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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s hot,” Larkin said, as she unzipped herself from her sleeping bag.

      “I know,” Ed said, setting down his free weights and helping Larkin free herself from the upper bunk. The cabins had bunkbeds, but no ladders; windows, but no air conditioning. The nearest outhouse was thirty feet away; the nearest facility that offered showers, flush toilets, and sinks was half a mile down the kind of packed-dirt runway that had been created, over the years, by people who needed to get to a functional bathroom as fast as they could. A desire path, Sahil had called it, when he gave Larkin and Ed the tour.

      Larkin had not known, when she accepted the job of directing the newly relaunched Summer Shakespeare Festival, that it would involve camping. She knew, of course, that the performances would be outdoors, in a state-of-the-art amphitheater that boasted donor names on both its dressing rooms and many of its injection-molded seats. She had assumed that the rehearsals would be indoors. She had assumed that the meals would be served indoors, and that someone else would be responsible for cleaning the kitchen. She had assumed that she would be allowed to sleep in her own bed.

      Technically, she could have. Sahil had seen her face when she first saw the cabins and had tactfully mentioned that one of the previous artistic directors had elected to drive home every evening. He had even more tactfully mentioned that this particular director had not been particularly well-liked among the company and had not lasted more than a single season.

      “The kids want you to be a part of their experience,” he explained.

      Everyone called them kids, even though there was only one person in the company who wasn’t a legal adult. Most of the kids were Howell College students. Some of them came from one of the other liberal arts colleges that mapped the boundaries of Eastern Iowa’s Creative Corridor. There were a few grad students, a few retirees—“we call them community members,” Sahil explained, “and they are essential to our mission”—and just enough Equity actors to allow the rest of them to earn Equity points.

      The Equity actors got the cabin with the window air conditioner. They were also exempt from KP duty and latrine duty and all of the other uncomfortable duties, although nearly all of them pitched in. Everyone in the company understood that how they behaved today would affect the opportunities they received tomorrow. They were relentlessly, unnecessarily cheerful.

      This suited Ed, who woke with the dawn to run four miles and rep his battered set of barbells. His black skin had darkened, under the Eastern Iowan sun. Larkin’s white skin had turned red, and then white again, and she had spent part of one evening peeling it off in strips, and Sahil had driven up from Cedar Rapids the next day to bring her a bottle of sunscreen and an enormous floppy hat.

      Sahil Malhotra—wealthy, well-connected, well-versed in both Shakespeare and the Festival—was their link to the outside world. He could have been a retiree, if he hadn’t given himself the title of company manager. His assistant company manager, or ACM, stayed onsite. She slept in the same cabin as Larkin and Ed, although they rarely saw her. Beatrix Yang was the first one awake and the last one asleep, every day. That was her job—and it was why she was getting paid nearly as much as Larkin was.

      Not that Larkin was at all dissatisfied with her compensation. Her nine-month contract paid well enough to allow her to satisfy both her creditors and her best friend Anni Morgan, who had responded to Larkin’s offer first with congratulations and second with an offer of her own.

      “Please let me help you create a financial plan,” Anni had said, the two of them sitting side by side on Anni’s sofa. “I could write about the process, if you wanted, for one of my freelance clients. Or we could just do it together because it would be fun!”

      Larkin already knew that Anni’s idea of fun was different from most people’s. Comparing high-yield savings accounts, for example, was not what Larkin would consider fun—so she let Anni run the numbers on how much she could earn with an account with 3.00% APY that compounded on a monthly basis vs. an account with 2.75% APY that compounded daily, and picked the one that Anni picked for her. She also set up automatic monthly transfers from her checking to her savings account.

      “It’s called the pay yourself first method,” Anni had said, “and it’s the second-best way to save more money.”

      “What’s the best way?” Larkin had asked.

      “Earn more money, of course,” Anni had said. “Which you have successfully done.”

      Larkin was not used to being successful. A year ago, she had been living in a Los Angeles apartment with seven roommates, working on a stalled dissertation while making minimum payments on maxed-out credit cards. Now she was sleeping in a four-person cabin with no air conditioning and no toilets, but she had already paid off one of her credit cards and had updated her resume to include the words Artistic Director.

