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For Ken






PART ONE






CHAPTER 1

I’M LYING ON the floor watching, against my will, a bad actress in a drug commercial tell me about her fake pain.

“Just because my pain is invisible,” she pleads to the camera, “doesn’t mean it isn’t real.” And then she attempts a face of what I presume to be her invisible suffering. Her brow furrows as though she’s about to take a difficult shit or else have a furious but forgettable orgasm. Her mouth is a thin grimace. Her dim eyes attempt to accuse something vague in the distance, a god perhaps. Her bloodless complexion is convincing, though they probably achieved this with makeup and lighting. You can do a lot with makeup and lighting, I have learned.

Now I watch her rub her shoulder where this invisible pain supposedly lives. Her face says that clearly her rubbing has done nothing. Her pain is still there, of course, deep, deep inside her. And then I am shown how deep, I am shown her supposed insides. A see-through human body appears on my laptop screen showcasing a central nervous system that looks like a network of angry red webs. The webs blink on and off like Christmas lights because the nerves are overactive, apparently. This is why she suffers so. Now the camera cuts back to the woman. Gray-faced. Hunched in the front yard of her suburban home. Her blond children clamber around her like little jumping demons. They are oblivious to her suffering, to the red webs inside of her. She looks imploringly at the camera, at me really, for this is a targeted ad based on all of my web searches, based on my keywords, the ones I typed into Google in the days when I was still diagnosing myself. She looks withered but desperate, pleading. She wants something from me. She is asking me to believe her about her pain.

I don’t, of course.



I lie here on my back on the roughly carpeted floor with my legs in the air at a right angle from my body. My calves rest on my office chair seat, feet dangling over the edge. One hand on my heart, the other on my diaphragm. Cigarette in my mouth. Snow blows onto my face from an open window above me that I’m unable to close. Lying like this will supposedly help decompress my spine and let the muscles in my right leg unclench. Help the fist behind my knee to go slack so that when I stand up I’ll be able to straighten my leg and not hobble around like Richard III. This is a position that, according to Mark, I can supposedly go into for relief, self-care, a time-out from life. I think of Mark. Mark of the dry needles, Mark of the scraping silver tools, his handsome bro face a wall of certainty framed by a crew cut. Ever nodding at my various complaints as though they are all part of a grand upward journey that we are taking together, Mark and I.

I lie like this, and I do not feel relief. Left hip down to the knee still on vague fire. A fist in my mid-back that won’t unclench. Right leg is concrete all the way to my foot, which, even though it’s in the air, is still screaming as if crushed by some terrible weight. I picture the leg of a chair pressing onto my foot. A chair being sat on by a very fat man. The fat man is a sadist. He is smiling at me. His smile says, I shall sit here forever. Here with you on the third floor of this dubious college where you are dubiously employed. Theater Studies, aka one of two sad concrete rooms in the English department. Your “office,” I presume? Rather shabby.

Downstairs, in the sorry excuse for a theater, they’re waiting for me.

Where is Ms. Fitch already?

She should be here by now, shouldn’t she?

Rehearsals begin, well, now.

Maybe she’s sick or something.

Maybe she’s drunk or on drugs or something.

Maybe she went insane.

I picture them, my students, sitting on the stage. Swinging long, pliant legs over the edge. Young faces glowing with health as though they were spawned by the sun itself. Waiting for my misshapen body to hobble through the double doors. Quietly cursing my name as we speak. About to declare mutiny, any minute now. But not so long as I lie here, staring at this drug-commercial woman’s believe-me-about-my-pain face. A face I myself have made before a number of people. Men in white lab coats with fat, dead-eyed nurses hovering silently behind them. Men in blue polo shirts who are ever ready to play me the cartoon again about pain being in the brain. Men in blue scrubs who have injected shots into my spine and who have access to Valium. Bambi-ish medical assistants who have diligently taken my case history with ballpoint pens but then eventually dropped their pens as I kept talking and talking, their big eyes going blank as they got lost in the dark woods of my story.

“For a long time, I had no hope,” the woman in the drug commercial says now. “But then my doctor prescribed me Eradica.”

And then on the screen, there appears a cylindrical pill backlit by a wondrous white light. The pill is half the yellow of fast-food America, half the institutional blue of a physical therapist’s polo shirt. I believe it would help you, my physiatrist once said of this very drug, his student/scribe typing our conversation into a laptop in a corner, looking up at me now and then with fear. I was standing up because I couldn’t physically sit at the time, hovering over both of them like a wind-warped tree. I still have a sample pack of the drug somewhere in my underwear drawer amid the thongs and lacy tights I don’t wear anymore because I am dead on the inside.

Now I attempt to hit the play button in the bottom left corner of the YouTube screen, to skip past this hideous ad to the video I actually want to watch. Act One, Scene One of All’s Well That Ends Well, the play we are staging this term. Helen’s crucial soliloquy.

Nothing. Still the image of the blue-and-yellow pill suspended in midair, spinning.

Your video will play after ad, it reads in a small box in the bottom corner of the screen. No choice. No choice then but to lie here and listen to how there is hope thanks to Eradica. The one pill I didn’t try, because the side effects scared me more than the pain. No choice but to watch the bad actress bicycle in the idyllic afternoon of the drug commercial with a blandly handsome man who I presume is her fake husband. He is dressed in a reassuring plaid. He reminds me of the male torso on the Brawny paper towels I buy out of wilted lust. Also of my ex-husband, Paul. Except that this man is smiling at his fake wife. Not shaking his head. Not saying, Miranda, I’m at a loss.

Knock, knock at my door. “Miranda?”

I take a drag of my cigarette. Date night now, apparently, in the drug commercial. The actress and fake hubby are having dinner at a candlelit restaurant. Oysters on the half shell to celebrate her return from the land of the dead. Toasting her new wellness with flutes of champagne, even though alcohol is absolutely forbidden on this drug. He gets up from the table, holds out his hand, appearing to ask her to dance. She is overcome with emotion. Tears glint in her eyes as she accepts. And then this woman is dancing, actually dancing with her husband at some sort of discotheque that only exists in the world of the drug commercial. We don’t hear the sound of the music at the discotheque. The viewer (me) is invited to insert their own music while “some blood cancers” and “kidney failure” are enumerated as side effects by an invisible, whitewashed voice that is godly, lulling, beyond good and evil, stripped of any moral compunction, that simply is.

“Miranda, are you there? Time for rehearsal.”

Watching the actress’s merriment in the discotheque is embarrassing for me. As a drama teacher, as a director. And yet, watching her rock around with her fake husband, wearing her fake smile, her fake pain supposedly gone now, I ask myself, When was the last time you danced?

Knock, knock. “Miranda, we really should get going downstairs.”

A pause, a huff. And then I hear the footsteps fall mercifully away.

Now it is evening in the world of the drug commercial. Another evening, not date night. Sunday evening, it looks like, a family day. The bad actress is sitting in a nylon tent with the fake children she has somehow been able to bear despite her maligned nervous system, her cobwebby womb. Hubby is there too with his Brawny torso and his Colgate grin. He was always there, his smile says. Waiting for her to come back to life. Waiting for her to resume a more human shape. What a hero of a man, the drug commercial seems to suggest with lighting. And their offspring scamper around them wearing pajamas patterned with little monsters, and there are Christmas lights strung all across the ceiling of the tent like an early-modern idea of heaven. She smiles wanly at the children, at the lights. Her skin is no longer gray and crepey. It is dewy and almost human-colored. Her brow is unfurrowed. She is no longer trying to take a shit, she took it. She wears eye shadow now. There’s a rose gloss on her lips, a glowing peach on her cheeks (bronzer?) that seems to come from the inside. Even her fashion sense has mildly improved. She cares about what she wears now. For she is supposedly pain-free. LESS PAIN is actually written in glowing white script beside her face.

