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One







“O Romeo, Romeo! wherefore art thou Romeo? Deny thy father and refuse thy name; Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love, And I’ll no longer be a Capulet!”


As I uttered Shakespeare’s immortal words, I felt my heart swelling with emotion. Acting does that to me. Most of the time I’m not the type of person to, well, emote. Or even to talk that much. At least not in public. I get tongue-tied just speaking to strangers, and telling me I have to give a report in front of the class is like telling me I have to face a firing squad. Worse, actually. At least with the firing squad it’s all over quickly. Basically, if you asked my friends and family to come up with three words to describe me, “shy” and/or “quiet” would definitely be in there somewhere.


Somehow, though, all it takes is to put me onstage under the lights (or even in Nico Vasquez’s basement rec room goofing off Shakespeare-style with my friend Duane Clayton in front of the rest of the high school drama club, the Thornton Thespians) and poof! I’m no longer regular old Maggie Tannery, ordinary high school junior and lifelong Quiet Girl. Instead, I’m more like the Maggie that I am inside my head, an International Maggie of Mystery with no inhibitions and oodles of wit and charisma. I’m able to just become whatever character I’m playing; free to say whatever she would say, do whatever she would do, feel whatever she would feel. At that moment, for instance, I felt my lips quiver and tears glisten in my eyes as I gazed up into Romeo’s—er, Duane’s—face, thirstily drinking in the very sight of him.


“I take thee at thy word.” Duane swept back his floppy brown hair and bowed before me, his eyes locked on mine. “Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptiz’d; Henceforth I never will be Romeo.”


I took a step closer and clutched his hand in mine. “What man art thou that thus bescreen’d in night, So stumblest on my counsel?” I cried.


Duane rolled his eyes. “Duh. Didst thou hearest me not? I saideth my name is Romeo. Be-eth thou blind? Dude you fell in love with earlier, remember?”


I giggled, the spell broken. Leave it to Duane!


“I knowest thou art not my Romeo,” I said, doing my best to keep a straight face as snickers came from the direction of our audience, which consisted of about a dozen of our fellow Thespians. “For my true love Romeo wouldst not speaketh to me thusly. Thou must be some malicious imposter, determined to trick me with thy dorkitude.”


“Alack!” Duane cried, clutching both hands to his heart. “Thou woundest me with thy sharp words. In fact, thy words are so sharp that I bleedeth, I die-eth…” He staggered a few steps, moaning and groaning with great enthusiasm. Collapsing onto one knee, he keeled over and thrashed on the floor. I’m not sure you could call it Method acting. More like channeling Scooby-Doo.


“Hey! Watch the equipment, man.” Nico hurried forward to pull his guitar stand and one of his speakers out of the way of Duane’s vigorous death spasms. Nico’s basement could probably qualify as a professional-level recording studio, with speakers, amps, all kinds of instruments from keyboards to a cello, and a bunch of other equipment I didn’t even recognize.


Everyone else was laughing by now. “Alack,” I exclaimed, putting one hand to my forehead like a silent movie actress about to be tied to train tracks. If there’s one thing more fun than acting, it’s overacting. “My true love hath met his untimely end. Oh well—more fish in the sea and all that.” I sashayed over to Nico as he set down his speaker and brushed off his hands on his black jeans. “Hey, big boy. Art thou perchance seeking a damsel of thine own?”


Nico rolled his eyes. “Very funny,” he muttered, casting a worried eye at a microphone stand near Duane’s thrashing legs. Duane is almost six-and-a-half feet tall, so he covers a lot of ground when he’s sideways.


I took a bow as the audience applauded and shouted encouragement and Duane continued to flop around on the floor like an oversize fish in baggy cargo pants. My best friend, Calla Markov, stood up and pumped one fist in the air.


“You go, girl!” she cried. “That’s how old Willie S. should have written it in the first place. Why should Juliet kill herself just ’cause Romeo’s an impulsive spaz?”


“Well, it is supposed to be a tragedy,” one of the Paolini twins pointed out.


“Whatever.” Calla rolled her eyes. “All I can say is, it’s pretty obvious that Romeo and Juliet was written by a man.”