      She’d also updated her relationship status. Larkin Day and Ed Jackson were officially a couple. Sahil had made them sign a piece of paper, right after Larkin had signed her contract, stating that they would not allow their personal lives to affect their professional commitments to the Summer Shakespeare Festival.

      “Sorry to put you through this,” Sahil said, “but the Board insisted.”

      “Well,” Ed said, signing his name under the words Dr. Edward T. Jackson, Musical Director and Sound Designer, “we all know what happened to the last guy.”

      He was referring to Manny Morris, the previous artistic director. Larkin had stepped into Manny’s job after Manny had stepped out on his wife. His affair might not have affected the Festival, had he not selected the 21-year-old actress contracted to play Juliet—and so he was fired and she was encouraged to resign, and Larkin’s first job had been to hire her replacement.

      Which Larkin had successfully done. Farah Emerson had taken on the role of Juliet, and the former Juliet had sent Larkin a series of awkward, apologetic emails, and Larkin put a filter on her email to archive all messages from Amelia Jorgensen before they hit her inbox, and then she’d ended up at a place where they didn’t even have email—out here, it was considered as unnecessary as toilet paper—and hadn’t even thought about Manny or Amelia or any of their predecessors until Ed, helping Larkin down from the top bunk, brought them up.

      “Manny’s coming by this afternoon,” he said. “Beatrix told me to tell you.”

      Larkin was about to ask how Beatrix could have gotten that information so quickly—she was pretty sure Beatrix had some kind of internet connection that the rest of them didn’t have access to, and she was starting to feel a little envious of it—but their conversation was interrupted by a sleepy voice in the opposite bunk.

      “Daddy’s coming?”

      This was Rebecca Morris, the 17-year-old assistant prop manager. Manny Morris was her father. He was also the reason she had been allowed into the company in the first place, daddy passing daughter an opportunity that could have been handled more professionally by someone else. Clarissa Bankshaw Morris, Rebecca’s mother, was the reason she had been allowed to stay.

      “We’re not going to punish her for Manny’s misdeeds,” she had written, in a lengthy email that included a reference to lawyers. “It will be best, for everyone, if Rebecca remains an integral part of the Festival.”

      Larkin wasn’t sure if it had been the right choice. Nobody had wanted Rebecca as their bunkmate, for starters—and so Rebecca had ended up in the same cabin as Larkin and Beatrix and Ed. This had disappointed Rebecca, who had hoped to make friends with the college students. It had also disappointed Larkin, who had hoped to spend some intimate time with Ed while Beatrix was off using her secret internet or whatever she did in the late evening and early morning hours. Rebecca Morris had yet to become an integral part of the Festival—she’d done very little to ingratiate herself, and most people found her grating—but she had already become an integral part of their lives.

      “Yes,” Larkin said, “your dad’s coming.”

      “Good,” Rebecca said, allowing a morning fart to break its way into the cabin. Ed opened the front door. Since Rebecca was the sole person in the company who was still underage, she had to remain supervised at all times; for the next hour, that responsibility would fall to Larkin.

      “I’ll see you at breakfast,” Larkin told Ed. Then she picked Rebecca’s towel off the floor and tossed it towards her. “Get your shower caddy,” she said. “We’ve got forty-five minutes before the morning production meeting.” There was no electricity in the cabins, and no place for anybody to charge their phones. Larkin’s watch, which her mother had found in a shoebox, was nearly as old as Rebecca; a pair of white-gloved mouse hands kept the time.

      “I hate camping,” Rebecca said.

      Larkin wanted to say me too—but she had to set a good example. “We’re not camping,” she said, picking up her backpack and plopping her floppy sunhat over her long, dark hair. “We’re creating.”
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        * * *

      

      The first step in the creation process was, of course, the morning production meeting—and the first person to present, after everyone had settled around the table with their plates of pancakes and granola and bacon and eggs, was the lighting designer.

      “Everything’s ready for Hang and Focus on Saturday,” Peg said. “The crew will be here at 10 a.m..”