But I don’t believe it. It’s a lie. And I say it to the screen, I say, Liar. And yet I cry a little. Even though I do not believe her joy any more than I believed her pain. A thin, ridiculous tear spills from my eyelid corner down to my ear, where it pools hotly. The wanly smiling woman, the bad actress, has moved me in spite of myself. The fires on the left side of my lower body rage quietly on. The fist in my mid-back clenches. The fat man settles into the chair that crushes my foot. He picks up a newspaper. Checks his stock.

But at least my video, the one I’ve been waiting for—where Helen gives her soliloquy, the one where she says yes, the cosmos appears fixed but she can reverse it—is about to play.

And then just like that, my laptop screen freezes, goes black. Dead. A battery icon appears and then fades.

I picture the power cord, coiled in the black satchel sitting on top of my desk, the cord gray and worn like the snipped hair of a Fury. I contemplate the socket in the wall that is absurdly low to the floor, behind my desk. I picture getting up and hunting for the power cord, then bending down and plugging it into the socket.

I lie there. I stare at the dead laptop screen smudged by my own fingerprints.

Snow from the open window I cannot close because I cannot bend keeps falling on my face. I let it fall. I close my eyes. I smoke. I’ve learned to smoke with my eyes closed, that’s something.

I feel the wind on my face. I think: I’m dying. Death at thirty-seven.

The fat man on the chair whose leg is crushing my foot raises his glass to me. Drinking sherry, it looks like. Cheers, says his face. He is pleased. He settles deeper in. Returns to his newspaper.

I shake my head in protest. No, I whisper to the fat man, to the back of my eyelids. I want my life back. I want my life back.

“Miranda, hello? Miranda?”

A soft knock on the half-open door. And then that voice again from which I instantly recoil. The fires rise, the fists clench, the fat man looks up from his newspaper. I can hear the new age chimes in that voice twinkling. It is the voice of false comfort, affected concern, deep strategy, it is a voice I often hear in my nightmares. It is the voice of Fauve. Self-appointed musical director. Adjunct. Mine enemy.

“Miranda?” says the voice.

I don’t answer.

I feel her consider this. Perhaps she can see my feet poking out from behind the desk.

“Miranda, is that you?” she tries again.

I remain silent. So I am hiding. So what?

At last I hear her retreat. Soft footsteps pattering down the hall, away from my door. I breathe a sigh of relief.

Then another voice follows. Decisive. Brisk. But there is love in there somewhere, or so I tell myself.

“Miranda?”

“Yes?”

Grace. My colleague. My assistant director. My… I hesitate to say friend these days. Both of us the only faculty left in the once flourishing, now decrepit Theater Studies program. Both of us forced to be the bitches of the English department. All of our courses cross-listed. Offering only a minor now. Grace and I share this pain; except, of course, Grace has tenure. As an assistant professor, four years into the job, I am more precariously employed.

“Where are you?” she asks me now.

“Just here,” I say.

I feel her suddenly see me. Firm footsteps approaching. Timberlands, even though we are nowhere near mountains. She’s wearing a hunting vest too, I’m certain. Camouflage, possibly flotational. Grace is always dressed like she is about to shoot prey with a sharp eye and a clear conscience. Or else hike a long and perilously ascending trail. And on this journey, her foot will not stumble, though the terrain will be uneven, treacherous. She will whistle to herself. Her footfall will frighten all predators in the dark woods. Her footfall is the sure stride of health coming my way, and I feel my soul cower slightly at the sound. I keep my eyes closed. I will her away. Can I will her away?

No.

Her boot tips rest at my head, stopping just short of my temple. She could raise her boot and stomp on my face if she wanted to. Probably a small part of her does. Because that’s what you do with the weak, and Grace comes from Puritan stock, a witch-burning ancestry. Women who never get colds. Women who carry on. Women with thick thighs who do not understand the snivelers, the wafflers, people who burn sage. I picture those women in my daymares, the great-great-great-grandmothers of Grace, standing on Plymouth Rock or else a loveless field, donning potato-sack dresses patterned with small faded flowers, holding pitchforks perhaps, their bark-colored hair tied in buns, loose tendrils blowing in an end-of-the-world wind, which they alone will survive.

Now I feel Grace’s small bright eyes assess the situation as surely as I feel her glowing with actual health beside me, a health that is unbronzered, unblushed. Grace does not ask what I am doing lying here with snow on my face beside a dead laptop. This is not the first time she has encountered me in a strange configuration on the floor. Nor does she comment on the absolutely prohibited cigarette.

Instead she walks over to the window. Begins to close it.

“Unless you wanted it open?” she asks, but it isn’t really a question.

“No,” I say.

She closes it easily—I feel how easy, as I lie here, staring at the ceiling—and for a brief, brief moment, I hate her. I hate Grace. I long to slide into Grace’s pockmarked skin and live there instead of here. How easy. How lovely. How lightly I would live.

She takes the dead cigarette from my fingers, the column of ash sprinkling over me like so much fairy dust, and tosses it into the garbage. She hops onto my desk. Pulls a cigarette from my pack and lights it. This is a bond, a small defiance Grace and I silently share, illicit smoking in the office, in the theater. Basically, wherever we can get away with it. I watch her booted foot swing to and fro over my face.

“Well, they’re waiting for you, Miranda.”

“Okay,” I say. “Just trying to give my back a break before rehearsal. Just need a few minutes here.”

Long pause. Should she ask or shouldn’t she? Dare she open that can of worms?

“Are you all right?”

“Fine,” I lie. “Just you know. The usual.” I try to smile, to put an eye roll in my voice, but I fail miserably. I hate the crack in my tone, the whining simper. If I were Grace, I’d crush my own face.

“Right.” She takes a sip from her water canister and looks down at me, lying on the floor, with my legs on the chair seat and my feet dangling in their holey tights, my bare, unclipped toenails there for her to examine.

“Well, whenever you’re ready,” she says.

“I’m ready,” I say. But I don’t move.

“All right. Well. I’ll leave you to it, then.” She’s about to get up. Panic flutters in me, briefly.

“Grace?”

“Yes?”

“How are they tonight?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do they seem… how do they seem?”

“How do they seem?” she repeats.

“Well… are they… mutinous?”

Grace considers this. “Maybe. They’re down there, at any rate.”

“Miranda, do you want one of us to do the talking today? We can, you know. There is that option. You can give yourself… a break.” This from Fauve, who has apparently been standing silently in the doorway all this time. I look over at Grace. Why didn’t you tell me she was there? Grace merely looks down at me lying on the floor. I can’t help but feel like a deer she has just shot. She’s looking at me to see if I am a clean kill or if she needs to put one more bullet in me for good measure.

“Is it your hip?” she asks.

“Yes.”

“Oh. I thought it was your back?” Fauve ventures. She is invisible to my eye, but I can feel her hovering in the doorway, the chimes and feathers of her. Clutching that silvery-blue notebook in which I imagine she records all my inconsistencies, my transgressions, with an ornamental pen that dangles from her pendant-choked neck. All false concern that is also taking literal note in shimmering ink. Sharing her findings with Grace.

She told me it was her back.

She told me it was her hip.

“It is,” I tell them. “It’s both.”

Silence.

“I’ll be right down, all right?” I say.

“Do you need help up?” Grace asks.

It’s like she doesn’t even ask for help.

It’s like she’s always asking for help.

Well, nothing helps Miranda.

“No. Thank you though.”

“Well,” Grace says, mashing her cigarette into my teacup, “I better get down there.”

Fauve says nothing about Grace’s cigarette. If she just found me in here smoking, as she often does, she’d cough and cough. Wave her hand violently in the air as though attempting to swat at a swarm of flies. Scribble scribble in her notebook. But Fauve just smiles at Grace through the smoke.

“I’ll go with you,” Fauve offers. “I have to photocopy something.”

“Great.”

What sort of a name is Fauve, anyway? I once asked Grace at a bar after rehearsal. Sounds like an alias to me. Grace looked at my nearly empty wineglass and said nothing.

