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The Producers



Sam took the stage, as I’d seen her do many times before. She stepped out from the wings with a commanding presence, daring us to look away. Moving downstage center, she stopped a few feet from the edge, at home under the bright lights.

“My name is Sam Lawson,” she said in a clear voice. “And I’ll be performing the part of Felicia from Hope Rivera’s play, Achromantic.” Sam had chosen one of the three parts we’d selected for the girls to audition with. None of us was surprised that Felicia was the monologue that Sam had chosen. The playwright, Hope Rivera, is our other best friend.

Sam closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. It was part of her traditional preparation for an audition. Her body language shifted as she took on the character. People who didn’t know her probably wouldn’t have noticed it at all. But to me the transition was clearly evident. Sam’s eyes blinked open. She was prepared to begin.

“NEXT!” I shouted.

“Bryan!” she screeched in response as her carefully constructed character fell apart.

I was laughing too hard to fear for my life at the moment. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.” But seriously, like I needed Sam to audition for me. Like our teachers, Mr. Randall and Ms. Monroe, weren’t already familiar with her talents either. We each wanted her to star in the one-act plays we were directing. The only question was who was going to get her?

“Bryan.” Mr. Randall gave me a teacherly disappointed look that made me realize the tactical mistake I had just made. If I wanted to get Sam to be in my play, juvenile games like that during an audition were so not the way to make it happen. But in case I didn’t get the message on my own, he had to give me the lecture. “I realize you and Sam are friends, but I would expect you to behave in a more professional manner during an audition. I only agreed to allow you to direct because I thought you were mature enough to handle it. Please do not make me regret this decision.”

Wow. He didn’t use a single contraction there. He must’ve been upset.

I suspected that it wasn’t a good idea to point out that he’d mainly agreed to allow me to direct because the playwright—namely Hope—had told him that she wanted it to happen. Mr. Randall was more afraid of upsetting Hope than anything. Not that Hope is the real problem, mind you. Oh, she can be downright frightening when she’s mad. Seriously. You don’t want to see her angry. But the real intimidation comes from the power she wields in having a father who is a big-time lawyer to the stars. Hope would never take advantage of our teacher’s fear, like so many other students at our school do on regular occasion, but Mr. Randall has worked in Malibu long enough that he knows to avoid the risk by keeping the students happy. And keeping Hope happy meant making me the director. Though I like to believe that part of the reason I got the job was based on merit.

“My apologies,” I said with my best attempt at a professional demeanor. “Ms. Lawson, you may proceed.”

Sam squinted in my direction. I could tell she was weighing the risks of being unprofessional herself and laying into me for interrupting her audition. With her talent she could get away with almost anything. But she didn’t. She closed those squinting eyes again, took another deep breath, and launched into the monologue I could now recite by heart. And I was usually lousy at memorizing dialogue.

My familiarity with the text had nothing to do with having heard it a half dozen times already during the auditions—though that certainly didn’t hurt. Since Hope gave me a copy of her play back on the first day of school, I’d probably read it a hundred times. No lie. I may be prone to exaggeration from time to time, but not in this case. Recent behavior aside, I was taking this whole directing thing very seriously. Not because I was the first student in Orion Academy history to direct a play in the Fall One-Act Festival. Not because I was hoping to redeem myself after learning that some people thought I wasn’t the best actor in the world. And certainly not because I felt I had anything to prove to some of my more obnoxious classmates.

No, it was mainly because if I screwed up Hope’s play, she’d kill me.

Fear is a handy motivator.

The full significance of this event was not lost on me, though. Hope was also the first student ever to have a play produced in the showcase. It used to be that the one-acts were directed by Mr. Randall, Ms. Monroe, and a celebrity guest. The thing is, celebrity guests hadn’t worked out all that well in recent history. The faculty had been considering dropping that element of the festival when Hope came along with her first stab at a short play. I’m told that once Mr. Randall read it, he couldn’t say no. And not because Hope had threatened him or anything. Her play, Achromantic, was just that good.

Now, you might think I’m biased, with Hope being one of my best friends and all. And I am. I freely admit that. But every girl who auditioned for the festival was allowed to choose a monologue from one of the three plays we were putting on for the show. And so far every girl had chosen to read Hope’s. Even our old archnemesis, Holly Mayflower.

