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ACT I

Gothammag.com

“Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t”: Hamlet at the Hopewell Hotel

So let’s set the scene, shall we? Hamlet. In a hotel. But not one of the grand palaces or tourist farms—a much rarer breed. A tiny, privately owned hotel. It would be fair, and possibly even generous, to call the place distressed. The floors squeak, a fine layer of dust covers everything, and most of the furniture in the lobby has an astonishing lean to it, so much so that I actually found myself cocking my head to the side at points.

But what is equally obvious is the true style under the decay. It’s there, like good bone structure. The place is an absolute Deco masterpiece: cherry wood, silver lightning-bolt motifs where you least expect them, poison-purple and tiger lily–orange tinted light from the colored lamps. You pass from the lobby into a modest dining room, now converted into a theater. Like everything else, the chandelier is lopsided, but deliberately so, pulled by a wire draped with silver gauze. The walls are bare but alive with the shadows of a hundred small, guttering candles. The room is in decadent disarray, as if a seedy royal wedding has taken place soon before.

Which, of course, it has. Welcome to the world of Hamlet.

Full disclosure: I wanted to dismiss this production as a gimmick, a cheap bag of tricks. Hamlet in a hotel…and next, Othello in an office. Macbeth in a McDonald’s. I’ve seen shows staged in every possible location, but the fact that this one seemed so tied to the establishment—with backstage access to guests—I assumed it was a new step downward in the ever-devolving state of the art.

But this show works. I now think every production of Hamlet should be staged in a broken-down hotel. This is the play where people constantly come and go—royals, courtiers, messengers, servants, students, performers—and events progress from bad to worse to terminal. All is uprooted in Hamlet, no one is sleeping in the right bed, and your stay may be much shorter than you expect. So a hotel…of course! Why not?

This Hamlet is also staged like a kind of carnival—a mad, strange circus. It’s an uneven production, overacted at points (Stephanie Damler doesn’t quite know where to pull back on Ophelia’s insanity, and Jeffery Archson’s portrayal of Horatio set my teeth on edge). But there are some true laugh-out-loud moments, mostly provided by the inspired clowning of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, played by Eric Hall and Spencer Martin, respectively. In particular, when Martin careened through the crowd on his unicycle at the start of the show and had an encounter with a closed door—I actually spit-took my drink onto my companion’s shoulder. And I’m not normally a spitter.

Like all good things, it will come to an end, so get your tickets while you can. (SHOW CLOSES AUGUST 28, TICKETS AVAILABLE THROUGH TICKETPRO OR FREE TO HOTEL GUESTS.)
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RUE IS FOR REMEMBRANCE

After a few hours of fitful midmorning sleep, Scarlett made a second attack on the day and headed for the shower. It always took a moment for the Hopewell water pipes to figure out what temperature you wanted. The default setting was “death by ice or fire.” Scarlett didn’t care at the moment. She would take what came, and what came was cold. Bitter, impossible cold that almost felt good in the heat. She locked her teeth together and accepted it, letting it run down her back. As she reached for her shampoo, she got dangerously close to singing “I’m Gonna Wash That Man Right Outta My Hair,” a song she learned when Spencer was doing South Pacific in high school. She stopped herself just as she opened her mouth. New start or not, there was a line to be drawn, and that line was singing musicals to yourself as serious psychological motivation.

Downstairs, the lobby was empty of people. There were a few guests still staying at the Hopewell, but the numbers were coming down dramatically now that the show was closed and the novelty of the theater-hotel was over. The dining room doors were open, and her father was up on a ladder on the stage platform, unhooking a wire and a silver banner from the tired chandelier.

“I’m going to meet Dakota,” she called.

“Come here a sec.”

Working on the set, her dad practically looked like a member of the theater company. He was in his mid-forties, but didn’t look his age at all. He still had the floppy blond hair and trashy-hipster thrift store clothes of the art student he had once been. The older Spencer got, the more the two just looked like brothers, something that Scarlett found fascinating and strangely unnerving. Sometimes—okay, most of the time—her dad just didn’t seem like someone who should be running a business. Nothing against her dad. Not everyone was born to run a hotel in New York. The job had been thrust on him. He’d fought it for a while when he was just out of college. But then he married his true love and had four kids, one of whom developed cancer. After that, like it or not, good at it or not…the hotel became his life’s work.

“You know about the dinner plan for tonight?” he asked, releasing the last hold of the fabric and sending it drifting to the floor. “Dinner at Lupe’s.”

“Lupe’s?” Scarlett said, pleased to hear the name of her favorite Mexican restaurant.

“Lola set it up. You four are going. Your mom and I are having a date night. It’s sort of a back-to-school treat, and a welcome back for Marlene. So be back around five.”

This last bit of information took some of the shine off of things. For ten wonderful days each summer, Marlene, the youngest Martin, went away. Her cancer survivor group had a camp in the Catskills where they threw one another into the lake and ate marshmallows, and peace would reign on the fifth floor of the Hopewell. Scarlett loved her little sister, of course, but she was not prepared to lie and say she was fun to live with.

Her dad climbed down from the ladder and stared up at the chandelier, which was still crooked after being released from the wire that had been pulling it deliberately out of joint.

“Has it always been like that?” he asked.

“Kinda. It’s a little worse now.”

He hmmmed, and the matter seemed to pass from his mind.

“Listen,” he said, wiping dust from his hands onto his pants, “your mom and I were thinking…since Mrs. Amberson has moved out, and you have school starting…you have enough on your plate right now. We don’t expect you to have to take care of the Empire Suite or any of the other rooms.”

“I don’t?”

“Well, Lola is around pretty much full-time this year, and Spencer’s been doing a lot. And we won’t have as many guests.”

He tried to make that sound like it was a good thing that would just save them all a little time.

“And you have your job,” he added. “How has your job been going?”

“It’s fine,” she said. “We’ve worked it out. It’s just a few afternoons a week, a few hours here and there. It’s not bad.”

“Do you want to do it? I know it’s college money, but that shouldn’t be your big concern.”

It was college money. It was a lot of college money. Somewhere out there, a bank account with her name on it was growing.

“All I’m saying is, you can quit. I want you to quit if it feels like too much. The show is done. You don’t have to—”

“No,” Scarlett said. “I want to do it. I…like it.”

A piece of glass fell from the chandelier and landed on the silver fabric, like a dirty, loose tooth. It punctuated their conversation, bringing the matter to a close.




In Biology I, Scarlett had been taught that carbon was the building block of life. They forgot to mention the other element: Element M. Money. Money determined everything. You needed money for your health—they’d learned that lesson when Marlene’s medical bills came in. (Though they were never supposed to talk about that. It was a Martin Family Rule.) You needed money for school. You needed money to get across the city, and to do things on weekends. You needed money to go away for the summer, like most of Scarlett’s friends had. Summer in the city was hot and terrible, and outside of the city there were opportunities. If you had the money. Which most of Scarlett’s friends did. Dakota, for example, had been in France at a language immersion program. She had arranged this little picnic in the park to celebrate the fact that they were all back and together. Only Scarlett had been here all along, because she was the most stone broke out of the group.

Scarlett knew better than to resent her friends for being more well off. But sometimes…sometimes it was just a little annoying that she had to lead a slightly different life from the rest of them. Her dad could pretend all he wanted, but it did make a difference that she had a job. And when the time came for her to go to college, if they could even afford it, every penny in that account would matter. Her friends had more choices about how to spend their time. They could “improve” themselves. She just had to take what she was dealt.

By the time she reached Central Park, Scarlett was feeling massively sorry for herself. She didn’t exactly see herself as a character right out of Dickens—cleaning chimneys, eating soup made of fishheads and old shoelaces, getting sold to a local blacksmith for a few chickens and a dozen bars of soap—but it was still pretty bad. Add to that the fact that Eric was gone, and her tragedy was complete.

Her mood was in sharp contrast to the scene that had been prepared. She found her friends on a quilt of blankets and beach towels. Dakota had a real wicker picnic basket with white-and-green china plates and silverware strapped to the lid. There were cupcakes and tiny sandwiches—all, Scarlett was sure, made by Dakota herself. She had probably worked until four in the morning and then gotten here early to set up. Because that was the kind of person Dakota was. A true friend who spent her nights doing things for others, not wandering around sets looking at pictures and comparing herself to Hamlet. This was a smooth gear change from self-pity to guilt. Scarlett knew she should have gone to Dakota’s the night before to help, but when you’re obsessed, it takes up all your time.

Dakota had outfitted her tall, beanpoley frame in a little blue dress and pulled her dark hair up into two very strange little scrunches by her ears. She sometimes dressed a little bit like she was four years old, but she pulled it off about 80 percent of the time. Chloe and Josh were there as well. Chloe managed to be the kind of person you couldn’t resent, even when she wore short short-shorts that showed off her tanned and toned tennis legs or flashed lasered teeth or wrinkled her nose job. At heart, she was a math genius and a closet nerd. And Josh, Scarlett’s closest guy friend, was a goofy redheaded Brooklynite. His parents were both writers, and he was insanely well-read. He’d been in England all summer, supposedly studying literature. In reality, it sounded like he had been drinking beer and chasing every English girl who crossed his path. Josh was a little like that, but it was okay. The others would be coming soon—Mira, probably Hunter, maybe Tabitha. All of them happy, full of stories.

Yes, the summer was done, and everything was going back to normal. This was the part of normal that she was supposed to like, seeing all of her friends. But nothing felt right. She flopped down on one of the blankets and tried to make herself look carefree, but she landed on a stick and it dug into the meat of her thigh, causing her to start in pain. Slings and arrows. Always the slings and arrows.

“So,” Dakota said quietly. “The show. Is gone. Today, right? Gone?”

Clearly, Dakota was going to waste no time in getting to the point. Scarlett shaded her eyes and nodded, still trying to look like she didn’t have a care in the world, except for that leg wound.

“Good. So Eric’s officially out of your house, and now we can get him out of your life and out of your head. Starting right now.”

“I already started,” Scarlett said. “I erased some pictures of him off my phone this morning. I’m making a new start.”

“No,” Dakota said. “Really.”

“I’m serious,” Scarlett said, taking a little offense at this. “I’m making a new start.”

To be fair, Dakota had every right to doubt her. She had been a little on message the past few weeks. She had sent her friends accounts of every single exchange (or non-exchange, as the case may be) that she’d had with Eric. She’d made them examine photos and messages. She had asked for analyses of gestures they hadn’t seen and looks she couldn’t re-create. She had sent Eric’s every move to the far corners of the Internet and the world. And she had made promises more than once that she was going to stop.

So that haunted, twitchy look in Dakota’s eye came from bitter experience. But today was different.

“Today is different,” she said.

“Look,” Dakota said. “Think about it this way. You made out with Eric twice. You made out with Josh more than that.”

At this, Josh looked over lazily, sensing his name was being invoked.

“What?” he asked.

“I was just saying that Scarlett made out with you more than she made out with this Eric clown,” Dakota said.

“Oh yeah.” Josh nodded and closed his eyes against the sun.

“It wasn’t the same,” Scarlett said. “Everyone makes out with Josh.”

This was no insult to Josh, and no secret to anyone. Josh was a lovable idiot who was more than happy to let his female friends practice their making-out skills on him whenever they wanted.

“I haven’t,” Dakota said.

“Whenever you want,” Josh said, rolling onto his back.

“I’m just trying to put it in some perspective,” Dakota said, “because, you know, I hate Eric and I am trying to explain why he does not matter in a new way. For example, you spent more time making out with Josh than you did Eric.”

“It’s not the same thing,” Scarlett said. “It’s not just how much time you put into it.”

“When did you guys make out again?” Chloe asked. “I forget.”

“Last winter break,” Scarlett said. “And it was different.”

“It was three times or something,” Josh said.

“Right,” Dakota went on. “And notice how that didn’t make you crazy? That is because Josh is a good guy, and Eric is a cheat and a sneak. He is a bad man. Everyone hates him. You have to get in line to hate Eric Hall.”

“He’s not a cheat,” Scarlett said.

This conversation was a minefield, and with those words, she lifted her foot off a pressure device. Dakota was now set on ticktick-boom.

“Let’s break it down step-by-step,” Dakota said. “Shall we? Eric made out with you while he had a girlfriend. A girlfriend of two years, down in…wherever it is he comes from. South Carolina or whatever…”

“North Carolina,” Scarlett said, feeling the need for the facts to be accurate. “And I didn’t know about her.”

“No. Of course you didn’t. He made sure you didn’t. Because he was cheating on her. With you. And do not…” Dakota held up a finger on this. “…do not give me this stuff about how he really felt bad about it and how he was going to break up with her but he just wanted to wait until he got home. Do not.”

“Yeah,” Josh said, sounding very bored that this was happening again. “Don’t.”

“I’m not even thinking about him,” Scarlett lied. “You don’t have to…”

“Do you want to know how I know you’re thinking about him?” Dakota cut in.

“Nope,” Scarlett replied honestly.

“Because I checked that link to his commercial that you sent me. Remember how you said you were the only person who ever really watched it and how you were embarrassed because the view count was going up really fast? Well, it was at 356 two days ago, and now it’s at 512.”

Scarlett felt her stomach lurch. She had made one of the most basic of life errors, and she saw it immediately: Never give anyone evidence of your crazy.

“I watched it…a few times,” Scarlett said, looking down. “You don’t know it was me.”

“It’s a pizza commercial. You were the one who said you were afraid he’d notice because you were the only person in the world who would watch it besides him.”

“Some people really like pizza,” Scarlett countered. “And I’m wrong a lot. Can we be done now? There’s a bee on your drink.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” Chloe was chiming in. Scarlett loved Chloe dearly, but she was a notoriously flirty and flaky dater. She had gone through a total of four “relationships” over the summer. As far as she was concerned, the average life cycle of a couple was a week. If they were very serious. Taking relationship advice from her was like taking flying lessons from a kamikaze pilot—someone who thought the only way to land was nose-first into the ground.

“Why don’t you call him?” she asked. “Why don’t you go and see him? Sometimes you just need to make out one last time to get it out of your system. I’ve done that.”

“Do. Not. Do. That.”

That was Dakota, of course.

“I’m always here,” Josh added.

Scarlett’s problem—the ruling issue of her life right now, her secret inner turmoil—had become a conversational Frisbee. Something to toss around on a bright summer’s day when there was nothing better going on.

“I’m making a new start,” Scarlett said again.

And then, of course, the phone began to ring. She had set it on the blanket beside her. Dakota got to it first and snatched it away.

“Who is it?” Scarlett said anxiously, her voice betraying her.

“It says ‘AAA,’” Dakota replied. “AAA? American Automobile Association?”

Sadly, many people made this mistake. They had been getting a lot of calls from stranded drivers recently.

“Give it,” Scarlett said, holding her hand out.

The phone rang again.

“Who is AAA?” Dakota asked, holding the phone back a bit.

“Just give it to me for a second…”

The phone rang again.

“That is not an answer.”

“It’s my boss,” Scarlett said with a sigh.

“Oh no. No, no, no.” Dakota stuck the phone under her leg. “Not her, either.”

“You don’t understand,” Scarlett said. “You don’t know what she’s like. Just let me call her and she’ll calm down. It’s only been three days since she moved out of the hotel. She has separation anxiety.”

“That doesn’t mean she can call you every ten minutes to do something stupid while she’s out getting her butt waxed.”

“Thanks for that mental image,” Scarlett said. “That’s something she might do, if her butt was hairy. Which it probably isn’t…Great. Now I’m imagining it. Remind me to repay you.”

“De rien. God, go away for one summer and I’m replaced with an entire cast of freaks. I am never leaving again.”

The phone started ringing again. Each ring pierced Scarlett. Mrs. Amberson didn’t have a special ringtone, but Scarlett could just tell when she was calling. The calls had a keening, urgent quality.

“Please,” Scarlett said. “She won’t stop until I talk to her.”

Ring.

“You can have your phone back if you tell her that you are staying here today with us. And we will all take turns patting your head and helping you heal your broken heart. That is what is going to happen.”

Ring.

“Fine!” Scarlett said, her anxiety peaking.

The phone stopped ringing as soon as it was back in Scarlett’s hand. She stared at it for a moment, wondering if she could just let it go, ignore the call.

“Don’t,” Dakota said. “Don’t call her back.”

“You don’t understand,” Scarlett said again. “She won’t stop.”

The phone started ringing again, proving her point. Scarlett answered it instantly, preparing herself to tell her boss that she was not available, but she had no chance.

“Where are you?” Mrs. Amberson snapped. “I am getting in a cab right now and coming to get you.”

“What?”

“I’m aware that it’s your day off, but it’s an emergency. Address, O’Hara!”

“I’m in the park,” Scarlett said, moving away and lowering her voice. Dakota was squinting suspiciously.

“What’s the closest street?”

“I don’t know,” Scarlett said. “Sixty-seventh or something? On the west side?”

“I will be there in five minutes.”

Scarlett snapped the phone closed and faced her friends. Dakota was staring intently and seemed to have taken a very dim view of the situation.

“She didn’t really give me a choice,” Scarlett explained, getting up. “She’s on her way.”

“I didn’t really hear you fighting her off,” Dakota said.

“It’s her boss,” Josh said. “You can’t fight off your boss.”

“Her boss isn’t normal!” Dakota shot back. “People are allowed to have days off. School starts in two days. This is all the time we get!”

It was useless for Scarlett to try to explain that this was her fate. Outrageous fortune. Hamlet had made some good points after all.
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A PLAGUE OF ACTORS

“Isn’t she a gem?” Mrs. Amberson asked on the cab ride back.

“Yeah,” Scarlett said under her breath. “She’s the Hope Diamond. Isn’t that the one that kills you?”

“I heard that, O’Hara. It was quite funny, actually.”

“Did you see that look she gave me?” Scarlett asked. “When you said that thing about me going to the show with her brother?”

“No, I must have missed that,” Mrs. Amberson replied. She was futzing around in her massive purse for the tea tree oil sticks she had to chew after eating in place of her cigarette. “It’s not Chelsea that concerns me. It’s her mother. What a piece of work that woman is. She’s exactly the kind of stage parent I can’t stand. I think it’s hilarious how the most deluded ones always say, ‘Oh, we’d leave this all behind tomorrow if little Chelsea here didn’t want to dance! She loves to wake up at the crack of dawn and work all day long until she drops! It’s all her idea, I just ride along with it!’ Of course it is. The constant, hammering pressure has nothing to do with it. If Chelsea tried to walk away from her show, there’d be bloodshed and psychological warfare in that house, mark my words.”

“So why do you want her?” Scarlett asked.

“Because…” Mrs. Amberson dug harder for the sticks as her need increased. “There’s a lot of very good buzz about Chelsea, and I have no doubt that she could end up being quite a big deal if she’s managed correctly. Think about that, Scarlett. Her success is your success. And a good agent could be a useful buffer between her and mommy dearest. I’d love a chance to give that bloodsucking harpy Miranda a run for her money. I’ll eat her for breakfast.”

The tea tree oil sticks were recovered, and Mrs. Amberson hastily opened the box and shoved one in her mouth.

“Oral fixations are so cumbersome,” she said, easing back into the seat and chewing contentedly.

“If she signs with us,” Scarlett said. “Her mom didn’t seem that into the idea until you said…”

And then, Scarlett realized that something had just happened. That she had been moved like a pawn in a chess game. She didn’t know the overall strategy or what her fate was to be—but she felt it as clearly as if an enormous pair of fingers had picked her up by the head and moved her a square or two.

“Why am I going to this show?” she asked.

“It’s a free ticket!”

“You said it’s horrible.”

“Yes, but it’s barely two hours.”

“Why?” Scarlett asked again.

“What’s the first rule of this agency?” Mrs. Amberson asked. “Our first rule is…and make a note of this, O’Hara…you must always do a little spying.”

“It is?”

“Yes. And that’s exactly what I did. Before we met Chelsea, I took one of the dancers from The Flower Girl out for cocktails on the roof of the Met and got the whole story on the family. The wild card here is Max Biggs. Max is sixteen and generally considered to be the family liability. Quite bright by all accounts—he did get into your school, after all. But there have been issues along the way. He is less motivated than his sister, but his mother is convinced he’s a latent genius.”

“So you want me to go to a bad show with him,” Scarlett said. “For what? How does that help?”

“I want you to get a good look at him. You’ll be going to school with him, after all. Just go to the show. Talk to him a little. We need to seem to be everywhere—you at the school, the show. Signing with us will just feel inevitable after a while. It’s just a show, O’Hara. You see shows all the time. Is that asking so much?”

It was, but Scarlett shook her head no. She was trained to obey. It was sad.