They leave together. Hand in hand, I imagine. Surely Grace’s ancestors would have burned Fauve’s ancestors at the stake, wouldn’t they? Pale women who cast wispy shadows. All feathered hair and cryptic smiles. Reeking of duplicity and mugwort. How Fauve and Grace became friends is a true mystery to me. Not a mystery exactly, I know when it happened. It happened, I suspect, after my falling-out with Grace. Fauve insinuated herself then, of course she did. Stepped right in on her soundless sandals.

I am so glad when their footsteps fade away. The fires within actually quiet a little. The fat man might abandon his post to make tea.

I get up, and for a moment I fill with hideous hope. But no. The entire left side of my body is still ablaze. The right side is in painful spasm. All the muscles in my right leg still concrete. The fists in my back have multiplied. The fist behind my knee is so tight that I can’t straighten my leg at all, can only limp. My foot is still being crushed by an invisible weight. I think of telling Mark this at our next session. But would he believe me through the wall of his certitude?

Our ultimate goal, Mark will say during a session, often while stabbing needles into my lower back and thigh, is centralization. To move the awareness (he means my pain) from the distal places (he means my leg) and return it to its original source (he means my back).

The distal places, I murmur. Sounds poetic.

Mark appears confused by this word, poetic.

You could think of it like that, I guess. He shrugs but looks suspicious. As though this way of thinking is part of my problem.

From the bottle marked Take one as needed for pain, I take two. From the bottle marked Take one as needed for muscle stiffness, I take three. I look down into the dusty bowels of the plastic orange pill jar, and I briefly consider taking all of them. Throwing the window back open. Falling to the floor. Lying there and letting the snow fall and fall on my face. Pressing my hand to my chest until the pounding of my heart slows and then stops. Joe, the custodian, possibly finding me in the morning. I’ll be beautifully blue. He will grieve. Will he grieve? I picture him weeping into his broomstick. Didn’t a fairy-tale heroine die this way?

I take a well-squeezed tube of gel that contains some dubious mountain herb that one of the polo-shirted, one of the lab-coated, one of the blue-scrubbed, said I might try, that is useless. You could try it, they all say with a shrug and a Cheshire cat grin. I rub it all over my back and thigh and I tell myself it does something. I can feel it doing something. Can’t I?

Yes.

Surely it’s doing something.






CHAPTER 2

WHEN I GET to the theater, they’re already sitting on the stage as they were in my daymare. Legs swinging over the edge. Faces shining but unreadable. Mutinous? Maybe. Hard to tell. Still, they’re here. They each appear to be holding a copy of All’s Well (my director’s cut)—that’s something. They haven’t torched them in a communal burning. Yet. That’s something too. Third rehearsal. They have already formed vague alliances in accordance with the social hierarchy and are sitting in their respective clumps. Not smiling. Not frowning. Waiting. Just staring with their young eyes that think they see. Briana sits in the center, my soulless leading actress, my Helen, who doesn’t deserve at all to play Helen. Beside her is Trevor, her boyfriend, who is playing Bertram. And of course there’s Ellie in the corner. My gray-fleshed, gray-eyed favorite. My dark mouse of a soul. Last year she played the nurse in Romeo and Juliet. This year, she plays the ailing King, though she would be the perfect Helen. The rest of the students to me are a sea, a dull and untalented sea, and have been cast accordingly. They stare at me, their glazed eyes registering my decrepitude, their open mouths yawning in my face.

My leg stiffens. I smile. “Hello, all,” I say.

They murmur hello back. Their smallness, their radiant faces, their youth, usually move me a little. So adorable, really. Today though, I only feel fear.

Have you ever directed a play before? the dean asked in the interview.

Oh, yes, I lied, nodding. Shakespeare. Brecht. Chekhov. Beckett, obviously. Lots of Beckett.

They look at me now. Waiting, I realize, for me to speak. Because there are things I say, apparently, aren’t there things I say? That light them up? That sway them? I have forgotten these things that I say. Tonight even more is required, I can tell. A stirring up of morale. They’ve read the play a few times now, the play I have chosen over the play they wanted. And there are hurt feelings. There is incomprehension. Ms. Fitch, we don’t understand. Why? Why are you making us do this play?

I feel cold sweat down my back, and my right leg seizes up even more. I become terribly aware of my limp, my hunched hobble. I lean against the table. I try to smile more warmly. I’m their friend, yes? Remember? I imagine the student evaluation: It’s clear that Ms. Fitch is trying her best, but she’s really disorganized and loses control of group discussion a lot. I feel we would get more out of the experience if she were more like a real director.

“And how is everyone?” I ask. Trying for a soft voice, for brightness. This fails. I am met with only dead-eyed faces. So I switch gears. I try for a certain mysteriousness. I make a fog machine of my expression, a hard line of my mouth. But I’m a bad actress these days. Even they can see that. I don’t convince.

“Good,” they murmur. Or else they say nothing. Or else they just blink. Briana, my lead, doesn’t even blink. Briana keeps her leaf-green eyes wide open. They stare with wondrous bitchiness at my entire body. She looks at my teal tea dress, its sad pattern of orange flowers, which is the dress I’m just realizing I also wore to class and to rehearsal last week. Ditto the oversize, worn black cardigan with its gaping-open pockets rattling with pills.

She is judging me, her eyes say this.

Don’t judge me, you little bitch.

“What was that, Miranda?” Grace says.

“What?”

“You mumbled something.”

“No. No, I didn’t.”

Silence from Grace. Silence from the students.

Not only is Ms. Fitch late for rehearsals these days but she is also insane.

Ms. Fitch talks to herself. I totally heard her.

“Well,” I say to them. My tone is so pleasant. My tone is daisies swaying in a field, the field of the drug commercial. “Why don’t we just dive in, yes? Act One, Scene One? Helen’s soliloquy?”

They don’t move.

“Shall we begin? Please?”

Nothing. I’m actually pleading with them, has it really come to this? I have no vision; that’s clear. They still hate this play; that’s obvious. All of them are staring at me now, all limply holding the scripts in their half-open hands like they could let go at any time.

I recall the disastrous table reading, held a month ago on this very stage. The questions, no, the accusations.

All’s Well That Ends Well, Ms. Fitch? I mean, is it even a Shakespeare play?

Why are we doing this play, Ms. Fitch?

Weren’t we supposed to do the Scottish Play this year?

I don’t get this play, Ms. Fitch. I mean, a girl is so into this guy who doesn’t even want her? It’s kind of lame, honestly.

Also, Ms. Fitch, weren’t we supposed to do the Scottish Play this year?

Yes, Ms. Fitch, my understanding was that we were doing the Scottish Play this year.

And I failed to win them over to it with my Valium-laced vision, which I delivered with my voice faltering. They did not nod. They did not smile. They did not blink. They exchanged contemptuous glances, and they did not care if I saw this or not. If I hadn’t stumbled so much through my director’s speech perhaps they would all be on board. Long pauses there were, during my speech, where I admit I just zoned out completely. Every now and then Grace would cough, clear her throat, call my name. Miranda? Miranda. Miranda!

What?

You were saying?

Oh, yes. I was saying… what was I saying? And I actually asked them.

They stared at me then as they are staring at me now.

Look, it’s not like any of these kids are going to go on to be professional actors. We have no real legitimate theater department anymore, just a burgeoning minor thanks to me and Grace. The annual Shakespeare production is purely extracurricular. A club, basically. I have no real credentials to be directing them. Not really. I’m faking it mostly. I want to tell them this now. I’m faking it and you’re faking it and we’re all fucked, basically. And yet. And yet look how far we have come. Two regional Shakespeare competitions. In which we placed ninth both times.

A cough. I turn to see a tall man in paint-splattered jeans and a Black Sabbath T-shirt standing in the side entrance of the theater. Long golden hair in his face. Smiling apologetically. My set designer and builder, Hugo. At the sight of him, my chest tightens, catches useless fire. Oh god, what is he doing here? He can’t see me like this, he—but Hugo’s not looking at me, never looking at me. He’s looking past me at the planks of wood stacked against the back wall of the stage.