      Peg was the oldest member of the production team. She was the only member of the team who had been born in Iowa; the only member who had been participating in Summer Shakespeare since it was an all-volunteer event. There were old photos of a young Peg, long-haired and fairy-winged, helping to place the ass head on Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. She’d designed lights for that show, too. Back then, everyone had done everything. Now, Peg and Beatrix needed to coordinate a team of union electricians to hang and focus an array of lights that were so high-tech—and so expensive—they required their own corporate sponsor.

      Peg, who was now short-haired and tool-belted, had also briefly dated Larkin’s mother’s girlfriend. “Claire and I were together for about a year,” she had explained. “No hard feelings on either side. Glad she’s happy.”

      Peg was the kind of person who wanted everybody to be happy—and meant it. She had learned, somewhere between her first and her twentieth Summer Shakespeare, how to function in a way that allowed her to help other people without diminishing her own resources. She tied a red bandana around her buzz cut to keep the sweat from getting into her eyes; underneath, she glowed.

      Rebecca, shunned by the majority of the company, took shelter next to Peg. This meant that Isabella, the graduate student who was serving as props master, had to sit on the other side of Rebecca. It also meant that Isabella was next to speak; she had very little to say, and none of it included the high school student who was supposed to spend the summer assisting with props. Most of Isabella’s production was directed not towards Larkin, the artistic director who was ostensibly leading the meeting—even though Beatrix, the assistant company manager, was the one managing all of the components that made it run smoothly—but towards Jiro.

      Jiro Takashi was the set designer. He had the most impressive resume of anyone at the table. He also had the most impressive compensation package, although Larkin was one of the few people who knew that. After Jiro had been added to their production team, there had been articles not only in the Cedar Rapids Gazette and the Iowa City Press-Citizen, but also Playbill and the arts section of The New York Times.

      Isabella was smitten. Jiro was not—but Larkin suspected that Isabella and Jiro had slept together the previous night. They hadn’t signed a contract, the way she and Ed had. They’d never have what Jiro would call a relationship. Isabella would call it a relationship after the fact, because she’d need something to make herself feel better about what hadn’t happened.

      Next to Jiro were Susan-and-Stanley. Dramaturgy and costumes, respectively, although much of their work overlapped. Susan-and-Stanley had signed their contract, although they hadn’t needed to; SuStan, as they were inevitably known, had been married for longer than Larkin had been alive. They had worked their way through a few of the major Shakespeare festivals and several of the minor ones before settling themselves in the relative affordability of Eastern Iowa. Susan’s accent was softly British; Stanley’s was loudly Brooklyn. They were well-liked but standoffish; they always seemed to be putting on a dog-and-pony show. Susan, with her mane of graying hair, was the pony. Stanley, affable and barking with laughter, was the dog.

      Velvet, the stage manager, sat on the other side of Stanley. Camryn, the assistant stage manager, sat on the other side of Velvet. These two had also worked together in the past, passing messages back and forth over headsets—but it was their first Summer Shakespeare, and their first time doing any kind of professional theater. Velvet had been recruited from the Creative Corridor community theater circuit, and her compensation package had been adjusted accordingly. Camryn, who had turned 18 two weeks before rehearsals started, wasn’t getting paid at all.

      Beatrix was next to Camryn; Larkin was next to Beatrix. Then Ed, of course. The last seat at the round table—the one between Ed and Peg—belonged to Portia.

      Portia Breedlove was the choreographer. A ringer, like Jiro Takashi. A hoofer, with credits that had taken her from New York to Los Angeles and back again. She’d danced in the background of two Hollywood musicals. She’d landed small roles—scientist, servant, sex worker—on a few popular streaming series. She had very nearly made it into The Lion King.

      Portia was everything Larkin was not: poised, cultured, beautiful, well-turned-out. Portia was also Black, which meant that she and Ed were able to have certain kinds of conversations that Larkin was by default excluded from. Some of those conversations were in French, which Portia had learned from her mother and Ed had learned from books. Not that Larkin included Ed in all of her conversations—last night, for example, she’d had a tête-à-tête with Rebecca about how often to wash her hair—but whenever she saw Ed and Portia together, she saw the contract they hadn’t needed to sign. Black folk stick together, as Ed had put it.