You can’t get much more of a recommendation than that, can you?

Although part of me would like to believe they were also excited about the possibility of working with me as a director. You know, because any serious actress would prefer to work with an amateur who doesn’t know what the heck he’s doing as opposed to two professional educators with years of directorial experience under their belts…who also could get you out of class for additional rehearsal time if necessary.

“Thank you, Sam,” Mr. Randall said, pulling me out of my wandering thoughts. As a director—and a friend—I should have paid more attention to her audition, but I had a lot on my mind. In addition to the casting there was the actual directing of the play itself. Then there was the design of the play, the costumes, and all that. Surely I was going to have help with those things, but I was also going to have to be the final word on everything. This being a high school production, we didn’t have a huge staff at our disposal. We were more like producer-directors, truth be told. This was particularly exciting because I could then think of myself as a producer-director-photographer, which raised me to a double hyphenate for the first time in my life.

See, hyphens are how we judge success in the L.A. area. The more hyphens in your title, the more successful you are. Me? I’ve made it into a bit of a game. It isn’t much of a fun game considering I can never manage to come up with a good hyphenated title for myself, but I’m working on it. And I admit, the “photographer” part of me is more a hobby than a lifestyle. But this “producer” thing could work. Granted, I didn’t have any money invested in the Fall One-Act Festival. Mr. Randall was actually the one who would make all the final decisions about the big stuff. Even Headmaster Collins will have the ultimate say in things like how we cover the budget. People will probably be checking over my shoulder every step of the way.

Okay. Fine. Back to director-photographer.

Even though I wasn’t feeling much like a real director yet.

I shot Sam a smile as I came back to reality while she left the stage. No doubt she was getting a lead part. I only hoped it would be in my play.

“Hope, no!” our intrepid stage manager yelled from the stage door. Poor Jimmy Wilkey didn’t have a chance as Hope barreled past him and onto the stage.

“Just one thing. Only going to be a moment,” she said as she crossed the stage, ignoring Jimmy and aiming directly for me.

“Hope, this is a closed audition,” Mr. Randall reminded her for the umpteenth time. “That means no other students. And especially no playwrights.”

“But I want to make sure that Bryan—”

“He does,” Mr. Randall said. “Whatever it is you want to make sure of, he knows it, he’s done it, or he intends to do it. You chose him to be your director. Now you have to trust him to do his job.”

For some reason my mind continued the line as “…and suffer the consequences.”

“But—”

“Thank you, Hope,” Mr. Randall said. “Jimmy, please escort our playwright out of the audition.”

“Ummmm.”

Yeah. I couldn’t blame him for fearing the death glare.

“Hope,” I called to her. “Don’t kill him for doing his job.”

“Fine,” she said, storming off. And I was the one getting in trouble for behaving in an unprofessional manner earlier?

“Next!” Jimmy called into the hall as he exited with Hope following her brief cameo.

Suddenly it became clear to me why Hope had interrupted. Belinda, one of Hope’s evil stepsisters was next in line. Mind you, it was the less evil of the stepsisters, but that was only a matter of degrees. Hope probably had come out to warn me not to bother paying any attention since I wouldn’t be casting her.

While it was no surprise that Belinda’s leader, Holly Mayflower, would audition for the Fall One-Act Festival, Belinda was new to this whole acting thing and an unknown commodity. Her sister, Alexis, had proven she had no acting chops whatsoever, so I was pretty sure she wouldn’t be setting foot onstage. Still, Hope should have known me well enough to trust that I would never cast any member of that particular evil trio in her play.

“My name is Belinda Connors,” she said as her skinny little legs took her center stage. “And I’ll be performing a monologue from Achromantic.”

Great. I couldn’t figure out what she was pulling by coming in to audition for Hope’s play, but it didn’t matter. The monologue selection was just so the actors could indicate what play they preferred. Us directors were free to ignore their feelings entirely and cast them in any of the three plays. Since I wasn’t going to be casting her in mine, I started silently working on my argument to get Mr. Randall and Ms. Monroe to let me have Sam for my play. I wanted Jason MacMillan to play the male lead. Still wasn’t sure about the other female part, but there were several contenders that would be…acceptable.