“Sorry to disturb,” he says to the students. He points to the wood. “I’ll be gone in a flash.”

“Of course,” I say, and I actually run a hand through my hair like a fool. But Hugo’s already headed upstage. I catch a scent of wood as he passes me and almost close my eyes.

“We were just getting started,” I say to the students. “Weren’t we?”

They still just stare at me. Briana smirks now.

“Ms. Fitch?” Trevor says at last, raising his hand as though we are in class. Trevor. Long, layered brown hair. Terribly tall. Not quite in control of his body or his charms. Before he opens his mouth, you think Byron. You think George Emerson in A Room with a View climbing a tree and screaming about beauty and truth. But Trevor will deeply disappoint you. Last year he played a lukewarm Romeo who touched his sword too much. Trevor has his moments though, mainly because of his hair. Trevor’s hair is very expressive.

“Yes?”

“I had a question about the play.”

Oh god no. “Yes?”

“Well. I was reading through it again.” He flips the pages around as if to demonstrate to me the act of reading. “And I’m not really connecting with it?”

Not a question. I close my eyes. Smile at the black space.

“What is it that you’re not connecting with exactly?”

“Honestly? Just the whole thing?”

Inner red webs blinking more quickly. Concrete leg crumbling. I open my eyes. I stare at Trevor in all his handsome, breathtaking idiocy.

“Can you be more specific?”

“Well, like the premise?” Trevor says. “And the story line? And the characters seem, I don’t know. I can’t relate to them at all?”

I gaze at his hands in their fingerless gloves, mildly clenched at his sides. His poetic hair that too often compensates for his lack of a soul. Beautifully, ludicrously tanned in January. Cowrie-shell necklace around his young throat. Though he has no real innate charisma, he’s tall enough that if he declares mutiny, they will all follow.

“I see. Well, Trevor—”

“Like that main woman?” Trevor continues.

“Helen.”

“Right. Yeah, her I really don’t get.”

“What don’t you get?” Careful, Miranda. Careful.

“I don’t know.” He shrugs. “She’s just not a very compelling heroine to me. She’s just… sort of pathetic, isn’t she?”

He gazes right at me now. How I’m leaning wildly to the left because all the concrete on the right has crumbled. Beside him, Briana appears neutral, merely interested in this confrontation, not at all complicit. Not at all the stirrer of the pot. Just an innocent spectator of the show.

I look over at Hugo, who’s still busying himself with the planks of wood. Not looking over, not paying attention at all. For once, I’m grateful.

I try to smile at them. I try not to accuse them, even with my face. I try not to say, You don’t fucking understand anything. My face says, I’m indulging your candid youth, the brute stupidity that you are trying to pass off as charm. I play the romantic soul, the misty-eyed art teacher.

“She’s in love, Trevor. Aren’t we all a little pathetic when we’re in love? Have we not all been there before? Aren’t some of us there now?” Like you? Who is so obviously Briana’s puppet?

Trevor looks at me like he doesn’t compute my words. He shrugs again.

“Honestly? I don’t get that guy she loves either.”

“By ‘that guy’ you mean Bertram. You mean your character.”

“I mean I get why he doesn’t like her back,” he continues. “Because she’s lame, obviously. But he’s an asshole about it. And then he suddenly likes her in the end? In one line at the end?”

He shakes his princely head as if this were impossible. As if such impossibility wasn’t the whole point. Wasn’t the magic of the play itself.

You’re a fool, I think.

“Sorry?”

“I said that will be your great challenge, won’t it, Trevor? As an actor,” I lie. I almost laugh out loud when I say as an actor. Trevor an actor. The idea is suddenly hysterical to me. Yet I remain straight-faced. Perhaps I’m not as bad an actor as I thought.

“I think you’re absolutely ready for it,” I tell him.

“I guess I just still don’t get the whole thing,” Trevor insists.

Beside him, Briana now openly beams. Perhaps she’ll give him a hand job later, in his Saab, as a reward.

“Well, it’s January. Plenty of time for you to get it. In fact, that will be the work of rehearsal. We will all be discovering the play in rehearsal, including me,” I say. “Now—”

“Actually, Ms. Fitch—” Trevor interjects.

“What?” I say, but I’m still smiling. Or trying to. Am I smiling? The pills make it hard to feel my face. I’m gripping the back of the chair.

“Well, I was wondering…” He looks over at Briana, who continues to stare at my body, eyes sweeping up and down, observing my hands clenched on the chair. “We were all wondering, actually, if it wouldn’t be too late to change?”

Dumb. Play dumb. “Change?”

“Well, we all talked about doing the Scottish Play this year. Instead. I don’t know if you remember?”

Hugo’s turned to look at me. He’s actually looking right at me for once. With pity, I see. I feel my face catch fire now. I can feel my face after all, it seems. I look around at the other students. All turned toward Trevor as though he were some sort of god, even the boys.

Shut it down. Shut it down now.

“I remember we had a discussion,” I say. “I remember we conversed. And then I remember I determined”—I put the emphasis on determined, leaving the phrase as director implied but unsaid—“based on a number of factors, that we would be doing All’s Well this year, an equally wonderful but far more compelling play.”

I look over at Grace now for support. She’s looking at me like, Really? “Far more compelling”? Come on, Miranda.

“This is a problem play,” I continue. “Neither a tragedy nor a comedy, something in between. Something far more interesting.”

I attempt to smile at them, but no one, not Hugo, not even Ellie, will meet my eye. I look back over at Grace, seated in the audience, staring at her laptop, her non-expression glowing by the light of the screen.

I thought you said no mutiny! I try to hiss with my face.

But Grace just looks at her laptop with still greater concentration. Pretending to assess the schedule, perhaps, but I know she’s just shopping for camping gear. Or perhaps cage accessories for her bearded dragon. I believe Grace is having some sort of affair with her bearded dragon. She has an absurdly intimate relationship with it. Named him Ernest from Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest. It makes me deeply uncomfortable to watch them in close proximity to each other, which they have been each time I’ve gone over to her apartment. She’ll take Ernest out of his terrarium at night and let him climb her shoulder. Let his tongue dart in and out just by her cheek. She’ll very nearly close her eyes. Tilt her head back. It’s upsetting to watch. It’s—

“Professor Fitch?”

This from Ellie. Her moon face beautifully miserable, her long hair a nondescript dark that is neither brown nor black. That reminds me of the sky in Scotland on November afternoons, when the light that has just receded is all the the light there will be for the day. And yet Ellie is my light.

“Yes, Ellie? What can I do for you?”

Probably Ellie is a virgin, poor thing. The product of an absent father and some suffocating mother whom she has quietly contemplated murdering. She loves Trevor, of course. Even as she hates him and hates herself for it. When he speaks, it’s the only time I’ve ever seen her gray flesh go pink at the cheeks.

“Are we competing in the Shakespeare competition this year?”

“Yes, Ellie. Absolutely.”

I can already picture the inebriated rich people clapping. The smell of the well-manicured gardens in Rhode Island making me drunk and vaguely horny. The afternoon light on my face. The sight of all those young bodies moving so easily in the June sunshine. Making me ache for some kind of life other than this. The judges smiling flatly at Briana’s impassioned attempts to have a soul. Trevor’s handsome face fiercely scrunched in the throes of his shallow performance. Ellie’s quiet molten core revealing itself unevenly, only in unexpected moments. For a brief moment, she can take your breath away.

“Well, I think All’s Well could be an interesting choice for that. Because no one else would be doing it.”

My sweet Ellie. If I were to have a child, it would be Ellie. Of course, what with my irredeemably broken body, that ship has long sailed. Ellie has aspirations for the stage, which I’ve encouraged, I’ve fed. Think big, Ellie, I’ve told her many an afternoon in my office, the door closed. One day you will leave all these plebeians behind. And it will be a wondrous moment for you. To no longer be among communications and English majors who do not appreciate your nuance, your dark grace.