      So Larkin stuck to the business at hand, and when Ed squeezed her hand before carrying off her plate—it was his day to help with the dishes—she trusted that it still mattered. Theater was all about trust, after all. So was falling in love.

      Larkin had written Anni about all of this, belly-down on her upper bunk, using a flashlight to illuminate her haphazard handwriting. Anni had written back, composing the letter at her laptop before printing it out and putting it in the mail.

      
        
        The best thing that can happen this summer is for you to be your best self.

        If you are the best version of Larkin, then the Festival will have the best version of Romeo and Juliet. Other versions may be acceptable, of course, but you have the opportunity to create the best one—so don’t get distracted by anything that isn’t directly related to your goal.

      

      

      Anni’s letters often included the word “goal.” They also included frequent mentions of Elliott Fox, the great love of Anni’s life. The two of them had recently become reunited, after a series of circumstances contrived to keep them apart, and they were in the process of buying a home.

      
        
        I don’t know what the best version of Larkin looks like, Anni’s letter continued. I’m not sure we’ve seen her yet. I’m still figuring out how to be the best version of Anni. Sometimes I tell Elliott that I am astounded that he was able to love all of the previous versions of me, before their successive upgrades. He tells me that he could see my code compiling.

      

      

      Elliott was a freelance programmer, specializing in some kind of software development that Larkin didn’t fully understand. Before that, he had been a professional magician, specializing in card tricks and sleight-of-hand. He could pick locks and open back doors. Larkin didn’t know why Anni had picked him—Elliott was a classic nerd, the kind of man who knew everything about Python and believed that any shirt with buttons qualified as formalwear—but she knew that Anni was happy.

      
        
        I’m not qualified to make programming metaphors, so I’ll make a personal finance one instead, Anni’s letter had finished. It’s the pay-yourself-first method, again. Be the best Larkin and everything else will follow. Don’t give Ed the chance to fall in love with Portia because you’re indebted by distractions, including the distraction of whether Ed will fall in love with Portia. Give yourself what you need to be the best Larkin you can be, and give Ed the chance to fall in love with the person you become. If he doesn’t, at least you won’t spend the rest of your life thinking “he would have loved me if I hadn’t been so [insecure][overworked][cranky][etc.]”

        You’ll probably want to write me back and say, “I don’t know how to be the best Larkin I can be,” so don’t waste the stamp. Instead, start looking around you and asking yourself what is worth paying attention to. You’re good at that. It’s how you solve your mysteries.

      

      

      Larkin, sitting at the production table, looked around her and asked herself what was worth paying attention to. Isabella and Jiro’s non-relationship drama would work itself out on its own, and if it were necessary for anyone to mediate, it would be Sahil. SuStan wouldn’t cause any trouble, though Larkin doubted she’d know them any better at the end of the summer than she did right now. Velvet and Camryn were still thrilled to be here, despite the fact that they were only hired to balance the budget, and the two of them were currently negotiating the intricacies of Tech Week with Beatrix and Peg. Ed was on Kitchen Patrol. Portia was sipping coffee—and for a minute Larkin was jealous of the way Portia drank her coffee, every delicate movement a combination of ballet, modern, and jazz—and Rebecca was staring at her coagulating eggs.

      “Hey,” Larkin said, to the one person who demanded attention without being worth it. “Did you and Isabella end up finding a pair of daggers you liked?”

      Romeo and Juliet both wore daggers, although Juliet’s was easier to overlook; she carries it with her whenever she leaves the home, places it next to her before she drinks the sleeping potion, and leaves it behind when she is carried to the tomb. Nearly everyone wore daggers in Shakespeare’s day, Susan had explained. “They were versatile multitools, rather like our smartphones.” Isabella had decided that the lovers’ daggers, like their houses, should be alike in dignity. “Like, you know, the way people bond over liking the same brands. Maybe the pommel should be an apple.”

      Larkin had encouraged Isabella to come up with a better solution. Now she encouraged Rebecca to explain it.

      “We found one and we made one,” Rebecca said. “Juliet’s dagger is an antique. We got it in Iowa City. Romeo’s is a prop dagger with the blade that goes up into the handle, since he has to stab himself with it.”