A discreet cough from the stage pulled me back into the moment. I thought Belinda was clearing her throat, but that didn’t explain the change that had come over her. Always the shyest of the evil trio, Belinda looked downright timid onstage. Had stage fright affected her that dramatically? I figured I should pay attention since the story of her tragic collapse during the audition would provide hours of entertainment for me, Sam, and especially Hope.

“Excuse me,” she said meekly. “I’m not sure what to do.” I was going to ask if she needed something explained to her…slowly…with small words…but then I realized she wasn’t confused. She was doing a different monologue from the play.

I’d chosen the part of Felicia as the audition piece. It was the stronger of the female roles and had the biggest emotional arc in it. Felicia is the “other woman” in a love triangle, struggling with her feelings for a man she should not love. Every girl so far had played by the rules and chosen that monologue. Leave it to Belinda to go and pick the other female character in the play. I would have stopped everything to say something about it, but Belinda was doing well enough that I decided to let her continue.

Belinda went through the monologue, finding something interesting in every vulnerable beat. I caught myself leaning on the back of the chair in front of me, utterly absorbed by her performance. Though the Rachel character was in less of the play than the other two, she was the most nuanced of the roles. While Sam was going to have a challenge bringing her character down to keep the audience from hating her for stealing Rachel’s man, whoever I picked to play Rachel was going to face the daunting task of elevating her character above being a doormat. It was all there in Hope’s script. I just wasn’t sure that any girl at our school could pull it off.

“Um…is that all?” Belinda asked. I’d been so wrapped up in her performance that I didn’t even realize she was done until after about ten seconds of awkward silence while we three directors stared at her in amazement.

“Yes,” Mr. Randall said, pulling his tongue up off the floor, where it lay next to mine. (Okay, that’s a disgusting visual.) “Thank you, Belle.”

As she walked back to the stage door, I shared a confused look with my teachers. They were as shocked as I was. Belinda had never shown anywhere near that level of performance before. Heck, before the Summer Theatrical Program a few months back, she’d never even shown any interest in performing. I’d say she was a natural talent, but I wasn’t sure where that talent came from. Surely not from her mom, the washed-up eighties pop-culture cult sensation, Kara Bow. These things probably skip a generation.

The remaining auditions were good, if uneventful. We had a number of fine actors and actresses in our school. Of those I found a couple of girls who could play the part of Rachel well enough. But no one really hit it for me. Well, no one I could cast in the part and still expect to live.

While Mr. Randall went out into the hall to thank everyone for their auditions and Ms. Monroe ran out the back of the auditorium to throw up (more on that later), I mentally prepared for the coming battle over Sam and Jason. The role of Rachel could pretty much go to anyone, since no one—other than Belinda—had that wow factor. Seeing how Belinda wasn’t an option, I had to concentrate on the fight for the actors I wanted. Maybe I could suggest Belinda to my teachers if either of them wanted Sam.

Mr. Randall and Ms. Monroe might still be so awestruck by Belinda that they wouldn’t notice I got the way better end of the deal.

“A nice batch of auditions,” Mr. Randall said once he and Ms. Monroe returned from their errands. “What did you think, Bryan?”

“It was weird being on the other side of things,” I said. “Never been in the inner circle before.”

“That sounds so much more clandestine than it really is,” Ms. Monroe said.

“So what now?” I asked. “Do we have a battle royal to see who gets what actors? ’Cause I’m not so sure I can take Ms. Monroe. Even in her condition.”

“Nothing so exciting,” Mr. Randall said. “Who would you like to cast in your play?”

“Well,” I said, opening up negotiations. “There were several people I would consider for the roles. Not that I would be presumptuous enough to expect that they would be available.”

My teachers shared a look that could only be described as “amused.”

“Bryan,” Mr. Randall said. “Just tell us you want Sam and we can start there. Ms. Monroe and I have already agreed that you should have the first choice of actors since you’re the student.”

“Really?” I asked, feeling kind of let down. I was anticipating a negotiation on par with the great debates of history. Or at least something like the catty bickering they have on The View. “You sure?”

“Positive,” Ms. Monroe said.