“Let me guess, Calla. Does that mean you won’t be trying out for Juliet in the spring play?” Nico asked as he grabbed the microphone stand. A couple of the guys were still egging Duane on in his death throes, which now resembled a grand mal seizure.


Calla shrugged and batted her fake eyelashes at Nico dramatically. Calla does everything dramatically. “Why bother?” she said. “Everyone knows fat girls don’t get cast as Juliet.”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” I told her. The whole “fat girl” thing was part of Calla’s schtick—always had been—but that didn’t mean I had to like it. “You should totally try out for Juliet. I think you could bring a lot to the part.”


I winced, realizing a split second too late that I’d set her up perfectly. I have a way of doing that. She says I’m just a natural-born straight man.


“Oh, I sure would, honey.” She grinned and patted her upswept hair, which was platinum blond this week and secured with a couple of red lacquered chopsticks. Then she did what she calls her boom-boom move, swinging her ample hips from side to side so her beaded skirt shimmied. “I would bring a lot to the part.”


Nico let out a snort, then turned and wandered off. I watched him go, hoping he didn’t regret agreeing to host the Thespians’ traditional last-night-of-spring-break party this year. Normally we had trouble convincing him even to come to our parties, though he’d mixed the sound for every production since freshman year.


As Thornton High School’s resident quirky, sarcastic musical genius, Nico wasn’t exactly your typical theater geek. With his spiky black hair and punk-rock attitude, he was way too cool for the rest of us. Still, to judge by the amount of time he spent hanging around making sardonic quips, he didn’t seem to mind too much. Sometimes I wondered exactly why he bothered spending so much time with the Thespians. It wasn’t as if his job as sound man required him to attend every meeting. Calla always said it was because he harbored a secret desire to be a theater geek himself. But I’d invented a few more interesting reasons inside my head. For instance, maybe Nico was hanging out with us as part of some undercover alien study of the habits of human youth. If I were to write out that theory as a play, it might go something like this:




GLARG FROM PLANET BLOOP: Report, minion! Of what activities have the young humans been partaking during this latest lunar cycle?


NICO: It is very strange, Commander Glarg. They stand upon a wooden platform and recite the same words over and over while flailing about in a series of movements. They call it “acting.”


GFPB: How peculiar. This primitive race never ceases to cause my brain synapses to quiver with confusion.


NICO: I concur. Their grooming habits are also most odd. For instance, to maintain my humanoid disguise, I must apply a strangely perfumed, gelatinous substance to the fibers growing from my humanoid scalp. The human creatures refer to it as “hair gel.” While the odor of it is somewhat pleasant, it is causing my antennae to go soft.


GFPB: Extraordinary!




And so on. I could amuse myself through an entire boring trig class inventing new scenarios in the much more dramatic version of life that’s almost always playing inside my head. Not just involving Nico, of course. Pretty much everyone I know has starred in my little dramas, including me. When I was younger I used to imagine my future fabulous life as a pop star or an international photojournalist, even though the chance I’d ever become either was less than zero. Still, inside my head it didn’t matter. I could be as bold, brave, outgoing, sexy, and talented as I could imagine, unhindered by reality or what other people might think. My little imaginary dramas are probably my biggest secret. Even Calla doesn’t know how truly warped I am.


As Nico disappeared into the storage area at the far end of the basement, I flopped down on one of the lumpy suede sofas along the wall, sighing as I realized we would all be back at school in less than twelve hours. On the one hand, I definitely wasn’t looking forward to cafeteria food or Ms. Horvath’s killer trig quizzes. Still, there was a bright side. Tryouts for our spring production of Romeo and Juliet were coming up in less than a week.


“Seriously, though,” I said as Calla sat down beside me, “you know Mr. Fayne doesn’t go for stereotypes and stuff. He’d cast you as Juliet if he thought you had the best audition.”


“Why bother? Everyone knows you’re a shoo-in for the part, Mags. Even Bethany and the rest of the seniors are saying so.” Calla smiled fondly at me, causing dimples to appear on both round cheeks. “You proved it just now. You were making magic up there—well, at least until a certain would-be Romeo forgot his lines and started goofing off and ruined the moment.”


