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			PROLOGUE

			On the day of departure, guests are requested to vacate their rooms by noon.

			By eleven o’clock, the sixth floor of the Lexington Hotel has nearly emptied. This is midtown Manhattan, where even the tourists are on schedules packed with galleries and department stores and sights. Any late sleepers have been woken by the noise of the maids, chattering to each other in Spanish as they come and go from the laundry room beside the elevator, preparing the rooms for another influx this afternoon.

			Dotted down the hallway, discarded breakfast trays show which rooms still have to be cleaned.

			There’s no tray outside the door of the Terrace Suite.

			Each morning, a folded copy of the New York Times is delivered to every room, with the hotel’s compliments.

			In the case of the Terrace Suite, the compliment has been refused. The paper lies on the mat, untouched. A Do Not Disturb tag hangs from the handle above it.

			Consuela Alvarez leaves the Terrace Suite till last. Eventually, when all the other rooms are done, she can leave it no longer. Wincing at the ache in her lower back – she’s changed a dozen sets of linen already this morning, and scrubbed a dozen shower stalls – she taps on the door with her pass card, calls ‘Housekeeping,’ waits for a reply.

			None comes.

			The first thing she notices as she lets herself in is the cold. An icy draught is blowing through the drapes. She clucks dis­approvingly as she goes to the window and hauls on the cord. Grey light floods the room.

			The place is a mess. She bangs the window shut, a little ostentatiously.

			The person in the bed doesn’t stir.

			‘Please . . . You have to wake up now,’ Consuela says awkwardly.

			The sheets have been pulled right up over the face. Smoothing the body’s contours, like something buried under layers of snow.

			Looking around at the debris – a tipped lamp, a broken wine glass – Consuela has a sudden sense of foreboding. Last year, there was a suicide on the second floor. A bad business. A boy overdosed in the bathroom. And the hotel was fully booked: they’d had to clean the room and get it ready for the next occupant at five.

			Besides, now that she looks again, there are several things that seem unusual, even strange, about the Terrace Suite today. Who goes to bed leaving broken glass on the carpet, where they might step on it next day? Who sleeps with sheets covering their head? Consuela has seen a lot of hotel rooms, and the scene in front of her seems somehow unnatural.

			Staged, even.

			Consuela crosses herself. Nervously, she puts her hand on the bed covers, near where the shoulder must be, and shakes it.

			After a moment, where her hand has pressed, a red flower blooms on the white linen.

			She knows there’s something wrong now, something very bad. She touches the bed again, pressing with just a finger this time. Again, like ink spreading through tissue paper, a red petal blossoms on the sheet.

			Consuela summons all her courage and, with her left hand, yanks the covers back.

			Even before she takes in what she sees there, her other arm is reaching up to cross herself again. But this time the hand that darts to her forehead never completes the gesture. It comes down, trembling, to stifle her scream instead.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			(FIVE DAYS EARLIER)

		

	
		
			ONE

			My friend hasn’t showed yet.

			That’s what you’d think if you saw me here, perched at the bar of this corporate-cool New York hotel, trying to make my Virgin Mary last all evening. Just another young professional waiting for her date. A little more dressy than some of the other women here, maybe. I don’t look like I just came from an office.

			At the other end of the bar a group of young men are drinking and joshing, punching each other on the shoulder to make their points. One – good-looking, smartly dressed, athletic – catches my eye. He smiles. I look away.

			Soon after, a table becomes free near the back, and I take my drink over and sit at it. Where, suddenly, this little scene unfolds:

			INT. DELTON HOTEL BAR, W. 44TH ST, NEW YORK – NIGHT

			MAN

			(belligerently)

			Excuse me?

			Someone’s standing in front of me. A businessman, about forty-five, wearing an expensive casual-cut suit that suggests he’s something more than the usual executive drone, the collar lapped by hair that’s just a little too long for Wall Street.

			He’s angry. Very angry.

			ME

			Yes?

			MAN

			That’s my table. I just went to the bathroom.

			He gestures at the laptop, drink and magazine I somehow managed to miss.

			MAN

			That’s my drink. My stuff. It was pretty clear this table’s occupied.

			Around us, heads are turning in our direction. But there’s going to be no confrontation, no eruption of New York stress. Already I’m getting to my feet, pulling my bag on to my shoulder. Defusing the drama.

			ME

			Sorry – I hadn’t realised. I’ll find somewhere else.

			I take a step away and look around helplessly, but the place is busy and my previous seat has gone. There is nowhere else.

			Out of the corner of my eye I can sense him taking me in, running his eyes over Jess’s Donna Karan jacket, the expensive one she keeps for auditions, the soft dark cashmere that sets off my pale skin and dark hair. And realising what a stupid mistake he’s making.

			MAN

			Wait . . . I guess we could share it.

			He gestures at the table.

			MAN

			There’s room for us both – I was just catching up on some work.

			ME

			(smiling gratefully)

			Oh – thank you.