“Okay,” I said. “Then I’d like Sam and Jason for the parts of Felicia and Mackenzie.”

“We assumed,” Mr. Randall said, placing a pair of check marks on his audition sheet. “But before we finalize that, I want to make sure you’re going to be okay with directing one of your best friends.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” I said, imagining all the fun things I was going to make Sam do. I guess there was something about the malevolent gleam in my eye that earned me a warning glare from both my teachers. “What?” I asked innocently.

“And the third part?” Ms. Monroe asked. “The role of Rachel?”

This was the hard one. There were a couple classmates I could cast. What it ultimately came down to was the one who I figured would be most fun to work with. Certainly, no one had impressed me enough to stand out. “Tasha?” I said with uncertainty.

My teachers frowned at each other in a rather telling way. I swear some teachers have this, like, silent language perfected.

“Tasha’s a fine actress,” Mr. Randall said.

“And she’ll do well in the part,” Ms. Monroe added.

It was like they were tag-teaming me. I was just waiting for the—

“But,” Mr. Randall supplied, “how did you feel about Belle’s audition?”

“Belinda?” I asked. “She was okay.”

“Bryan, it would be a real shame to let a good actress go because of personal animosities,” he said.

“I don’t have any animosity toward Belinda,” I said. “She’s never done anything to me.” You know…directly.

Mr. Randall continued to make his case. “I know that Hope doesn’t have the closest relationship with her sisters—”

“Stepsisters,” I corrected in a rather unhelpful manner.

His face got all screwed up in frustration, but he continued, “As the director, it is your responsibility to put up the best show possible. I think you know that Belle would be wonderful in the role, if her audition is any indication.”

Don’t you hate it when people tell you what you should know?

“But isn’t it also the director’s responsibility”—I could play this game too—“to create an environment that allows his production to flow as smoothly as possible?”

There was a pause while my teachers reconsidered their approach. I wasn’t prepared with the one they came up with, as it was fairly unusual for the Orion Academy staff to be, you know, honest. “Okay, seriously,” Mr. Randall said. “We took a big risk allowing one student to write a play for the festival and another student to direct it. You’re the most observant student I’ve ever met.” What a nice way to call me nosey. “You can imagine the phone calls we got from parents who were upset that we picked you two over their own children. We dealt with those calls because we have faith in you and in Hope. But if you can’t even cast the play without letting childish fights get in the way, then I’m not so sure we made the right decision.”

Ouch.

I mean, really…

Ouch.








Stage Door



I took as much time as humanly possible packing up my stuff. Heck, I even took some inhumanly possible time too. Mr. Randall had written out the cast list for all three one-act plays and handed it to our fearless stage manager, Jimmy, for him to type up and post first thing the next day. I’d been forbidden to tell anyone who was on it. I was especially forbidden to tell who was not on it. I wasn’t even allowed to let Hope know, even though she had a stake in the production. That’s the way it’s done. The cast list goes up the morning after auditions so the students have the rest of the school day to calm down before going home and complaining to their parents about their parts, or lack thereof. Personally, I’ve always suspected that the main reason we’re not allowed to have cell phones on campus is to avoid immediate calls home whenever a teacher does something a student doesn’t like. The teachers get enough calls from parental units as it is.

But I remind you, I was the first student—aside from Jimmy—to know who was cast before the list went up. Everyone knows not to pester Jimmy. You see, Jimmy’s a little high-strung. One day he’s going to snap. Not in some horrific “film at eleven” sort of way. It will probably present itself in more of a subtly embarrassing manner, like his wetting himself in the middle of the hallway. No one wants to be around when that happens. So we all leave him alone at times like these. It’s safer. And dryer.

Me? Everyone knows I can’t keep a secret. Well, there was one. But just because I didn’t tell that secret doesn’t mean everyone didn’t know anyway. You know? Still, when there’s information to be gleaned, I’m usually a reliable source. Particularly for my friends.

It was those friends I was dreading encountering as I checked the seats to make sure I wasn’t forgetting anything. Anything at all. Anything that would add another few precious seconds before I had to follow my teachers out of the safety of the auditorium.

Got my books?

In my bag.

Got my fedora?

On my head.