The cab approached Mrs. Amberson’s new apartment, which was on Fifth Avenue, on the east side of Central Park. It wasn’t too far from the Hopewell, actually, a five- or ten-minute walk at most. But those few blocks seemed to span several worlds. This was a lush neighborhood of embassies and museums. The park was the front lawn, fifty city blocks of emerald green grass, ponds, and paths. Even by the standards of the neighborhood, this was a nice building, twenty chalk-white stories of parkside elegance, with a long green awning that extended almost to the curb to protect its residents from rain and snow and sun.

“Do me a favor, O’Hara,” Mrs. Amberson said, shaking the nearly empty box of tea tree sticks. “Run down to the health food store and get me more of these? Also, some more umeboshi plums. I’m out.”

Clearly, Scarlett was not released for the day. Not yet. Her boss went through umeboshi plums—small, gray, salty things that came in a tiny plastic container—at an astonishing rate. This was a common and easy enough errand, though. She was there and back in a few minutes.

The lobby of Mrs. Amberson’s new building was cold and beautiful, from the marbled walls and floor to the gleam of the brass mailboxes to the buttery leather sofas off to the side. The man on duty was new to Scarlett. He was shaped roughly like a postbox, but moved with slightly less grace than a postbox might if it freed itself from its moorings and went for a stroll down the street. He was spraying the delicate orchid on the coffee table with water, pumping the bottle hard, as if the orchid had said something offensive about his mom. The orchid shook under the onslaught. He took his time setting down the bottle and coming over to the desk. Things really went wrong when she told him that she was going to 19D. He seemed to take it as a personal affront.

“The freight elevator closes at six,” he said, pulling on his name tag for emphasis. His name was Murray.

“Okay?” Scarlett said.

“At six,” he said again. “When you gonna be done? I got to keep the lobby clear. When you gonna be done?”

Scarlett looked around at the lobby, which was empty.

“I can’t have you moving boxes through here all day. And sofas. And chairs. I gotta keep the lobby clear.”

“It is clear,” she said.

“You have to get your stuff up there by six,” he said. “The freight elevator closes at six. I lock it then.”

“It’s not my stuff,” Scarlett said.

“What? I gotta lock it at six.”

“Yes, but…”

“Hey! I gotta keep it clear!”

“Six,” Scarlett replied. “Got it. Six.”

He picked up his phone. Scarlett could just hear Mrs. Amberson’s voice on the other end, and she didn’t sound happy.

“You can go,” he said, disappearing behind his New York Post, still making noises of general disapproval. “Six o’clock. Remember.”

Scarlett turned the corner, around the bank of gleaming brass mailboxes with the marble shelf, to the elevators. She stabbed the button several times in her annoyance.

“What time was that?” she said, in a low, mocking voice. “Six? Was it six? Did you say six? Oh wait…six?”

“Hey!” Murray called loudly. Scarlett blanched, wondering if he’d heard her. She poked her head back around the corner to see him holding up a bundle of large envelopes bound together with rubber bands. Scarlett walked back to collect it.

“Gets a lot of mail,” the guy muttered. “Always going to get this much mail?”

Murray didn’t seem to like anything that involved doing his job, like greeting people or letting people move in or getting packages. As someone who lived in a hotel, Scarlett recognized his resentment of visitors, and while she sympathized, she didn’t approve of it.

“Probably,” she said, taking the three dozen or so large envelopes he pushed in her direction. Mrs. Amberson had posted an ad in Back Stage, advertising her services. The headshots and résumés had been coming steadily since, dozens every day. Scarlett had always known there were lots of actors in New York—but she didn’t know there were this many who apparently thought that working with Mrs. Amberson sounded like a good idea. Yes, there was always going to be this much mail.

“Six o’clock,” he said again. “You tell your boss.”

Scarlett rode the elevator up to the nineteenth floor. It was a fancy elevator, quiet and efficient, unlike the one at home. She was deposited in a dark hall with lush blue carpeting. Scarlett walked to the end and let herself into 19D.

There was no denying that Mrs. Amberson’s new home was a step up from the Hopewell. It was a massive, airy space, with a long string of windows facing the park. There were white sofas that hadn’t been there the day before, a plush white rug on the hardwood floor. The built-in bookcases were still empty, but there were unopened boxes everywhere. Only one area of the apartment was completely set up. That was the large desk, bulletin board, and file cabinet unit that served as “the office.” These pieces of furniture formed the physical structure of Mrs. Amberson’s new business.

“I’m here!” Scarlett called.

No reply.

Scarlett wandered deeper into the apartment, over to the board of photos featuring their one and only client. Mrs. Amberson had paid for an expensive photo shoot and had Spencer photographed in a dozen different ways. There was Spencer in a T-shirt, looking young and tech-savvy, ready to do a computer commercial. There was Spencer in a suit, looking like a hard-boiled young attorney. Over on the left, there was Spencer in a sleek dress shirt with an unbuttoned collar, doing his best sexy face. On the right, there was comic Spencer, doing a handstand. There were a few other photos on the board—photos of the production of Hamlet at the hotel, carefully posed stills of various scenes. There was Spencer in his loose-fitting suit, balancing perfectly on his unicycle next to…

Eric.

Even in the comic outfit, with his expression set in mock alarm, it was such a good picture of him. He was supporting Spencer as he tilted backward, and you could see just how strong and graceful he was.

Okay. So she had looked at that one. She would be fine as long as she didn’t look at the next one, the close-up of him as he stood alone onstage. She would not look at that. No. She would not. Except…she was already doing it. There he was, his shirt hanging open to the third button. That wide mouth that was always on the verge of a slow smile…

“You know what would be great,” Scarlett mumbled to herself, “is if I could get some more reminders…”

“O’Hara!” a voice yelled. “In here!”

The voice seemed to be coming from the kitchen, but the kitchen was fully visible from the living room—just a sleek pathway of granite and stainless steel, divided off by a bar where you could sit and eat. Scarlett walked around and found Mrs. Amberson sitting on the sparkling floor, wrestling the Styrofoam insert out of a box. She had changed into her normal clothes—stretchy yoga stuff. She had a pair of scissors in her mouth. Her lips were holding the tip, in a dangerous and unbalanced way. She took them out to speak again.

“Did that maniac talk to you?” she asked. “Every time I even cross the lobby that deranged hobbit comes after me, screaming about boxes. I have read the building rules. Repeatedly. I can move in from nine in the morning until six in the afternoon. That is my right.”

She passed the scissors to Scarlett a little too roughly, almost stabbing her in the palm.

“What does he expect?” she went on, gripping the box with her knees and yanking away. “That no one should ever be allowed to move in or out?”

The contents of the box yielded to Mrs. Amberson’s efforts, and she produced a sarcophagus of foam, which she managed to crack through to reveal a stainless steel electric kettle.

“All this packaging,” she mumbled, rubbing the little foam niblets from the kettle’s surface. “That’s an ice shelf crumbling right there.”

She pulled herself off the floor and placed the kettle on the granite counter, then opened a cabinet to reveal three packed shelves full of boxes of organic herbal teas. She plugged in the kettle and filled it from a bottle of spring water. It set to work with a polite hiss.

“New headshots,” Scarlett said, holding up the bundle of envelopes. Mrs. Amberson reached for them and started ripping them open, tossing the envelopes to the floor and extracting the glossy headshot photos and résumés. Once you’d seen a dozen headshots, you felt like there was too much sameness in the world. Pretty people smiling big smiles, sometimes leaning forward casually, sometimes leaning against something. Or you’d just get a big close-up of their beautiful eyes and perfect skin and teeth. Actors. So many actors.

“Tea?” Mrs. Amberson asked, not looking up from the parade of faces.

“Is there coffee?”

“O’Hara, you know that caffeine is the great dehydrator. It’s like a vampire. Invite it into your body and it sucks all the moisture right out. That’s the real fanged bandit. It will drain you dry and…”

The rest of the remark was lost under the keening cry of the kettle, which apparently couldn’t take the vampire comparisons anymore. Mrs. Amberson switched it off, then fiddled around in her herbal tea emporium for a moment, putting a spoonful of this dried-up thing and that dried-up thing into a tea ball, finally dropping the whole mess into a cup and covering it with hot water.

“We’ll let this steep for a moment, O’Hara. That is a very potent brew. Some very special teas and ingredients in there, from a very special shop in Chinatown…some of them not entirely legal in the United States. This stuff is better than any medication on the market, and certainly a lot faster and better for you. I feel that the word ‘detoxify’ is overused, but that is exactly what this does. Now, these new headshots…”

She flipped through them all again for a few seconds each. The few that she thought were worth a second look she set on the side of the counter. The majority of them she dropped in one big sloppy pile. Scarlett picked up her tea and sniffed it carefully. It smelled like cooked pencil shavings and just a tiny, tiny bit like burning plastic. She set it back down again.

“God,” Mrs. Amberson said in disgust, “I’m just not getting the quality that I’m looking for. I’ve set my bar, and it’s high.”

She pushed the photos to the floor in dismissal.

“What’s wrong with those?” Scarlett asked, looking at the faces of actors around her feet. They looked sad and desperate now, smiling all around her shoes, asking to be picked up. They had done nothing wrong. They just wanted a chance.

“No spark,” Mrs. Amberson said. “You can see it at once. You know when you see it.”

“How can you see a spark in pictures? They all look the same.”

“Exactly.” Mrs. Amberson gulped down some tea, even though vast clouds of steam were still coming off of it. “They all look the same. We need Chelsea. She’s the key. She’s our next step.”

Scarlett picked the pictures up from the floor and piled them on one of the bar stools. She had to do that much for them.

“That’s all for today,” Mrs. Amberson said. “Oh, but you have to deliver something very important. Do you see that large envelope over there on the bookcase? Take that with you. Your brother has an audition tomorrow for Crime and Punishment! He’s reading for the part of a young pervert! He’ll enjoy that!”

“Crime and Punishment? You mean, like, to be on the show with Sonny Lavinski? The Crime and Punishment?”

Scarlett liked Crime and Punishment. Everyone liked Crime and Punishment. Crime and Punishment had been on TV as long as she’d been alive. It had four spin-off shows and was on in reruns pretty much all the time on one network or another. And wisecracking lead detective, Sonny Lavinski, was pretty much her favorite character on any show. Everyone loved Sonny Lavinski.

“I’ve been talking to the producers for a while,” Mrs. Amberson said, “since one of the directors came to see Hamlet. They have real interest in him. I’ve been working on this for weeks, but I didn’t want to say anything until it came through. Make sure he looks at the pages tonight. The audition tomorrow is at four. I have a very good feeling about this one.”






[bookmark: chapter10]
BAD OMENS

The moving van had come while Scarlett was out and the stage platform and lights were gone. Only the chairs remained, scattered around in a confused fashion. Hamlet was truly over, and the room was once again an underused, dingy dining area. Scarlett took a moment to stand alone in the empty room, listening to the echo of traffic outside, the creak of the floor. The feeling of loss was so profound that for a moment, she couldn’t breathe. Something wonderful had happened here—something confusing, but wonderful—and now it was gone, and it would never come back. The show was permanently over.

She probably would have started crying, but she was startled by a noise behind her. Quick little steps in the lobby.

“There you are,” Lola called. “I was worried you’d be late for dinner.”

Lola had been cleaning. Unlike most people, Lola cleaned while wearing neat and formfitting black pants and shirt, with a little white pocket apron tied around her waist. She carried a little caddy of furniture spray and cloths. Her hair was pulled back in a loose, flattering knot.

Lola was the second-oldest Martin, just three months out of high school. She had taken a “year off” to work at home at the hotel, instead of going to college like all of her friends. Of course, there was no money for college, but that was never mentioned. Lola always acted like her service was completely voluntary. She was unfailingly, sometimes infuriatingly gracious. She was also a strange throwback to some other generation of Martins—white-pale with a fragile build. If she had been a character in an old romance story, she would have been the lovely maiden at court, the one with the terrible wasting disease who had to be married off before she dropped elegantly dead.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about these chairs today,” Lola said, pushing one of the many scattered dining room chairs into a patch of sunlight. There were many styles of chair in the room, but the one Lola had was one of the old ones, part of the fancy original set from when the dining room was decorated in 1929 and all the furniture matched. They were made of deep cherry wood, with backs carved into stylized flowers. Some of them still had the threadbare original cushioned seats, covered in yellow silk with a pattern of silvery birds.

“I’ve been trying to think of a way to get these chairs refinished and reupholstered,” she said, testing one of the legs. “It would probably only cost a few hundred dollars.”

“A few hundred dollars?” Scarlett said, settling herself in one. They creaked, too.

“Maybe a thousand. Or two. But I think it’s important. They’re really good chairs, and I feel like we need to make a good impression right here, on the doorstep. If people come in and see frayed fabric…well, people notice.”

“We could put them in the basement if they look bad,” Scarlett said.

“The solution for everything isn’t ‘put it in the basement,’” Lola said.

This had been the solution for as long as Scarlett could remember, but she didn’t care enough to argue the point.

“That’s true,” Scarlett said, picking at the threads. “It never works in horror movies. The thing always escapes and eats you. Or someone finds it and then you have to kill them. And then you have two secrets in the basement. Basements are bad.”

“I’ve researched this,” Lola said. “After Mrs. Amberson told us about the man who designed this place, J. Allen Raumenberg. We could be sitting on a fortune, literally. He was a really famous designer. The pieces are just in such bad condition. If we could get them fixed…”

“You’re probably right.” Scarlett held up her hands in surrender. “But we can’t afford to.”

Lola sank down in the chair opposite Scarlett.

“I know,” she said. “I just can’t help thinking about it. This place could be a showpiece. A good cleaning, a little fixing…it’s not even that much money in the grand scheme of things.”

“Every amount of money is a lot of money when you have no money.”

“It would be an investment, though.” Lola stared into a thready patch of fabric for a moment and worked her finger into the seat stuffing. “Did I mention I had an interview at Bubble Spa the other day? It went really well. Even though I was fired from Henri Bendel, my old manager still loves me, so I got a really good recommendation. I think I’ve got that one in the bag. I’m hoping they’ll give me twenty hours a week. I could make a ton on commission there. That stuff is easy to sell. Makeup, skin care…I can sell that stuff in my sleep.”

This was true. When it came to selling beauty products, Lola had Jedi powers. She’d only been fired because she took off too many days to go places with her ex-boyfriend, Chip, who didn’t understand that when you had a job, you were supposed to go all of the days you were scheduled to work. But it wasn’t his fault. Lola had done the skipping.

“That’s great,” Scarlett said.

“It’s something. I mean, I like sales. Oh, and you heard we’re going to Lupe’s, right?”

“Yeah,” Scarlett said. “With Marlene. Let the happy fun times begin.”

“Scarlett…” Lola admonished.

The Martins were, on the whole, a fairly open family, but Marlene was one subject no one was allowed to touch. She was the elephant in the room. They all knew that it was Marlene’s medical bills that had caused so many of their problems. Talking about this, ever, in any context, was not allowed. Scarlett even wondered if they were allowed to think about it. The other thing that you really weren’t supposed to mention was Marlene’s personality, which was not entirely composed of sunshine and rainbows. She responded a little differently to each member of her family, with Lola at the top of the pack and Scarlett at the far, far bottom. Marlene’s normal greeting for Scarlett was a contemptuous glance, and (if she was very lucky) a little side-brush out of the way.

“I’m going to go upstairs,” Scarlett said, getting up. “To put on my biggest smile! How’s this one?”

She gave Lola a wide, alarming grin. Lola just shook her head and picked up her cleaning caddy.

Scarlett had nothing to do upstairs. She sat on her bed in the Orchid Suite and watched dust motes float in the sun for a few minutes. She examined the crack in her windowpane that prevented it from being opened more than halfway. She watched her neighbor on her roof deck. The neighbor, who was about seventy, was often proudly naked, especially in the morning. Today she was setting some kind of art project, a big collage, out on a table and spraying it with some kind of substance in an aerosol can.

Her sheets needed washing. She hadn’t stripped them and taken them downstairs in more than two weeks. Bad hotel daughter. That would be a good thing to do. Or any of her laundry, really.

Or she could watch that commercial. Her laptop was right under her bed. One little view…Dakota would never know.

She hit PLAY.

The commercial was for a pizza chain, and Eric was playing a guy who accidentally set himself on fire while cooking dinner (which is why he had to order the pizza). Scarlett had seen the commercial many, many times before she met Eric. It was kind of funny, but it didn’t make much of an impression. Once she knew Eric, though, the commercial was her obsession. She knew every expression in every frame.

The flames, Eric told her, were part real and part CGI. When the fire just started at the stove, that was real. His shirt had been treated with some chemical, and he wore protection underneath. They put him out after just a few seconds. When he fell to the floor and started rolling around, and when he tumbled through the window, those were all fake. At the end, he was seen bobbing up in his neighbor’s swimming pool, fully dressed, soaking wet, shirt clinging to his body. (Though he looked much smaller on television than he did in life, which was the opposite of what Scarlett had heard about what the camera did to you. The real-life muscles were welldeveloped, but you couldn’t see them on TV. Which was fine by Scarlett. This was a secret the world did not need to know.)

The commercial took two days to shoot, and Eric earned enough from it to pay for four years of college in his home state, or one year of the extremely pricey NYU acting school. He auditioned. He got in. He opted to blow it all on NYU and take his chances. He’d moved to the city for the summer and scored a part in Hamlet as Spencer’s partner, and that was that. That was where their lives connected. A pizza commercial.

Scarlett was about to add a few more forbidden viewings to the counter, when there was a knock at the door. She slammed the computer shut and shoved it off her lap.

“It’s open,” she called.

A very tan and freckly Marlene stood in the doorway with a duffel bag. To Scarlett’s amazement, Marlene came over and gave her a tight, businesslike hug. Then she sat on the edge of Scarlett’s bed. There was something about her expression that chilled Scarlett. It was a kind of peacefulness. An even-temperedness. No scowl or evil look or shifting eyes. She just sat there, all prim and vaguely saintlike.

“I’m home,” she said.

“I see that,” Scarlett replied.

“I missed you.”

Scarlett coughed in shock.

“Camp was good,” Marlene went on. “I won the award for canoeing. Want to see?”

She opened up her bag, shuffled around through the dirty shorts and shirts and still-damp bathing suits and produced a small plastic trophy with a picture of a canoe on it. Marlene had never bothered to share something like this with Scarlett before. Scarlett had learned from television that the appropriate big sister reaction to this sort of thing was praise, but it seemed like too big a leap. Maybe she should start out slower, by fact-finding.

“How did you get this?” Scarlett asked. “What’s it for?”

“Canoeing.”

“Right, but, was it a race, or…”

Marlene squinted a bit, probably sensing Scarlett’s weakness and confusion, but she kept playing the politeness game. There was maybe a little tension in the jaw area, though. A sign of strain.

“It was just for canoeing,” she said.

“It’s great,” Scarlett said, turning it over once in her hands and passing it back quickly.

The trophy was stuffed back into the bag. Marlene idly twirled a lock of hair around her finger and looked around the Orchid Suite.

“When did your hair turn curly?” she asked.

“It…was always this way.”

“Even when you were a baby?”

“As long as I’ve had hair, it’s been like this.”

Unlike Scarlett and Lola, who were pure, total blonde, Marlene’s hair was slowly going a burnished red-blonde. It was long now, too, not quite curly and not quite straight. For a long time, it had been so fried by the cancer treatments that it was patchy and thin and fell out in big clumps, clogging the bathroom drains. Now that she had some hair, Marlene played with it constantly, obviously proud of it.

“I thought mine might grow in curly,” she said. “I like your hair. I wish mine was like it.”

You can’t complain about how big and unruly your hair gets to someone who’s happy to have hair at all. Scarlett guessed that Marlene knew this and had cornered her, conversationally. This was a politeness death match, and Marlene was winning.

“Have to go unpack,” she said, with an unnerving smile.

When Marlene got to the door, she turned and gave Scarlett a knowing look—the kind of look one spy might give another spy when she realizes that they are both spies and no one else is aware of the fact.

“Your outfit is pretty,” she said, and shut the door. “And it’s time to go. Lola’s waiting for us.”

Scarlett sat there in shock for a moment, stirring only when she heard her phone buzz. There was a text message from Dakota that read simply: I saw you do that. Don’t do it again. I AM WATCHING!




Lupe’s wasn’t far from the Hopewell, just a few blocks uptown, in the hustle of the Upper East Side. For the whole walk, Marlene swung her arms playfully like a little girl and chatted to Lola about camp. She even turned a few times to try to include Scarlett in the conversation. But Scarlett could now see something cold and steady in her eye. Some terrible plot was afoot. Everyone conspired against her. Her friends. Her boss. Her eleven-year-old sister. It sounded paranoid, but it was true. Hamlet was gone and Eric was gone and she was doomed.

Spencer called and met them halfway, skidding up on his unsteady bicycle. He pulled it up on the sidewalk and rolled it along.