			I put my bag back and sit down. For a while there’s a silence I’m careful not to break. This has to come from him.

			Sure enough, when he speaks his voice has changed subtly – it’s huskier, thicker. Do women’s voices change the same way? I should experiment with that, sometime.

			MAN

			Are you waiting on someone? Maybe he’s been held up by the snow. That’s why I’m staying an extra night – it’s chaos out at LaGuardia.

			And I smile to myself, because it’s actually pretty neat, the way he tries to find out if this person I’m meeting is a man or a woman, and at the same time lets me know he’s here on his own.

			ME

			Guess I could be here a while, then.

			He nods at my now-empty glass.

			MAN

			In that case, can I get you another one of those? I’m Rick, by the way.

			Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world . . .

			ME

			Thank you, Rick. I’d love a martini. And I’m Claire.

			RICK

			Nice to meet you, Claire. And, uh, sorry about just now.

			ME

			No, really, it was my mistake.

			I say it with such offhand nonchalance, such gratitude, that even I’d be surprised to discover it’s a lie.

			But then, this isn’t lying. This is behaving truthfully under imagin­ary circumstances. Which, as you’ll discover, is very different.

			The waitress takes our order. As she leaves, a man at the next table leans across and gives her a hard time about a missing drink. I watch as she sulkily tugs a pen from behind her ear, almost as if she can pull the customer’s words out and flick them to the floor.

			I could use that, I think. I put it away somewhere, deep in the filing system, focus my attention back on the man opposite.

			ME

			What brings you to New York, Rick?

			RICK

			Business. I’m a lawyer.

			ME

			I don’t believe you.

			Rick looks puzzled.

			RICK

			Why not?

			ME

			The lawyers I meet are all ugly and boring.

			He matches my smile.

			RICK

			Well, I specialise in the music business. Up in Seattle. We like to think we’re a little more exciting than your average criminal attorney. How about you?

			ME

			What do I do for a living? Or do I think I’m exciting?

			To our mutual surprise, we’re flirting now, a little.

			RICK

			Both.

			I nod at the waitress’s departing back.

			ME

			Well, I used to do what she does, before.

			RICK

			Before what?

			ME

			Before I realised there are more exciting ways to pay the rent.

			It’s always in the eyes – that slight, almost imperceptible stillness as an idea dawns behind them. He turns the possibilities of what I’ve just said over in his mind. Decides he’s reading too much into it.

			RICK

			And where are you from, Claire? I’m trying to place that accent.

			It’s Virginia, damn you. Hence the way I rhymed the law in ‘lawyer’ with boy.

			ME

			I’m from . . . wherever you want me to be from.

			He smiles. A wolfish, eager smile that says, So I was right.

			RICK

			I never met a girl from there before.

			ME

			And you meet a lot of girls, right?

			RICK

			I do combine my business trips with a certain amount of pleasure.

			ME

			Before you fly back to your wife and kids in Seattle.

			Rick frowns.

			RICK

			What makes you think I’m married?

			ME

			(reassuringly)

			The ones I go for usually are. The ones who know how to have fun.

			Certain though he is now, he doesn’t rush it. We sip our drinks and he tells me about some of his clients, back in Seattle – the famous teenage idol he names who likes underage girls, and the macho heavy-metal star who’s gay but doesn’t dare admit it. He tells me, with a hint of emphasis, how much money there is to be made doing what he does, drawing up contracts for those who are temperamentally unlikely to abide by them, requiring the services of people like him at both ends, the making of the contract and its eventual dissolution. And finally, when I look suitably impressed at all that, he suggests that, since my friend clearly isn’t going to show, we move on someplace else, a restaur­ant or club, whichever I’d prefer . . .

			RICK

			(softly)

			Or we could just get ourselves some room service. I’m staying right upstairs.

			ME

			Room service can be expensive.

			RICK

			Whatever you want. You choose. A bottle of Cristal, some caviar . . .

			ME

			I meant, room service can be expensive . . . when I’m the one providing it.

			There. It’s out in the open now. But don’t react to what you’ve just said, don’t smile or look away. No big deal. You do this all the time.

			Just ignore the hammering in your chest, the sick feeling in the pit of your stomach.

			Rick nods, satisfied.

			RICK

			I’m not the only one here on business, right?

			ME

			You got me, Rick.

			RICK

			If you don’t mind me saying, Claire, you don’t seem the type.

			Time to confess.

			ME

			That’s because . . . I’m not.

			RICK

			So what type are you?

			ME

			The type who comes here to take acting classes and gets behind on her tuition fees. Every couple of months I go out, have some fun . . . And the problem goes away.

			On the other side of the lobby, a family are checking in. A little girl, about six years old, all dressed up in a coat, bobble hat and scarf for her trip to the city, wants to see what’s going on behind the desk. Her father lifts her up, placing her feet on her elephant-trunk suitcase, and she sprawls across the counter, excited, as the manager issues the key cards, handing one to her with a smile. Her dad keeps one hand protectively on the small of her back, making sure she doesn’t slip off. I feel a familiar tug of envy and pain. 