Got my classic-style Five Time Zone automatic watch from Jacob the Jeweler?

I don’t actually own one of those, but I checked for it anyway. Never know when a watch like that might pop up unexpectedly. Kind of always wanted a Five Time Zone watch. Never can tell when someone might ask you for the time in Malibu, New York, Paris, Tokyo, and Zimbabwe all at once. But since I didn’t own such a watch and one wasn’t to be found, I figured I’d stalled as much as I could.

Mr. Randall and Ms. Monroe had already left, paving the way for me to go. If I stayed alone in the theater any longer, people were going to talk. I didn’t know what they’d say about me spending so much time by myself in the school auditorium, but I had faith they could come up with some good rumors. This is Orion Academy after all.

And so I slung my bag over my shoulder and ditched out the main doors at the back of the Saundra Hall Auditorium (aka Hall Hall), figuring that everyone was still hanging out behind the stage door.

I figured wrong.

A chorus of “Bryan’s” greeted me as I stepped out into the foyer. Various seniors, juniors, sophomores, and freshmen were clamoring for my attention. Never in my life have I been this popular. What I noticed most, however, was the lack of my closest friends in the crowd. Straining over the heads of those smaller than me—I am kind of on the tall side—I did see Sam over by the school waterfall. She was talking to Tasha Valentine, barely noticing I was there.

“First thing tomorrow morning,” I said to the gathered masses, exactly as Mr. Randall had instructed me to do. “The cast list comes up first thing tomorrow morning.”

“But, Bryan—” Madison Wu said.

“Tomorrow morning,” I insisted, figuring if I stuck to the same few words, there’d be less of a chance I’d slip and say something wrong. Like telling Madison she was cast in Ms. Monroe’s play and congratulating her for being the only junior to get a leading role.

There was some grumbling, but everyone let me pass. While they did clear a path, they weren’t quite dispersing as I’d hoped. I guess they suspected that I would give my best friend more intel, so they were all sticking around to eavesdrop. Can’t say I blame them. I’d have done the same in their situation.

“Bryan,” said a male voice behind me.

“Tomorrow morning,” I said without turning.

Then I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Hold on,” he said, giving me a gentle squeeze. “I want to ask you something.”

I turned to find Gary McNulty, better known as Monkey Boy for his scene-stealing turn in our show-stealing production of The Wizard of Oz the previous spring. (Aside: I call it “show-stealing” because somebody literally tried to steal the show.)

“Gary,” I said, trying to head him off. “Seriously. You should know…” I paused, realizing something I hadn’t noticed before. “You didn’t audition. Why didn’t you audition?” Gary is one of the best actors in the junior class. Sure, he leans more toward comedy where the Fall One-Act Festival veers more toward drama, but it wasn’t like him to pass up a chance to perform. Unlike me, he tends to enjoy the spotlight.

“The good parts always go to the seniors in the Fall Fest,” he said, which was as true this year as always. Like I’d already mentioned, Gary’s best friend, Madison, was the only junior to get a primo part.

“Yeah, but I’ve seen you make the most of a simple walk through a scene,” I replied. As the lead flying monkey in Wizard he threw in a death-defying (and nearly concussion-inducing) stage leap during what should have been a simple exit.

“I kind of had something different in mind,” he said rather shyly. Which was odd. I mean, you don’t get a nickname like Monkey Boy for being timid.

“Uh-huh?” I said, wondering where this was going.

“So, it’s like,” he said, “you know, this acting thing may not work out. ’Cause like what are the odds?” Better for him than for most, I thought. Like me. “I figure it doesn’t hurt to learn about different jobs in the theater.”

“I think you’re going to do fine with the acting,” I told him. Aside from the innate talent, Gary also possessed cute boyish good looks that were so popular with casting agents in these days of the Zac Efron effect. Brown curly hair, silver-framed glasses, and a constant innocent expression all pretty much guaranteed Gary could be cast tomorrow in the next Disney movie musical or any of the dramas on the CW.

“Still,” he insisted. “I was wondering. Do you have a stage manager?”

The question caught me by surprise. I wasn’t sure what to say. I’d been so focused on my cast, I hadn’t really thought about technical support. “I think Jimmy’s going to be stage manager for all three of us.”

