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      Sam Hale stands in the fifth row of the empty house, arms folded, watching the parade of auditions that have been, so far, uniformly terrible.

      Thirty-seven actors. Thirty-seven versions of the same monologue from Afterlight, his new play—his first in three years—and not one of them has found the heartbeat of the thing. They deliver the lines with varying degrees of competence. Some cry on cue. Some modulate their voices with the mechanical precision of well-trained instruments. One woman—Broadway credits, a Tony nomination—gives a reading so technically accomplished that Sam finds no fault in it, and feels absolutely nothing.

      That's the problem. They're all performing. And the role of Anna requires something else—something Sam isn't sure he can articulate but knows he'll recognize when he sees it. Anna is a woman who walks into a broken man's life and loves him without asking permission. She is not gentle. She is not careful. She's a force, and every actor so far has played her as a feeling.

      "Next," he says to Ray Torres, his stage manager, who sits two seats over with a clipboard and the resigned expression of a man who has watched Sam reject talent for twenty-five years.

      "Last one." Ray checks his sheet. "Ivy Stone. Stage name if I ever heard one. NYU Tisch MFA, graduated May. No professional credits."

      Sam almost says pass. No professional credits means she'll need handholding through every rehearsal, and he doesn't have the patience. He doesn't have much of anything these days—not patience, not vision, not the fire that once made critics call him the most emotionally fearless director in American theater. Rebecca took all of that with her when she died. Three years of careful numbness, of getting out of bed and going through the motions of being Sam Hale without actually inhabiting the role.

      The irony of a director unable to perform his own life is not lost on him.

      But the girl is already walking onstage, and something about the way she moves stops the dismissal in his throat. She's petite. Five-three, maybe five-four. He can’t really tell the color of her hair under the lights because of how it’s pulled back, allowing him to see all her angles and expressions, the same way her simple black top and leggings allow him to see exactly how she inhabits her body.

      She doesn't smile. Doesn't introduce herself with the chattering nervous energy of the others. She simply walks to center stage, stands there, and waits.

      "Whenever you're ready," Ray calls.

      She gives a little nod, then begins.

      The monologue is Anna's speech from Act Two, the one about learning to love someone you know you're going to lose. Every other actor has played it as grief. Ivy Stone plays it as fury.

      I didn't sign up for this. I didn't agree to stand here holding your hand while the light goes out of you. You think love is this gentle thing, this soft surrender, but it isn't—it's violent, it's a fist around my heart, and I can't—I won't⁠—

      Her voice breaks on won't. Not a performative break, but a real one. Sam feels it hit him somewhere behind his sternum, a sharp ache he hasn't felt in so long he almost doesn't recognize it.

      Emotion.

      She finishes. The theater is quiet. Ray is very still beside him.

      "Thank you," Sam says. His voice sounds strange to his own ears—rough, as though something has been scraped open. "We'll be in touch."

      Ivy Stone nods once, collects her bag from the wings, and leaves. She doesn't ask how she did. She doesn't linger. She walks out the stage door and the sound of it closing echoes through the empty house.

      "Well," Ray says.

      "Cast her," Sam says.

      "You don't want to⁠—"

      "Cast her."
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      He sits alone in the theater for a long time after Ray leaves. The work lights hum overhead, turning everything amber and shadowless. He should feel something triumphant—he's found his Anna, the role his late wife inspired, the woman at the center of his comeback. Instead he feels exposed, as though that girl's audition peeled back something he'd spent three years sealing shut.

      Rebecca would have liked her. The thought comes unbidden and unwelcome. Rebecca always liked the brave ones.

      He presses his hand to his mouth. Sometimes it feels like a sob big enough to shake the universe is going to come out if he doesn’t stop it.

      The last time he felt anything close to what he felt during that audition, he was holding his wife's hand in a hospital room, and the feeling was the opposite of this—a door slamming shut instead of cracking open. Now, he’s fifty-two years old. He hasn’t directed a play since Rebecca’s diagnosis, and it’s time.

      He picks up his coat and walks out into the November cold. Eighth Avenue is loud and indifferent, the way New York always is when you need it to be quiet. A taxi lays on its horn. A food cart exhales the smell of halal chicken and charcoal. Someone laughs, high and bright, and the sound passes through him like a needle because it reminds him of Rebecca—not specifically, but in the way that joy always reminds him of Rebecca, because she was the last person whose joy he trusted.

      He walks the forty blocks home because he can't face the crowd and stale air of the subway. The cold bites at his face. He doesn't mind.
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