“Audition go well?” Scarlett asked. She tried to make her voice sound normal and pleasant, but it cracked a bit. Luckily, someone hit a car horn and this was lost.

“It was good,” he said, taking a deep breath after his ride and wiping some sweat from his hands onto his pants. “They kept me for a few hours. They laughed at the tie thing. They laughed even more at the oxygen mask thing. They had me read eight times. I’ll find out tonight whether or not I got it.”

The bike snaked and banged into his side, and he had to keep lifting the front wheel to make it go straight again.

“That doesn’t look good,” Lola said, noticing the bike. “I’m glad you always wear your helmet.”

Marlene rushed ahead of them, which was a common behavior. But this time, she did it to get the door of the restaurant and hold it open for them. Spencer stayed behind a moment to lock his bike. Lola went through, and Scarlett fully expected Marlene to move aside and let the door shut in her face, but she stood there, waiting for both her and Spencer. No one else in the world could hold a door open with the bitter determination of Marlene.

Once she had herded her three older siblings inside, she stepped in front of them and backed them into a very loud corner of the festive, red-tiled lobby filled with piñatas and a decorative old-timey red gas pump.

“Stay here,” she said to the three of them. “I want to show you guys something.”

“Did you see that?” Scarlett whispered to Spencer. “She held the door. And when she got home? She hugged me. She showed me her canoeing trophy. She said I looked pretty. She said she missed me.”

“That’s a little disturbing,” he admitted. “Maybe she just really liked camp?”

“Camp does not do that,” Scarlett said. “Unless she went to camp at Lake Prozac.”

“She could be on new pills.”

“There’s nothing wrong with her,” Lola said, obviously having overheard. “She’s so proud of that canoeing trophy…”

“You’re not listening,” Scarlett said. “The only time Marlene feels bad about missing me is when she’s thrown something at me.”

Lola laughed one of her oh-Scarlett-what-a-wit-you-are-but-I-have-no-idea-what-you-are-talking-about laughs.

Spencer was looking intently over both of his sisters, into the depths of the restaurant.

“Lola…” he said.

“You just need to give Marlene a chance,” Lola was rambling on.

“Lola…” Spencer repeated, and this time, his voice was a warning.

Scarlett immediately saw the cause of his concern. Someone was coming toward them. They had been led into a trap.






[bookmark: chapter11]
DINNER IS ALSO FOR SUCKERS

Coming at them through the melee of waiters and bright yellow chairs and blue tables and guacamole carts was Chip Sutcliffe, Lola’s ex-boyfriend.

“I didn’t do this,” Lola said quickly. “I swear.”

Scarlett believed her. Lola’s constant, unfailing composure completely fell away for a moment, and she backed up gracelessly into a dark corner by the host stand, bumping her head into a low-hanging piñata of a yellow cab.

“So this is a coincidence?” Spencer asked. “We just stumbled on Chip while he was on a mad, lonely hunt for tacos?”

Lola shook her head in confusion.

Chip paused in his progress and stood by a large cactus, prodding it gently with one outstretched finger. Marlene had his other hand and was tugging him along, trying to force him onward.

“I told you,” Scarlett said, pointing. “I told you.” She was glad to have her worst suspicions vindicated—Marlene had been up to something. There was nothing quite like the sweet, sweet nectar of being right.

“You have to be kidding me,” Spencer said. “You told me you were taking us out.”

“I was covering for Marlene,” Lola said, flustered. “She wanted it to be a surprise.”

“How the hell would Marlene be able to afford this?”

“You know how she gets stuff through Powerkids. I figured she had a gift certificate or something and was sharing it. She gets all kinds of things. I didn’t know!”

“So what do we do now?” Scarlett asked. “Want to have family dinner night with your ex?”

“Well, we can’t leave,” Lola said.

“Why?” Spencer asked.

“We’re here for Marlene,” Lola said.

“If Marlene wants to have dinner with Chip, let her have dinner with Chip.”

Something very strange had come over Scarlett’s older sister. There was a totally foreign blush to her paper-white cheeks, and she was rocking a bit on her low heels.

“Don’t leave me,” she said, clutching them both by an arm. “Please. Don’t leave me. Tomorrow, he’s gone. He goes to Boston for school. You won’t have to deal with him anymore.”

“I thought the day you broke up with him was the day I didn’t have to deal with him anymore,” Spencer said, looking at the tiny, pale hand that gripped his wrist.

“You weren’t that picky on the day he saved your show. You owe him.”

This, sadly, was true. Chip had played a large part in making Hamlet happen by distracting their parents on a day-long cruise on the Sutcliffe family boat, giving Spencer and Scarlett enough time to load in an entire cast and stage a show. He did this after Lola had broken up with him, no less.

“Look,” Lola said, when neither Spencer nor Scarlett responded to that statement. “Maybe…I don’t know. I want to stay. But I can’t stay here alone. And Marlene must have gone to a lot of effort, so, let’s just stay, okay? It’s a free dinner at our favorite restaurant. It could be worse. I’m just going to go to the ladies’ room, and then we’ll stay, okay? Okay?”

She accepted their stunned silence as a yes, nodded tersely, and tiptoed off to the ladies’ room behind her.

“This is so bad,” Spencer said, leaning up against the decorative old-fashioned gas pump behind him. “This is so, so bad…”

He trailed off, and his face stiffened into a neutral mask as Marlene dislodged Chip from the cactus and brought him over.

“Stay here,” she commanded them all. “I’ll get us a table.”

Chip had really outdone himself tonight, outfitwise. The pants were stripy, the shirt was a different color and seemed deliberately too small, the tie a different stripy still. Ridiculous as it was, there was no doubt in Scarlett’s mind that what Chip was wearing cost a fortune—that perhaps, if you touched him, an alarm would go off somewhere. Not that Scarlett had any plans on touching him.

He took a careful step in Spencer’s direction and extended a hand of greeting.

“What’s up?” he asked.

Chip seemed understandably nervous to be facing the Martins once again, because even he knew that Scarlett and Spencer weren’t his biggest fans. Scarlett’s dislike was fairly tepid, but Spencer genuinely couldn’t stand him and had never hidden that fact. Chip had no real personality; at least, Scarlett had never seen it. It may have been one of those things that stayed hidden most of the time, like a groundhog.

But that wasn’t the problem. Chip’s crime was something he couldn’t really help. He was rich. Seriously rich. Bona fide, centuryold, New York society, private school rich. To be fair to him, Chip never bragged about his wealth, nor did he appear to care that Lola and her family came from a totally different financial league. He was not snobbish. If anything, he acted like he’d recently landed on the planet and was charmed and fascinated by the things he found there. The magical underground “subway” train that transported people all over the city. Credit card limits. Doing your own laundry. Having a job. Chip gazed in wonderment at it all.

This trait, however innocent, had never been very endearing to Spencer or Scarlett. Scarlett thought Chip was dull and a little dim. Spencer exhibited something that ranged from profound irritation to seething hatred. Scarlett always assumed that this had something to do with seeing a guy a year younger than himself, who had an endless spending limit, no known vocation, and no pressure to accomplish anything right away. Chip would get four years of college to continue his lacrosse-playing and shirt-buying, and maybe a year or two after that, before anyone asked him what he planned on doing with the rest of his life.

He loved Lola. Of that, no one had any doubt. He loved Lola with a kind of palpable, squeamish love. His eyes followed her when they were in a room together, and when she left, his brain seemed to go into a sleep mode, waiting for her reappearance. He cared enough about Lola to extend his hand to Lola’s tall, unpredictable older brother who had fixed him with a gaze of stone. Scarlett had no idea what Spencer was going to do with the extended hand—so many things were possible in his world—but he merely shook it. Even Chip seemed surprised by this.

“I like your tie,” Spencer said.

Chip grabbed the tie reflexively with his free hand.

“Oh…thanks. I just got it. I’ve been looking for one in this color for a while. They don’t make this shade that often, so…anyway, I found it at Hugo Boss and…”

Spencer’s face had frozen in a tableau of slightly exaggerated interest, inviting Chip to keep digging his hole, keep talking about his tie until the universe finally went poof, rolled itself back into a ball, and took itself home.

Lola quietly emerged from the restroom. Chip opened his mouth to say some kind of greeting, but failed. Lola smiled shyly and put her head down.

“Chip got a new tie,” Spencer said. “I did something with a tie this morning, Chip. Want to see?”

Before Spencer could demonstrate his strangulation method, Marlene reappeared.

“Table’s ready!” she said.

“Guess we should sit,” Lola said, knocking Spencer gently out of the way as he reached for Chip’s tie. “Lead the way, Marlene.”

As she walked off, Lola mouthed the words “stop it” over her shoulder, and Spencer pointed to his heart, as if he had no idea what she could possibly mean.

“Remind me to kill Marlene later,” he said quietly to Scarlett. “Just in case I forget. Let’s eat and get this over with. And eat a lot. Order everything.”

At the table, Lola and Marlene were positioning themselves on a bench seat against the wall. Chip was milling around, trying to do the mental math about where he should sit. He backed up on Scarlett and Spencer’s approach, letting them take whatever seats they wanted. Spencer delayed sitting down, hesitating between two chairs for over a minute. Chip eventually got so nervous from this that he excused himself.

“Sit!” Lola exclaimed when Chip was out of earshot.

Spencer gleefully took a seat next to Scarlett. A trayful of organic guava smoothies arrived, unbidden. These were the best drinks in the place, but were also shockingly expensive.

“Chip is trying to win us over with fancy fruit drinks, huh?” Spencer asked, accepting one.

“I ordered them,” Marlene said. “I also got guacamole.”

“Spencer,” Lola said, “be nice!”

“I was,” he said, straightening the napkin on his lap. “I was being very nice. I was asking him about his nice tie.”

“I know what you were doing.”

“Yes, but could you prove it in court?”

“Spencer, please…”

“What? I’m telling you, nice is my middle name. Right, Scarlett?”

“Your middle name is Reynolds,” Scarlett said, sipping from her smoothie.

“Just one night,” Lola said. “Please, Spence. Don’t bait him. He’s trying to be friends.”

“Kind of a pointless activity, don’t you think? Considering that he’s your ex, and he’s leaving the city tomorrow?”

“Stop it, Spencer!” Marlene said, a note of absolute authority in her voice. “Don’t ruin everything!”

Spencer shrugged and sat back, folding his arms over his chest in temporary surrender.

Chip returned just as the guacamole cart came rattling up to the table. They all watched a man with an alarmingly wide smile whack avocados in half and smash them to bits in a huge stone mortar. It looked like a carefree job, one that helped you get out all your aggressions and frustrations. Scarlett watched him enviously as he smacked down the pestle, grinding in the garlic and onions and cilantro. He would never need therapy. Anytime he had a problem, an avocado would meet a terrible death.

“Obviously, um, tonight’s on me,” Chip said as the waiter approached. “I just thought, you know, dinner…”

“Thank you,” Lola said politely. She was doing some kind of napkin origami in her lap.

Once they had ordered half the menu (Spencer wasn’t kidding), a fog of silence fell on the table. Lola and Chip kept slipping looks at each other, being tediously, horribly coy. Unlike the silences between Scarlett and Eric, these were full of meaning and potential, and Scarlett wanted no part of them.

“What are you majoring in?” she asked, breaking the silence. She didn’t care, it was just the only question that sprang to mind.

“Oh…yeah.” Chip shuffled his utensils. “We, um, we don’t have to pick our majors for a year or two. So I’m just taking a bunch of classes. And probably row. I guess. They row a lot. In Boston. They have a…big river. I forget what it’s called.”

“The Charles,” Marlene said. “I looked up your school online, and some stuff about Boston.”

Sometimes, Marlene could be really creepy. She could get away with it while she was eleven, but it was going to be a problem really soon.

“Oh right,” Chip said, smiling. “Yeah, I knew it was a name.”

“You knew the name was a name?” Spencer asked politely.

Scarlett thought she felt a kick brush by under the table.

“I won the canoeing trophy,” Marlene said. And this time, she provided an explanation. An extremely long one. The trophy had apparently been the result of some all-day adventure course where Marlene had to navigate around the lake. They were treated to descriptions of every single girl in Marlene’s bunk (she didn’t like them, except for one named Zoe, who sounded like she was now Marlene’s little lieutenant). Chip listened intently. A conversation about eleven-year-olds rowing around a lake was one he could keep up with. And he was a rower. Paddling techniques were exchanged. This had a softening effect on Lola, who liked it when anyone paid attention to Marlene.

After a while, Chip must have felt like he had to share his attentions with another Martin, and so he finally turned to Scarlett.

“Hey, Scarlett,” he said. “Good summer?”

“I…guess?”

“Are you still seeing that guy?” he asked. “Ed…no…”

“Eric,” Scarlett corrected him, far too hastily.

“Right,” Chip said. “Eric. Nice guy. From the show, right?”

“Right…”

Spencer fell back in his chair and looked up at the red-tiled ceiling, probably wishing that it would choose this moment to collapse.

“That guy was an idiot,” Marlene continued. “He was just messing with Scarlett. And he was really—”

“Marlene!” Lola said brightly. “Tell Chip about the Powerkid of the Year competition. Marlene is being considered for…”

The interruption only confirmed Marlene’s suspicion that she was onto something worth talking about.

“Eric was gross,” Marlene went on, leaning toward Chip. “I hated him, and…”

“Hey, is this one spicy?” Spencer said, making a wide reach across the table for the Scotch bonnet salsa, the one that glowed an alarming yellowish-green. Before anyone could answer, he filled a chip with a massive scoop and ate it.

The reaction that followed, while certainly exaggerated, was not entirely fake. The gasping and grabbing all the glasses of water—the banging on the table that drew the attention of all the nearby diners and the waiter—all of it was designed to kill this avenue of conversation. Marlene took the hint this time.

Dinner passed by slowly. Now that he had convened the Martins, Chip had nothing to say to them. It was a puzzling exercise of silences punctuated by the sizzle of fajitas and the endless consumption of pricey smoothies. Marlene tried to keep filling the air, but after a while no one was even pretending to listen to the canoe stories.

Just as they finished up, Spencer’s phone rang.

“I have to take this,” he said, springing out of his chair. He returned a minute later. Scarlett could tell from the tightness of his jaw and the way he fixed his eyes on the table and didn’t play around anymore—the call had been about the audition, and the news had not been good.

“Anyone want dessert?” Chip asked cheerfully.
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ACT II

A SPIES OF NEW YORK EXCLUSIVE!

WHAT IS THIS WE ARE HEARING…from the set of Crime and Punishment, the police procedural/courtroom drama that has been an integral part of our lives since we were just tiny spies? Is there trouble in our favorite fictional police precinct?

RUMOR IS…Donald Purchase, who plays our beloved Detective Sonny Lavinski, is unhappy with the current story line and is restless for a change. A well-placed source tells us that Donald wants out.

“Donald is a great actor,” our source told us in confidence. “But he’s been playing Sonny Lavinski for fifteen seasons now. He’s had offers from Hollywood for years. This time, he’s ready to take them.”

The idea of Sonny Lavinski leaving Crime and Punishment is enough to make us drop our morning brandy. We have grown up with his dry witticisms and his sense of justice. His gravelly voice has nursed us through many a hangover. We have seen him fight terrorists, save children (and a seal) from an explosion at the Bronx Zoo, and singlehandedly prevent the poisoning of the Central Park reservoir. We were there when his wife died, and when he found new love in the form of Denise “Wow, she’s way too young and way too hot for him but because he’s Sonny Lavinski we will accept it” Shapiro. And though we have never seen his daughter, Daisy, born in the first episode, her mysterious school projects and much-discussed talents have never failed to amuse us.

Is Sonny really leaving us? Because we will have to book extra sessions with our therapists now.

“Completely untrue,” Donald’s rep told us. “I don’t know where you’re getting this information, but Donald isn’t going anywhere. He just signed on for three more seasons. Donald loves New York, and he loves Crime and Punishment.”

We are reassured, somewhat. But we will never truly be content until we are sure Sonny is staying. We suggest locking him in a cage located on some prominent city landmark where we can go and visit him every day.

Sonny, you belong to New York. Our love is strong. And more than a little obsessive.
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THE FEVER

Eric Hall was a nice Southern boy, from Winston-Salem, North Carolina—once the strapping, blond star of his high school theater department. He seemed to drag along puffy white clouds and blue skies from some other corner of the earth. He was the kind of guy who smiled easily, who you imagined smelled of fresh-cut grass and his grandma’s peach cobbler, who tanned on the first day of summer, who was liked by all who met him. You could easily picture him on a horse, something Scarlett did a little too frequently, and not always appropriately dressed in equestrian gear.

He’d gotten a haircut in the last few days. She liked it a little longer, but this was good. Cleaner. Crisper. With the sunned-out blondish end bits clipped off. Being a blonde herself, Scarlett was kind of bored of the color. The darkness was nice, and unfamiliar. She heard herself speaking, but there was a mumbled roar covering up the words in her mind. It must have been something about coming inside.

“She sent around business cards to the cast,” he said. “I thought I’d stop by. Just finished class. And when I saw you walking down the street with…”

“Murray,” Scarlett said, the name strangled in her throat.

“What?”

That was from Murray the doorman, who was watching them with ill-concealed disgust.

“Not, no…”

Scarlett was stuttering a little. She took a second to control her voice.

“Not you. The dog. The dog is Murray.”

“That dog’s name is Murray?” Murray asked.

Eric picked up on Scarlett’s signal that they should move quickly, quickly to the elevator. She tucked Murray the dog under her arm like a football. The elevator doors closed silently as velvet curtains, not like the great, end-of-the-world squawk that the gates of the Hopewell elevator made.

“He didn’t like that answer,” Eric said.

“He’s not a Murray fan,” Scarlett explained. “Also, his name is Murray.”

“Is that a coincidence?”

“No,” Scarlett said. “It’s just my boss making a statement.”

“Amy’s a piece of work.”

On that note of truth, the doors opened again, and the nineteenth floor hallway awaited them. Mrs. Amberson probably wasn’t even here. Scarlett knew she should mention this. Except that she had now lost the ability to speak, and all she could do was embark on the death march down the thick blue carpet to 19D, Eric sauntering just behind her, Murray stepping on her feet in his haste to get to shelter. She opened the door with her key, which Eric noted with a little tuck-up of the chin.

“Own key, huh? She couldn’t do anything without you.”

Scarlett scooped Murray from the ground, where he had been scratching an ineffective paw at the door. As gestures went, this was like throwing a rock at the moon in an attempt to knock it out of orbit. It was nice to have Murray in that respect—only he had less control over his situation than she did over hers.

Scarlett called out for Mrs. Amberson, just in case she was ensconced in her bedroom and maybe about to emerge half-undressed. There was total silence.

“I think she’s out,” Scarlett said, gripping Murray tight. She mustered the courage to look at Eric now. Maybe he would just leave. That would make sense, since the apartment’s occupant wasn’t there. But he didn’t. He walked right inside, making appreciative noises as he took in the airy living room with its white furniture, and straight to the windows that looked out over the park.

“Don’t these kinds of apartments cost, like, millions?” he said.

There was something in his manner that made Scarlett feel like it was somehow her fault that Mrs. Amberson lived in a very nice apartment, and that she had to make excuses for it.

“It’s actually her friend’s,” Scarlett said. “She’s subletting it for cheap.”

“When you say cheap, you probably don’t mean the kind of cheap I go for. Because I go for cheap. Where I come from, a car on the lawn is considered landscaping.”

He wandered past the desk, pausing to look at the photo array, which now included five pictures of Chelsea. He lingered on the photograph he was in for just a moment, then sat on one of the silver bar stools and swiveled. He slipped into one of those slow smiles of his—the ones that said, “I’m so irresistible and harmless.”

Scarlett sat down on the sofa, holding a quivering Murray firmly on her lap. She told herself that if she could just calm Murray, she would be calm. But Murray would never be calm. He was an exposed, throbbing nerve, set loose into the world in the form of a dog.

“Things getting back to normal at home?” Eric asked.

“We don’t really know what that means,” she replied.

This resulted in an even slower, more dangerously charming smile. Murray vibrated like a cell phone in a box, impossible to ignore.

“Spencer still complaining about that day with the sock?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said, unable to keep herself from smiling—a queasy, wracked smile that hurt her face from the inside. “He’s mentioned it once or twice. A day.”

“God, I’ve never seen him so mad. Well, actually, I have, but…”

He laughed a quick, terse laugh and looked down. Of course he had seen Spencer angrier. Like right before Spencer’s fist “accidentally” hit his face. Because of Scarlett.