“Well, sure,” he said. “I figured Jimmy’d be running the show. But I mean someone to help out at rehearsals and stuff. Jimmy can’t be there for you, Mr. Randall, and Ms. Monroe all at the same time.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. If anyone could manage to be in three different places at once, it was Jimmy Wilkey. He ensures that by keeping himself constantly fueled by Starbucks Frappuccinos. Still, Gary’s idea did have merit. I could probably use the help. And he was always fun to have around. “I guess,” I said. “Let me talk to Mr. Randall.”

“Sure!” he said. All his shyness was gone. “Sounds good. You just tell me when you know. Great. That’s great!” Then it’s possible he realized he was being a little overeager, because he quickly added, “We can talk about compensation, the benefits package, and the size of my office once you get clearance for the job. Oh, and I’m going to need the first week off for personal reasons. You understand, of course?”

“Of course,” I replied.

“Seriously, though,” he said. “Thanks. This is going to be fun.” I couldn’t say anything about the fun aspect. I was more focused on my crippling fear of failure that could permeate every facet of our working relationship, but I didn’t want to ruin his day by causing him to worry about his director. Smiling, Gary went back into the crowd, searching for his best friend, while I continued toward mine.

“Hey,” I said when I reached Sam. She was now alone at the waterfall. Tasha wasn’t the type to pump anyone for information, so she probably left before the temptation got the better of her. “What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”

“I was waitin’ here, hopin’ some kind gentleman would come along and take pity on a poor lonely gal,” Sam said in a pitch-perfect Southern accent, which stopped very suddenly. “And take me to work, like you promised.”

Oh yeah.

“Conveniently, I happen to be heading in just that direction,” I said. We were expecting a late delivery at my mom’s new store, Kaye 9: Li’l Beaches. Modeled after the original spot for designer doggie duds, Kaye 9 on Melrose Ave, the Malibu location was even more popular than the flagship boutique. Sam and I had agreed to help inventory the items since we wouldn’t be finishing up at school until late, and Mom didn’t want to have to pay anyone else to come in for a full shift. Seeing how I’m the second assistant manager, it wasn’t so much a favor as part of my job.

As Sam and I headed out of school, I braced myself for the inevitable.

“You think the new glow-in-the-dark chew toys will be coming in today?”

Okay, that wasn’t the inevitable I’d been bracing myself for.

“Beats me,” I said. “The distributor is notoriously late with the shipments. Blaine always wants to cancel our order, but the Malibu wives love their products. Especially now that it’s getting dark earlier.”

“I know,” Sam replied. “I started a waiting list over the weekend.”

I couldn’t believe we were actually talking about the inventory of my mom’s store when Sam should have been trying to wheedle information out of me on the casting. Not that I was going to tell her anything, but we had to go through the motions at the very least.

“What are the odds Blaine will let me pick up a couple extra hours this Saturday?” Sam asked. “I could use some extra cash.”

“I don’t see why not,” I replied. Blaine, my mom’s best friend and business partner, loves Sam so much that he pretends he enjoys working with her more than me. At least, I think it’s pretend.

“We’ve been getting busier now that people know we’re in town,” I said. Add to that all the doggie Halloween costumes my mom had been designing for her clientele and it was going to be a very happy holiday season in the Stark household. Might as well share the wealth with Sam.

But back to the main plot.

“Didn’t Hope stick around?” I asked as we left the building, expecting to be jumped at any moment by a rogue author in search of six—well, three—characters. (Aside: That’s a joke. See, there’s a play called Six Characters in Search of an Author, and I was making a…never mind. If I have to explain it, it’s not funny.) “I thought her face would be the first one I saw when I got out of auditions.”

“It would’ve,” Sam said with a shrug. “But Mr. Randall told her to go home. He didn’t want her attacking you to find out who you cast in her play.”

“Oh.” I nodded as if it made perfect sense. It did, really. But I wasn’t sure why Sam wasn’t attacking me all the same. “There were some very good auditions,” I added.

“I’m glad,” Sam said. “You want to grab dinner after work, or should I call Mom and tell her to wait for me?”