      “Juliet stabs herself,” Larkin gently corrected, “with Romeo’s dagger.” She and the actors had been spending most of their time on scene work, so Rebecca—who wasn’t even present at most of the rehearsals—couldn’t necessarily be blamed for not knowing the show in full.

      “I thought Juliet took the poison.”

      “Juliet takes the sleeping potion,” Larkin explained. She had gone over this many, many times back when she taught Theater 101. “Friar Laurence, who married Romeo and Juliet in secret, gave Juliet the potion so she could pretend to be dead so she wouldn’t have to marry Paris.”

      “Why didn’t she just tell her parents she was already married?”

      “Because Romeo had just killed her cousin Tybalt,” Larkin said, “and had been banished.”

      “Ban-ish-ed,” Rebecca said, correcting her director.

      “Right.” Larkin said, smiling. “So Romeo believes Juliet is really dead. He was supposed to get a letter explaining the whole thing, but the person who was supposed to deliver the letter got quarantined due to plague.” This part of the play was very easy to miss, although Larkin was determined to ensure her audience understood it. “Romeo buys some poison from an apothecary and heads over to Juliet’s tomb so that he can kill himself next to her body. Paris tries to stop him, so Romeo kills Paris.” Larkin pulled in closer to Rebecca, as if to whisper a secret. “Romeo wasn’t exactly being his best self at the moment.”

      “He was being a murderer,” Rebecca whispered back.

      “Right,” Larkin said again. She hadn’t really thought of Romeo as a murderer before. If she was going to be both a professional theater director and an amateur detective, she should start thinking more carefully about these things. “Anyway, Romeo takes the poison and dies. Juliet wakes up, sees that Romeo is dead, decides she no longer wants to live, tries to drink from the empty poison bottle, and then stabs herself with Romeo’s dagger.”

      “Pile of corpses, the end,” Rebecca said. One of the actors had said that, at the first rehearsal. Everyone else had stopped saying it two weeks ago—so Larkin ended the conversation the way Shakespeare had. “For never was a story of more woe,” she said, standing up and adjusting her floppy sunhat. “Than this of Juliet and her—”

      But Larkin’s couplet was interrupted by another voice.

      “I am going to kill you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

      

    

    
      Larkin had never met Clarissa Bankshaw Morris. She knew, of course, that Clarissa was a member of the Bankshaw family, and that she was either directly or distantly related to the enormous brokerage that F. H. Bankshaw, Sr. had originated—and the enormously popular roboadvisor app that Freddie Bankshaw, Jr. had launched the previous year—but the Bankshaw investment firm hadn’t been on Anni’s shortlist of places for Larkin to put her money, and so Larkin hadn’t thought about it since. She hadn’t even looked Clarissa Bankshaw Morris up online; Larkin had been hired as a director, not a detective, and it felt inappropriate to investigate. But Larkin knew, just by looking, that this woman was Rebecca’s mother. It was also obvious that this woman was Manny Morris’s wife—the monogrammed bag, the diaphanous scarf, the giant diamond on her left hand—and that she was, somewhat tragically, attempting to hurt her husband by threatening to hurt her child.

      Rebecca knew this, too. “Daddy isn’t here,” she said.

      “I don’t care,” Clarissa said, even though she clearly did. Her head kept twisting, one direction and then another, not wanting to miss Manny’s arrival. “Look at you,” she said, as she looked over her left shoulder. “You haven’t brushed your hair. You aren’t using that facial scrub I bought you. Your T-shirt looks like it spent the night on the floor.”

      “It’s camping,” Rebecca said. “We don’t have, like, chests of drawers.”

      “Those young people look like they’ve figured out how to dress themselves,” Clarissa continued, gesturing towards the cluster of actors who were doing Alexander exercises with Portia. “Why aren’t you over there with them? Making friends? Connecting with people? I did not defend your right to participate in this festival so you could sit by yourself and get to know the kitchen staff.”