“Did I hear someone taking my name in vain?” Duane wandered toward us with a big grin on his long, rubbery face. I guess he’d finally finished dying while we weren’t paying attention. He flung himself down onto the sofa, long legs sprawling everywhere. Throwing one arm around Calla’s shoulders, he leaned over and gave her a peck on the cheek. “I never would have believed it of you, my darling.”


She arched an eyebrow. “I hate to break it to you, my love. But Juliet is supposed to fall for Romeo at first sight, remember? I’m afraid you’re way too goofy looking to make that believable, no matter how much pancake makeup they trowel on you. Whoever heard of a Romeo who’s eight feet tall with a nose like Mount Everest?”


“Ah, but you forget.” He held up one finger. “I have a secret weapon to overcome that obstacle.”


“Body odor?” Calla guessed.


“No. Acting!” he cried, leaping to his feet and taking a bow.


I grinned. Calla and Duane had been a couple for almost two years, ever since they’d played Alice and Tony in You Can’t Take It with You. It didn’t take much to picture them as one of those couples in an old black-and-white movie, trading witty banter and doing their best to entertain anyone who happened to be around. Hanging out with them sometimes, sort of, made me forget about my own completely nonexistent love life. Oh, there had been a couple of short-term boyfriends back in middle school, and early freshman year I’d had a minor thing with a kid from my English class for a couple of weeks. But all that had ended the day Derek O’Malley transferred to Thornton.


See, Derek was perfect. From the first time I’d laid eyes on him—his twinkling blue eyes and easy smile, his broad shoulders and long legs—he’d immediately taken on the starring role in any and all of my secret dramas that had anything to do with romance. I didn’t even look at other guys anymore. What was the point? They couldn’t measure up to Derek. Come to think of it, maybe that was why I identified with Juliet so easily—we were both one-guy girls. Unfortunately, unlike Juliet, my dream guy didn’t return my feelings. In fact, even after two and a half years and half a dozen classes together, I wasn’t sure he even knew I existed.


And no wonder. Derek was the type of guy who, up until he’d come into my life, I’d thought only existed in my imagination and in the movies. The kind of guy every other guy wanted to be and every girl wanted to be with. Mr. Three-Letter Varsity Jock, Mr. Homecoming King, Mr. President of the Junior Class and the Honor Society, every girl’s crush, your basic BMOC. I wondered how many of the other Thespian girls pictured Derek’s handsome face to get them in the mood whenever they ran lines for romantic scenes. Hadn’t I myself been doing just that a few minutes earlier while I was star-crossed loving it with Duane? I smiled, my eyes drifting shut as I imagined Derek calling up to me as I stood on a balcony, my long blond hair flowing down over my heaving bosom…


“Maggie. Snap out of it!”


My eyes popped open. Calla was peering into my face, looking and sounding slightly exasperated. Oops. Apparently I’d slipped into a fantasy about Derek while my friends were talking. It happens.


“Sorry,” I said. “What were you saying?”


Calla rolled her eyes. “Let me guess. Judging by the sappy expression on your face, you must’ve been daydreaming about Mr. Perfect, right? Either that or those tacos we had for dinner gave you indigestion.”


Like I said, Calla doesn’t know about my secret dramas. But she does know all about my monster crush on Derek.


“Give her a break.” Duane grinned and winked at me playfully. He knows too. “Every great actress has to draw on powerful emotions if she wants to connect with the audience. It’s not like she’d be convincing as lovelorn Juliet if all she had to think about was boring old me, right?”


“You do have a point there,” Calla agreed.


I smiled weakly. In a way they were right—my intense but hopeless crush had fueled more than one passionate performance onstage over the past couple of years.


However, I gladly would have traded all my possible future Oscar nominations for just one real-life adoring, Romeo-esque glance from Derek.















Two






“Coming through.” Nico reappeared, carrying a big, boxy piece of equipment dragging an extension cord. He stepped over Duane’s feet, heading toward the “stage” where we’d been acting, which was actually just a corner of the basement.


“Ooh, karaoke?” Calla’s jade green eyes lit up. “I hope you have some Janis Joplin. I feel like belting it out old-school.”


“Your wish is my command.” Nico shot her his crooked half smile before continuing on his way.