Tension took over her body. Murray could feel what she suppressed. In protest, he broke free from her grip in terror, rocketing across the sofa. Unfortunately, a nervous Murray was a tinkling Murray, and he dribbled an erratic, golden trail across the white fabric before making a heroic leap from the armrest and splatting on the ground. Scarlett didn’t want to bring attention to the fact that there was dog pee next to her, because that is considered unsexy in most cultures, but it was impossible to hide against the snowy whiteness of the sofa. It didn’t help that Murray was making rapid, insane circuits of the room, his little nails acting like ice skates against the polished floor, sending him speeding and sliding and skidding into every single piece of furniture. Every blow just propelled him faster, bouncing him from kitchen bar to end table to desk to chair to potted plant, around and around.

Eric watched this with a detached, clinical interest.

“When did Amy get a dog?” he asked.

“He’s borrowed,” Scarlett said. “And he has issues. He has every issue.”

“Yeah, I can see that. We should get that out before it sets in.”

He was pointing at the yellow pee road next to Scarlett. He got off the bar stool and went into Mrs. Amberson’s tiny kitchen. Scarlett could hear him rummaging around, and a moment later he returned with a bottle of sparkling mineral water and a roll of unbleached paper towels. He calmly started drizzling the water on the spots and blotting them up with a paper towel.

“I should be doing that,” Scarlett said.

“I have four dogs back home,” he said. “I’m used to this. You city people, living in your fancy hotels, you don’t have to deal with animals like we country folks do.”

“You should see some of the things we do have to deal with,” Scarlett said. “Hotel guests make dogs seem really clean.”

He laughed a little.

Scarlett grabbed some towels and started on the opposite end of the sofa. She tried to work long and hard on her spot, holding her ground, but Eric was clipping along. Soon, he was next to her. His arm rubbed against hers. He didn’t seem to notice this, but it went on for almost a minute, this gentle brushing.

When she was trying to forget about Eric, she had to make an extra effort to erase the mental image of his arms. They were extraordinary arms—not gross, steroid big, but full and solid, just large enough to slightly strain the fabric of his shirt. They were even developed on the lower half, from the elbow to the hand, so that he had to have a really big watchband to make it all the way around his sturdy wrist. One day in a hot, empty theater, those arms had lifted her up like she was nothing at all.

Scarlett had to steady herself, even though she was kneeling. Eric stopped moving, but his arm was still touching hers. Just barely, but it was, maybe just a millimeter of contact she could feel through her whole body. He turned, his face just inches from hers, looking her right in the eye. They were alone in an empty apartment (except for Murray, who had calmed down and was meditatively chewing on the inside of his own thigh).

“Come here often?” he said, slipping into a leer.

Scarlett tried not to smile. A smile would be giving in—to what, she didn’t know. But he kept the face up until she cracked. The wall was down completely.

“Gotcha,” Eric said, clearly very satisfied with himself. He stood, taking the wad of used paper towels into the kitchen to dispose of them. Scarlett grabbed the water and the roll. They shuffled for position at the sink, sharing the soap and the flow of water, washing their hands. But the current passing between them was impossible to ignore. He moved back to make room for her but didn’t leave the small room. He just leaned against the refrigerator until she was done.

“So,” he asked, “you’re good?”

“Yeah,” Scarlett said, picking up an empty ice cube tray and twisting it. “I’m…good.”

“And school?”

“Same crap, new year. But, good. I guess.”

“NYU is scary,” he said. “I guess I knew when I moved to New York that I wouldn’t be the big kid on the block anymore, the guy who got all the leads in the school show…but I didn’t know how much better everyone would be.”

He pushed his hands into the pockets of his shorts and let out a long sigh—the song of insecurity.

“You’re good,” Scarlett said before she could help herself.

The speed of the compliment seemed to ruin whatever feeling was in the room.

“I guess I should get back,” he said. “I have a rehearsal in an hour. But I just wanted to drop by. Say hi to your boss for me?”

“Sure,” Scarlett said. She tried to sound casual, but her voice had gone all croaky. He looked at the granite floor for a moment, black and twinkling with golden flecks of mica.

“Okay,” he said, “so…”

Some decision was being made. Something was being considered. They were so close. Scarlett had the mad urge to step forward and grab him around the waist, hug him close. He would be, at the very least, too polite to push her away. He would hug her back, and he would look down into her face, and then they would…

No. You can’t go flinging yourself at people. Especially people you are trying not to think about even if they are standing in a tiny kitchen with you and even if you have just cleaned up dog pee with them.

Eric didn’t know what words should come next, either, so he held up a hand of good-bye and retreat, backing up out of the kitchen, the apartment, and Scarlett’s life in general.

It took her almost forty-five minutes to calm back down, most of which was spent on the phone to Dakota.

“Let’s have him killed!” Dakota suggested cheerfully.

“I’m serious,” Scarlett said. “Help me. I’m under a table.”

“Is that a Shakespeare expression? Like, ‘Gadzooks! I am under a table, milord! Prithee, handeth me the pointy stick for to stab the cad!’ Is that what you mean?”

“I mean I’m under a table.”

This was true. Scarlett was crouching on the fluffy white rug under the unused dining table on the side of the living room. She had no idea why she was doing this, except that it seemed kind of safe there.

“He came to see me,” Scarlett said, getting back to the matter at hand. “Why did he come to see me?”

There was a long pause on Dakota’s end of the line.

“He didn’t actually come to see you,” she finally said. “Think about it. Where do you work now?”

“For Mrs. Amberson.”

“Who is an…”

“Agent,” Scarlett said. How had she been so stupid? Eric wasn’t standing around in front of Mrs. Amberson’s apartment building hoping to see Scarlett—he wanted to see her boss. He wanted to see an agent. The fact that he had run into Scarlett was purely accidental. Her brain was so hopped-up on hormones and adrenaline that she couldn’t see what was going on.

“You okay?” Dakota asked after a long pause.

“Fine,” Scarlett replied. “I’d better go.”

“Call me if you need me, okay?”

“Thanks.”

She hung up and dropped her phone into the thickly piled rug and willed herself to think. So he had come here. So they had spoken. So he really just wanted to talk to her boss. Big deal. So what if she had to wrap her arms around herself to make the quivering feeling stop, or that she wanted to run out and find him, follow him, see where he went and who he talked to and if the girls in his class were as pretty as they were in Scarlett’s nightmares. She had seen him, and she had lived. That made her strong, right? You didn’t win the war until you faced your foe, and she had just done some full-on foe-facing, which was both brave and alliterative.

The intercom buzzed, startling Scarlett so much that she popped up her head and whacked it on the underside of the table. Downstairs, Murray had to be holding his finger down on the buzzer on purpose, because it was a solid, unbroken sound, one that could rip any thought in two. No wonder Dog Murray looked the way he did.

Scarlett crawled out of her hiding space rubbing her head and answered.

“Messenger,” Murray growled. “You gotta come sign. I’m not sendin’ him up. He’s got a motorbike runnin’ outside. Can’t have that bike outside.”

When she got to the lobby, she found a motorcycle courier in a white helmet waiting for her with a clipboard. He tipped up the visor on her approach.

“AAA?”

“Yeah,” Scarlett said, taking the clipboard and signing. She was passed a thick envelope.

“Can’t idle that bike outside my door…” Murray was saying, as Scarlett crept off to take the package upstairs. She carelessly ripped it open in the elevator, remembering her last ride upstairs one hour before, when Eric had been by her side. So this was how her brain was going to be—constant replay.

She yanked out some papers as she reached the nineteenth floor and looked at them ruefully. Some other dumb script to file somewhere on Mrs. Amberson’s desk.

And then she noticed the front page: CRIME AND PUNISHMENT, EPISODE 391, “CROSSFIRE.” SHOOTING COPY, DO NOT DUPLICATE. There was another paper attached, a list of times and locations, and a name at the top: SPENCER MARTIN.
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THAT SPECIAL SOMETHING

Scarlett showed up at the appointed time the next day, malice in her heart, and twenty-five of the promised fifty dollars in her pocket. Chelsea lived in an old building in the East Thirties. Not a massive, fancy one like Mrs. Amberson’s. A smaller one, with no doorman. The elevator was one of those ridiculously small ones that only held two people. The hall was dark, and there were only three doors. One had been left ajar, and Scarlett pushed it open, feeling it make cushy contact with what must have been a bunch of coats hanging on the wall behind.

“Is that Scarlett?” Mrs. Biggs said. “Come in!”

Scarlett stepped into a tiny hallway, which was halved in size by all the coats. The living room was absolutely packed, every inch of space used to death. There was a full-size sofa, bookshelves, a set of drawers, a crowded console with the television and stereo equipment, stacks of DVDs of musicals, and books on acting. The space around it was taken up by an electronic keyboard, an exercise ball, free weights, and piles of music. It seemed like an excessive amount of activity went on in here—a lot of living.

Mrs. Biggs was sitting at a tiny table over by the kitchen alcove, doing something on a computer. She was wearing the dress that Scarlett had seen Chelsea in when they met. It also fit her perfectly. She and Chelsea were almost identical in size.

“Chelsea will be home in a minute,” she said, waving Scarlett to the sofa without even looking up. “Give me just a second. Chelsea got two fan mail letters today. I’m just answering them. Have a seat.”

The sofa was crowded at one end with piled blankets and pillows and clothes. There was a strong plug-in air freshener at the end of the sofa—a sickly one that was probably supposed to smell like clean linen but smelled more like sticky, floral bleach. The scent rang a bell in Scarlett’s mind. She knew it.

This was Max’s bed. Max trailed that air freshener smell all day. That’s what it was.

Scarlett quickly turned herself away from the sofa she was about to sit on and made a circuit around the room instead, pretending to take an interest in the things on the walls. There was a clear theme in the decorating scheme, and that theme was Chelsea. Somewhere in Scarlett’s mind, where things she didn’t know she was thinking were being thought, this had been expected. It seemed like every inch of wall space was encrusted with a show poster or a photo. There was no sign of Max except for the pile of clothes and bedding. It was like some kind of nature documentary, where you had to hunt for evidence that the animal had a den nearby.

Miranda noticed that Scarlett hadn’t sat, then looked over and saw why.

“Oh sorry,” she said, nodding at the pile in annoyance. “I tell Max to put his things away when he wakes up, but he never does.”

To be fair to Max, which was something Scarlett didn’t really feel like being, there didn’t seem to be anywhere for his stuff to go. This apartment was full. It would have been a tight fit for one person, or one really close couple. Three people—three people who needed their own space—that was impossible. Living like this would have made her insane.

Scarlett stood there uncomfortably while Mrs. Biggs typed. It was weird enough being invited here—but stranger still to be ignored once she arrived. As someone raised in the hospitality industry, Scarlett disapproved of this.

“There,” Miranda said, finishing up and shutting the computer. “So…I thought it might be nice for Chelsea to talk to you some more…and Max. We’re new to the city, so we don’t know many…Chelsea’s busy with the show, and Max doesn’t…”

None of those sentences were complete, but Scarlett grasped the missing concept. They don’t have friends. Friends, luckily, were something that Scarlett never felt short of. She might not have studied dance for a dozen years or been in a commercial or a Broadway show…but she had people she could call at one in the morning.

“So,” Miranda said, getting up and stepping into the kitchen, “was school good?”

When normal adults asked this question, Scarlett would move through a rote response indicating that school was school and the experience had yet to kill her. But Miranda Biggs didn’t ask innocent, polite questions. She wanted to know about Max. Of that, Scarlett was sure, and she wasn’t going to tell. Scarlett decided that she would talk about absolutely everything else, much more than she wanted to know. She walked Miranda through periods one through seven, everything but Bio. Scarlett listened to the impatient thwack of vegetables being chopped.

“Right,” Miranda said, her voice barely concealing her impatience, “but don’t you and Max have a class together? Biology?”

“Oh,” Scarlett said as if just remembering this. “Yeah.”

“And how’s that?”

“Fine.”

“Fine?”

“Well,” Scarlett said, “it’s just been a few days.”

More dismemberment of vegetables. Scarlett smiled to herself.

There was a jangle of keys, and Chelsea appeared. Her hair was back in two chunky little braids, and she wore a sleek exercise outfit. She was makeup-free, but had flushed little apple cheeks, fresh from a workout of some kind.

“Oh hi!” she chirped. “Just had to meet my trainer for a session.”

“Good,” Miranda said. “You’re here. I have to go out and get more broccoli. Did you do free weights?”

“No. I think I pulled something in my neck. Derrick told me I’d better not push it or I might have trouble during the show tonight.”

“I know the muscle mass is making your weight go up a little, but as long as we balance out the rest…”

“He’s checking every day,” Chelsea said. “I’ve gained five pounds, but I’m obviously leaner.”

“As long as he’s checking.”

On that unpleasant note, Miranda left to get her broccoli, and Chelsea excused herself to take a shower. Scarlett finally took a seat on the sofa and stared at the piles of Max’s things.

Chelsea was a quick showerer. She was back in a few minutes, wrapped in a towel.

“One sec,” she said, disappearing into what Scarlett presumed was her bedroom to change. It looked like there were two bedrooms in this apartment—one for Chelsea, and one for Chelsea’s mom.

“Must be kind of hard,” Scarlett said. “All three of you in here.”

“Oh, you have no idea.” Chelsea emerged, dressed in a nearly identical set of exercise clothes. Scarlett had a feeling that if she looked through Chelsea’s drawers, she would find a dozen of these uniforms. “Max sleeps in here, which is why his stuff is everywhere. It’s a pain for him to be in the living room, but in a way, he has the most space.”

She shrugged away his lack of privacy as if it simply could not be helped, and sat down next to Scarlett to put on her sneakers.

“We’re supposed to be getting a bigger place sometime,” she said. “But we can’t afford it right now. Everything here is so insanely expensive! He didn’t want to move, and he doesn’t need to be here like I do. But my mom was obsessed with getting him into a school in Manhattan.”

“We’re lab partners now. He sits next to me.”

“Be careful,” Chelsea said. “He cheats.”

“That’s what he said. I thought he was kidding.”

“It’s true. He does. He’s really lazy, and he’ll try to get you to help him. Don’t let him take advantage. I’m not going to mind, trust me. I don’t even know why my mom dragged him to New York. He should have stayed at home.”

“Where is home?”

“Binghamton. A few hours away. Our house is there, and my dad.”

“Your parents are still married?” Scarlett asked. Scarlett had assumed that there was no Mr. Biggs, that Mrs. Biggs had divorced and taken her kids to the city. As soon as she said this, though, she realized that sounded kind of bad. But Chelsea just laughed.

“Oh yeah. My parents are just…they’re fine. I don’t think it matters to them if they see each other very often. I think my dad likes having the house all to himself. We live on a golf course. He manages the place. He can just golf whenever he wants now. That’s like his dream.”

Mrs. Biggs returned with a shopping bag and Max in tow. He looked absolutely appalled to see Scarlett in his living room. She would have warned him in advance, but he hadn’t shown for Bio that day, which had been a pleasant surprise. A totally Max-free day would have been better still, but life doesn’t give you everything you ask for.

“Scarlett’s here for dinner,” Mrs. Biggs said.

Max grunted what Scarlett assumed was some kind of insult and dropped his bag in the center of the room.

“Not there, Max!” his mom called. “Someone will trip!”

“Who?” he asked, kicking it aside.

“I’m just making chicken and vegetables,” she said, ignoring this remark and addressing Scarlett. “I don’t like…weird food. I don’t like spices and things.”

What Miranda Biggs didn’t like, it seemed, was flavor of any kind. She steamed some broccoli until it was anemic, piled some lettuce with no dressing, and plopped down a baked, dry chicken breast. This was served up at a tiny table really only made for two people. Max sat down at the table without bothering to remove the earbuds from his ears. Sound dribbled from his head.

“I have some low-fat salad dressing spray,” Mrs. Biggs said. “Max, turn that off!”

Max couldn’t hear her, on account of the earbuds. She pulled one of them loose. Then she reached around to the refrigerator without even getting up and retrieved a spray bottle of low-fat dressing, as promised.

“Your brother went to the High School of Performing Arts, right?” Chelsea asked.

“Right.”

“But you don’t have the acting bug?”

“No,” Scarlett said.

“So what do you do?”

Max was clearly paying some kind of attention, because Scarlett saw him looking over at her at this.

“I…go to school…”

She was answering this question like a five-year-old. I go to school. Genius. What else did she do? She tied her shoes. She liked kittens.

“Yeah,” Chelsea said sympathetically, as if she knew this answer was exactly as pathetic as Scarlett feared. “You have to feel it. It has to be in you. And, you’re, you know, an agent. Or something.”

Max let out an audible sigh, grabbed the salad dressing, and sprayed everything on his plate until it had a high sheen.

“You need to be a special kind of person to be a star,” Mrs. Biggs said, slicing her chicken breast with a vigor usually reserved for the severing of human heads from still-struggling bodies. “It doesn’t just happen. It’s about talent, and it’s about focus. Chelsea’s been working toward her goal all her life. Sure, there are people who work just as hard, but if they don’t have the special something, then they aren’t going to make it. Chelsea has both.”

Max’s eyes fluttered slightly closed.

“Max is the academic one,” Mrs. Biggs said, remembering her other child at the table. “He gets by on just brains.”

“And the blood of virgins…” he said, drifting into the conversation.

“Don’t use that language at the table,” Mrs. Biggs snapped.

“English?”

Mrs. Biggs just looked up tiredly.

“That’s not what Max gets by on,” Chelsea said under her breath.

It was so strange being the outsider to all these little barbs and understandings. Scarlett suddenly had a lot of sympathy for people like…well, Eric and Chip…who had sat in the middle of six Martins at the dinner table and tried to keep up.

“I have to get home,” she said, the moment Mrs. Biggs stood to yank the plates away. “But thanks…”

“You should come again!” Chelsea said. “Anytime you want.”

Just when Scarlett thought she’d made her escape and was halfway down the steps, she heard a creak above her. Max was following her down.

“So,” he called down the stairwell, “you’re dating my sister now, huh? Or was that just you being a good lackey?”

“My boss gave me fifty bucks,” Scarlett answered honestly. “Next time? I’m going to ask her for double.”

For the first time, Scarlett heard Max laugh. If she had been guessing, she would have thought his laugh would sound like a mancackle, or something like the squawk of a dying bird. But it was a full, round sound. Not unlike an actor laugh—from the belly, full of voice. The largeness and humanness seemed to startle them both, and he turned and went back up.

As Scarlett walked back to the Hopewell, she saw Spencer’s bike still leaning against the stop sign invitingly. Someone had put a half-eaten hamburger on the seat, but still, no one had made the effort to take it. Upstairs, it was very quiet. The pigeons were cooing and resting on the outside of Scarlett’s air conditioner, their tiny feet tapping on the metal. She looked through her homework list—three paragraphs of French, thirty-five Trigonometry problems, five chapters of Great Expectations to read, one chapter of Biology with six end-of-chapter questions to answer, and five articles on the government of Pakistan to find, digest, and summarize. She decided the articles were a good place to start, but once she got online, she ended up reading all of her messages and watching Eric’s commercial seven times, closing down the window after each viewing and telling herself that she would not reopen it. Then she would go looking for articles for five minutes, but find her mind dragging her back to the commercial for one more look.

She slammed the computer shut and faced the silence. And in the silence, a question came. Another creeping question. The question the Biggses had put there: What was she going to do with her life? She’d never felt a pressing need to answer this question before now. She was fifteen. She wouldn’t have to choose a college or decide on a major for at least two more years. But still…there were classes to pick now. There were skills to pick up. Everyone else did things. It wasn’t just Chelsea who had trained since she was just a small cellular life-form. Almost all of her friends were developing some kind of special skill. And it wasn’t just a question of who she was and how much money they had—after all, Spencer had become an actor. Sure, he was just kind of born that way, but he had also taught himself many, many things. He always had a mission. Marlene had…well, cancer. But that had weirdly provided her with a social life and maybe some kind of perspective. And she was eleven, so who cared?

The only other person who didn’t really seem to have a definite goal was…

The door to the Orchid Suite flew open, and in came Lola, the very person she was thinking of.

Except that Lola didn’t look like Lola. Her face was flushed and her eyes were narrowed. She was walking quickly, instead of her usual smooth, graceful step, and her back was hunched. It was like her entire body was trying to curl itself into a fist.

“You okay?” Scarlett asked.

Lola tore off her Bubble T-shirt and threw it at the end of her bed.

“Fine,” she said, her jaw set.

This was so obviously a lie that it didn’t need to be said. Scarlett just kept looking at her until she decided to explain.

“Do you remember Boonz?” Lola finally said.

“Chip’s friend?”

“Well, she’s one of his friend’s girlfriends. He doesn’t like her. Boonz was the one who made fun of me about the dress.”

“Oh,” Scarlett said, nodding quickly. “Her.”