			I push it from my mind, get back into the conversation with Rick, who’s leaning forward, his voice lowered, eyes bright –

			RICK

			And how much fun are you looking to have tonight, Claire?

			ME

			I guess that’s open to negotiation.

			He smiles. He’s a lawyer. Negotiations are part of the game.

			RICK

			Shall we say three hundred?

			ME

			That’s what they charge in Seattle, is it?

			RICK

			For that you get quite a lot in Seattle, believe me.

			ME

			What’s the most you’ve ever paid for a woman, Rick?

			RICK

			Five hundred. But that was—

			ME

			(interrupting)

			Double it.

			RICK

			(stunned)

			Are you serious?

			ME

			No, I’m not. I’m an ordinary girl out to have fun – and that’s why I’m worth a thousand dollars. But if you’ve changed your mind . . .

			I reach for the bag, deliberately casual, hoping he won’t see how much my hand is shaking.

			RICK

			No, wait. A thousand’s . . . fine.

			ME

			What’s your room number?

			RICK

			Eight fourteen.

			ME

			I’ll knock on the door in five minutes. Don’t make eye contact with the concierge.

			He stands up.

			RICK

			(admiringly)

			That trick with the table was pretty neat. Picking me up right under the noses of the bar staff.

			ME

			You get to learn these things. When you’re having fun.

			When he reaches the elevator, Rick looks back. I give him a nod and a tiny, secret smile.

			Which dies as soon as the doors close, obscuring his view of me. I pick up my bag and walk to the street exit.

			Fade out.

			*

			Outside, it’s finally stopped snowing, the fire hydrants along the sidewalk all wearing white toupées of snow. A short way down the street a black town car is waiting, its lights off, its engine running. I pull open the rear door and get in.

			She’s about forty-five, Rick’s wife, with the kind of jaded but expensive looks that suggest she was once part of the music scene herself, before she started hosting Rick’s business dinners and bearing his children. She’s sitting next to Henry on the back seat, shivering despite the warm air gushing from the heaters.

			‘Everything OK?’ Henry asks quietly.

			‘Fine,’ I say, pulling the little video camera out of my bag. I’ve dropped the Virginia accent now. In my ordinary, British voice, I say to the wife, ‘Look, I’m going to say what I always say in these situations, which is that you really don’t have to watch this. You could just go home and try to work things out.’

			And she says, as they always say, ‘I want to know.’

			I hand her the camera. ‘The bottom line is, he uses prostitutes regularly. Not just when he’s away, either. He talked about paying up to five hundred dollars back in Seattle. And he just offered me a thousand.’

			The wife’s eyes fill with tears. ‘Oh, God. Oh, God.’

			‘I’m really sorry,’ I say awkwardly. ‘He’s waiting for me in room eight fourteen, if you want to go and talk to him.’

			Her eyes might be full of tears, but they also blaze with anger. Remember that. ‘Oh, sure, I’ll talk to a lawyer. But it’ll be a divorce lawyer. Not him.’

			She turns to Henry. ‘I’d like to go now.’

			‘Of course,’ he says smoothly. As we get out of the car – me to go on my way, Henry to get behind the wheel – he discreetly passes me an envelope.

			Four hundred dollars. Not bad for an evening’s work.

			And, after all, Rick was a scumbag. He made my flesh crawl. He was arrogant and aggressive, as well as a cheat. He deserves everything his wife’s about to throw at him.

			So why, as the town car pulls away through the dirty grey snow, am I left feeling so sick and disgusted by what I just did?

		

	
		
			TWO

			So now you’re wondering who I actually am and what I’m doing here in New York. My backstory, in other words.

			Name: Claire Wright.

			Age: 25 (can play 20–30).

			Height: 5 feet, 7 inches.

			Nationality: British.

			Eye colour: Brown.

			Hair colour: Flexible.

			Those are the facts. But you aren’t really interested in those. You want to know what I want. Because that’s rule one, day one – the very first thing you learn: It’s what you desire that defines you as a character.

			I was telling Rick the truth – that part of it, anyway. I want to be other people. I’ve never wanted anything else.

			In any list of the top ten acting schools in the world, around half will be in New York. The Juilliard, the Tisch, the Neighborhood Playhouse, to name just some. All teach variations on the same approach, rooted in the work of a great Russian actor called Constantin Stanislavski. It’s about immersing yourself in the emotional truth of a part until it’s a part of you.

			At the New York acting schools, they don’t teach you to act. They teach you to become.

			If you’re lucky enough to get through the initial round and be invited to New York to audition, if you’re lucky enough to be offered a place, if acting has been your whole life ever since you were eleven years old, a little girl escaping the drabness of successive Leeds foster homes by pretending to be someone and somewhere else . . . then not only are you one in a thousand, you would also be crazy not to accept.

			I applied to the Actors Studio course on an impulse – Marilyn Monroe studied there, and she grew up in foster care too – auditioned on a weird conviction that it was meant to happen, and accepted in a heartbeat.

