretty?”

“Very. She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”

“Then I bet she gets a lot of guys hitting on her.”

“Um…I guess so?”

“You poor thing,” Maggie exclaimed. “No girl should parade her looks around to get hit on when she already has a man. You deserve better.”

Kevin looked appalled. “No, I’m lucky to have her, actually. I don’t—”

“C’mon, let’s have some fun together. I promise I’d pay attention to you and show you a good time.”

Kevin pretended to type in a cash register. “Let me get that medium coffee going for you. Your total is three dollars and fifty cents. Is there anything else I can get for you today?”

“Still waiting on that phone number, hot stuff.”

Kevin choked, but pressed on. “One coffee with sugar. How many scoops?”

“Two. One for each of your perfect biceps.”

Coral was definitely laughing back in line, along with a few others.

Kevin seemed to swallow a chuckle himself. “Cash or credit?” As Maggie pretended to hand him her card, she brushed her hand along his. Kevin quickly mimed through pouring a coffee and adding sugar, handing it to Maggie as fast as possible. “Here’s your coffee, have a great day!”

“Hey now, I ordered coffee with sugar.” Maggie raised her pretend cup. “Here’s my coffee. Now give me some sugar, handsome.”

Kevin looked at Professor Max, aghast.

The professor waved him on. “Keep going; you have thirty more seconds.”

Kevin took a deep breath and turned back to Maggie. “Thank you for getting your coffee with us today. I’m afraid I won’t be giving you my phone number because that…that would be inappropriate to do at work.”

“Don’t be so frigid, sweet cakes,” Maggie responded.

“Really, lady, I’m clearly at work.”

“Fine, then, when do you get off work?”

“I don’t. Want to give you. My number,” Kevin said very slowly.

“Typical,” Maggie spat. “Thanks for being a real dick and leading me on. I guess that’s what I get for being a homely nice girl. I hope your hot bitch girlfriend cheats on you.” She mimed throwing her coffee on him, and he jumped back with a yelp.

“And time!” Professor Max called.

Maggie beamed as the group clapped. She and Kevin high-fived.

“You were great,” he said, grinning ear to ear. “I have never felt so uncomfortable and cornered in my life.”

“You were great too. I like how you tried all the polite responses first and gradually increased your assertiveness. Nice touch.”

“That wasn’t intentional. Your persistence made me increasingly desperate to get you to stop. It was like you had an answer for everything I said.”

Maggie felt a warm glow in her chest as Kevin walked away and she turned to face the next person in line. It felt so good to be immersed in a character. A nod from Professor Max, and she was ready to do it again. She plastered her face with a customer service smile, familiar and yet somehow fresh.

“Welcome. Can I help you with anything today?”

*

AT THE END of the group, a few members hung back to chat a little. As Maggie listened to Coral complimenting Kevin on his tongue twisters from the vocal warm-up, she noticed Gwen approaching and was surprised when the tall blonde tapped her shoulder.

“Hi, Maggie, right?”

“Y-yes, hi,” Maggie said, shaking Gwen’s outstretched hand.

“You did a fantastic job today,” Gwen said warmly, her green eyes glinting. “Something about your performance in the improv scene leads me to believe you have lots of experience with being harassed at work.”

“Oh, not so much.” Maggie shrugged. “I just wanted to do something a little different.”

“I’m glad you did.” Gwen pulled her hand away and turned to Coral, who had ended her conversation. “Where did you find this one? She’s very creative; I like her.”

Coral beamed. “This is my new roommate. She’s an actress and just needed a place to stretch the performing muscles.”

“An actress?” Gwen smiled at Maggie. “If you don’t mind me asking, what kind of experience?”

“Recently, mostly background extras,” Maggie admitted sheepishly. “I haven’t had a starring role since I graduated high school a year ago.”

“Well, your school must’ve had a strong performing arts program. You have a great skill for thinking quickly on your feet. I hope we’ll see you again?”

“Absolutely,” Maggie replied quickly. “I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

Gwen placed a hand lightly on Maggie’s shoulder. “Wonderful. I look forward to seeing you then.”

Maggie watched Gwen walking away, blonde hair flashing in the light, and felt a strange lingering on her shoulder.


Chapter Three

CORAL WAS THRILLED when Maggie expressed an enthusiastic desire to return to improv group. She filled Maggie’s week with gossip about different members who fluttered in and out of participation, outlining their interests and experiences. There didn’t seem to be a participant Coral didn’t know in some detail.

Maggie spent a few days working up the courage to ask more about the confident, athletic blonde who had captured her attention, but thankfully, she didn’t need to. They were working together, cooking boxed mac and cheese when Coral mentioned her organically.

“Oh, when it’s our turn to bring snacks, we have to bring mac and cheese bites. Those are Gwen’s favorites. She says she can’t resist cheddar.”

Maggie acted nonchalant as she stirred the pot. “How’d you find that out?”

“Because when I brought them to the group she ate, like, half of them before group was over.” Coral laughed at the memory. “She bought me a box of Kraft mac to make up for it. Sometimes, she acts like a college student with no dining plan!”

“How old is she?”

Coral reached into the freezer for a package of frozen peas. “She’s about…twenty-five? Definitely young for someone in her position. Rumor is, she took a two-year theater program and then launched straight into working. I think she helped found the improv group with Professor about four years ago.”

“Was he her teacher?”

“Nah, I don’t think so. I think they met working on a stage production of The King and I. He was the director; she was…I think the assistant stage manager?”

Maggie laughed. “Next you’ll tell me you might know her blood type and what she ate for dinner last night.”