Chip had given Lola a beautiful Dior dress. It was a dress Lola had seen in the window of Bergdorf’s and coveted deeply, but never even imagined owning. Lola wore the dress everywhere, to everything. It was the best article of clothing she had ever owned—was ever likely to own—and she maintained it with the zeal of a curator. It was her favorite thing until Chip’s friend Boonz made a snide comment about the repetitive wearings, questioning whether or not Lola owned any other clothes. The weight of dealing with much wealthier people must have been pressing on Lola for some time, though she had never really shown it. But when Boonz did that, something inside of Lola snapped. She ran away from the party and from Chip, escaping from society types and a competition she could never win.

“I guess I thought that stuff was over,” Lola said. “Chip’s up in Boston in school. He doesn’t see a lot of these people anymore. But she came into the spa this afternoon, she and some other girl. I was restocking some shelves. They followed me around, asking me stupid questions about the products. It was all just to mock me for working there. I even lost a sale, a big sale, because they wouldn’t leave me alone. You can’t get away when you work there.”

Her humiliation was so clear, Scarlett couldn’t think of anything that would make it better.

“Sorry,” Scarlett said.

“It’s fine,” Lola said. But she didn’t look fine. She reached to her dresser for a shirt. The drawer stuck. She jiggled it once, but it only gave another inch or two. She rattled it even harder until Scarlett heard a tiny crack and the drawer stopped moving completely.

“It’s their problem, not yours,” Scarlett said. “There’s nothing weird about having a job.”

Scarlett knew this was a pointless thing to say. It was true, but it was pointless.

“They make it my problem!” Lola yelled. “I can’t get away from them. How do they make me feel so bad…about everything? Everything in my life?”

She tried to squeeze her hand into the opening to get a shirt, but she obviously couldn’t reach. She grabbed the drawer on either side and pulled it hard.

“Damn it!” Lola mumbled. “Damn it, damn it, damn it!”

Each word increased in volume and brought a more fervent shake and pull. The entire front piece of the drawer came off in Lola’s hands, leaving the contents exposed. Lola dropped it in disgust, reached into the naked, half-extended shelf and yanked the first shirt from the stack. She sat on the end of her bed and looked at the hole she had just created. It was all too symbolic.
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ACT III

NEW YORK MOURNS SONNY

The New York Bulletin

Last night, television history was made when Detective Sonny Lavinski (played by Donald Purchase) was shot dead on the season premiere of police drama Crime and Punishment. Lavinski’s death came as a major surprise to millions of viewers who had tuned in for the start of Lavinski’s 16th season. What began as a fairly ordinary case involving the murder of an NYU student ended with a shooting at the foot of the courthouse steps, with Lavinski dying in the arms of his partner, Mike Benzo.

Reaction across the city, the country, and the Internet was immediate. News of Lavinski’s murder trumped coverage of real-life murders, instantly becoming one of the top news stories. The headline rippled across news tickers around Manhattan, causing crowds of people in Times Square to stop and point. The Crime and Punishment online fan site, which boasts more than two hundred thousand members, immediately crashed.

Sources from the set report that Lavinski’s departure was long in planning, and that much work had gone into keeping the story line under wraps.

“It was just time,” said one staff writer who asked to go unnamed. “Donald’s been great to work with. We were all crushed when he said he had to go. He didn’t want it dragged out. He said that would hurt the fans who were really attached to his character. He wanted it to be quick. So that’s how we wrote it.”

Lavinski’s killer, David Frieze, is played by cast newcomer Spencer Martin, 19.

“Yeah,” another on-set source confirmed, “that story line is going to be a big part of this season. David Frieze is the new baddie on the street.”

Over five hundred dedicated fans had an impromptu candlelight vigil on the steps of the New York Supreme Court, where the death scene was shot.

“I can’t stop crying,” said Felicia Wills of Brooklyn, as she placed a bouquet of flowers on the steps where Lavinski fell. “It’s never going to be the same without Sonny.”

Andrew Walsh of Manhattan said he was riding by on his bike when he saw the gathering and asked what happened.

“I was recording the show,” he said. “I was about to go home and watch it. I never thought they’d kill Sonny Lavinski. That’s like…killing television. I’m in shock. I’m honestly in shock.”

A larger, more organized event in Central Park is to follow on Saturday.
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THE LOVE OF THE MASSES

The next morning, when Scarlett emerged from her room, she was struck by the sight of Spencer coming out of the bathroom wearing white pants and a white shirt. It was the whitest outfit she had ever seen, broken only by a sliver of dark silver tie.

“Is it Dress Like a Kentucky Colonel Day?” she asked. “I always forget to mark it on my calendar.”

Spencer straightened his tie.

“I kind of wanted to get dressed up today, but my only dress pants are my work ones and these. And my good suit, but I didn’t feel like wearing that. They’re nice, right? They’re really nice pants. I should wear them more often.”

“They’re nice,” Scarlett conceded, taking a good look at them as they walked down the hall. “But they do look a little…musical-ish.”

“That’s because they are musical-ish,” he said, pushing the elevator button, which stuck and clacked back out again. “They were part of my costume for The Music Man. I swiped them from the costume room when the show was over. I have the jacket, too, but it doesn’t fit right. The arms are too short. Here, read this.”

He pulled a copy of the New York Bulletin out of his messenger bag and passed it to Scarlett. It was already folded open to a page, and he tapped on an article.

“They’re already lying about it,” he said. “I am already spinning in the spin machine.”

“Why are they saying it was planned?” she asked, scanning the article. “I don’t get it. You said he walked off.”

“Because it sounds better than, ‘Bitter, greedy, slightly drunk guy leaves set with no warning after fifteen years.’ Did you see the part about ‘cast newcomer Spencer Martin’? That’s my favorite part. That’s the part where the article really shines. I’m the new baddie on the street!”

The arrow above the elevator pointed to five, and the doors creaked open. Spencer reached over and opened the gate for Scarlett.

“I’m feeling generous this morning,” he said. “I feel like treating my favorite sister to an iced coffee.”

“You still killed Sonny,” Scarlett said. “You can’t just buy me off with cold caffeine.”

“Did I mention that I’d also treat you to a cab ride to school?”

“It’s important to forgive,” Scarlett said. “Are you always going to be like this? I like this new you. The old one was okay, but this one is better.”

“As long as I’m a fancy, rich television star.”

Spencer yanked the gate shut, and the inner doors squawked closed.

“You seem calmer today,” she observed.

He shrugged, dismissing the panic of the day before.

“You know,” he said, “the more I think about it, the more I’m glad I killed that guy. I’d do it again.”

Scarlett smacked him playfully. Rather than reply, he threw himself back against the sunburst and slid down to the elevator floor. The door opened at that moment and the German couple staying in the Sterling Suite looked at him in bafflement. His eyes were closed, so he didn’t immediately notice. Scarlett kicked his foot, and he looked up.

“Sorry,” he said, getting up and stumbling slightly as he exited the elevator. “I have this inner ear thing and I lose my balance…”

He swayed a bit as he held the gate for Scarlett to exit and the couple to enter. They looked concerned, and a little scared.

“It’ll pass,” he said as the elevator door slowly closed on them. “It always does. Have a good day!”

“They don’t speak English,” Lola said from behind the front desk. “Could you not freak them out by pretending to be dead in public spaces?”

“You can’t be mad at me today, Lo,” he said, leaning over the desk. “Your heart is filled with Spencerlove.”

“I’m not mad,” she said, smiling. “It’s just that I’d like to keep the last guests we have left. Also, you aren’t supposed to wear white after Labor Day.”

“I’m the bad guy. I break the rules.”

“Do you shoot more today?” Lola asked.

“No,” Spencer said, checking to make sure he’d put his wallet into his fancy white pants. “It’s just a read through. See you later.”

As he and Scarlett walked to Third Avenue, a few heads turned in their direction. Spencer glowed with contentment. By the time they reached the coffee and doughnut shop, he had actually started humming to himself, very lightly, under his breath. They took a spot in line behind an older man who was ordering a large box of cream and jam doughnuts and an iced coffee. As he waited for his food, he kept looking over his shoulder at Spencer, each look getting longer and longer until it was an outright and undeniable stare. Spencer wheeled around, turning his back to the man, and leaned down to Scarlett.

“That guy is looking at me,” he said in a low voice.

“You’re on TV now,” she whispered back. “And you just killed Sonny Lavinski. And you’re dressed like the ice-cream man.”

“I know. I just didn’t expect anyone to recognize me. Like, that much.”

The man at the counter wasn’t the only one. Two women stopped outside the window, pointing inside. Spencer turned back around and put on his most innocent smile, waving at the women.

The man got his box of doughnuts and drink and paid, and only then did he ask, “Aren’t you that punk from Crime and Punishment?” “Yeah,” Spencer said, slipping the man a sideways smile.

“I thought so.”

He made a low sound, not unlike the first, tentative whir of a blender, and stood off to the side while Spencer ordered the iced coffees. While Spencer paid and batted his eyelashes at the woman behind the counter, Scarlett watched the man. There was something in his aspect that suggested that maybe some medication had been forgotten. He didn’t eat a doughnut or drink his iced coffee. He just stared at Spencer.

“Here,” Spencer said, pressing a massive iced coffee with whipped cream into Scarlett’s hand. “Healthy breakfast.”

He grabbed his own drink and shoved five dollars into the tip cup. They were just passing the man, and Spencer was just giving him a friendly nod of good-bye, when it started.

“You son of a bitch!” he said in an even, angry voice.

The smile dropped from Spencer’s face in an instant.

“Sorry?” he asked.

“You heard me, you son of a bitch.”

“Okay,” Spencer said, quickly giving Scarlett a shove in the direction of the door. “Nice meeting you. Stay classy.”

“What is wrong with that guy?” Scarlett asked as they stepped out onto the sidewalk. “Don’t people know the difference between fantasy and reality?”

“He’s just a weirdo,” Spencer said, pulling the straw out of his cup and using it to scoop up some whipped cream. “Dime a dozen. You grew up here, you know that.”

“I know, but…”

Scarlett felt something smack the middle of her back. It wasn’t hard, but it was definitely solid. She turned just in time to see the man who had just yelled at them. He was following them with his box of doughnuts in his hand. He removed another one.

“That’s the son of a bitch!” he yelled as he got closer. “That’s the son of a bitch!”

Spencer turned in time to catch a cream one midchest. He looked down at his shirtfront, where he’d been struck.

“Is he really throwing doughnuts at me?” he asked.

“At us,” Scarlett said. “He got me, too.”

“What?”

Spencer stopped and changed position just enough to block Scarlett.

“What the hell are you doing?” he yelled at their attacker. “You hit my sister with a doughnut!”

“Let’s just go,” Scarlett said, catching Spencer’s shirt and attempting to tug him along. But Spencer would not be moved. Another doughnut took flight. This time, it was jelly, and it made clear, perfect contact with the side of Spencer’s head—cutting a streak of powder across his dark hair and exploding into a thick raspberry mess along his ear and neck. Against the white shirt, it looked like blood.

“Son of a bitch!” the man screamed again.

By this point, all the passersby stopped to watch the display. Not all of them knew which particular son of a bitch Spencer was, but a few did. Those few were pointing and whispering the sacred name: Lavinski. The rest of the crowd was prepared to accept the spectacle in the spirit in which it was offered—just one of those things that New York occasionally threw in their path to shake things up.

“He’s an actor!” Scarlett yelled back, stepping from behind Spencer. “And you’re a lunatic!”

The man reached for another doughnut.

“That box holds at least a dozen,” Scarlett said. “He’s got a lot more to go. Come on, Spencer!”

Spencer just maneuvered her back behind him again and held his ground.

“Seriously,” he said. “You do know it’s just a show, right? Right?”

The cream doughnut that immediately followed didn’t rupture in quite the same way as the jelly had. It got him low on the torso, leaving a cream blotch on his hip. The next assault came from behind. A kid, maybe Scarlett’s age, decided to take advantage of the open food fight that seemed to be going on and lobbed half a granola bar in their general direction. It glanced off Scarlett’s elbow and landed on the sidewalk.

“Okay,” Scarlett said, “that was just ineffective.”

“A show,” Spencer was saying, still trying to reason with their primary threat. “Not a real gun. Not a real murder. Not even my idea…”

Scarlett saw a cab with its light on stopping to let someone out. She took Spencer by the arm and pulled him toward it. He allowed himself to be moved this time, narrowly missing what looked like a very unstable blueberry jelly doughnut, which exploded on the back of the car.

“One Hundred Fourth and the park,” Scarlett said to the driver, who already looked very sad that they were his passengers. “The faster you go, the less messed up your car gets.”

Spencer got the door closed right before the man threw his iced coffee at the window. The window was half rolled up, which provided some protection, but not enough. The coffee drenched Spencer, soaking his face and side and pooling in his lap.

“Are you okay?” Spencer asked.

Scarlett’s heart was thumping in her chest. She looked down at herself. Tiny spots of powder and jam covered her shirt.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just drop me at Dakota’s. I’ll borrow a shirt.”

There was little point in asking Spencer the same question. The white clothes highlighted the damage. One side of his head and face was soaked with coffee-thinned jam. It dripped from his ear and down his shoulder. The majority of it was pooled in his lap. There were heavy impact marks of jam and cream on his chest and legs, which looked like someone had decided to make an abstract painting, using him as the canvas.

Scarlett dug around in her bag. She had no tissues; paper would have to do. She ripped a few pages from a notebook. Spencer didn’t make a move. Figuring he was too stunned by the assault, Scarlett reached over to clean off his ear and cheek. As her hand drew near, he reached up to block her.

“Leave it,” he said.

“What?”

“I have to make sure it stays this way until I get to the set.”

“You want the jam on your head?”

“Not much point in trying to clean up. I can’t hide this.” He tilted his head in the opposite direction to slow the dripping of the evidence. “It’s my one day of fame. Might as well enjoy it.”

“I didn’t think this is what fame was like.”

“Me neither,” he said.

The cab stopped at a red light. The driver handed back a pile of napkins, indicating that he would like his backseat cleaned up a little. Spencer took them and mopped up the space around him. Scarlett blotted her shirt. Mostly it just smeared the dots and made it worse. Her hand shook a little.

Scarlett called Dakota to request the shirt, and Dakota was waiting at the curb when they arrived. She was unable to contain her shock at the view inside the cab.

“Breakfast,” Spencer said. “I’m a really messy eater.”

“We never give him soup,” Scarlett added.

Spencer nodded gravely, waved good-bye, and the cab pulled off.

“What. Was. That?” Dakota said. “Tell. Me. Now. What. Was. That?”

“There was an incident,” Scarlett said.

She explained the morning’s events as they walked up the three flights to Dakota’s apartment, where Dakota had already laid out a selection of new T-shirts on her bed. Scarlett picked through them and selected a basic white one, similar to the one that she had on.

“Can you bring your jam-covered brother to my house every morning?” Dakota asked. “Why doesn’t he need to take off his shirt? He totally needed a new shirt.”

Many moons ago, in sixth grade, Dakota developed a crush on Spencer. It was an obsession that had long faded into a ritual joke that was important for them to perform every once in a while. Or, it was important to Dakota to perform and for Scarlett to nervously tolerate because she loved her friend and sometimes friends do these sorts of things…because sometimes friends think they are joking when they are not joking at all.

“How much do you think he would charge to take off his shirt?” she went on, to Scarlett’s dismay. “I know he’s famous and everything now, but everyone has a price.”

“I don’t know,” Scarlett said. “A quarter?”

“Really? I like how cheap he is.”

While Scarlett changed, Dakota fell back on her bed, imagining something Scarlett would undoubtedly find horrible.

“What are you going to do?” she asked. “Your brother just killed Sonny Lavinski.”

“Do? I don’t do anything. No one knows he’s my brother except for you guys. And he’s just going to be on the show for a while.”

“But you guys got attacked,” Dakota said.

“Yeah, well, it was just some freak,” Scarlett said. “I don’t think we’re going to have any more problems like that. And who’s even going to know?”

“Dissection,” Ms. Fitzweld was shouting in eighth period, “is not the same as slicing to bits. You are not cutting up a pork chop.”

Actually, she wasn’t shouting. Ms. Fitzweld just happened to have one of those natural speaking voices that was sharp and pointy and overly loud—like she could see someone off in the distance ramming her car repeatedly with a shopping cart and could do nothing about it except take it out on sophomore Biology students.

“You do as little cutting as possible!” she raged on. “Do you understand me? Now, one person from each station come over here and get your fetal pig. Bring your dissection tray.”

Scarlett put on her plastic apron and a pair of goggles and made her way toward the barrel, tray in hand. She winced as her classmates walked past with their little plastic-bagged pigs on trays. The formaldehyde was overwhelming. It smelled like a sterilized headache.

“I see Slax is skipping today,” Dakota said, coming up beside her.

True enough, Max’s seat was still empty.

“That’s sad,” Scarlett said. “I feel all dead inside when he’s not here.”

The pig supply had run low. There were two left, at the very bottom of the barrel. Scarlett adjusted her ill-fitting plastic glove and leaned in, her nose almost touching the rim. She tried to lift a pig by the corner of the bag, but it was too heavy.

“Stop being squeamish,” Ms. Fitzweld said. “Pick it up.”

Even through two layers of plastic, the heavy wetness of the pig was palpable. Scarlett grabbed it and plopped it on the tray. Back at her seat, she read through the instructions. Task one: sex the pig. She was glad Max wasn’t around for this. She quickly examined hers and found it was a boy.

“Sorry, piggy boy,” she said quietly. “I really am.”

The classroom door opened, and Max sauntered in. Today, he was wearing a striped tie loose around his neck. Scarlett fondly remembered all the ways you could choke someone with a tie.

“Where have you been?” Ms. Fitzweld snapped.

“The bathroom,” Max said with a smile.

“Thank you for sharing. Do it again and I’m docking you half a grade on the next exam. Get over to your station.”

“Actually, I was reading the Internet,” Max said, sitting down and pulling on his gloves. “But I thought saying I was in the bathroom sounded cooler. Guess what I found out. Someone was throwing doughnuts at your brother this morning.”

Scarlett stopped what she was doing.

“Where did you see that?” she said.

“It was on Spies of New York. I’ll read it to you.”

He pulled out his phone and held it low, just under the desk.

“Let’s see. ‘Sonny-Killer Wears White After Labor Day, New York Responds. On seeing Sonny’s killer, one loyal fan responded with a volley of doughnuts that sent him running for a cab in the company of an unidentified blonde’…That’s you I assume; they probably think you’re dating him or something…Then it says, ‘After covering Martin in jam and cream, the assailant dumped a cup of iced coffee on him before the cab drove away. We thoroughly applaud this man’s civic action and encourage other like-minded citizens to avenge our Sonny.’ Guess it was his lucky day for some random nut job to come along with a box of jelly doughnuts.”

“There was nothing random about it,” Scarlett snapped. “It was because of the show last night. He had to give a speech about doughnuts. That’s why the guy was throwing them.”

“I know,” he said. “I saw it. My mom turned it on because she wanted to see what kinds of jobs your boss is getting for her clients.”

“So a crazy person attacked us.” She pushed the dissection pan toward him. “Cut the pig.”

“Not me,” he said. “I’ll just screw it up. We’ll both fail. I’d hate to drag you down with me.”

Scarlett dragged the pan back with a bitter heart. Hers, not the pig’s—though the pig couldn’t have been happy about it, either.

“Does your brother always wear white?” Max asked as Scarlett began the unpleasant task of the first incision with the scissors. “It’s kind of a weird outfit. It’s like something you would wear if you wanted a lot of people to look at you.”

“He wears, whatever…I don’t know.”

“All I’m saying is that it seems like a good outfit to pick if you knew someone was going to, I don’t know, throw jam doughnuts at you. And you wanted it to show up well in pictures.”

“I was there,” Scarlett said coldly. “It just happened. It wasn’t planned.”

“Sure,” Max said. “There’s no way that an actor would lie or pretend or stage something.”

“He would have told me.”

“Of course he would,” Max said. “Whatever you want to think. All actors care about is that you spell their name right. Trust me. I live with one.”

“So do I,” Scarlett said.

“Fine,” Max said, holding up his hands. “Ignore me. I’m wrong. Your brother is different from the rest. It was all a coincidence.”

Try as she might, though, Scarlett couldn’t ignore it. Max’s idea immediately took root in her mind, and soon its tendrils had spread in all directions, crowding out other thoughts. There was something wrong about that morning.

“You know I have a point,” he said, leaning close. “Bet it drives you crazy.”
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THE VISITOR

There was a collection of Martin family photos on the hallway wall right next to the Jazz Suite, covering the life histories of all four Martin siblings. There were the usual baby and school photos, but there were also a few signature candids. There was one of Spencer as a sophomore dressed in a gangster suit with a fake mustache for Guys and Dolls. There was Lola looking demure and lovely in her Easter dress when she was ten. There was six-year-old Scarlett riding her bike out on the sidewalk, her expression unreadable under the cloudlike mass of blonde curls that covered her head like a weather pattern. There was Marlene, aged eight, in the playroom at the hospital giving a rare smile.