“What about you, Mags?” Duane asked, reaching around Calla to poke me on the shoulder. “Are you going to regale us with some operatic arias or something?”




I stuck out my tongue at him. “Dream on. You know I don’t sing.”


“You’ve come a long way, Mags.” Calla gave a throaty laugh, shaking her head. “But not quite that far, eh?”


Calla and I had been friends practically since birth, so she’d known me before I became a theater girl. All through elementary and middle school people called us the Oppies, because we were opposites in just about every way. She was tall and plump, I was short and thin. She had dark eyes and dark hair (at least until she started dyeing it), while I was blond with a fair complexion. But most of all, she never stopped talking and wasn’t afraid of anything, while I was so shy and self-conscious that some people probably thought I was mute or something. I still suspect that was why we became such close friends in the first place. Calla is a natural-born caretaker, loyal and protective, and I think our friendship started off as sort of a project for her—not that she’d admit it now.


Meanwhile my parents never knew quite what to do with me. Both of them are outgoing people themselves and were clearly troubled by having such an introverted and timid daughter. If my nose hadn’t been an exact replica of my mom’s, and my eyes and chin identical to my dad’s, they probably would have thought I’d been switched at birth, and that there was a vivacious, talkative extrovert out there somewhere trying to figure out how she got stuck with a family of bashful hermits.


By the beginning of my freshman year they were so worried, they actually sent me to a therapist for help. At first it didn’t go too well. Dr. Brunner was nice enough, but when she tried to convince me to take a public-speaking class, I put my foot down. I may be shy, but I can also be stubborn!


After a while she gave up on that idea and came up with another one: the school play. Tryouts were coming up for the fall production of The Crucible, and she started pushing me to participate. And I was okay with that. After all, painting scenery or designing costumes counted as “participating,” right?


So I showed up at auditions to sign up to be a stagehand. Thornton’s drama coach happened to be Mr. Fayne, who taught freshman English and, even after only a few weeks, was already my favorite teacher ever. He’s this crusty but totally lovable old man with a little white beard and a big, angular, wrinkly face that he can twist into any expression. When I told him I wanted to join the backstage crew, he sort of pursed his lips and gazed down at me, stroking his beard with his long, square-tipped fingers.


“Ah, Maggie, my child,” he said in that deep, rumbly voice of his, which can pull off Shakespeare or Beckett with equal ease, “we would love to have you on the stage crew. But I have a better idea. Let’s hear you read a few lines before we decide, hmm? I believe you’d be ideal for the role of Mary Warren. It’s a very small part—just a handful of lines here and there—but I believe it might suit you well. How about it?”


For a second my stubbornness welled up and I started to shake my head—thanks, but no thanks. Somehow, though, looking into those wise, watery blue eyes, I couldn’t refuse to do what he asked. What harm was there in humoring him? He would see how hopelessly bad I was as soon as I opened my mouth. Tryouts had just started and not many people were there yet, so I figured it shouldn’t be any more embarrassing than the typical oral report, and I’d survived plenty of those. Besides, trying out for an actual speaking role was pretty much guaranteed to get my parents and Dr. Brunner off my back, even if I didn’t get cast. Calla was there auditioning, and she volunteered to read with me, and just like that I was committed to giving it a try.


So I climbed up onstage, script clutched in my trembling hands, and squeaked out Mary’s first set of lines from the first act. Calla read the other parts, throwing herself into each of the characters with her usual enthusiasm. I responded in turn. And to my amazement…it wasn’t that horrible! In fact, the more we read, the more I got into my part. I began to forget myself and instead imagined what it would be like to be a frightened, insecure girl at the time of the Salem witch trials. It was as if my secret imaginary life was suddenly pouring out of me and blossoming into full-color 3-D right there on the stage. As my reading grew more confident, I could see Calla glance at me now and then in surprise. But nobody was more surprised than I was. Who knew I was an actress at heart?


I landed the role of Mary Warren, and the rest is history. I discovered that whenever I was onstage, my shyness disappeared; I loved losing myself in a role and being someone else for a while, just as I’d always imagined doing. Ever since, I’d been devoted to the Thornton Thespians—and especially to Mr. Fayne. With each production, I’d taken on larger and larger roles, until this past semester, the fall of my junior year, I’d actually won the lead in our production of The Glass Menagerie. The show had been a huge success, and now, as Calla had pointed out, even the seniors were saying I’d probably end up playing Juliet in the spring play.