			They even gave me a scholarship. It paid some of the tuition fees. It didn’t pay living costs in one of the most expensive cities in the world.

			According to the terms of my student visa, I could work . . . so long as my job was on campus. ‘Campus’ was Pace University, a cramped modern block adjacent to City Hall and the Brooklyn Bridge. Not many opportunities for part-time employment there.

			I managed to get a waitressing gig at a bar in Hell’s Kitchen, sprinting there three evenings a week after class. But the owner had an endless supply of young women to choose from, and it didn’t make sense to let any of them stay too long. That way, if the I.R.S. or Immigration came checking, he could always claim their forms were in the mail. After two months, he told me, not unkindly, it was time to move on.

			One of my teachers, Paul, suggested I talk to an agent he knew called Marcie Matthews. I found the address – a narrow doorway in a pre-war block zig-zagged with fire escapes, right at the end of 43rd Street – and walked up three flights of stairs to the tiniest office I’d ever been in. Every surface was piled high with headshots, scripts and contracts. In the first room, two assistants sat either side of a cramped single desk. I heard my name being called from the second. Sitting behind another desk was a small woman rattling with oversized plastic jewellery. In her hand she had my CV, which she was reading aloud while simultaneously waving me to the seat opposite her.

			INT. NEW YORK AGENT’S OFFICE – DAY

			MARCIE, a tough, no-nonsense New Yorker, is looking at my CV. 

			MARCIE 

			Stage school. London School of Dramatic Art –

			for one year. A TV walk-on. A couple of European art-house movies that never got released.

			She tosses the CV aside, unimpressed, and stares at me critically.

			MARCIE

			But you’re pretty enough. Not beautiful. But you could play beautiful. And Paul Lewis tells me you have talent.

			ME

			(pleased but trying to be modest)

			He’s such a great teacher—

			MARCIE 

			(interrupting)

			I still can’t represent you. 

			ME

			Why not?

			MARCIE

			No green card, for one thing. Which means no union membership. Which means no work. 

			ME

			There must be something I can do.

			MARCIE

			Sure. You can go back to England and apply for a green card.

			ME

			 I . . . can’t do that.

			MARCIE

			Why not?

			ME

			It’s complicated.

			MARCIE

			No, it’s not. It’s depressingly familiar.

			She reaches for a vape and clicks it on.

			MARCIE

			I emailed a couple of colleagues in London about you, Claire. Know what they said?

			ME

			(miserably)

			I can probably guess. 

			MARCIE

			The kindest was ‘a little intense.’ Mostly, it was ‘stay away.’ And when I went deeper, the word Tumult kept cropping up. 

			She raises her eyebrows.

			MARCIE

			Care to explain?

			I take a deep breath. 

			ME

			Tumult . . . That was the title of my first studio movie. My big break. Playing the love interest opposite . . . Well, I guess you already know his name. He’s famous and good-looking and everyone knows he has one of the happiest marriages in showbiz.

			I look at her defiantly.

			ME

			So when he fell in love with me, I knew it was the real thing. 

			MARCIE

			(snorting derisively)

			Sure.

			ME

			That was before I heard the phrase they use on movie shoots. DCOL, darling. Doesn’t Count On Location.

			MARCIE

			And?

			ME

			And after four weeks his famously beautiful wife turned up on set with his three famously beautiful kids in tow. Suddenly the producers found excuses to keep me out of the way. I was stuck in a sound booth, redubbing lines I’d already done perfectly first time around. 

			MARCIE

			Go on.

			ME

			That’s when I started hearing the rumours. That I was a crazy stalker. That I’d threatened his wife. The same PR machine that spun his movies was now spinning me.

			I’m fighting to hold back the tears. I know how naive I must sound. But the truth is, I wasn’t inexperienced. You don’t come out of foster care some blinkered innocent. 

			But you do come out desperate to love and be loved. He was the most beautiful man I’d ever met, the most passionate, the most poetic. He could recite every love speech in Shakespeare as if it was written just for him.

			Moral: never fall for anyone who prefers speaking someone else’s words.  

			I don’t tell Marcie about the other stuff, though I suspect she knows already. How, deranged with adolescent despair at the unfairness of it all, I went to his trailer one lunchtime and cut my wrists open on the same daybed where we’d made love between scenes. How I’d wanted to show him that it hadn’t just been acting. That it had been real. 

			At least, for me. 

			ME

			And that was that. Overnight, the castings dried up. I’d committed the number one sin, you see. I’d been unprofessional. It was a week before my eighteenth birthday.

			Marcie nods thoughtfully.

			MARCIE

			You know, Paul’s right. You’re pretty good. For a moment there, you almost had me feeling sorry for you. Instead of: What a dumb, self-destructive fuck-up.

			She stabs the end of the vape at me.

			MARCIE

			The producers were right. Find yourself another career.

			ME

			I thought America would be a second chance.

			MARCIE

			That was naive of you. The days we took the huddled masses yearning to be free are long gone.