“But if we’re competing, shouldn’t we choose a more substantial play?” This from one of Briana’s girl underlings. Some boring name I always forget. Like Ashley or Michelle.

“All’s Well hardly ever gets staged because it’s so problematic,” she adds. Clearly so pleased with her Wikipedia knowledge.

Briana, I note, still has yet to speak.

“Well, then it will be a challenge for us, won’t it?” I say. “And I love a challenge. I’m certainly ready for it. Are you?” I’m gripping the back of my chair fiercely now lest I fall down.

Grace has now been joined by Fauve in the audience. Grace is still looking at her laptop, but Fauve just stares at me. Eyes wide. The picture of the innocent bystander. Expression inscrutable. But I can feel her willing me to fail. Her blue notebook sits open on her lap. Her ornamental pen, uncapped, poised in her painted talons. Mon. 01⁄21, 5:55 p.m. Mutiny met with directorial pigheadedness. Evidence of drug abuse. Prevarication. Steamrolling.

Hugo’s gone, I see. Left without saying goodbye. Though why would he say goodbye? I feel my heart sink in spite of myself.

Now, at last, Briana raises her hand. Briana of the burnished hair. Briana of the B-minus mind who yet believes she deserves an A for breathing. Reading an essay of Briana’s will make you fear for the future of America, will make you hiss What the fuck are you talking about? aloud at the bar where you have to go and get loaded on pinot grigio in order to grade Briana’s paper, so that the bartender will say to you, Miss, are you all right? He will even put his hand on your shoulder, he is that concerned. And you will say, I’m fine, I’m so sorry. And you will look up into his face, and his eyes will be so blue and kind. You will recall when such a face and torso stirred something deep inside you, in a place where there are now only dead leaves skittering. You will look back at Briana’s paper. You will observe that she chose the Garamond font. You will proceed to write B− in the top left-hand corner even though it is a C tops. But you will hesitate, your pen suspended over the page. You will mentally fast-forward to the moment when you hand Briana her essay back, branded with this B−. She will receive it and immediately look as though she has been stung by a thousand wasps, and you will wish that she had brought this to her performance of Juliet. You will watch her face redden first with embarrassment, then with outrage, her chin tilt up, up, up in defiance. She will assume you have given her this grade because you are an idiot and/or jealous of her beauty and youth. You are not the former, but you are most certainly the latter, and so it is not without some fear, some guilt, that you will watch Briana march toward your desk after class, watch her flip her shining hair around in an attempt to blind you as she complains. Watch her eyes grow big and wet and desperate. Watch her outrage bloom like an out-of-control flower. For this is not the way of the universe, the universe of Briana in which you are merely a cog in the great machinery of her ultimate success. The universe wishes for Briana to succeed, to win. Hearing Briana protest like this, knowing your own inner failings, you might bow down to her will. You might hand over the A. Because you are so tired. Because Briana’s voice not only hurts your hip and spinal cord, it also lights up your inner red webs, flashing more quickly under her gaze. You might spare yourself all of this and give her the damned A to start with. And Briana won’t even thank you for this. She’ll just feel like you were an unfortunate spider creeping around her dollhouse but you were kind enough to die on your own. After all, her parents are donors to this school’s decrepit theater program, hence the fact that Briana is Helen this year, hence the fact that Briana was Juliet last year, hence the fact that Briana was Rosalind the year before. Hence the fact that you have heard the soliloquies of Shakespeare’s most complex and formidable heroines die in her unworthy throat. And yet. She is also the reason you have the ghost of a program at all, and she knows this.

I hate that I want Briana to like me even though I hate Briana and I hate that I hate Briana because what is Briana’s future going to be, really? A few years in the big city pursuing her acting passion to no end because there will be no mother or father to open the doors to those gilded places. She’ll be forced at last to stare her own mediocrity in the face. She’ll marry a stock broker, start a vegan mommy blog. Enlist her future spawn in ballet.

Grow up, I tell myself. Be the adult. Be the teacher. Lie to this long-haired child and tell her the reason we are doing this play is because it will stretch her and her fellow cast members to take on a play that is disturbing but not in an obvious bloodbath/orgy way; that is witchy without the cackling hags; that is funny-sad rather than simply sad; that is dark-light, rather than just dark, just light; that is problematic, provocative, complex, and mysterious; a hidden mountain flower growing in the shade of Shakespeare’s canon that hasn’t been put on by a million fucking schools already. And is timely too. Socially relevant.

“Miranda,” Briana says.

Briana always calls me Miranda, never Ms. Fitch, let alone Professor. She looks at me now, and I cower, can you believe this? I brace myself. Brace myself for—

“Couldn’t we warm up first?” She already begins to stretch her body in anticipation. Stretches her arms high above her head. See how much my body needs and loves this?

I have a vision of killing her. It’s not the first time.

“We really need to get a move on today, I’m afraid,” I tell her.

I always forget their warm-ups. I can’t help it. I hate the warm-ups. Leading them through that. It pains me to watch them. How their movements are so easy, so quick, how their movements lubricate their already lubricated bones. Give oxygen to their already oxygenated musculature. Make their faces grow flushed. Really, it’s like watching them all fuck. But Briana warming up is the worst. The sight of Briana’s lithe body moving beneath the stage lights actually hurts my eyes. Causes them to water. It’s like staring directly right at the sun. It’s like willing yourself to go blind.

“I’ll do a quick one for them, Miranda,” Grace says quietly into my ear.

I turn to her, standing beside me now.

“Fine,” I say. “Fine.”

I dissolve into the dark wing. There, I watch their bodies bend and sway. I grab a bottle from my pocket and pop another pill. I don’t even bother to check which bottle.






CHAPTER 3

THE CANNY MAN with Grace. A Scottish pub in our neighborhood where we go after class or rehearsals to discuss the production or if neither of us can face going home. Grace is eating a burger and fries with a vigorous appetite. As if no rebellion has occurred. Just another post-rehearsal night. All’s well. I watch her drink a monolith of dark beer with a thick, creamy head that would slaughter me to imbibe. Beside the beer is a tumbler, which she’s nearly drained, of Scotch. Healthy as a horse. Utterly unkillable. I’m sitting hunched over a white wine spritzer and a green salad. My entire body a throbbing, low-grade ache. Hip to knee in full-on spasm. Back full of fists. On vague fire in various places, all over, all over. Burning too with humiliation and rage.

“You okay?” Grace says.

Okay? How can she even ask me that? Was she not there? Did she not see? I want to protest. To rage at Grace.

“Fine,” I say.

Grace looks at me hunched crookedly over my food. “Haven’t touched your… what is that anyway?”

“Salad.”

Grace wrinkles her nose. Returns to her burger, which appears to have cheese, even bacon, it looks like. Possibly a fried egg. Why isn’t Grace dead? But I know this meal won’t kill Grace. Grace will belch once, quietly, about an hour from now in her living room while watching Netflix. She’ll pat her obediently digesting stomach lightly as though it has been a good dog. She will retreat to her bedroom, which is uncharacteristically feminine in decor, every surface cluttered with tiny, ornate jewelry boxes, each fit for only one ring, each wall foaming pale rose drapery, and there on a cushion-bedecked bed, she will sleep the sleep of angels. Her heart will not drum perilously into her ear. She will not lie awake plagued with visions of her own imminent demise. She will sleep and then wake at a decent hour, and go for a run in the morning. Reinvigorated. Ready to take on life.

She made a face when I ordered my white wine spritzer and salad, then ordered her rich meal and drink, as if to atone for my lameness.

I really shouldn’t drink with these pills, I explained to her.

Grace nodded. Sure. Whatever.

But it’s true that I shouldn’t drink with these pills. I shouldn’t even be taking these pills together, let alone washing them down with wine. Got them from two different physiatrists who, unlike my golf-shirted physiotherapists, have the power to dispense drugs. One was suspicious of me, the other unusually merciful, smiling with the whimsical benevolence of a trickster god I’d happened to catch on a good day—Now why don’t we give these a try, Ms. Fitch, hmm?