“Whatever,” I said. My mind was too confused to decide on dinner. Sam usually freaked out after an audition and couldn’t shut up about it until the cast list went up the next day. I’d be getting calls from her on my cell phone all night long, second-guessing everything she did and debating—with herself—if she gave a good enough audition for a lead. Now I couldn’t even get her to talk about the audition? Not that I was supposed to be talking about it, but still!

Not a word was said about the Fall One-Act Festival as we walked all the way out of school and to my car, Electra, at the far end of the parking lot.

Once we were inside, I gave the subject another shot. I was worried that the reason Sam didn’t want to talk about it was because she didn’t want me to cast her in the play I was directing. I mean, we’d been talking all along about how she wanted to be in the play Hope wrote. But to work with me? We’d never discussed that part of it. Maybe she wasn’t interested. As her director I’d sort of be her boss. And, okay, I was kind of her boss at the store, because I was second assistant manager and all, but that was different. I knew better than to tell her what to do at work. I usually left that kind of thing to Mom or Blaine. As Sam’s director it would be my duty to tell her what I needed her to do. A duty that I couldn’t pass off to someone else.

“Sure did turn out to be a nice day,” Sam said.

“I have to tell you about auditions!” I finally burst, clutching tightly to Electra’s steering wheel. I mean seriously? We were going to talk about the weather?

“Didn’t see that coming” was Sam’s calm reply.

I paused. “If you’re going to be that way about it, I’ll just keep it to myself.”

“Mm-hmm,” she said, turning away from me to gaze out the window.

“Okay. Fine!” I said. “I’ll tell you!”

Now she actually looked at me. There was the face of nervous anticipation that I’d come to know and adore following an audition. No matter how many people constantly tell Sam that she’s a great actress, I don’t think she ever totally believes them. It’s like every time she goes out for a role at our school, she genuinely believes she doesn’t have a chance of getting it.

Naturally, I had to have some fun with her first.

“I cast Jason as Mackenzie,” I said excitedly.

Her eyes got that threatening look. “Good choice,” she said through clenched teeth. “And for the girls?”

“It was a difficult decision,” I said, stalling. “I mean, Holly did give a good audition.” I knew I was risking my life by dropping the name of her nemesis, but…Sam started it!

Her fingers were tapping on the dashboard to an annoyed beat.

“Okay, fine,” I said, giving in way too easily. “You’re Felicia!”

“Yes!” she said, giving a fist pump in the air. “Felicia is such a great part. Hope totally understands how to write for women.”

“And you’re excited to work with your best friend as your director,” I reminded her.

“Obviously,” she said, though I could swear there was some hesitation in her voice. Then again, her words were being filtered through my own doubt in myself.

“And Rachel?” she asked.

Insert heavy sigh here.

“That’s not good,” she said in response to my reaction. “Tell me you didn’t cast Holly.”

“In a supporting role?” I laughed. “Yeah. Like that would happen. No. Holly’s going to be in Mr. Randall’s play.”

“God help Mr. Randall,” Sam added as we both threw in a glance to the heavens, which could have been construed—by some—as more of an eye roll. “So what’s with the hesitation? Didn’t you get who you wanted?”

“Well, that’s one of those yes-and-no answers,” I said. “I got the person who would be best for the part, but I can’t say that I got the person I wanted. Or, more specifically, I got a person I know Hope wouldn’t want.”

I paused to let Sam go over in her mind the group of people who auditioned. Even though Orion Academy did have a large talent pool to choose from, it didn’t take all that long for Sam to make the connection. “No!” was all she needed to say.

I nodded.

“Belinda?”

“She gave the best audition,” I said. “By far. This may be the first time she ever tried out for a show, but you should have seen her.”

“She did have a good monologue in the summer program,” Sam said, remembering back to the theater workshop we had at the start of last summer. “It could be worse. You could have cast Alexis.” Sam invoked the name of the way wickeder of Hope’s stepsisters.

“That’s true!” I said, grasping on to what little comfort I could find. Not that Alexis had auditioned. “Belinda is not nearly as evil as Alexis. Hope will have to understand that I’m only doing what’s best for her play. Right?”

“Because Hope is, first and foremost, a calm and rational individual,” Sam agreed.

The laughter following that comment didn’t come close to making me feel better.
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