			ME

			This is the only career I’ve ever wanted. But I can’t go on studying without some kind of work . . . Isn’t there anything I can do? 

			 Marcie scowls and sighs at the same time. Tusks of vape smoke swell from her nostrils. Then, as if against her better instincts –

			MARCIE

			All right. Leave your details in the front office. There’s a couple of crummy music videos coming up. But no promises. 

			ME

			Thank you! Thank you so much!

			I jump up and pump her hand over-enthusiastically. As she disentangles it, batting away my thanks with the end of the vape, something in the mess of papers on Marcie’s desk catches her eye.

			She reaches for it, re-reads it, looks up –

			MARCIE

			How would you feel about working for a firm of divorce attorneys, Claire?

			ME

			As an assistant?

			MARCIE

			Not exactly . . . Look, I’ll be honest. The job is not great. But they need someone like you and they’re prepared to pay well. Very well. Non-union. And cash.

		

	
		
			THREE

			After the town car with Rick’s wife pulls away, I turn and head in the other direction. The streets are littered with icy slush and I don’t have an overcoat. Snow works its way inside the toes of my right shoe.

			Times Square is a riot of electricity and colour. A single mime artist, braving the cold, entertains a ticket line. Billboards flash snippets of reviews: ‘Mesmerising’, ‘Brilliant’, ‘Extraordinary’. I pass under a street sign that says Theaterland.

			Theaterland . . . If people were allowed to choose their own country, that would be mine.

			Then I turn off Broadway, down a barely lit cross street. To where a weathered, peeling sign says THE COMPASS THEATER. People – students on dates mostly, taking advantage of the daily half-price unsolds – shuffle into the foyer. I go on a few yards further and slip through the stage door.

			Assistant stage managers, the runners and gofers of the backstage operation, are rushing around urgently with props and clipboards. I find the green room. It’s been divided with a stage flat to create two makeshift dressing rooms, girls one side, boys the other. In the first one, Jess is putting on her make-up in a mirror she’s sharing with three other girls, all of whom are trying to do the same thing.

			‘Hey,’ I say brightly.

			‘Hey, Claire.’ Her eyes flick to me, then back to her task. ‘How was it?’

			I pull out Henry’s envelope. ‘It was four hundred dollars. Now I just owe you another three.’

			Jess’s dad, who’s super-rich, has bought her an apartment in Manhattan. I’m supposed to pay rent monthly, but it sometimes slips a bit.

			‘Great,’ she says distractedly. ‘Actually, give it to me later, could you? We’re going out after and I’ll only lose it.’

			I must look hopeful, because she adds, ‘Why not watch the show and come along? You can tell me if I’ve nailed that feminine distress Jack’s been going on about.’

			‘Sure, why not?’ I say casually.

			Because even the company of actors in a bar is better than nothing.

			‘Three minutes,’ a stage manager calls, slapping the flat with his hand.

			‘Wish me luck,’ Jess says, smoothing down her dress as she gets up, eyes still on the mirror. ‘Break a leg, and all that shit.’

			‘Good luck. Not that you need it. And take the forest scene slower. Whatever your dumb-ass director says.’

			Within seconds, the green room has emptied. I make my way to the side of the stage. As the house lights go down, I creep forward and peek at the audience through a gap in the scenery, breathing in the potent, addictive smell of theatre: fresh scenery paint, old stage dust, moth-eaten cloth and charisma. That moment of power as the darkness settles, and with it, all the noise and bustle of the everyday.

			For a beat we all hang there, waiting. Then the stage-lights come up, rich with colour, and I take a step back. Snow tumbles through the air, glittering and soft – fake snow, but the audience gasps anyway.

			The director’s big idea is that this Midsummer Night’s Dream takes place in winter. A gimmick, I’d thought when Jess told me, but now, seeing those fat snowflakes drifting through the air, settling like sequins in the actors’ hair as they tumble noisily on to the stage, I can see how he’s captured in one immediate image the play’s magical, otherworldly quality.

			THESEUS

			Now, fair Hippolyta, our nuptial hour

			Draws on apace . . .

			I feel a sudden stab of longing. This is the forbidden kingdom, the dream from which my lack of a green card and my problems in the UK have banished me. The hunger is something physical, a craving so deep it knots my stomach and thickens my throat. Tears sting my eyes.

			But, even as the stage swings glassily to and fro, I find myself thinking, Next time you need to feel something in class, use this. It’s gold dust.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Four hours later, we’re all in the Harley Bar. Somehow, we always end up in the Harley Bar, a basement sweatbox where vintage motorbikes hang from the ceiling and the waitresses wear a house uniform of black bras under fraying, sleeveless denim jackets. Springsteen blasts from the jukebox, so we have to yell – twenty trained voices coming down from a post-performance high, plus girlfriends, boyfriends and hangers-on like me.

			Jess and a group of us are swapping stories. Stories about acting, of course. It’s all we ever talk about.