Yes, I cried. Yes, let’s!

Now, you don’t want to take anything else with these, Ms. Fitch.

Oh, of course not, I told the good doctor, shaking my head again and again. No, no, I would never. His white coat shone before me like the robes of God. The white so bright I shed tears.

Now I sip my spritzer and stare at Grace, guzzling her beer contentedly as she watches the hockey game on the small TV screen above my head. Oblivious, completely, to this evening’s disaster. Well, she can afford to be.

“Well, that went terribly,” I say at last.

Grace looks at me, unfazed. “What?”

“The rehearsal?”

She shrugs. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“Not that bad? Weren’t you there? Didn’t you see?”

She stares at the TV screen. “I saw.”

“So then you know. They hate me,” I whisper.

Grace rolls her eyes. “Miranda, don’t be stupid.”

“They do. They hate me, and they hate this play.”

“Well, of course they hate the play, Miranda. All’s Well That Ends Well? Come on.”

“It’s a great play,” I mumble.

“I don’t know about great. I mean, it’s fine. But it’s not exactly going to compete with murder, madness, and witches.”

“It’s got a witch in it,” I say.

“Who?”

“Helen. She heals a king.”

Grace shakes her head as if to say, Don’t get me started on fucking Helen. Whenever Grace shakes her head about Helen, fucking Helen, I think she’s really passive-aggressively expressing her feelings about me. Helen is so delusional, she says. Helen is sick, she says. Helen is so entitled, she says, so self-centered. Helen’s always whining, she says. Helen’s pain is really her own fault. And Helen doesn’t even really know what pain is. If only Helen would get over herself. Stop obsessing.

“She’s in love,” I say. “It’s a love story.”

Grace snorts. She chugs her beer. “A totally fucked-up one.”

“I think Helen’s love is beautiful,” I say to the table.

“Helen is delusional.”

“Well,” I say, “we’re all entitled to our own readings.”

“Well, that’s my reading,” she says, looking at me.

I gaze down at my spritzer. Is she thinking about my weeping phone calls to my ex-husband, Paul, which I often made drunk in the pub bathroom or post-rehearsal in the theater when I thought I was alone?

Everything okay, Miranda? she’d call from the door.

Fine, just on the phone.

Has she sensed my unreciprocated lust for Hugo? Caught me drugged out and staring fixedly, helplessly, uselessly at his back muscles rippling through his T-shirt as he paints scenery onto a large wooden frame, transforming the blank canvas into the interior of a French court? A paintbrush held tenderly between his white teeth like a rose.

Doesn’t he look just like a Norse god, Grace? Thor maybe?

No, Grace will say.

Hugo will feel that he’s being watched and eventually turn and see my crooked figure lurking in the shadows. Hey, Miranda, he’ll say kindly enough. Didn’t see you there.

Of course you didn’t, I think. You still don’t. You never will. But all I always say is Oh.

Anything I can do for you? he might ask.

See me as I once was. See me at the very least as fuckable. But my lust is a sad, withered thing. The truth is, if Hugo were to turn to me and say, Miranda, I’d love to be intimate with you, I would limp away. My fantasies only involve Hugo being nearby, in vaguely erotic proximity. Smiling at me suggestively, perhaps over candlelight. But Hugo’s usually looking past me at the clock on the wall. I’m taking him away from his work. Or he’s looking at me with pity, like he did tonight.

“Miranda, are you listening to me?” Grace asks me now.

“Yes.”

“Look, you know I’m on board for anything. I love making theater. The students are just pissed that you didn’t go with Mackers is all.”

I picture it. Briana as Lady Macbeth. Covered in fake blood. Flipping her hair onstage. Her white dress showing pale, freckled cleavage. Her shrill wailing about a spot. Drawing from what particular misery and anguish? None. All of it ringing false.

“I have enough pain in my life right now, all right?” I tell Grace.

“Didn’t want to see Briana playing Lady M?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I say.

“She’d be terrible, I’ll give you that. And she’s a Helen if there was ever one. Insisting the universe operate as she wishes.”

I close my eyes. I want to tell Grace, You have no idea about Helen. That it takes a depth of soul to understand her. It takes a life of pain. A kind of wisdom only won by time spent in the shadows. Grace is an Oscar Wilde specialist; she really should understand more about these things.

“It has nothing to do with Briana,” I lie. “I actually don’t happen to think she’s a good fit for Helen.”

Grace just looks at me.

“I honestly just thought we’d do something different for a change, that’s all. I really don’t see what’s wrong with that.”

“Nothing at all.”

“It’ll be a change of pace. I mean, aren’t you tired of seeing them destroy Hamlet? Or Romeo and Juliet?”

“They are students, Miranda.”

“Exactly.”

“Look, you’re the director. You had your reasons.”

My reasons. I know Grace is very suspicious of my reasons.

How many times has she found me lying on the floor of my office, my laptop by my head, watching my Helen on YouTube? Brilliant production. Poorly taped. The camera being shakily held by some anonymous tweaker in the audience. But I’m so grateful to the tweaker for capturing my performance, the audience, that night. I can even see who I think is Paul in the crowd. The back of his shoulder, a sliver of his spellbound face turned toward me on the stage.

Grace has watched me watch myself with tears in my eyes, mesmerized by my own face, still dumb to its dark future, unlined with sorrow. My ability to walk across the stage like a human person.

What are you doing, Miranda? she’ll ask from the door.

Nothing, I’ll say. Research.

“You had your reasons,” she repeats now. “So you’ll make them come around.”

I recall their dead-eyed faces gazing at me. The defiance in the air so palpable it made a crackling sound. “And what if they don’t come around?”

“You’ll make them. You’re the director.”

“I’m the director,” I whisper.

My legs have grown dead beneath me. I know that when I eventually stand up I’ll have to pay. I shouldn’t sit in a chair for longer than twenty minutes, according to Mark. Of course, therapists will disagree. It’s thirty minutes according to John. So long as you get up every hour or so and walk around you should be fine, said Matt the sadist. Does it really matter, in the end? Luke said. Luke, the fatalistic philosopher. Honestly, just let your pain be your guide, said Dr. Harper, my hip surgeon, giving me a wan smile, a shrug of his sculpted shoulders. He treated my hip surgery like it was a one-night stand he wanted to forget. Every time I sat in his office telling him how I still had pain, reading off my symptoms from the Notes app on my phone, then my list of questions, he’d just mumble about Advil and Mother Nature and not make eye contact. And then there was Dr. Rainier, who didn’t believe I needed to take any such measures at all. I recall his helmet of silver hair glowing dully beneath the fluorescent lights as he gazed at me with such smug certitude. Certain that my pain was not the result of a hip injury followed by an unsuccessful surgery followed by a bad recovery that caused a back injury that then compressed multiple nerves running down my legs. No, no. My pain was my dead mother, my divorce, my failed aspirations for the stage.

Ms. Fitch, I want to perform surgery on everyone in New England. But you? He smiled. Shook his head. You I don’t want to cut. Why would I? he said softly, looking at me. Nothing to cut.

And I suddenly felt like a loose woman who sat with her legs spread wide before him while he politely but firmly refused to fuck me.

To continue to insist like this, Ms. Fitch, would really be undignified, embarrassing for both of us, really.

But I can’t walk, I pleaded. Or sit or stand.

Ms. Fitch, he said, leaning in. If you can’t walk, then tell me: How did you get here?

“I don’t know.”

“What?” Grace says now. “Miranda, did you hear what I just said?”

“You said I’m the director,” I whisper.

“That’s right.”

“It doesn’t matter. They’ll never get off book.” I observe this fact as though it is a bonfire I’m watching from a great distance.

“It’s still early.” She points at the snow outside the window, heavily falling, then signals to the waiter.

“It always goes fast, you know that. Before you know it, it’ll be here.”

“What?” she says, rifling through her handbag.