“You know, I’m glad we’re doing Shakespeare this time,” I mused, picking at a loose thread on the brown suede arm of the sofa. “Mr. Fayne always says you’re not a real actor until you’ve tackled the bard.”


“Yeah, it should be fun. But maybe next year we’ll do Cat on a Hot Tin Roof so you can play your namesake, Maggie the Cat.” Calla twisted her face into a playful growl and curled her fingers like claws.


“Or maybe not,” I said. “I love me some Tennessee Williams and all, but Laura Wingfield was much more my speed than Maggie the Cat.” We’d read both plays in English class the year before, and I shuddered at the thought of trying to play sexy, hot-blooded Maggie. Yes, I’d come a long way, but definitely not that far!


A few minutes later the karaoke machine was cranked up and ready to go. “Me first!” Duane said, clutching the microphone. “I think I’ll begin my set with a little number I like to call ‘Old Man’ by Neil Young. Dedicated to Mr. Fayne, of course. Where is that cranky old bastard, anyway?”


I think everyone was starting to wonder that. Mr. Fayne always showed up at our parties for an hour or two, acting cantankerous and gruff and pretending he didn’t want to be there. But everyone knew he was actually having a blast. If we were lucky, we could convince him to regale us with a Shakespearean soliloquy. If we were slightly less lucky, he might do something from Strindberg instead—occasionally in the original Swedish.


But it was after nine o’clock and he was still a no-show. “Do you think he forgot it was tonight?” I asked Calla.


“No way.” She shook her head. “Since when does Mr. Fayne forget anything? He might be a million years old, but his mind is a steel trap.”


I nodded, wistfulness washing over me all of a sudden. Thinking about Mr. Fayne’s age reminded me of his announcement last semester that he would be retiring at the end of the school year. The selfish part of me wished he could hold out for just one more year so he wouldn’t leave until after I graduated. He’d been such an important part of my high school life so far, and it was hard to imagine finishing without him there. It was even harder to imagine anyone but him directing our plays.


But I shook off the thought. At least we had him for a few more months–and for one more play. I knew all of us were planning to make the most of it.


“Okay, forget the Neil Young,” Duane said. “Crank up some ‘Baby Got Back’ and let me at it.” He started wriggling around, doing some impromptu hip-hop dance moves. As tall and lanky as he was, the effect was something like a giant marionette being worked by a spastic child.


Nico fiddled with the controls of the karaoke machine. “Hang on, I think that one’s in here somewhere…,” he muttered.


“Aw, come on, Duane! Can’t you do a song from, like, this century?” Lizzy Paolini called out.




“Yeah! You’re seventeen, not seventy!” Jenna Paolini added. While most of the rest of the Thespians prided ourselves on being different—okay, in some cases downright weird—the Paolini twins were the ones who kept up with current music, fashion, high school gossip, and everything else cutting-edge. They were bubbly, giggly, and cute, and with their identical wavy dark hair and curvy figures, probably fueled at least half the fantasies of Thornton’s male population.


Duane ignored them. “By the way, dude?” he commented to Nico, still shimmying and shaking. “I knew you had pretty much every piece of sound equipment known to man, but I gotta say, the karaoke machine is a surprise. I didn’t think you were the type to go for that.”


Nico grimaced. “It’s my little sister’s.”


“We should have known,” Calla murmured to me. “God forbid Mr. Alternacool likes anything as mainstream as karaoke. We’ll have to see if we can get him to entertain us all with his emo version of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody.’”


I grinned. “Yeah, good luck with that. I’m sure it’ll happen right after I get up there and belt out the full cast recording of The Sound of Music.”


For the next hour, my fellow Thespians had a great time taking turns with the karaoke machine, and I had a great time cheering them on. Calla was in the middle of a full-throated rendition of a show-tunes medley when Nico suddenly reached over and turned down the volume on the machine.


“Hey.” Calla frowned at him. “Is that supposed to be some kind of statement on my voice?”