			JESS

			What about Christian Bale in The Machinist? He lost, like, a third of his body weight for that role.

			ACTRESS 2

			Or Chloë Sevigny doing a blow job for real in The Brown Bunny.

			ACTOR

			Define ‘real’ in that context. No, I’m just saying.

			ACTRESS 3

			Adrien Brody in The Pianist. First he lost thirty pounds and learned to play the piano. Then, to know what it felt like for his character to lose everything, he got rid of his car, his apartment and his phone. Now that, my friend, is commitment.

			ACTRESS 2

			Hey, I could do that! Oh, wait. Except I currently play a singing, dancing chorus mouse in a Broadway musical.

			She does a little drunken mouse dance.

			ACTRESS 2

			Mousy mouse, mousy mouse, welcome to my mousy house . . .

			Across the room, the barman glances at me. A glance that lingers just a little longer than it needs to.

			The last time I saw that look was when Rick the scumbag lawyer offered to let me sit at his table.

			But this guy is my own age, tattooed, cool and skinny. Despite the icy cold that blows in every time the street door opens, he’s wearing just a T-shirt, and the dishcloth he’s got tucked into the back of his jeans whisks around his butt every time he turns back to the row of bottles behind the bar.

			All of a sudden, I’m there. At the bar.

			GOOD-LOOKING BARMAN

			Hey!

			He’s Australian. I love Australians.

			ME

			Hi!

			And, for some reason, I say it in my Virginian accent, the one I used earlier with Rick.

			GOOD-LOOKING BARMAN

			What can I get you?

			ME

			(shouting over the noise)

			I’d love a martini.

			GOOD-LOOKING BARMAN

			Coming right up.

			He fills a shot glass to the brim with Jack Daniel’s and slams it down on the counter.

			ME

			I asked for a martini.

			GOOD-LOOKING BARMAN

			That’s the way we make martinis in this bar.

			He grins at me, daring me to complain. Nice smile.

			So I pick up the glass and drain it.

			ME

			In that case, give me a pina colada.

			GOOD-LOOKING BARMAN

			One pina colada . . .

			He splashes another measure of Jack Daniel’s into a glass, adds another measure of Jack Daniel’s, and finishes it off with a third measure of Jack Daniel’s.

			I tip the whole lot down my throat in one long chug. People crowded round the bar break into spontaneous whooping and applause.

			Applause. Now there’s a sound I haven’t heard in a while.

			At least, not directed at me.

			ME

			You’d better line me up a Long Island iced tea while you’re at it.

			. . . Which really ought to be a Fade out in this movie that’s always running in my head.

			But it isn’t. It’s a jump cut, or a montage sequence, or one of those other technical things, because then everything gets messy and jumbled until suddenly I’m in someone else’s apartment, on top of someone else’s body, moaning.

			ME

			Yes, yes, omigod, yes—

			RANDOM MAN

			Yes—

			Ah, yes. Cast change. The good-looking barman, whose name was Brian, didn’t get off till three. So I hooked up with a friend of one of Jess’s friends instead. By that point, I was too drunk and too high on the applause to settle for my own bed.

			Though if I’m honest, it wasn’t only the alcohol. Or the appreciative audience. 

			The feel of a warm body, and someone to hold . . .  That’s something I find myself craving, after one of Henry’s jobs. 

			Because if a woman can’t trust the man who said he’d love her forever, who in this world can you trust?

			And knowing it was me – my skills, my lines, my performance – that helped break up a family always makes me feel weird.

			I’m not proud of that stuff I do for Henry.

			But sometimes I am proud of how well I do it.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Next morning, I take the subway back to Jess’s, still wearing her jacket and not much else, ignoring the knowing looks from commuters. One of the exercises Paul makes us do involves going out on to the streets of New York in character and talking to complete strangers. Once you’ve done that a few times, you develop a pretty thick skin. 

			Ditto sitting in hotel bars and having married men hit on you.

			That was one of the things that persuaded me to take up Marcie’s suggestion, actually – thinking it might be good for my acting, as well as my finances. So she hooked me up with Henry. Henry likes to describe himself as a paralegal, but effectively he’s the law firm’s in-house investigator. He arranged to meet me in a bar, which seemed an odd venue for a job interview until he explained what they wanted me to do.

			‘Think you can handle it?’ he’d asked.

			I shrugged. It wasn’t like I had any other options. ‘I guess.’

			‘Good. Go outside, come back in and try to pick me up. Think of it as an audition.’

			So I went out and came back in again. And, because it felt strange to think about chatting up this grey-haired older man, it was easier to slip into a character. Just a voice and an attitude – a femme fatale from an old film noir; Lauren Bacall in The Big Sleep, maybe – but it gave me somewhere to hide.

			I took a seat at the bar and ordered a drink. I didn’t even look at the man two seats down.

			Never hit on them directly, he’d told me earlier. Make it clear you’re available, but they have to proposition you, not the other way around. The innocent should have nothing to fear.

			Yeah, right. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learnt, it’s that men’s brains don’t work that way.