“Spring.” I shudder. I never hated spring until I began directing the play. Never dreaded the melting of snow. Never shivered at the sight of green buds on a branch. The smell of plants having sex, the chirping of birds, the scent of wet grass. Briana probably loves it. Welcomes it. Performs some sort of ritual to make it all quicken.

I look at Grace. Her face is suddenly surrounded by a cloudy haze.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Miranda? You seem…”

“What?”

“I don’t know. Not here, or something.”

“It’s just”—I rub my leg—“it’s been a lot. All of this.” I try to smile weakly as though I’m smiling through something. A veil of pain. But even though it’s true, I am, it rings false, it’s a bad performance. I’m the woman in the drug commercial. I’m pleading.

She can see through it. She lowers her eyes. Picks at her fries.

“Look, you can always ask for help, you know, Miranda? You do know that, right? I mean, I’m literally just right down the block from you. I can do laundry. Get groceries. Close windows.”

It’s like she doesn’t even ask for help.

It’s like she’s always asking for help.

“I know. Thank you.”

Grace and I used to be closer. Friends? Maybe friends. There was a time, not so long ago, when I’d stop at her place for a drink before I went home most nights. I’d lie on my back on her living room floor while she sat curled on her flowery couch letting her dragon crawl all over her. We’d bitch about the English faculty. Commiserate about the theater program hanging by a thread. She’d ask me to tell her about my stage days. Or I’d just tell her about my stage days. If she was drunk, she’d ask me to tell her again about my summer playing Snow White at Disney World, a job that seemed to fascinate her far more than any of my Shakespeare gigs. Or we might do her rose-petal face mask and watch one of her murder shows. Mask + mystery tonight? she’d text. I’d always text [image: smiling face emoji] even though I thought the shows were formulaic and her petal mask gave me hives. I was just happy to be with Grace. She always had white wine in her fridge for me. And I always had beer in my fridge for her when she came by. She was sympathetic about my pain in her brisk, efficient way.

That’s hard, she might offer.

Yes, I might say. But, I’d add, always meaning to end on something positive, to lighten the mood. But I’d just trail off into a silence neither of us filled.

She’d fill it by pouring me more wine.

Then last year, just before opening night of Romeo and Juliet, she told me my pain was all in my head. Not looking at me when she said it. Hands on the steering wheel of her SUV. Staring at the streaked windshield, the gray New England spring. I’d just had another round of useless steroid shots in my back. She was driving me home from the hospital.

I could take you, she’d said.

I really don’t want to trouble you, I’d said. I always said this.

It’s fine, she’d said. Both of us knowing there was no one else who could take me.

I’m happy to do it, she’d said. But she hadn’t looked happy at all.

Better now? she asked me when I hobbled out of outpatient surgery.

I won’t know for a few days, I told her.

Silence. On we drove.

Probably won’t work, I added. Nothing does, I said, and sort of half laughed, mainly for Grace’s sake, but the laugh came out dark and hollow. Then I felt the tears come. Spilling ridiculously, hotly down my face. And then, just like that, Grace pulled over to the shoulder of the road. Miranda, look, she said, though she wouldn’t look at me. I’m saying this for your own good. Have you ever considered that maybe…

And as she spoke, we both stared straight ahead at the gravelly shoulder of the road.

Since then? Since then, not so close. We’re still friendly, professional. We still get drinks after rehearsal out of habit, but things have shifted. She stares at me now from a distance. I want to tell her, You don’t have to do this anymore. Pretend to be interested like this. Pretend to care.

But I just say, “I appreciate it, I do. And you’re right, it’ll be fine in the end.”

“What’ll be fine?”

“The play.”

“Of course it’ll be fine. It’s just a play after all, Miranda.”

“Right. Of course it is. Just a play,” I lie.

“All right,” she says. “I’d better head out. You coming?”

I picture the limping walk back to my joke of a car. A black bug. Paul got it for me as a thirtieth birthday present. I still remember him smiling at me through the windshield as he pulled it into our driveway. He’d even filled the tiny plastic vase with daisies. That was back when I could climb into and out of a small, low-to-the-ground vehicle with grace. Back when getting out of a car, any car, wouldn’t fill me with dread. I can already feel the pain of lowering myself into the bug. The pain of driving. The pain of getting out of the bug. The pain of hobbling to the front door with a dead leg. My stoned super sitting on the icy front steps, drinking tequila straight from the bottle. Having to stand there with my body on the brink of collapse while she talks to me inanely about the weather. She was not expecting such snow! How I’ll force myself to respond. Force the joviality into my voice, the smile onto my face. I used to be such a good actress, trust me.

“No, you go on ahead. Think I’ll stay here for a bit. Have another drink. Listen to the bagpipe player.”

Grace looks at my empty glass. Then at me. A third drink? The bagpipe player? Am I fucking kidding? Also, what bagpipe player?

“The music?” I insist.

But there is no music. Only the drunk murmuring of drunk men at the bar. Only silent hockey.

“Karaoke is going to start soon,” I tell her.

Suddenly I’m weirdly eager for her to leave. The sound of Grace’s voice, the sight of Grace’s face, Grace wanting answers for my unusual behavior, all of it hurts. Hurts my body, my head most of all. I will her away. Can’t I will her away? No, she’s still sitting there. Looking worriedly at me.

“Miranda, you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.” My voice is a pair of hands pushing her out the door.

“All right. Well, maybe we could do something this weekend. Go for a coffee or something?”

“Maybe. Sure. Yeah. I’ll see you.” I try to smile.



“I’ll Never Smile Again” swelling on the jukebox. How appropriate. Makes me misty. Makes me dreamy. Maybe just the pills, the alcohol. Wasn’t supposed to mix. Mixed anyway. Too late now, Miranda. Enjoy the ride in this misty, misty room with its dark red walls. Room suddenly seems redder somehow, is that possible? Lots of animal heads on the walls, I notice now. Stags. Black goats. Regarding me with their glassy black eyes that glint. Never noticed that before.

“Do you think someone actually shot those?” I ask Grace, and then I remember Grace is gone. I pushed her away with the hands of my voice. It’s just me here now. At this high table for two by the bar. My hands cupped around my empty drink like it’s a flame about to go out.

Lights dimming, are the lights dimming? Maybe they’re closing already. I look around the bar. I didn’t realize how huge this place is until now. The space just goes on and on and on. And I’m the only one in it, it seems. Except for a few lone men at the bar, it’s just me. Alone here. How did that happen? Where did everyone go? Hello? The song seems to have melted, shifted into a different tune. Just violin. I’ve heard this before. Haven’t I heard it before? Yes. A tune Paul used to play. Not on the violin, on the piano. He played the piano each night after work and for hours on the weekend, that was his release, his bliss. Like theater is for you. Whatever this particular tune is, it was one of my favorites. Sounds like soft rain, moonlight on moving water. I’d listen from wherever I was in the house. Sometimes I’d stand in the doorway of the living room, gazing at him bent at the piano, the back of his head. I could call Paul on the phone now. Not now. Don’t fuck him over with one of your pill-addled alcoholic phone calls. Don’t cry into the crackling vat of his phone silence. Don’t simper-hiss, I miss you; do you miss me? Probably having dinner with his new girlfriend in our old house, the one I hobbled away from like it was on actual fire. You were the one who hobbled away, remember?

I need a drink, but all the waiters seem to have disappeared. How did that happen? Are you guys closed or open? Hello? The lights are still on, though they’re dimming, dimming. “Stardust” on the jukebox now. Nat King Cole and his bewitching voice. Louder than it should be. Is this a trick? How the light keeps dimming? How the light’s gone out everywhere except at the bar. Just one bartender behind the bar now, a man, pale-faced and wearing a pirate shirt. There are a lot like him in this town. Probably reads tarot cards to tourists in his spare time, though I can tell he’s not the sort to predict that all will be well. He’s the sort that tells them terrible, thrilling fates. And they actually tip him more for this, I’ve seen it.

I think you’re in great pain, I hear this sort of man say to his dupes with such feigned gravitas.

I am, I am! replies the dupe behind the curtain. Desperate.