      That’s when Larkin realized that Clarissa Bankshaw Morris had never met her. She stood up, giving Manny Morris’s wife the full view. Tall, with wide hips and sunburned shoulders, wearing a floppy hat, a pair of extra-large shorts, a triple-strength sports bra, and a tank top that had spent the night hanging off the corner of her bunk. “I’m Larkin Day,” she said, holding out her hand and hoping it was still slightly greasy from breakfast. “Artistic director.”

      “Oh,” Clarissa said. Larkin watched Clarissa size her up. She was used to this. Everyone took a few seconds to take Larkin in, and most of them raised first their eyes—yes, Larkin wanted to tell them, I get my height from my deadbeat dad—and then their eyebrows. “I’m sorry,” Clarissa said, accepting Larkin’s handshake with a dismissive up-and-down grasp, “we hadn’t been properly introduced.”

      Then she turned back to Rebecca. “You should have let me know that you were spending time with the artistic director. I would have loved to know more about her.”

      The implication, of course, was that Rebecca should have been spying on Larkin—and the fact that Rebecca hadn’t made Larkin re-evaluate her bunkmate. She gave Rebecca’s shoulder an approving squeeze and watched Rebecca’s mother flinch.

      “Ask me anything you want,” Larkin said. “I’d be happy to discuss the production with you. We’re two days out from Tech Week, but I’m sure you already knew that.”

      Clarissa had already known that. Tech Week was the most stressful part of the rehearsal process, although much of the stress could be mitigated with adequate preparation—and Larkin wondered if Manny and Clarissa had timed their visits to prevent Larkin from having time to do her work.

      “We don’t need to talk shop,” Clarissa said, “although I’m always interested in how female directors manage to get it all done.” She glanced at Larkin’s hands. “I suppose you don’t have a husband? Children?”

      “I’d be happy to discuss my personal life,” Larkin said, “if that’s what you’re after.”

      “She solved a murder,” Rebecca said, pulling out the most interesting part of Larkin’s personal life and aiming it at her mother’s midsection. “Before she got hired to do Summer Shakespeare.”

      “Two murders, actually,” Larkin said. The second murder hadn’t exactly involved a dead body, but there were ways of killing people that didn’t involve corpses—as Clarissa Bankshaw Morris clearly understood.

      “How interesting,” she said, in a way that would have diminished everything Larkin had ever done if Larkin had not already committed to becoming her Best Self. “I heard you were a last-minute hire. Interim, just for the season.”

      Larkin stood tall, and did not let Clarissa tear her down. “The Board will be conducting a national search for a permanent artistic director next fall, but—”

      “But Sahil had Larkin on his shortlist for nearly a year.” Ed, coming out of the camp kitchen, had caught the end of the conversation. “He was just waiting for the right opportunity.”

      “Dr. Jackson,” Clarissa said. Larkin had noticed that white people liked to refer to Ed by his academic title. Some people did it to prove they weren’t racist. Clarissa did it to put Ed in his place.

      “They’re dating,” Rebecca said. “Larkin and Ed.”

      “Nearly a year,” Ed said again. He was stretching the word nearly to its sticking point, but it didn’t matter. Larkin watched Clarissa register this information, adding it to the ledger she was keeping in her mind. Clarissa needed to convince herself that she was better than Larkin, and she needed to communicate her conviction. She was trapped—and so the best version of Larkin, the one she would tell Ed about later that day and write Anni about later that night, decided to set her free.

      “We’re about to start rehearsal,” Larkin said. “Would you like to sit with me?”
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        * * *

      

      “I cannot believe you did that,” Ed said. He had been saying that a lot, that summer. He always smiled when he said it, which seemed like a good sign. “You let Clarissa Bankshaw Morris sit next to you all morning long. You asked her what she thought. You incorporated one of her ideas.”

      “It was something I was going to do anyway,” Larkin said. “I didn’t incorporate any of her bad ideas.” She took a sip of her coffee. The Coffee Shop, which had been Larkin’s former employer before she had been hired as Artistic Director—the barista-to-director path being fairly standard in the theater world—was Summer Shakespeare’s exclusive coffee-and-tea supplier. Larkin had set up the meeting, Sahil had done the negotiation, and once a week Beatrix drove to Pratincola to pick up fresh supplies.

      “But still,” Ed said. “She left happy.”