In the center of the collection was one group photo that, if you studied it closely enough, would tell you all you needed to know about the Martin siblings. At the time the picture was taken, Marlene had just gotten out of the hospital. The chemotherapy had caused her hair to fall out, and a reddish fuzz was just growing in. She was making a sun-in-the-eyes scowl. Lola stood behind her, her arms clasped around her shoulders, a radiant smile on her face. Spencer had just hit the same height as their dad, and he seemed to tower over them all.

Scarlett was on the edge of the picture. It was taken just before she realized that, for her, longer hair just meant bigger hair and that there was a secret point just below the nape of her neck—the magical line past which her hair became a nightmare.

So she looked a bit wild in the picture, longish blonde curls blowing in all directions. Her braces had recently been removed, and her teeth still felt huge and strange in her mouth. She was wearing one of Lola’s old dresses (some things never changed), which was just a little too long on her. She was the only one not looking at the camera. She was turned halfway back toward the hotel, and the expression on her face clearly said, “Am I the only one seeing this?”

Because in the background, a man could plainly be seen stealing the lid of their trash can.

After the photo was taken, Scarlett reported the theft of the lid to her dad, who said, “It must have just gotten knocked off. No one steals trash can lids.” Which was a reasonable enough assumption, except that it was false—a fact he admitted when he saw the picture and said, “Oh yeah. I guess you were right.” They still had that trash can, and it still had no lid.

This photo used to hang proudly with the dozen or so others behind the front desk downstairs (the Martins liked photos), but Marlene had requested that it be taken down. She didn’t like people seeing her “bald pictures.” So it had been moved here, to the fifth floor. Scarlett didn’t think this was a crazy request. She had never liked having the picture downstairs, advertising to the world that you could steal stuff from the Hopewell, get your picture taken doing it, and almost be celebrated for your accomplishment.

What disturbed Scarlett about the photograph now, however, was the strange woman who was staring at it when she got home from school. She wasn’t a guest—they only had five right now, and all of them were male, in town for a business meeting about popcorn franchises. This woman was maybe about fifty and carried a small plastic bag from Macy’s in one hand, and a clump of tissues in the other. Scarlett had already had a painfully long week, and this wasn’t the kind of thing you wanted to find on a Friday afternoon.

“Can I help you?” Scarlett asked nervously.

“He killed Sonny,” the woman said, poking at Spencer’s photo with the tissues.

Scarlett did a quick mental inventory. She could tell from the quiet that she was the only Martin on the floor. The woman was three doors away, past the bathroom and Marlene’s room and the Jazz Suite. Three doors was ample running room, and chances were, the woman had no idea which door the stairs were hidden behind. She could make it, easy. Escape, very possible.

Just to be safe, she did a second inventory, looking for any possible weapon she had that could fend off an attacker, but the only thing in sight was a pair of Marlene’s sneakers, which she had left in the hall by her door. Marlene’s sneakers were small and from Payless. Scarlett had a similar pair, and she had once tried to kill a roach with them and, after beating said roach with one, the roach quite literally shook itself off and walked away, almost with an audible laugh. The only other option was a pile of newspapers that someone, possibly her, was supposed to take down for recycling. Newspaper is a terrible weapon.

The woman turned to Scarlett with a genuinely confused expression.

“Why did he do it?” she asked. “Kill Sonny?”

“Because that’s what the script said?” Scarlett replied.

The woman sighed. She was clearly not going to cause any harm, but still. It is never good to find someone crying in your hall, poking your brother’s picture with tissues.

“How did you get up here?” Scarlett asked.

“One of the men downstairs let me in,” she said. “No one was around. I just walked around until I got up here and saw this picture. I read about this place online…”

“We live up here,” Scarlett said. “This is our house, this part.”

“Oh!” The woman looked genuinely contrite. “I didn’t know. It doesn’t say.”

“It usually doesn’t come up,” Scarlett said.

“This young man…is your brother?”

“Yes,” Scarlett said. “My older brother. And he’s nice. Not, you know, a killer. Just an actor.”

“I’m sure he is,” she said, though not very convincingly. “I just wanted to see him and ask him, and I found this hotel online, and I just wanted to ask him why. I loved Sonny. I’ve loved Sonny for fifteen years.”

“The guy is fine,” Scarlett said. “He just moved to LA.”

“Guy?”

“The actor,” Scarlett said.

The woman cocked her head in bafflement.

“The actor who played Sonny,” Scarlett said.

“I just want to know why…”

She started crying again.

“I was sick for a long time,” the woman said, dabbing her eyes. “I couldn’t do much. I used to watch Crime and Punishment a lot.”

“My sister used to be really sick, too,” Scarlett said, trying to show the woman she understood, even though she didn’t. “She used to watch a lot of TV. And I loved Sonny, too.”

“I felt like Sonny was always there. I could always depend on him. Now I don’t know what to do.”

“The spin-off is pretty good,” Scarlett said. “Crime and Punishment: First Degree?”

“I tried that,” she said, crying harder. “It’s not the show. It’s Sonny. I just don’t understand. I need to understand. Who would do this? What kind of person?”

Her intensity was making the hair on Scarlett’s arms stand on end.

“Let me show you something,” Scarlett said. “Wait right there…”

“How did you get rid of her?” Spencer asked.

He was the last to arrive and hadn’t quite gotten the full story as he was ushered into the living room for a family conference about the stranger. He sat on the floor on the side of the room, eating a container of Chinese food. Scarlett sat in the middle of the sofa, the others gathered around her. She was the witness. The unharmed victim.

“I showed her a picture of you in a dress from…whatever show that was where you had to wear a dress,” Scarlett said. “She didn’t think you were scary after that, and I convinced her that Sonny would want her to go.”

“I think I looked nice in the dress,” Spencer said, nodding. “I had really good hair, too.”

“You did,” Scarlett said. “But you also looked a little cheap.”

“I resent that. It was the fake boobs, right? I kind of couldn’t help that. I’m not exactly blessed in that department. Don’t judge me. And I could have gone bigger, but I said no…”

“Enough,” her dad said tiredly. “This is serious. There are a lot of weirdos out there, and they’ve clearly figured out where you live.”

Spencer fell silent and poked at the noodles, looking unhappily puzzled by whatever he saw in the depths of the container. Outside, the pigeons on the window ledge cooed soothingly.

“Sorry,” Spencer said. “They must have just traced it back to the articles about the show. And I talked to a reporter in the lobby the other day, but that article’s not out…”

“It’s not your fault,” their mom said. “We just need to rethink how we do things. It’s obviously not enough to lock the lobby door when no one’s at the desk. We’ll either have to make sure someone is sitting there around the clock…”

Scarlett heard her father groan lightly.

“…or we stop giving keys to guests. We have the buzzer wired up to this floor. We do something to keep people out.”

“But this is a hotel,” Lola said, stating the obvious. “We let people in for a living.”

“People who pay to stay here.”

“How do we know they won’t start coming just to see him?” Lola said, flicking a hand in Spencer’s direction.

“You say that like having guests is a bad thing,” Spencer said.

“It is if they’re insane.”

“Insane people have credit cards.”

“Why won’t you take anything seriously?” she snapped.

And then she left the room, followed closely by Marlene. Spencer sighed, pushed his chopsticks into the noodles, and set the container on the floor next to him as if he was setting down a great burden.

“It’s not your fault,” their mom said again. “We’ll figure something out. Lola’s just…”

“I know what Lola is.”

“Don’t start,” Scarlett’s dad said. “Okay? This isn’t the time.”

Spencer shook his head, picked up his food, and left the room without another word.

“The two of them,” her dad said tiredly. “What is it with the two of them? Always going after each other. I thought they’d stop doing that when they grew up.”

“They still have a little ways to go on the growing up thing,” her mom said. “Give them time.”

“They’re both technically adults now, scary as that is.” He shook his head and looked over at Scarlett. “When do you think they’ll stop fighting?”

“I’d give it until they’re forty,” Scarlett said.

The three Martin sisters were all in the Orchid Suite a half hour later—Scarlett attempting to do her homework while Lola tried to braid Marlene’s hair. Marlene was speculating a mile a minute about the freaks and psychos that were theoretically coming for them now, and all the things they might do to the hotel. They would try to burn it down. They would leave poisonous chemicals in the lobby. They would check in under assumed names and sneak around the hotel at night, killing them all, one by one. On the non-lethal side, she also thought they would release rats or pigeons into the hotel (or, as Scarlett thought, more rats and pigeons), they would leave bad reviews online (more bad reviews), and they would destroy the furniture (again, a redundant gesture). Lola listened, tight-lipped and silent. She would work the braids halfway, give up, and undo them and start over. Scarlett read the same passage from The Sun Also Rises six times, but it never sunk in.

Spencer waited about an hour before he knocked on the door and let himself in. Scarlett knew he would come eventually. He could never leave an argument with Lola hanging. He dropped himself down on Scarlett’s bed, next to her. He gave Lola a defiant look.

“You think this is my fault,” he said. This was a more tempered response than he normally gave, which made Scarlett think that he probably was blaming himself.

“This is your fault.”

“You can’t blame me for getting a job,” he replied.

“Yes, a normal job. But everything you do makes things crazy here. Crazy people wandering the fifth floor are bad. Your little sister getting hurt is bad.”

“No one hurt me,” Scarlett said. “Notice how I’m fine?”

“You think I’m okay with people hurting you guys?” Spencer asked, ignoring this.

“No. I just don’t think you think about consequences.”

“I don’t know what you want from me, Lo,” he said.

“I want something to be simple,” Lola said. “I want there not to be a problem. Your face is everywhere now. People know you live here.”

“Want me to move?” he said with a wry smile.

“I just want you to take some responsibility! We can’t change everything just because you want to be an actor.”

Marlene shifted forward, pulling her half-formed braids from Lola’s hands, her eyes round with anticipation. When Spencer and Lola fought, it happened fast.

“Guys,” Scarlett said quickly. “Don’t do this.”

“I don’t want to do this,” Lola said, her voice shaking. “Trust me. I’m sick of doing this.”

“So don’t,” Spencer replied with a shrug. “Lola, what’s your problem?”

“My problem is that your problems follow us everywhere! You get crazy people coming after you on the street, and Scarlett got caught in that. Now they come home, to work…”

“Those people who bothered you at work had nothing to do with Spencer,” Scarlett said. “They were Chip’s friends.”

Spencer had been fairly restrained up until that point, processing all the accusations that were flying in his direction. At the sound of the name Chip, however, a look of furious understanding passed over his face, and his calmness was gone.

“Oh,” he said. “Chip’s friends. Chip’s friends bother you and it’s my fault. It’s not your fault for dating someone like Chip. Who could blame you for dating a great guy like that?”

Scarlett had seen them fight before—plenty of times—but there was something about the way this particular fight was going that scared her. The barometric pressure in the room dropped suddenly. Marlene sensed it, too. She didn’t seem so eager to watch anymore.

“Lola,” Scarlett said, “it’s not that bad. That first day with the doughnuts wasn’t even…”

But Lola didn’t want to know what it wasn’t.

“Don’t!” she yelled. “You always side with him!”

“She’s not siding with me,” Spencer shot back. “What gets you mad is that I’m actually doing something I like, and you have no idea what you want to do. You always act a martyr because you gave up going to college. No one asked you to. You didn’t even try. But for some reason it’s my fault that you have no plan—I mean, aside from dating rich people.”

Spencer must have hit a nerve. Lola clutched at her phone and, for a second, Scarlett thought she was going to throw it at the wall, or even at Spencer. Instead, she just left the room.

“She’s going to run out of rooms to storm out of,” Spencer said. “We only have about fifteen more.”

The next morning, Scarlett was vaguely aware that Lola was moving around at a slightly earlier hour than normal, but these were not things she cared about much at five A.M. She rolled toward the wall and continued sleeping. When she woke, she found a note sitting on her alarm clock. She picked it up and squinted at it in the half light. It read:

I just need to take a few days away to think things over. I’m taking the early bus to Boston. (I’ll call Mom and Dad from the bus—don’t worry, you don’t have to tell them.) Not sure when I’ll be back. Keep an eye on Marlene for me, okay?

Love, Lo

Scarlett jumped out of bed and pushed open Lola’s closet door. Her little wheeled suitcase was gone. She immediately ran to Spencer’s room, because this sort of thing—a brazen, dumb move—was his department. It took a few knocks to rouse him, tousled, unshaven, and confused.

“Lola’s gone,” she said. “She went to Boston.”

Spencer left the door hanging open as an invitation to let her come in, then walked back to his bed and dropped himself on it face-first, bouncing as he hit.

“Uh-huh,” he mumbled from the pillow.

“She ran off in the middle of the night,” Scarlett said, standing over him shaking his shoulder. “She…ran away.”

Seeing that he wasn’t going to be able to escape this conversation, Spencer reluctantly pushed himself up and rubbed his eyes.

“It’s not a big deal,” he said. “She’s eighteen. She can handle a little road trip.”

“But this is Lola,” Scarlett said. “Lola doesn’t run away. And what about her job?”

“Let her go blow off some steam for a few days, lose another retail job. It’s not the end of the world. It’ll be fine.”

But Scarlett didn’t feel fine. She felt queasy. Lola wasn’t a creature of clockwork predictability, but there was a soothing rhythm to her actions, like a loose, flowing embroidery made of even, careful stitches.

“I don’t like it,” Scarlett said, shaking her head at the note. “I think there’s something wrong with her.”

“Look,” Spencer said, “everyone rebels. Lola’s way overdue. Going to Boston is nothing. I did way stupider things than that. One time, I went to Jersey to see a girl I’d never even met in person.”

“Jersey is a lot closer,” Scarlett said.

“Not when you go by bike. I didn’t have the twenty bucks for the train and it looked a lot closer on the map. FYI, it’s not close. Can you trust me on this one? She’ll be back in a few days to obsess about the towels and yell at me for whatever. This is actually a good thing. It shows she’s normal.”

“You’re sure?” Scarlett asked.

He flipped over on his side, toward the wall.

“Have I ever been wrong?” he replied.
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STRANGE GAMES

The next day, Scarlett got superpowers. Her brain bounced quickly along, remembering details of articles read long before in International Politics, and an obscure verb she didn’t even remember learning in French. It allowed her to make a comment so intelligent in English that it concluded a fifteen-minute discussion. For a few hours, she wondered if she just might be a genius.

That there was a possibility that she might be seeing Eric, that he might call at any point, well, perhaps that had something to do with the pulse and the charge. It didn’t slow as the day went on, and by Biology, with no call or message, it was so high and frantic that she couldn’t even listen or concentrate enough to be annoyed by Max or take any notes. Her brain was burning.

When she emerged at the end of the day, the air was sticky and the sky had a greenish tint. There was an inescapable promise of a storm, something ugly and massive that would wash out the streets and flood the subways. She hurried in the direction of Mrs. Amberson’s to walk Murray, her brain giving her the vague warning that this was not something she wanted to be caught in. Dakota, however, was positively glowing. She had done her job so well the night before that Scarlett was left waiting at the theater for almost a half hour. She accompanied Scarlett on her walk across Central Park to Mrs. Amberson’s, detailing everything she and Spencer had talked about. She wasn’t even making her usual effort to sound unexcited.

“Didn’t he…didn’t you say there was some girl he liked all summer, someone from the show?”

“Stephanie,” Scarlett said absently. She was clotheslined at ankle level by a dog leash because she was busy looking at her phone. And she could only get away with this behavior because Dakota was so consumed in her awkward questions about Spencer. They were mutually guilty.

“Oh right, yeah. Whatever happened with her?”

“Nothing,” Scarlett replied.

“Stop looking at that phone,” Dakota said. “Stop looking at that phone or I’ll eat it.”

Scarlett sighed, and shoved it in her pocket.

“He thinks I’m pressuring him,” she heard herself say. “I shouldn’t have given him the ticket. But he looked like he wanted to go. He was laughing.”

Dakota stepped ahead and stretched out her arm to prevent Scarlett from going any farther.

“I say this as someone who loves you. It’s going to keep happening. So either you stop dealing with him, or you stop talking about it. But this has to be done. You’re making me crazy.”

“I just felt like something was going to happen today,” Scarlett said. “Something huge. I can’t explain it.”

“It’s been two months now,” Dakota replied. “I need the old you to come back. I need to have a different conversation. I have to…I have to go meet Andy.”

“Who’s Andy?” Scarlett asked.

“Some grad student my parents found for me to work on French conversation with. I have to meet him up on One Hundred Eleventh Street in a half an hour.”

“Oh,” Scarlett said. Had Dakota told her this before? Had she just tuned it out? It seemed like something she should have heard about. “I’m going to try harder, I promise.”

“Yeah,” Dakota said sadly. “I know you are.”

When she got home, the door to the Jazz Suite was shut tightly, and she could hear low voices from inside.

“In here,” Marlene called.

Scarlett cautiously peered around the doorway into Marlene’s room.

“Do you want to sit down?” she asked, somewhat formally.

Scarlett didn’t know if she wanted to sit down. She had never been asked to come and sit on Marlene’s bed. It seemed unwise to say no.

Like Spencer, Marlene had her own room. Hers was the only one in the hotel that had truly been redecorated. The walls had been redone in light yellow, because that was her favorite color. Marlene was propped up by her massive supply of pillows and stuffed animals. Scarlett was never really clear where all the pillows had come from, but the stuffed animals were a byproduct of her illness; they are just what people bring when they visit a kid in a hospital. She had well over a hundred. Most of them were in a box in the attic. She kept the choicest ones in her room to form her strange little throne. Scarlett stared at the little monkeys, bears, fish, tigers, and other strange creatures that were smooshed under her weight, yet still looked happy to give their stuffing to support their queen. She was holding a large biography of Princess Diana, one thick with glossy photos.

“Lola’s home.”

“Oh,” Scarlett said, nodding in the direction of the Jazz Suite. “That’s what’s going on.”

Marlene nodded sagely.

“They’ve been in there for an hour. She’s in trouble.”

“Yeah,” Scarlett said, “I figured.”

They both ran out of things to say at this point, and a tense silence fell.

“So,” Scarlett said. “Princess Diana, huh? Is that for school?”

“I bet if Princess Diana had been alive when I was little, I could have met her,” she said. “She went to a lot of hospitals all over the world. She was always going to hospitals.”

“Maybe,” Scarlett said. “I think she went to a lot of hospitals in England.”

“She went to hospitals everywhere,” Marlene said firmly.

“You’re the one reading the book,” Scarlett quickly conceded.

“And she touched people with AIDS when a lot of people were afraid to. She showed people it was okay.”

“That’s…great?”

“Prince Charles never loved her. I think he just married her because she was pretty and his mom said he had to get married. He cheated on her with that woman he married…”

“Camilla,” Scarlett said.

“Right, so she made her whole life about charity because she knew she would never be happy. So she made everyone else happy.”

“Oh. Right.”

Marlene played with the book a bit, opening it a bit wider until the spine creaked.

“When I was sick,” Marlene went on, “I could always tell the people who really wanted to be there visiting us, or giving us stuff, and the people who didn’t. A lot of celebrities do it just to get their picture taken. They’re nice and all, but you can tell they only want to get it over with. The ones who mean it, you can always tell. I think she really meant it.” With that, she slammed the book shut and set it aside.

“I have to go. We’re going to a Yankees game. They’re letting us catch balls with the players before it starts. What are you doing tonight…nothing?”

“Homework,” Scarlett said rigidly. She held out her very heavy bag to prove her point. It was important to remind Marlene that she was older and a sophomore at a very hard school and at least try to give the impression that she had a lot to do, at all times. Otherwise, Marlene would quickly get out of control. If she was making these kinds of remarks at eleven, she would only get more dangerous as time went on.

Of course, when Scarlett got back to her room, she dropped the heavy bag to the floor and promptly ignored it in favor of getting out her computer and checking to make sure Eric hadn’t sent her a message, and to generally track his whereabouts online. There was no message, though. She pushed the computer aside. Dakota was right. She was going to drive everyone away from her if she couldn’t find a way to stop. Of course, that sounded good on paper. It sounded like something you should just be able to do—just not care anymore. Just forget.

Still, there was something in Dakota’s manner today that Scarlett had never seen before, and it alarmed her. She had pressed her friends a bit too far. She quickly texted Dakota an apology, and a response of forgiveness came right back. No major damage there.