Sometimes that voice belongs to me. Sometimes it’s me behind the curtain. Allowing myself to be fooled. Tears in my eyes. It’s true, I whisper. It’s all true. How did you know?

Now he’s wiping a tumbler that will remain dirty. The glass, I know, is for me.

I rise from the table, limp over to the bar.

The bartender, seeing me approach, pours Scotch into the spotted glass caked with another woman’s lipstick.

Instead of telling him, I just wipe it off with my thumb.

I take a very long sip. The sort of sip I never take anymore. Always small sips these days. Always so careful. Not tonight. Fuck being careful. Fuck walking gingerly. Fuck being mindful of drug interactions. Fuck how long I sit or stand. Forget it all. Just let go, isn’t that what the meditation recording tells me to do? I tried it for a while, dutifully. Even lit a candle, can you believe it? For ambiance. To set the mood. Turned on my rock-salt lamp. Lavender oil billowing into my face from a nearby diffuser. Lying on my back on the floor, my arms splayed like a corpse. It’s funny now, to think of my former faith in these rituals. How earnestly I believed that one day they would all make me well.

I allow myself a stroll further down memory lane. It’s quite like the dirt lane of the drug commercial. Flanked here and there by strange flowers. There’s a tilted wooden fence to the right, a field of swaying grass to the left. I stare down the lane with my misty vision, all cloudy around the edges, like looking at a dream. Thinking about the time when I could stroll freely. One foot in front of the other. A hop to my step. A hope to my step. I wore swishing French dresses as casual wear back then. Little cardigans with bows for buttons. I was so fucking adorable, you wouldn’t believe it. You might have wanted to kill me. Maybe you did. Maybe you cursed me quietly as you watched me pass. I didn’t even see you. My mind was blissfully blank. I was climbing crags in my heart-shaped leather heels. Digging my hearts into the earth. Velvet purse full of plays and makeup and a journal slung across my body and knocking against my thigh, where it might leave a bruise. But I didn’t care. I was invincible then. Silk stockings I wore, can you believe this? When I climbed hills! Fishnets that would rip and I’d let the run go right down the leg to the ankle, get bigger. I didn’t care about that either. I’d walk until my heels were scuffed and caked in mud. I’m doing this now. Walking up up up in my old heels on the dirt lane, which has become a trail in Edinburgh that I climbed when I came for the Fringe, came to play Helen. My twenty-four-year-old legs so pliant and strong on the trail. There’s a lookout point coming up where I’ll be able to see the whole city. I can feel Paul behind me on the path. His golden-red hair hanging in his face. Flushed and huffing. Trying to keep up. We only just met two weeks ago, after he saw me onstage. A fellow New Englander, a Mainer, just in Edinburgh for a few days, on his way to do a summer walking tour of the Highlands. But Paul never ended up going to the Highlands. Instead he comes to see my Helen each night, waits for me outside the theater. It sounds stalkery, but it isn’t. Maybe it only isn’t because he’s young and hot. I’m turned on by his aggressive attention, his confident pursuit. I spend my nights at his hotel on Princes Street instead of sleeping on the floor with my fellow cast members in a dank, one-bedroom apartment in Leith. Each night I leave the theater, the sky still a bright blue, and there he is, smiling, strapping, bewitched, waiting to take me away, to follow me anywhere—down the closes, up the crags. I’m high from the performance; I’m high from the attention of this beautiful fan, this stranger who doesn’t feel like a stranger at all, whose quiet voice and kind eyes feel like home. If I turn now on the trail, I’ll find him looking up at me. How he would look up at me with such a strange expression on his face. Admiration? Not quite. Fear? Awe.

Maybe it was awe.

You’re unstoppable, he would say to me, and I’d smile.

But when I turn around now, all I see is nothing. Black.

The clouds around my field of vision are closing in. Closing in on my future husband’s face saying these words to me.

I’m alone on memory lane in my grim cardigan, my orthopedic shoes, my gaping-open pockets rattling with pills. It’s grown dark on the lane. The sun is gone. The strange bright flowers have vanished. Nothing now. Nothing but black, starry black as far as I can see.

“You’re back,” says a voice. A male voice. Soft. Low. Almost a whisper.

I open my eyes. Three men. Three men sitting with me at the bar. One to my right. Two to my left. One tall, one fat, one middling. All wearing dark suits. All holding drinks. How did I not see them before?

The middling one is looking at me like I’m a mirage he’s been waiting for all night. He must have been the one who spoke. Gray face. Red, alcoholic eyes. Hand cupped around a squat glass full of golden liquid.

“Excuse me?” I say.

He smiles sadly at me. Beside him sits the fat man hunched over his Scotch with his head down and his hands over his face as though he can’t bear to see. Long, stringy silver hair that is yellowed in places. What I can see of his face through his stubby fingers is terrible—pockmarks, burst veins, a blotchy redness—but familiar. Like a politician I’ve seen in the news. No way. No way could he be at this bar on a random Monday.

To my right, I feel the third man. Slender. Tall. Handsome, even though I see him only out of the corner of my eye. I don’t so much see him as sense him in the back of my neck, the hairs there pricked up. Something tells me not to look directly at him.

The middling man is still smiling at me as though we are both in a tragic dream.

“Where were you?” he asks me.

“Where was I?” I repeat.

He’s looking at me hunched over my glass, how I’m gripping the bar with both hands like it’s the railing of a ship.

“You look like you went somewhere far, far away. In your mind.”

I look at him. How the fuck do you know anything about my mind? But I nod slowly. Yes. “I guess I did.”

Why am I telling him this? This stranger with his alcoholic’s eyes boring into my soul like he thinks he sees it right there under my skin.

“Not the best trip, I take it?” he says.

I don’t know what to say.

“No,” I say before I can even think.

“Too bad.” He makes a sort of sad face. Sympathetic.

Who the hell are you? I want to ask him. Instead tears fill my eyes. Stupidly. He becomes a suited, smiling blur.

“Let me guess. I used to be good at this.” He looks at me with his head cocked to one side.

I gaze at him gazing at me. I should just leave. Tell this man to mind his own business. But I’m pinned there by his watery stare. I take a drink from my glass. Feel him taking me in deeply with his red-rimmed eyes. My hunched frame. My hand gripping the glass. My flushed face, my gaze cloudy with crying and drugs.

“L-four L-five,” he says at last. “On the right. On the left, L-two L-three.”

I burst into fresh tears.

“Prednisone,” he says tenderly, as if it is a word of comfort. “Then steroid shots, am I right? More surgeons than you can count. They have conflicting views about your MRI. Shaking their doctor heads. Playing God. Some say, Let’s cut her open. Others say, Cut what? Nothing to cut. Nothing here. Then what? Physiatrists and their pill solutions. Probably a dozen physical therapists. Some say stretch. Some say don’t dare stretch. Some say to bend forward. Some say to bend backward. Some say, Rest, just rest, sometimes you need to rest. Some say, Keep moving, just keep moving. Movement heals. Movement is king. Some tell you heat. Some tell you ice. Some tell you heat and ice. Some tell you, Oh, whatever feels good. But nothing feels good, does it?”

I shake my head. Nothing, nothing.

“Some tell you, Let pain be your guide.” He smiles. “Some guide, am I right?”

I nod.

“Then what? Let me guess. You’ve pursued all the alternative therapies. Acupuncture. Biofeedback. Had hope swell in your heart again and again. There was that Japanese acupuncturist who left the needle tips in you. You almost walked out with a long needle right between your eyes once that you didn’t even see. Massage? Probably just makes it worse, am I right?”

“He means well,” I whisper.

“Oh, they always mean well, Ms. Fitch. And you like that you can go to him. Talk to him. That someone touches you every Sunday with kindness. You have so few actual friends these days.”

Did he just call me Ms. Fitch? “Do I know you, sir?”

He smiles sadly. “So down you are.”

“Down, down, down,” the man to my right mumbles. Behind his hands, the fat man whines.
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