“Oh, was that your voice?” Duane called out. “I thought Nico was playing with the foghorn sound effects.”


Nico shook his head as Calla flipped Duane the bird. “Thought I heard someone at the door,” he said. “It’s probably Mr. Fayne.”


“Since when does he bother to knock?” Jenna asked.


“I’ll get it.” Jumping to my feet, I hurried over to the door leading upstairs. I swung it open with a grin. “It’s about time! We were just wondering when you’d—oh.” I cut myself off as I saw who was standing there.


Not Mr. Fayne. Definitely not.




“Um, hi.” Derek O’Malley shot me his thousand-watt smile, nearly blinding me with his perfect white teeth. “Listen, I heard the drama club was having a party here tonight. Am I in the right place?”















Three






I just stood there for a second gaping up at him in shock. Derek O’Malley. Here. At a Thespians party. Talking to me. I tried to form an answer to his question, but while my mouth moved, nothing came out. I probably looked like some kind of demented fish.


Luckily Calla came to my rescue, as usual. “Come on in, handsome,” she said into her karaoke microphone. For once she managed to be somewhat subtle as she shot me a quick, amused glance—I’m sure nobody else even noticed it, though of course I started blushing anyway. “I guess you heard we throw a rockin’ party and just had to check it out for yourself, huh?”


Derek stepped into the room, seeming slightly confused. “Actually, I just wanted to talk to you guys.”


I couldn’t stop staring at him. Seeing him there just didn’t compute. It was as if we’d been right in the middle of a performance of, say, Arsenic and Old Lace and suddenly Vladimir and Estragon from Waiting for Godot had stepped onstage and started trading existential banter. Or maybe it was more like when the car radio got stuck halfway between NPR and the Spanish-language station. No, actually, it was weirder than that. It was as if my secret daydreams had started leaking out through my ears and turning into real life. I could imagine the scientific studies now:




WORLD-FAMOUS SCIENTIST: Tell me, Ms. Tannery, when did you first suspect you could affect other people’s thoughts, feelings, and behavior with the power of your mind?


ME: I remember the exact moment. It was when Derek O’Malley walked into a drama club party and declared his undying love for me.


WFS: Hmm, I see.




DEREK, to ME: Are you almost done talking to the old coot in the white lab coat, Maggie, my beautiful darling precious sweetheart lover? Because if we don’t start making out within the next thirty seconds, I shall die of a broken heart!


ME: Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to be responsible for that…[slurp, smooch]





I blinked, trying to banish such thoughts. They were confusing me, and I didn’t need that at the moment. I was already plenty bewildered enough. Most of the rest of the Thespians appeared to be almost as shocked as I was at Derek’s unexpected entrance. And no wonder. Like every high school, Thornton had its different layers of social strata, and Derek belonged to a completely different one from the rest of us. He was practically a different species.


As usual, though, Calla was keeping her cool. “So here we are,” she said. Leaning one dimpled elbow on top of Nico’s largest speaker, she stared at Derek with open curiosity. “Talk to us.”


Derek cleared his throat and came farther into the room. “Right,” he said. “It’s like this. I went down to Mexico with some buddies for break. We did some surfing while we were down there, and somehow I managed to mess up my knee pretty bad.”


“Oh, but see, when we actors say ‘break a leg,’ we don’t mean that literally,” Duane said. “So there’s no need to sue us over this, okay?”


Derek laughed along with everybody else. “I know, right?” he said sheepishly. “I feel like the world’s biggest idiot for doing this right before baseball season.”


“I don’t get it,” Tommy van Cleef called out in his usual blunt way. “What’s this got to do with us? It’s not like we care about baseball or sports or whatever.”


“Well, like I was saying, baseball season’s pretty much out for me this year.” Derek shrugged. “But I always thought I might like to try acting, and now it looks like I’ve got some time on my hands. So I wanted to find out more about what I have to do to try out for your next show.”


My heart skipped a beat. Derek O’Malley wanted to be in our play? The idea was both incredible and terrifying.


Meanwhile some of the others were looking skeptical. “You mean you hurt your knee, and now you suddenly want to be an actor?” Glenn Thalberg asked. He’s a senior who has been in every production of his high school career, and he’s a little protective of the Thespians.
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