There was a bang at the end of the hall, the sound of the elevator gate being pushed back with extreme force. The only person this could be was Spencer, but he wasn’t normally home this early, and he wouldn’t normally slam the gate in that manner. He appeared at her open door a moment later. There was some kind of substance slicking down his hair and glossing his face on one side. Whatever it was, it had run down his shoulder and arm in a long pinkish stain on his shirt.

“Ask me about my day,” he said. “Go on. Ask me.”

“How…was your day?”

“My day was fine up until about ten minutes ago. They let me go early, so I thought it was a nice day out. Had a couple errands I wanted to do. Thought I’d walk, you know, get some exercise, save the environment. I had my sunglasses on. I figured no one would recognize me. Guess I was wrong.”

He dropped his bag to the floor. It was also covered in the substance.

“I was just a few blocks away, I was on Park, and some guy came along in a Hummer and stopped at the red light. He opened the window and asked me if I was David Frieze, and before I could even answer, he tossed a milk shake on me. He just reached out and dumped it over my head. Would have been a good day to have my bike, which has still not been stolen. That was my day. How was yours?”

“Lola’s home. She’s getting yelled at. We think.”

This calmed him a little. He leaned backward out the door to have a look. He seemed contented by the fact that Lola was being dealt some justice.

“I guess I should shower,” he said. “But all these flies are following me, and they think I’m their god. I feel responsible.”

“Power corrupts,” Scarlett said.

He was about to leave, but then remembered something and stepped back inside.

“You have to help me learn some pages. Script’s in the bag. Let’s do the jail scene, the one where I’m locked to the chair. It’s in the middle.”

He dropped the bag and went off. Scarlett went over and carefully extracted the script. The next episode was a very confusing one. The writers were clearly struggling to work fast and fill some space until they figured out what to do next. The entire episode was just scenes of the police mourning Sonny in their own ways—excessive drinking, emotional outbursts, making bad decisions and smacking people around—and David Frieze sneaking around the city doing suspicious-looking things until they caught him. There was a scene at Columbia, which took place in a lab. He was stealing chemicals when the police burst in and took him off to the station.

“Why are you stealing this stuff?” Scarlett asked when Spencer returned.

“I think I’m building a bomb or something.” He dropped to the floor and ran his hands through his clean, wet hair. “It doesn’t really make any sense.”

“And why is Benzo always so stupid?” she asked. “He punches you in the face while you’re handcuffed to a chair at the station?”

“Yup.”

“Won’t that, like, ruin the trial? Beating up the defendant?”

“I do what they tell me,” Spencer said. “I’m just the actor. I think they’re just writing that in because people want to see me get hit.”

He reached around and felt the back of his neck, as if the sensation of the milk shake running down it was still with him.

“Okay.” He rubbed his hands together. “I was looking at these earlier. I think I have them. Let’s try it.”

They had gotten through the scene four times when the door opened slightly and Lola poked her head inside.

“Hey,” she said. “We, um, need you guys for a second.”

“Need us for what?” Spencer asked. “How was Boston? Did Chip show you all the coloring projects he made in school?”

“We didn’t stay in Boston,” Lola said.

“No?”

“No. We went to Vegas.”

For once, Spencer looked like he might actually approve of a Chip and Lola adventure.

“Trip to Vegas,” he said, nodding. “I respect that. You did it right. Finally, Chip did something worth doing with that credit card of his. You totally beat anything I ever did. From now on, you are master.”

“Vegas?” Scarlett said. “That’s kind of…far.”

“It’s not that long of a flight,” Lola replied. “We did it on the spur of the moment.”

“I like it when you get crazy,” Spencer added. “Pretty soon you’ll be putting unironed sheets on the beds and forgetting to moisturize.”

“Spencer…”

“I mean it,” he said. “I think that’s great. It’s good for you. You need a wild phase. So what did you do? Did you get one of those rooms with a champagne-glass hot tub? Did you get one of those old-timey photos? Or one where you’re dressed like you’re in Star Trek? I love those. Chip would look so good dressed as a Klingon. I can see it now…”

“You should come down,” she said, and vanished.

Spencer and Scarlett looked at each other in bafflement.

“My trials were never public,” he said, shrugging. “Maybe we’re the jury?”

There was an air of manufactured calm in the Jazz Suite. Scarlett’s parents were sitting side by side in a stiff tableau. Lola was on one of the sagging armchairs that used to be in the Sterling Suite.

“Shut the door and sit down,” Scarlett’s dad said. “We all need to talk.”

“This is kind of awesome,” Spencer said in a low voice. “I never got this.”

“Lola?” Scarlett’s mom’s eyes were a bit red, and it sounded like keeping an even tone took effort. “Why don’t you go ahead?”

“We already know,” Spencer said. “You two are back together. We’ve accepted it. All I want to know is…does this change the being-nice-to-Chip rule? Because I think that was just when you two were broken up.”

“She didn’t say that,” Scarlett said.

“Traitor.”

“Guys,” their dad said.

“I think it was pretty clear,” Scarlett cut in.

“We’re on the same side here.”

“Guys!” he said again, more firmly.

“Come on, Lo,” Spencer said. “What’s the ruling? Be kind, for the sake of my sanity. I had a really bad day.”

“You have to be nice,” Lola said. “All the time. Because…”

“All the time?” Spencer said in disgust.

Lola looked to their parents helplessly, as if she needed assistance thinking up a comeback to her brother. Scarlett’s mom raised her hand in a gentle “go on” motion.

“Because,” Lola repeated, “he’s my husband.”
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ACT IV

Gothammag.com

THE MOST HATED MAN IN NEW YORK

When I meet Spencer Martin in the lobby of his family’s small Upper East Side hotel, he’s doing a handstand. A slightly younger girl with wild blonde curls stands next to him. From upside-down, he asks me to wait just a moment over by the desk.

“Remember,” he says to the girl, “go slow.”

The girl lifts her foot, and pauses.

“You’ve got it,” he says, shifting his weight from arm to arm, steadying himself. “Don’t worry. What’s the worst that can happen?”

I’m about to ask what’s going on when the girl swings her leg back and appears to kick Martin directly in the face. I’m not sure what to do—call for help, call the police, or join her. Right now, a lot of people around New York think kicking Spencer Martin in the face is a very, very good idea.

Martin comes crashing to the floor, landing with a loud smack, sprawled in all directions. I’ve just decided that the correct thing to do is come to his aid, when he sits up.

“I think that works,” he says, getting off the floor, completely uninjured. He puts an arm around the girl’s shoulders. “This is Scarlett. She’s my sister. She’s still mad at me for shooting Sonny.”

This is all the explanation I get for the scene I’ve just witnessed.

Unlike the intense, sneering character he plays on television, Martin is the picture of affability. On screen, he looks gaunt, with piercing eyes. In person, he is tall and slender, his eyes bright and friendly. Martin, 19, is a recent graduate of the High School of Performing Arts. Right before he was cast on Crime and Punishment, he was your typical young New York actor—working a day job as a waiter, doing small productions at night. He is eager to please, maybe to offset the negative reaction many people have had to his character.

Though he lives in a hotel, Martin is quick to point out that he isn’t exactly a Hilton—his getting a part on television has nothing to do with privilege. A quick look around the lobby, where we sit down to talk, confirms his story. There are threadbare patches on the arms of the chairs and the floorboards are uneven. The phone never rings, and no one comes through the front door. No, the Hiltons they are not.

“I spent most of the summer doing Hamlet in that room right there,” Martin says, pointing at the dining room. “On a unicycle.”

A unicycle? Hamlet? In the hotel?

“It was kind of a carnival, old movie setting,” he explains. “We had to do the show here because…well, that’s a long story. But we were sort of the goofballs of the show. I’ve run into that dining room door headfirst more times than I can count.”

Martin explains that his part on Crime and Punishment was supposed to be a small one—a one-off episode. But when the script was changed to accommodate the departure of Donald Purchase, he found himself thrust into the spotlight.

So, how does it feel to be the most hated man in New York?

“I don’t know,” he says. “Kind of weird? Very weird? I like doing this part, but…people seem really upset about what happened. It’s just a show…”

But for many, Crime and Punishment isn’t just a show—and the characters aren’t just people on TV. They’re old friends. And Sonny Lavinski was the oldest friend of all. I’ve read enough reports of people attacking Martin in the street, throwing food at him, to know this must be an ongoing issue for him. Would he still take the part, even knowing what would happen?

“Sure,” he says, without hesitation. “I’m an actor. I have to take work when I can get it.”

Does he worry that he’ll be typecast? That he might not work again because people will always associate him with this odious role? That maybe he’s done a little too well?

For the first time since I’ve met him, Martin’s features cloud over, his cheeks hollow a bit, and I see just the smallest hint of the darkness of his character.

“You think?” he asks.
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THE WORST OF TIMES

All of the rooms in the Hopewell Hotel were called suites, even though they were single rooms, and a suite by definition is a series of rooms. It had always been this way. When the hotel was given its very expensive makeover in 1929, this lie was physically manifested in the form of a hand-engraved brass sign on every door, edged in a Deco lightning-bolt motif.

No one ever complained about the non-suiteness of a Hopewell room. They complained about other things, like broken televisions, or squeaky old bed frames, or the damp in the walls. Or incidents like that time two years ago when a pigeon got into the Sterling Suite when it had been vacant for a while and the window was left open to air the room. The pigeon nested in one of the wall sconces, a fact that remained undiscovered until the guest turned on the light and the enraged pigeon flew out, much like the proverbial bat from hell, and started flapping around the room. Smoke started billowing out of the wall. Within seconds, the Sterling Suite was a scene from a horror film.

When those are your problems, no one gets crazy about semantics.

Everything over the next few days had a similar air of hazy definition and disaster. Whatever had happened was called a wedding, but it didn’t feel like one. Not that Scarlett had any real frame of reference for how weddings were supposed to be. She had never attended one, never developed any particular fascination for them, harbored no particular like or dislike of any kind. But she didn’t think they were supposed to be like this. They weren’t supposed to be secret, unseen events where the aftermath looks a lot like the before except everyone is gloomy and tense all the time, like they’ve just heard that there’s been an outbreak of plague in the town upstream.

Chip and Lola took up temporary residence in the swanky Peninsula Hotel. They made a brief appearance on Sunday afternoon, during which they both looked very stressed-out. Monday arrived just like it always did, creeping in during the night like the neighbor’s cat, come to illicitly drop dead mice by the bedside. Scarlett opened her eyes and saw Lola’s empty bed, instantly remembering what a few hours of sleep had blanked away. She looked at the clock. Six A.M. She had another half hour of sleep to go, but something had woken her.

It was a hand, shaking her very gently. Lola’s hand, specifically. Lola was sitting on the other side of Scarlett’s bed, facing the windows. She had pulled her hair up into a twist so severely that it was pulling at the skin around her face.

“When did you get here?” Scarlett asked groggily.

“A few minutes ago. But we’re all having breakfast together.”

“What, now?”

“Half an hour. You get ready for school. I have to go wake up Marlene.”

An unpleasant breakfast of burned bacon and undercooked pancakes was spread out over two of the small dining room tables. It looked like no one had slept well, and the sight in front of them wasn’t helping. Spencer slumped in his seat, his hair still soaking wet from his shower, a faint trace of stubble around his jaw. Scarlett’s father was wearing one of his thrift store cowboy shirts again—a subdued black one with white piping—but he had misbuttoned it. Scarlett’s mom’s curls were as frazzled as her own for once, and she was furiously passing around the wet pancakes, trying to nudge Marlene into eating.

“What brought you back?” Spencer asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be on your honeymoon or something?”

“I’m back to work,” Lola said. “Towels don’t fold themselves. No honeymoon, at least for a while. There’s a lot going on.”

Spencer laughed mirthlessly to himself and shoved a piece of badly burned bacon into his mouth.

“How long are you staying at the Peninsula?” Scarlett asked.

“A few more days,” Lola replied. “Just while we get everything…settled. Then Chip has to go back to school. He’s already missed a lot of classes.”

“You can always come and stay here,” her dad said a bit hesitantly. “You can have the Empire Suite.”

“I think we need…some space.”

“You mean there’s no way in hell Chip is going to come and stay here,” Spencer said. “It’s not really his standard of living.”

“Chip would be very happy to stay here,” Lola replied. “But I didn’t think you would appreciate having to live with him.”

“Good call,” Spencer said. He pushed himself away from the table. “Scarlett, if you want a ride, the car will be here in five minutes.”

“It’s okay,” Scarlett said, looking out at the gray sky. “I’ll walk.”

Scarlett cut across Central Park and made her meandering, diagonal way up the forty blocks past the joggers and the dog walkers and the moms with the big strollers. She had dressed carelessly, throwing on a pink shirt and an old blue skirt of Lola’s that didn’t really fit her right. It was a horrible day, too. Cloudy, but refusing to rain. Just gray, gray, gray. The leaves were just starting to shrivel and detach apathetically from the trees. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew she was late.

Scarlett stopped at the park gate and looked across the street. Frances Perkins looked like the big red loony bin more than ever. Today would be terrible. She would tank on her International Politics quiz. Her French homework was half-baked.

What she needed to do…was skip. Just walk away from school. You can’t lose if you don’t play.

But skipping—that wasn’t in her. She was programmed to obey. Scarlett staggered into the building. The computer screens in the hall seemed too bright, and had too much information on them—this activity was being moved to a new room, this class had completed such and such a project, the jazz band was performing at fourth period lunch if anyone wanted to go. The day went every bit as badly as Scarlett suspected, and she developed a massive headache in third period that never went away. But Biology brought the worst news of all. She blinked and stared in front of her, at the word EXAM written on the board.

“If you’ve had a good look at the syllabus,” Ms. Fitzweld said, “you’ll see that your grade is based on five exams over the course of the year, and the first of these will be next Monday.”

“I hope you study,” Max said, leaning close. “I always try to sit next to a winner. There’s no point in cheating otherwise.”

“Max,” Scarlett said calmly, “I swear to God, I’ll kill you if you don’t shut up right now. I will kill you dead.”

“You just violated the no-tolerance violence policy in a huge way.”

“It’ll be worse when I put my pen in your eye.”

Surprisingly, he backed off. But she could feel him watching her the whole period.

“Oh, Martin,” Dakota said, putting a hand on her shoulder after class. “You are structurally unsound right now. I have some of those big chocolate chip cookies from Fairway. Here.”

It was like she was six years old all of a sudden. But Dakota was right. This is what she needed. She took a big bite of the cookie, feeling the warm chocolate smudge around her mouth.

“Married,” she said, spitting crumbs by accident as she walked down the hall. “Married? What does that even mean?”

“Some people get married at eighteen,” Dakota offered. “I mean, no one I know, but people do. People used to do it all the time.”

“She doesn’t even like him that much! She broke up with him a few months ago. She’s just bored. You don’t get married when you’re eighteen because you’re bored.”

Scarlett ate the rest of the cookie in three angry bites.

“She can undo it,” Dakota said after a moment. “It’s not like it’s forever.”

“It’s kind of forever,” Scarlett replied. “She said she’s not going to, you know, get divorced.”

“She’s saying that now. She’s only been married for five minutes. Once they realize what they’ve done…”

“Once they realize what they’ve done, Lola will be rich. She probably already is.”

Scarlett said it without even meaning to. It just came out of her mouth, a total surprise, like a frog had just sprung forth.

“There is that,” Dakota said quietly. “Do you think that…that Lola…”

“Married for the money?” Scarlett said unhappily. The words hurt. She didn’t even want them out in the universe. “No, but…I can’t think of why else she’d do it, either.”

Being a good friend, Dakota just left that alone. But it was there, the only possibility left standing in Scarlett’s mind.

“Well,” Scarlett said, leaning against her locker, feeling the metal give gently against her weight, “at least you’ll be happy about one thing. I almost went to Chelsea’s show with Eric. But then all this happened, and I never called him.”

“You’re right. That is a good thing.”

“And I guess it makes me seem all aloof and over it, right?” Scarlett added, trying to smile. “That’s supposed to make you more attractive to guys, when you don’t seem to care. They like a little abuse.”

“We love it. We need a spanking.”

That was from Max, who was heading for his usual music room by Scarlett’s locker. He had stopped a few feet off to unabashedly listen to the conversation. Dakota reeled around on him.

“Do you mind?” she asked.

“Don’t ask him that,” Scarlett said. “He doesn’t mind.”

“What she said.” Max nodded at Scarlett.

“Go. Away,” Dakota told him. “I am not kidding. She is not okay right now.”

Max obeyed this time, perhaps a little too quickly.

“See?” Dakota said. “You just need to use a little force with him. Now come to my house. We’re going to watch TV.”

“I’m not always going to be like this,” Scarlett said. “I’ve been useful to you, right?”

“Many times,” Dakota said, leading her along. “Sometimes, we all get a little broken.”

A little broken. Scarlett wondered about that. At what point do you get so broken that it’s time to just get thrown away? She had a feeling she was going to find out.
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THE DOTTED LINE

Mrs. Amberson had told Scarlett she didn’t have to come in that week, but going there was better than sitting around at home. She preferred going through the submissions and organizing the file of theater reviews to the yawning silences of the fifth floor. She decided to stop in on the way home from Dakota’s. The intense reporting of her movements had loosened slightly in the last few days. It was a minor benefit in an otherwise untenable situation.

Murray the doorman was in extra fine form, poised at his station, eating one of the biggest sandwiches Scarlett had ever seen.

“Hey!” he said. “That dog of yours made a mess again down here today!”

“I told you,” Scarlett said, “he is not my dog.”

“You gotta do something about…”

Scarlett felt like every capillary in her face had just gotten the go code. She could actually feel the blood filtering into her skin. Someone had to be punished today, and that person was going to be Murray the doorman.

“What part of not my dog do you not understand?” she asked. “What’s the stumbling block? Is it the not? Is it the dog? Is it the sentence? The dog does not belong to me. He doesn’t even belong to my boss. He’s a borrowed dog, and he has issues!”

Murray made a disapproving sound, slapped down his sandwich, and picked up the receiver to tell Mrs. Amberson that her psychotic assistant was on the way up. Scarlett felt bad enough to stalk away with her head down, not looking back as she turned the corner to go to the elevator bank. She rested her head against the mirrored tiles above the buttons and looked at her face in extreme close-up. Her pores looked huge, her eyes red, and her hair broken and crazy. She didn’t like mirror-Scarlett. She didn’t like the Scarlett she was in, either. Or anyone else, for that matter.

“Did you just yell at the gatekeeper?” Mrs. Amberson asked, curious, when Scarlett let herself in. She was sitting on one of the white sofas, sucking on a piece of dried mango and scanning a copy of Variety. “He called up here sounding very hurt. Remind me to give you a raise.”

“He keeps asking about the dog,” Scarlett said, walking past her and going right to her desk.

“Are you all right, O’Hara?” Mrs. Amberson said, looking over in interest.

“It’s nothing,” Scarlett said. She grabbed for the first of the pile of envelopes to be opened and sorted. She tore it viciously, ripping the headshot contained inside. Some actress. Another starry stare and whitened, eager-to-please smile. The world was full of them.

“O’Hara…”

Scarlett clawed the next envelope from the stack. Where did they all come from, these idiots who wanted to work with them? There had to be a hundred more today.

“O’Hara. Leave those for a moment. Come sit over here.”

“I need to get these done.”

“They can wait.”

Scarlett dropped the envelopes and came and sat opposite Mrs. Amberson, sinking deep into the plush sofa.

“You’re having a hard day,” Mrs. Amberson said. “You didn’t have to come in today, you know. I know it’s not the easiest time right now.”

“I’m fine,” Scarlett said, staring at the carpet.

“Lies are a tremendous karmic setback. Keep it up and you’ll come back in the next life as something without a spine. You’re not fine. And you don’t have to be fine. This move of your sister’s…it’s a shock.”

“I don’t understand anyone,” Scarlett mumbled. She felt her eyes filling up, but blotted any tears away with her thumbs.

Mrs. Amberson thought for a moment before speaking, which was a little bit frightening.

“O’Hara,” she finally said, “I speak from long experience—when it comes to romance, all bets are off. I like to think that I’m a sensible person, but I’ve done some extraordinary things for love. And even the things that didn’t work out, I don’t regret.”

“Are you actually married?” Scarlett asked.

“Oh, let’s not tell folktales right now,” Mrs. Amberson said. “My point is, the only way we learn anything is by taking chances. I can’t really explain what Lola’s done, or why, or say if it’s a good idea or bad. Nothing in this world is black or white.”

“What do I do?” Scarlett asked.

“Well,” Mrs. Amberson said. “You can’t control other people. They’re going to do things you don’t like, that you don’t agree with, that you don’t understand. But, by the same token, they cannot control you. You’re stuck in this situation. You have to decide what outcome you want. What do you want, right now?”

“I want my sister,” she said. “I don’t want to…lose my sister.”

“How could you lose her?”