      “That was the whole point,” Larkin said. “Haven’t you ever had, like, the misbehaving student who just wants a few minutes of your undivided attention?”

      “I think everyone here wants a few minutes of your undivided attention,” Ed said. He tilted his head towards Larkin and kissed her. “Which means that right now, everyone here is just a little bit jealous of me.”

      Larkin and Ed had gotten into the habit of going-on-a-date, as Ed had originally phrased it, during the hour-long break between the company lunch and the afternoon rehearsal. Larkin could have used that time to hold meetings or coach actors. Sahil had suggested—and Beatrix had insisted—that Larkin use that time to rest.

      So she and Ed sat together, as they did every afternoon, on a blue-painted bench in front of a body of water that was not quite large enough to be called a lake. This bit of Eastern Iowa was not technically part of the campground. Beatrix had said they could sit there anyway.

      “How is your mother doing?” Ed asked. Larkin had gotten a letter from her mother in that day’s mail. “I don’t know,” Larkin said, reaching into the backpack that she used to carry her script, legal pad, water bottle, and other necessities. “Let’s find out.”

      She opened the letter and read aloud:

      

      
        
        I hope this letter finds my daughter well

        As I myself can also claim to be;

        Perhaps she’ll guess the news I have to tell—

        I’ve started teaching people poetry.

      

      

      Josephine Day had been the Dean of Howell College for just over a decade. Before becoming an academic administrator, she had taught poetry, rhetoric, and composition at a handful of colleges and universities. She was now either retired or between careers, depending on what day it was—and which Day she felt like being at the moment.

      
        
        The classes meet on Wednesdays every week

        The library has set aside a room

        And students of all ages come to seek

        Instruction in both structure and in mood.

      

      

      Larkin’s mother had included an aside—sorry for the slant rhyme—before concluding:

      
        
        One should not ask if I am getting paid

        We both know I can live on what I’ve earned

        With time to give to others what I’ve made

        And share with other people what I’ve learned.

        The best surprise of course turns out to be

        I learn as much from them as they from me.

      

      

      “She sent me a Shakespearean sonnet,” Larkin said. Then she pulled out the other piece of paper that had been placed inside the envelope. “Claire sent a note, too. Literally.”

      Larkin’s mother’s girlfriend, the compact and practical Officer Claire Novak, had written her message on a sticky note.

      
        
        We’re sure you’re doing great

        Your mom’s doing great too

        The dog not so much

        Say hi to Peg

      

      

      “I guess that one’s blank verse,” Ed quipped.

      “Doggerel,” Larkin quipped back—although she was worried, just a little bit, about Claire’s aging golden retriever. Not about the dog itself; Pal had lived a very long and very happy life, full of head scritches and ride-alongs. The good brand of kibble. Bits of people food, passed underneath kitchen tables—and that was what Larkin was worried about. What Claire would do with her hands, in the evenings, when she could no longer use them to care for her dog. Larkin’s mother was not the cuddly type; when Larkin was growing up, the two of them twitched their noses at each other, Bewitched-style, instead of giving hugs. Claire would need something to pet and play with. To circle the block with, twice a day.

      They’d need to get a puppy, probably—or Larkin would need to have a baby.

      “I’ll write them back later this evening,” Larkin said, standing up. She would not think about puppies or babies or what that meant for her-and-Ed or whether she even wanted a puppy, barking and making messes and tearing up the house that she and her mother shared with Claire. Do not let yourself become indebted by distractions, Anni had written—and so Larkin, taking one more action that Ed would have found unbelievable if she had been able to tell him about it, did not.

      Instead, she and Ed walked back to the campground—where they found the entire company gathered in a cluster, attracted by the arrival of Manny Morris.

      Ed sang softly, setting the tenor of the situation: “Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel.” His joke, meant just for Larkin’s ears, was apt; Manny Morris had acted the role of Jesus Christ multiple times, in both its Superstar and traditional versions. He’d been cast as Romeo nearly as often; Rebecca had shown Larkin photos of her father in various stages of the play. Now Manny was playing Santa Claus, distributing gifts indiscriminately to actors and crew.