			INT. A DIMLY LIT BAR, NEW YORK – DAY

			Reflected in the mirror behind the bar, we see CLAIRE WRIGHT, 25, as she plays with her drink, a little bored. 

			HENRY, a lean ex-cop in his early fifties, moves to the next stool.

			HENRY

			Are you on your own?

			CLAIRE

			(a smoky, languid drawl)

			Well, I was.

			He glances at her hand.

			HENRY

			I see you’re wearing a wedding ring.

			CLAIRE

			Is that good or bad?

			HENRY

			That depends.

			CLAIRE

			On what?

			HENRY

			On how easily it comes off.

			Her eyes widen at his audacity. Then:

			CLAIRE

			Now that you mention it, it has been getting a little loose lately. What about you?

			HENRY

			Am I loose?

			CLAIRE

			Are you married?

			HENRY

			Not tonight.

			CLAIRE

			Then I guess it’s my lucky night.

			She gives him a look – frank, confident, direct. This is a woman who knows what she wants. And what she wants right now is some fun.

			HENRY

			(breaking character)

			Jesus H. Christ.

			ME

			Did I do that OK? I could try something different— 

			He loosens his collar.

			HENRY

			I almost feel sorry for the bastards.

			*

			Three days later, I sat in a quiet bar off Central Park and allowed a businessman to tell me he no longer found his wife attractive. Afterwards, I handed his wife the tape, and Henry handed me four hundred dollars.

			It wasn’t a regular job – sometimes there’d be three or four assignments a month, sometimes none at all. Most of Henry’s work was actually what he called ‘spousal surveillance’: following people around, trying to catch them in the act. ‘Most of our clients are women,’ he told me once. ‘Usually, they’re correct in their suspicions. Maybe they’ve clocked their husband wearing a fancy shirt to the office, then texting later to say he’s been held up. Sometimes, it’s just a new aftershave. Or they’ve already seen incriminating texts on his phone, and just want to know what the woman looks like. Men, now, they’re more likely to be wrong.’

			Back when he was a cop, Henry worked undercover, and he clearly misses the buzz of those days. During the long hours in town cars and hotel lobbies, waiting for our targets to show, he passes the time telling me stories from past operations.

			‘You have to see the grey. Criminals instinctively know when you despise or fear them. So you gotta make yourself believe in whatever they believe in. And that’s the dangerous part. Not the guns or the beatings. Some guys, the grey takes hold of them, and they can’t make it let go.’

			I tell him he’s a method actor without knowing it, and swap him acting stories in return. Such as our very first class, where Paul had us do a scene from Ibsen. I’d thought my fellow students were pretty good. Then Paul made us do it again while trying to balance broom handles on our hands. Under the pressure of doing two things at once, we all fell apart.

			‘What you did that first time wasn’t acting,’ Paul told us. ‘It was pretending. You were copying what you’ve seen other actors do – but it wasn’t real to you. That’s why you couldn’t do it when you had to put your conscious minds to something else. I’m going to tell you just one thing today, but it’s the most important thing I’ll ever say to you: don’t think. Acting isn’t faking or impersonating. The clue is in the word. Acting is doing.’

			Henry thinks this is all bullshit. But I myself have seen actors standing in a green room with a streaming cold, only to have it dry up the instant they step on stage. I’ve seen shy introverts become kings and queens, the ugly become beautiful and the beautiful repulsive. Something happens, something no one can explain. Just for a few moments, you become someone else.

			And that’s the best feeling there is in the world.

			*

			Manhattan’s looking like a film set this morning. Steam vents have made melt holes in the snow, smoking lazily in the sunshine. Last night made a sizeable dent in Henry’s envelope, but I stop at a deli anyway to get bagels for Jess and me. When I come out, a bunch of kids are fooling around, throwing snowballs, so I scoop up a handful and join in. I can’t help thinking, Wow. Here I am in New York, the New York, taking part in a scene straight out of a movie, and studying at one of the best drama schools in the world, to boot. The script has a happy ending after all.

			Is it just me who does this – who feels they’re constantly watching themselves in the film of their own life? When I ask my friends, most claim they don’t. But they must be lying. Why else would you become an actor, if not to edit reality?

			Even if I’ve just remembered that the scene playing in my head, the one with the New York snowball fight, is from that terrible comedy, Elf. 

			As I let myself in, I catch voices from Jess’s room. She’s on a Skype call with her boyfriend, Aran, who’s doing a commercial in Europe. I have a quick shower, check the jacket’s not looking too bad, then knock on her door.

			‘Breakfast, rent and Miss Donna Karan,’ I tell her brightly. ‘Any reviews?’

			Every morning, the first thing Jess does is check the Internet to see if anyone’s blogged about her. She shakes her head. ‘Nothing. But my agent emailed – I’ve got a go-see with a producer who caught the show last night.’

			‘That’s great,’ I say, trying not to sound too envious.

			‘And how was your night?’ Her voice is carefully neutral. ‘I looked for you about two, but you’d left.’