Coral waggled a spoon at her. “Don’t judge my powers of observation and memorization, thank you. We all have our gifts.”

“Well, some of us have gifts.”

A frozen pea hit the side of Maggie’s head. “What’s with that self-deprecation?” Coral demanded good-humoredly. “I seem to recall you being quite quick-witted during group. Even Gwen said so.”

Maggie shrugged, turned the heat off under the pot, and redirected Coral’s attention with her next question. “So, is she a full-time director?”

“Mmmm, that would be an optimistic way of putting it,” Coral said, tapping microwave buttons. “She’s a part-time everything. She’s freelance, but she has a great resumé. From what I can tell, she’s not hurting for work. She has a solid repertoire of passion projects and paid labor under her belt. Mostly works in directing, stage managing, those aspects, but I’ve heard she kicked ass as Emily Webb when the Twilight crew did Our Town a couple years ago.”

Maggie moved the pot onto a hot pad on the table and added the secret ingredient: parmesan cheese. “Do you know anything about the play she said she’s directing at the Twilight?”

Coral pulled down two plates. “Only that it’s a small production. Hey, hand me a fork?”

For the next several minutes Coral and Maggie ate in silence. Unsurprisingly, it was Coral who spoke first.

“Can I ask you a question?”

Maggie looked up from her plate and nodded, cheeks stuffed with peas.

“What went wrong with your last roommate?”

Maggie tried to swallow, choked, and gulped down a mouthful of water before she could reply. “Um…honestly, it’ll probably sound silly.”

“I’m not asking to be judgy,” Coral emphasized. “I didn’t get along with my first roommate, and I tend to rush things. So far, I like living with you, and you really saved my butt with the rent when you moved in. But I know almost nothing about you.” She resumed eating as she continued. “I’m not kicking you out or anything. I only wanted to know if what happened was something we should be working on together as roommates.”

Maggie laughed before she could stop herself. “Trust me, we’re not going to have the same problem.”

Coral raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know. I could be another psycho.”

Maggie shook her head. “Jess wasn’t a psycho. She just… We decided on different paths, and I wasn’t going to have a place to stay.”

Coral chewed slowly. Maggie took another nervous sip of water, then pressed on.

“Really, that’s all it was. She decided to move in with her bandmates, and I couldn’t keep the apartment by myself.”

“Mmmhmm.” Coral swallowed but didn’t speak. After a moment, she sat forward on her seat, resting her chin on her hands. “I’m not trying to be pushy, but, again, I feel like I know nothing about you. I know you’re Jewish, an actress, and going through something hard right now. You never talk about yourself.” Coral wagged a finger at her. “And you haven’t liked any of my memes on the Facebook group, which is just rude.”

Maggie rolled her eyes at her and quirked her mouth to one side. “Post better memes, maybe?”

Coral smirked but kept eye contact. “Look, if you don’t wanna talk with me about family and schooling and best friends, I’ll let you on your own time. But I think, as your roommate and as someone splitting the bills with you, I have the right to ask a couple questions about your immediate plans. We haven’t really talked about apartment rules either. Is it okay if we have that conversation now?”

Maggie nodded. Anything to keep the conversation off the past.

“Let’s start with jobs. We’re both looking for roles. But how secure are you with your job at the bakery right now?”

“Pretty secure. The boss likes me, and I have regular hours. I might become a full-time brew maid at this rate.” Maggie sighed, resting her cheek on one hand.

“Nuh-uh, keep that chin up, missy.” Coral reached across the table to poke her wrist. “You’re hoping for a big story role, right? Movies, television?”

“Whatever I can get. I’d love to do stage, but…everyone around here seems so…”

“Networked.” Coral scrunched up her nose. “If you didn’t go to school for acting around here, or anywhere good, it’s hard to elbow your way in and know where to go to insert yourself. But! Not impossible.”

Coral sat back. “Well, for myself, the art gallery’s a solid position, but at some point, if I’m there too long, they’ll either try to make me switch into a full-time position or they’ll trade me out for a local art school grad getting school credit.”

“That must be stressful for you.”

“Eh, I just need to get myself a rolling repertoire of work like Gwen has. Then I won’t need it to keep the bills paid.” Coral grinned. “I’ve got a good feeling about this next audition. Seems like a chance for a recurring job too.” She scooped more mac and cheese onto her plate. “So it seems like neither of us will be hurting for money in the near future. Next, house rules. Anything you’re strict on?”

“Not really. I keep my food kosher, but that’s just me. I don’t really expect much.”

“Well, that’s not good. This is your living space; you should have some boundaries around it. Obviously, your room is your space, for example. All I ask is you don’t turn it into a mildew and fungi garden.” Coral’s nose scrunched again. “The smell…you never forget it.”

“Is that what your first roommate—?”

“Oh, no, that was a cousin of mine. Teenage boys, you know.” Coral shuddered. “So gross. Anyway, here’s some things I’m a stickler for.” Coral started counting points off on her fingers. “Firstly, if you cook or eat with it, please wash it. It doesn’t have to be right away, but longer than forty-eight hours is a problem.”

“That’s fine by me.”

“Secondly, if it’s trash, it goes in the can. I don’t mind being the one who takes the trash out to the bin, but I hate having to pick it up along all the floors and furniture.”

“Also fair.”

“Thirdly, any lovers stay in your room, and wear pants in the living room.” Coral looked up. “Did you say something?”

Maggie, choking on her words, coughed and took a sip of water.

“Okay. Fourthly, most of my food is up for grabs, but if I write something on it, it’s mine. And that’s about it. Cool with you?” Coral extended a hand.
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