      “Who wants some energy bars?” he asked, reaching into his satchel. “I know you’re about to begin Tech Week. Susan, you remember—The Tempest, five years ago?”

      “I do,” Susan said. “You wanted to use real water. Like Mary Zimmerman’s Metamorphoses.”

      “And we did,” Manny said. “Peg, you remember?”

      Peg did. “We spent every night cleaning up wet sand,” she said, in a way that was just assertive enough to imply her reservations. She was one of the few company members who did not accept any of the gifts that Manny had stuffed into his bag.

      “Mimi,” Manny said. “Make sure some of these get to the kids in the back.”

      A young woman moved among the company, passing out what appeared to be foil-wrapped condoms—and Larkin was less shocked by the fact that Manny Morris was handing out prophylactics than she was by the woman he had conned into his former domain.

      The impenetrable Amelia Jorgensen.

      Larkin would never have cast Amelia as Juliet, though she understood why Manny had. The twenty-one-year-old Amelia could have passed for a fourteen-year-old girl, easily. But her irresistibility was false, unless you were a middle-aged man who needed someone who would only feint towards resistance. Amelia, fresh out of Waterloo, was a bottom-feeder who had just grown legs. She’d attached herself to Manny, letting her tendrils of hair settle onto his shoulder. They’d both told themselves they were evolving.

      Farah Emerson, on the other hand—and Larkin watched Amelia reach her hand out to Farah before pulling it away—was the real thing. Farah was nearly thirty, with a decade of professional credits. She didn’t need to pass for a teenage girl; she inhabited Juliet so fully that the seams flattened. There was no hook on which disbelief could be suspended; no mark that indicated what was missing.

      Farah was also dark-skinned, with hair that reflected blue and gold, and although Larkin had thought about reflecting Romeo’s it is the East in Juliet’s costuming and background, she had left it alone. Juliet would not stand in for cultural commentary, not in this production. She was not a metaphor; she was a necessity. Juliet, as played by Farah Emerson, was the sun—and so Amelia orbited around her and settled next to her former scene partner.

      Tyler Mackintosh was another one of Manny’s picks, and although he had originally been cast as Romeo to offset Amelia’s lack of craft, he had reset himself towards Farah’s standard. A fair-headed, flexible actor-combatant, Tyler was malleable enough to fit in anywhere. Romeo was Everyman, after all. Fortune’s fool, shaping himself to his surroundings until he ends up in a tomb.

      Romeo was also a murderer, as Rebecca had reminded her earlier that morning.

      Larkin, watching Tyler make polite conversation with Amelia, wondered if there was time to adjust her production to highlight this facet of Romeo’s personality. They were about to start Tech Week, which meant that she couldn’t do much with staging or lights or sets or costumes, not if she didn’t want to become known as one of those directors who changes everything at the last minute and gives everybody a bunch of extra work.

      Maybe Romeo would have to be one of those murderers that nobody suspected, right until the moment when he started killing people. That was how it usually happened, anyway. If someone went around acting like they had the capacity to murder—well, then they’d be like Clarissa Bankshaw Morris.

      “Do you know where Clarissa went?” Larkin asked Ed. If Manny’s soon-to-be-ex-wife had wanted to confront her soon-to-be-former-husband, she was missing her opportunity.

      “No,” Ed said. “Maybe she’s with Rebecca.”

      Larkin tried to see if Manny and Clarissa’s daughter was in the crowd. “Do you see her?”

      “Or maybe Clarissa is just a poor player,” Ed continued, “that struts and frets her hour upon the stage—”

      He looked to Larkin to complete the line—they often finished each other’s sentences—but Larkin, who was still looking for Clarissa and Rebecca, missed her cue.

      “And then is heard no more,” Ed said. “Come on, Larkin, I know you know your Macbeth.”

      “Ed!” Larkin said. “I know you know that you are never, ever supposed to say the name of the Scottish Play aloud!”

      “You do not seriously believe that I just cursed your production,” Ed said. “The whole Macbeth thing is just a tale full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

      “Ed,” Larkin said again. “Stop.”

      “Fine,” Ed said, and Larkin looked around her company, distracted by its pair of interlopers, and hoped that Ed had not just sentenced two of its members to die.
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