			‘Oh, it was good.’  

			She sighs. ‘Bullshit, Claire. It was empty meaningless sex with a total stranger.’

			‘That, too,’ I say lightly.

			‘I worry about you sometimes.’

			‘Why? I always carry a condom.’

			‘I meant safe life. Not safe sex. As you very well know.’

			I shrug. I’m not about to get into a conversation with Jess about my love life, or lack of it. When all’s said and done, she’s got a family, and people with families don’t understand. 

			I hang up the jacket and raid Jess’s pantie drawer for clean underwear. At the bottom, my fingers encounter something small and hard and heavy.

			I pull it out. It’s a gun. An actual gun.

			‘Well, Jesus, Jess,’ I say, stunned. ‘What the fuck is this?’

			She laughs. ‘My dad made me get it. You know, just in case. The big bad city and all that.’

			‘And you worry about me?’ I say incredulously. I point the gun at my reflection in her mirror. ‘You gotta ask yourself, punk, does that colour suit ya?’

			‘Careful. I think it’s loaded.’

			‘Yikes.’ Gingerly, I put the gun back and take out some red Alaïa leggings.

			‘Then again,’ she adds, ‘I might need to shoot the person who keeps stealing my clothes.’

			‘There’s three hundred and fifty dollars in the envelope. Well, three twenty, at least.’

			‘Actually, that’s something else my dad’s getting a bit weird about.’ Jess says it casually, but I pick up the underlying tension in her voice.

			‘Oh?’ I say, equally cool.

			‘He’s between jobs, so he’s not getting a salary, and it’s like this apartment is his pension or something. He kind of wants me to tell you to move out.’

			This is not good. ‘What did you say?’

			‘I said, “What if Claire paid you all the back rent she owes?”’

			‘Which is what? Another four hundred?’

			Jess shakes her head. ‘Seven. Anyway, he wasn’t too happy. Said he’d think about it, but he’d have to be paid in advance from now on, too.’

			I stare at her. ‘But that means finding eleven hundred dollars.’

			‘I know. I’m sorry, Claire. I tried to argue, but he’s got this whole thing about me being fiscally irresponsible.’

			‘How long have I got?’

			‘I can hold him off for a bit. A few weeks, maybe.’

			‘Great,’ I say bitterly, but I know it’s not Jess’s fault. My room is easily big enough for a couple, and the East Village location would be perfect for young professionals working in the financial district. Her dad could be getting a lot more.

			There’s a long silence. Jess picks up her play script and starts leafing through it. ‘I have to go over this – Jack’s given me a note. The forest scene still isn’t nuanced enough, apparently.’

			‘Want me to read lines?’

			‘Would you?’ She tosses me the script and I find the page, though I probably know it by heart. You can forget Romeo and Juliet; done right, this is the sexiest scene in Shakespeare. And Shakespeare, despite most people thinking he’s Culture and stuffy and not relevant anymore, wrote the best characters ever.

			Jess starts.

			JESS

			(as Hermia)

			Be it so, Lysander: find you out a bed,

			For I upon this bank will rest my head.

			She lies back, arranging her limbs for sleep. I go and lie down next to her.

			ME

			(as Lysander)

			One turf shall serve as pillow for us both:

			One heart, one bed; two bosoms and one troth.

			Uncomfortable, Jess wriggles away.

			JESS

			Nay, good Lysander; for my sake, my dear,

			Lie further off yet; do not lie so near.

			It’s a classic example of where the words on the page say one thing, but the actor just knows the character means something else entirely. Lysander really wants to screw Hermia’s brains out. And, despite all the beautiful poetry, he’ll say anything to get what he wants. He’s a man, right? And Hermia, although she knows she probably shouldn’t let him sleep so close, fancies him back. She only wants him further away so she won’t give in to temptation.

			Text and subtext.

			I get up on one elbow, looking down at her.

			 ME

			O take the sense, sweet, of my innocence . . .

			 But even as I stare longingly into Jess’s eyes, there’s a part of me that’s screaming, Eleven hundred dollars? Even Henry’s jobs can’t provide that sort of cash.

			Suddenly I’m faced with the prospect that this whole fragile fantasy is going to collapse around me like a stage set between scenes. No money means no apartment. No apartment means no classes. No classes means no visa. I’ll have to limp home with my tail between my legs, to a country where no one will ever employ me as an actor again.

			I drop my lips towards Jess’s. For a fraction of a second, she’s tempted – I can see the confusion in her eyes. Then she pulls away.

			JESS

			Lysander riddles very prettily.

			Meaning, he’s a pretty good kisser. And then he tries to kiss me again, yada yada yada, and we’re back.

			I roll off her bed. ‘Seemed pretty nuanced to me.’

			 ‘You know,’ Jess says wistfully, ‘you’re so much better than the jerk I’m really playing that scene against. I’m sorry, Claire. There’s no justice.’

			Tell me about it, as they say over here. Meaning: Please don’t – nobody’s listening.
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