“She’s gone,” Scarlett said. “She’s living at the Peninsula, and I don’t even know what’s going on with her or what she’s going to do, and…”

“Do you think your sister wants to lose you?” Mrs. Amberson asked.

“No.”

“Have you spoken to her? Called her?”

No, Scarlett had not called her. She’d been too angry.

“The answer seems simple enough,” Mrs. Amberson said. “I know you are more than capable of being direct. Go to your sister and tell her you do not want to lose her. Find out what is going on. Go do it now. Get to the bottom of it before it becomes a much bigger problem. And I know Lola. She undoubtedly wants to talk to you.”

Murray came along the edge of the sofa, sniffing a trail on the floor. He wriggled his pencil-thin stump of a tail nervously at her, in a little show of encouragement.

Lola answered on the first ring.

“Are you talking to me?” she asked.

“I called.”

“I’m at work right now,” she said. “But can we talk? Or meet?”

“You’re at work?” Scarlett asked.

“I work on Wednesdays. But I get a break soon. Can we meet at the park? Southeast corner, by the book stands? In an hour?”

Lola appeared right on time, wearing a little black skirt and blue Bubble Spa T-shirt. She approached Scarlett cautiously.

“You’re still working?” Scarlett asked. “Even after…”

“Sure,” Lola said. “I had to cover for those few days, though. I had the flu, remember?”

It was so odd. Scarlett and Lola had shared a room all their lives. Lola’s presence was just something she took for granted. This looked like Lola as usual, in her black skirt and blue Bubble Spa T-shirt, her fine blonde hair looped back in an attractive knot. But everything had changed. There was a space between them that was hard to cross.

“I’m glad you’re still talking to me,” Lola said. “You’re the only one.”

Scarlett could only shrug.

“Marlene was doing so much better,” Lola continued. “And Spencer…I know that a lot of times it seems like we don’t get along, but it’s just…I don’t know. He frustrates me sometimes. We’re just so different. But I’m so proud of him. Spencer’s on TV. My big brother. I always thought that was impossible, but there he is. And he’s so good.”

That was maybe the biggest compliment Lola had ever paid Spencer, and he was nowhere around to hear it.

“I didn’t think it would be like this,” Lola said. “I knew people would be a little shocked, but I didn’t expect Marlene to react like that. Or even Spencer. Mom and Dad look heartbroken. I don’t want everyone to be upset because of me. I’m going to make it up to everyone. It’s going to be fine.”

“I need to know something,” Scarlett said. “I need you to tell me the truth.”

Lola looked over cautiously, but she nodded. She guided Scarlett to a bench and they both sat down. Scarlett had to take a deep breath before asking the question.

“I need to know if you married him for the money. Because you thought we needed it, or…just to be…secure.”

“That’s what everyone thinks?” Lola asked quietly.

“I don’t know what anyone thinks. I don’t even know what I think. I mean, you get married, you move into one of the most expensive hotels in the city…”

Lola flipped over the edge of her skirt and examined the hem.

“Let me tell you something about the money,” she said. “But I don’t want anyone else to know. You have to keep this a secret. Do you promise?”

Scarlett nodded.

“The Sutcliffes aren’t paying for the hotel,” she said.

“Then who is?” Scarlett asked.

“A friend of their family. The Sutcliffes…cut Chip off. All of his money has been locked up. His credit cards have been stopped. Even his tuition bill won’t be paid. Right now, we have nothing.”

Scarlett just shook her head in confusion. The idea of Chip not having money was…well, that idea didn’t compute. Chip was money. There seemed little else to look at.

“The only way we can fix it,” Lola said, “is if I sign a postnuptial agreement that says I have no claim to any of the Sutcliffe money. They brought in a lawyer and everything. If I sign it, they’ll recognize the marriage by throwing us a party and announcing it. And they set up an account for me. Mrs. Sutcliffe keeps calling it a ‘household account.’ A credit card and a few thousand a month for whatever I need, plus credit at shops for buying things for our new apartment.”

“You mean, like an allowance?” Scarlett asked. “A really big allowance?”

“I didn’t ask for it,” Lola said. “The lawyer just read it off as part of the deal. I told them I didn’t want that, but they just said it was all part of the package. What they really mean is if I’m going to be their daughter-in-law I have to live up to a certain standard. They’re afraid I’m using him, but I’m not. I didn’t do this for money.”

“Why did you marry him?” Scarlett asked.

“It wasn’t…enough.” Lola’s voice wobbled uncertainly. “I just needed…I wanted something real. Something that worked. And I know you don’t believe this, but Chip and I work. I know I’m young, I know all of that. It doesn’t mean I don’t know what I want. You have to understand, the money is just a side benefit.”

“You’re telling me that if Chip wasn’t Chip Sutcliffe you’d marry him anyway? If he didn’t live in a huge apartment on Park Avenue? If he didn’t have a car and a driver, if he couldn’t buy you expensive stuff?”

“It’s all part of who he is,” Lola said, shrugging. “He can’t help that. That’s not why I like him.”

“So then sign the paper,” Scarlett said, shrugging.

On this, Lola got very animated.

“I wanted to! I said I would sign it. I had the pen in my hand. Chip stopped me.”

“Why?”

“Because he didn’t want me to feel second-rate,” Lola said. “He wants his family to accept me, totally. And if they don’t, he’s prepared, you know…for what comes. He’s prepared to let them take it all away. He’s for real, Scarlett.”

That did sound genuine. Scarlett had never doubted Chip’s intentions. She had only doubted Lola’s.

“Yeah, but…” Scarlett hated doing this to Lola, but it had to be said. “He hasn’t felt it yet. He still has lots of nice stuff. He hasn’t been kicked out of school yet. So, he can say now that he’s fine with it, but how is that really going to be for him, when he has no money?”

“I know,” Lola said. “I thought about that. The worst part wouldn’t be the money, but his parents rejecting us. He feels rejected a lot. Like by Spencer. And, well, kind of by you. You don’t get it, Scarlett. His family is a mess. He’s always been jealous of us. We all get along, more or less. We all like each other. He’s never had that. He’d love to be a part of it, but no one will let him in. Except Marlene, and I think she just likes the boat.”

This was all too big for Scarlett. They sat in silence for a moment, watching the squirrels run by, and the owners getting tugged along by their dogs, and the nannies pushing the strollers. It was getting cold. Scarlett shivered. She should have been wearing her coat, but she had gone out in a thin jacket. Cold and confused.

“So what do I do?” Lola asked. “Do I do what Chip wants? If I refuse to sign, everyone’s just going to think I want money. Or do I just go and sign it? Chip will be mad, but at least everyone else will be happy, and things might actually go back to something like normal. I don’t know what to do.”

“What’s more important?” Scarlett heard herself say. “Taking this stand that just makes you look like you’re after money, or proving that you’re not?”

“I want to prove that I’m not,” Lola said.

“So go and sign the paper.”

“He’d be really upset, Scarlett.”

“Do you have to tell him?” Scarlett asked. “You could sign and you could tell them not to tell Chip. That way, they see you don’t care about money, and Chip thinks they just changed their minds.” Lola cocked her head. Obviously, this option had not occurred to her. Lola was just too fundamentally and plainly honest. Unlike Scarlett, apparently.

“You mean lie to him?” Lola asked.

“No, not lie. Just don’t tell…” Scarlett stopped herself. She had been down this road before and knew better. “Yes, lie.”

“But this is…the foundation of our marriage.”

“No it isn’t. It’s something dumb the Sutcliffes are doing, and Chip is just mad. Tell him later, when everything has calmed down. Everyone is just freaking out right now. Someone…has to be calm.”

She had no idea what she was saying now. Words were just coming out of her mouth. But Lola seemed interested in the words. She was nodding.

“You’re right,” she said. “Everyone’s too upset right now. Someone has to do something sensible. Chip probably won’t even care in a few months. I could just go and sign the paper, and everyone would calm down.”

“If you want,” Scarlett said, backtracking a little. “I mean, I have no idea about any of this. I’m an idiot.”

The idea, now seeded, had quickly taken root in Lola’s mind.

“I have to show them that I’m not after the money,” she said, mostly to herself. “Chip needs to go back to school. You’re right…I didn’t even think of it, but you’re right.”

The more she was told that she was right, the more Scarlett wanted to distance herself from the idea. All she’d really said was, “People are crazy. Why don’t you lie to them?”

“I need to prove it to everyone,” Lola said, turning to look at Scarlett straight on. “Especially you. This isn’t about money. You’re the only one who knows the specifics, but…I’m glad you know.”

She took Scarlett’s hand and squeezed it. “Do you hate me?” she asked.

“What? No. I…No.”

Scarlett’s eyes were welling up, and so were Lola’s.

“I’ll always remember you did this for me,” Lola said. “Always.”

And there was such a moment of sisterly bonding, such genuine gladness that she was there with Lola and they clearly loved each other, that Scarlett decided not to think about the fact that this was probably true. Lola would never forget, and Scarlett had absolutely no idea what she had just done.
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OUTRAGEOUS FORTUNE

When Scarlett got home the next afternoon, the lobby was full of bags—shopping bags, garment bags. She hadn’t seen so much stuff since the day Mrs. Amberson moved in. There was no one at the front desk, but the door to the dining room was partway open and there were voices coming from inside. Scarlett slid it open the rest of the way, revealing a small gathering—her parents and Lola.

“We’re having a kind of family meeting,” Lola said chirpily. “To talk about the party.”

“Party?” Scarlett repeated.

The party, Scarlett quickly gathered, was going to be a pretty epic affair. It was going to be held at a place called Point Manhattan, a private club on the roof of a building in midtown. The view, Lola assured them, was stunning, and the Sutcliffes pulled a few strings. A fabulous swing band had been hired. Menus were going to be finalized in the morning. The florists were already hard at work getting in the orders from all the flower markets. Scarlett watched her parents valiantly making efforts to argue that the party should be at the Hopewell, but clearly a massive engine had been set in motion, an engine that could be stopped by no one. Lola was hyper, chattering like a monkey.

“Come on,” Lola said, pulling Scarlett a little too roughly from her chair, “I have things to show you!”

In the lobby, Lola started grabbing bags. When she could carry no more, she shoved one of the shopping bags along the parqueted floor with her foot. Scarlett picked up what was left.

“What is this?” Scarlett asked, looking around.

“Just a few things for the wedding party.”

“Does this mean…”

“Wait until we get upstairs,” Lola said under her breath.

They managed to get it all in the elevator by propping open the gate and piling the bags around them. Once the elevator had creaked and moaned them up to the fifth floor, they pushed out the bags and got everything down the hall to the Orchid Suite. Within five minutes, there was an explosion of pastel tissue paper, box lids, ribbons, and wrappers. Five garment bags weighed down the closet doors. Lola gave them each a quick squeeze, seemingly able to divine their contents by the way they scrunched.

“You signed it,” Scarlett said.

She pushed aside some of the packages to make enough room to sit down. All of these lovely things looked so strange in the Orchid Suite—strange and right. At some point in history, people who wore lovely things were here all the time. That’s why the hotel was filled with dressing tables with many secret drawers and large carved wardrobes and silk-cushioned chairs to sit on while you applied your makeup.

These were the things that came from the Sutcliffes—small tokens of their much vaster wealth. And all Lola had had to do to earn them was sign a piece of paper saying that she wasn’t really equal to them. Yesterday, Scarlett didn’t see what the big deal was, and if Lola wanted to sign, she should sign. But now, seeing this, she started to change her mind. Maybe…Chip was right. Maybe she should have held out, just ignored the Sutcliffes entirely.

Of course, she couldn’t say this to Lola now.

“But how did all of that party stuff get planned today?” Scarlett said, looking around at the mass of things piled around them.

“It didn’t,” Lola said. “I think they knew I was going to sign, so Mrs. Sutcliffe—Anna—hired someone earlier in the week to start setting things up on the sly. She has friends everywhere, and she does a lot of society and charity events, so she has the number of every good florist, caterer, bakery in town. She picked out the cake.” The word cake came out with the kind of inflection used for words like taxes or dumped.

“What’s wrong with the cake?”

“The cake,” Lola said slowly, “is shaped like an enormous boat. Specifically, their boat. I hate boats.”

“So why…”

“Because,” Lola said, waving her arms helplessly, “they love their boat. And they seem convinced that the boat is what brought us back together. Chip must have told her we went for a ride on it, you know, the night of the show. And she knows we took a ride on the boat before he left for school. They went out to the slip yesterday to take photos. This bakery’s claim to fame is that they can make anything—and it’s all edible. No posts or supports or plastic bits. It’s one big…”

“Boat cake.”

“Right,” Lola said.

“Just like every girl dreams of,” Scarlett said.

“It’s awful. And it’s going to cost about ten thousand dollars.”

On hearing that figure, Scarlett was struck silent. Lola went through the bags, trying to calm herself down.

“This isn’t a party for me,” Lola said. “It’s a party for them to show off and make it all official. All I have to do is be gracious. I picked these clothes out, though. Now look at this. It’s for you.”

She went over to one of the garment bags and unzipped it, revealing a dress. Even at a first glance, it was clear that it was perfect for Scarlett. It was midnight blue silk, with a fitted bodice and a full skirt, with a wide swath of steel-silver silk at the waist that wrapped around and tied at the front. At the very bottom, there was a fringe of silvery-gray tulle.

“It’s very Grace Kelly. And it will be amazing with your hair. And here are the shoes…and the purse…” Lola was already fishing around in a bag, producing silver shoes and a bag. “Now, if you don’t like this, it can go back, but I think you will…or I hope you will…and I have a seamstress who can do all alterations in twenty-four hours, and you don’t even have to go anywhere, she’ll come here, but I know your size so this should fit, but…”

“It’s amazing,” Scarlett said.

“And this is to go with it,” she said, handing Scarlett a small blue jewelry box from a shop on Madison Avenue that she had passed a million times but never been in. Scarlett took the box a bit warily and opened it. Inside, there was a heart-shaped platinum necklace set with a large blue stone.

“It’s a sapphire,” Lola said. “Take it out, look at it in the light. Go on!”

The chain of the necklace was very delicate, so Scarlett carefully removed it from the small velvet bindings that kept it in place. She held the heart up to the window, allowing the light to shine through it.

“Isn’t it pretty?” Lola asked eagerly. “I thought you would love it. If you don’t, they have loads of others, but I thought…”

“How much did this cost?” Scarlett asked.

“Don’t worry about that. Do you like it?”

“Yeah, but…I thought you just had a little allowance…”

“This is different. Try on the dress! Try it on!”

Lola pulled a tiny shopping bag out of a larger one, and then extracted from that a pink tissue-wrapped bundle.

“New bra to go with it,” she said, unrolling the paper.

Scarlett accepted the bra and changed into it, while Lola lifted the dress off its hanger. She lowered it down over Scarlett’s head, trapping her in a world of blue satin with occasional scraps of tulle. Lola tugged it down firmly, adjusting it over her hips, tugging at the back, zipping and hooking everything into place.

Scarlett looked in the slightly dusty mirror. For a moment, she tried to fight loving the dress, but it was simply impossible. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, and she could barely believe it was hers. This is what it meant for something to fit well. This is what people meant by real artistry in clothing. This was the feeling of silk nestled against her skin, forming a shape around her that was graceful and elegant, making her into a new kind of person—a beautiful person. A more confident person. A more together person. A…

A richer person.

“Oh my God, Scarlett,” Lola said, putting her hand over her mouth. “I knew it would be good on you but…oh my God. You’re so beautiful.”

Scarlett smoothed her hands over the fabric of the skirt.

“I hope they all turn out this good!” Lola squealed. She fussed around Scarlett for a moment, tugging material this way and that, feeling around the waist, examining the hemline from the floor, checking the shoulders, and finally studying the strain of the material around the chest.

“You’re bustier than I realized,” Lola said, checking to see if there was any material to spare. “We’re going to have to have this let out a little. But that’s an easy fix. This is the only thing we need to do for yours.”

She got out a big notebook covered in light blue leather, flipped through a few pages of scrawled notes and swatches of fabric, and wrote something down.

“It’s just a party,” she said, mostly to herself. “It’s just a party.”

“You obviously don’t want the party,” Scarlett said. “So why don’t you just tell them no?”

Lola looked up from the book and sighed.

“Mom and Dad said the same thing, but…the Sutcliffes have to make a statement in order to be happy. They have to spend a bunch of money and have the right people see that Chip didn’t just run off with his girlfriend, that it’s all approved of and correct. It has to look right. It’s like a show, and I just have to be in it, and then we’ll have peace.”

“What makes you think they’ll be any different after the party?”

That, Lola was not prepared to answer. She closed the book decisively and reached for another bag.

“Now,” she said. “Where’s Spencer? I have to see him in this suit. I’m almost positive this will be a great fit. I mean, I know his general size and his pants measurements were up on eBay anyway. Look!”

She unzippered another Bergdorf bag. There was a sharp, gray pin-striped suit inside.

“And these go with it,” she said, indicating various bags. “Shirt, shoes, cuff links. It’s the perfect suit. I mean, if you were going to have one suit in your whole life, this should be that suit. And he can carry a suit so well, you know, because he’s got the height going for him. We might have to take the trousers up a half inch or so, and I had to guess on the shirt since he has long arms, so I just bought three and we’ll see which one works.”

“I don’t think he’s here,” Scarlett said.

“Okay, well…let’s show Marlene her dress!”

The clothes seemed to make Lola manic—giving her focus, something she could understand. Something she could share. She plucked up Marlene’s garment bag and hurried down the hall, forgetting that Marlene still wasn’t very happy with her.

Marlene was on her bed, yet another biography of Princess Diana open in front of her, but it didn’t seem like she was reading.

“You really like Princess Diana,” Scarlett said.

Marlene gave Scarlett a look that suggested that another pointless conversational remark about Princess Diana might result in a Princess Diana biography making contact with her face. At least she was acting kind of normal.

“I got you a dress,” Lola said.

“I don’t care.”

Lola ignored this and hung the bag on the closet door. She unzipped it, revealing what looked like a rose-colored ballerina outfit. Marlene stared at it, then turned right back to her book.

“Well?” Lola said hopefully.

“Looks expensive,” she said. “I guess you’re rich now.”

They left her alone. Lola insisted on waiting for Spencer to get home, and got a similar reaction—he stared at the suit on his bed, asked who died, and shut his door. Lola never once stopped smiling.

“Tomorrow,” Lola said as she prepared to go. “I scheduled your fitting with the seamstress at four. And get Spencer to try on his suit, please? You’re the only one on my side.”

She reached out and grabbed Scarlett’s hand for support.

“Sure,” Scarlett said. “I’ll try.”
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PARTY AT POINT MANHATTAN

Scarlett lay on her bed, staring at the yellowing spot on the ceiling that seemed like it was more over her bed than it ever was Lola’s. She could move to Lola’s bed now, if she wanted. Get out from under the spot.

No. It would always be Lola’s bed. Her spot was here, by the window. That was the way the world was, and how it should remain.

Next door, someone was taking a long shower. Lola would be here soon to dress. She was out at a salon getting her hair, nails, and makeup done. Scarlett had been offered an invitation—a whole morning at one of the nicest spas in town, eating mini brownies and having people apply things to her. She had turned it down to wallow in her bed and stare at the spot on the ceiling.

It occurred to her that she should probably go down the hall and make sure Marlene was dressed. She knew her mom would have already done this, but it seemed big sisterly, and now she was kind of the big sister of the house. That was an unwelcome promotion, a fancy new title with no benefits, just more work.

Marlene was sitting on her bed. She had already stuffed herself into her dress, even though they had about two hours before they had to go. She was stabbing at her hair with a brush.

“It’s pretty,” Scarlett said.

It was very pretty. It also made Marlene look very demure, which she probably hated. Ideally, Marlene probably wanted an outfit that had a special holder for a gun.

“It itches” was all she said.

“Do you need help?”

“Does it look it?”

“With your hair?” Scarlett countered.

“No.”

Scarlett returned to the Orchid Suite, noticing that the bathroom was now free. Spencer must have been getting ready. Now it was her turn. Mercifully, there was some hot water left for her, and she used it all, until it ran to freezing, probably a half hour. When she returned to her room wrapped in a huge towel, Lola was there. Even on the worst of days, Lola looked better than 90 percent of the population. Today, her hair was exquisite, but her makeup was too heavy, and it made her look much older than she was. She was removing it with a cloth. Lola had been one of the best makeup artists at Henri Bendel. Scarlett was surprised she’d let anyone else touch her face.

“I should have known better,” she said. “I’m just going to take it all off and improvise. Can I use your makeup? I don’t have mine with me.”

Scarlett silently passed the bag over from her dresser.

“How are you?” Lola asked, working at her cheek in slow, careful circles.

Scarlett shrugged.

“Your phone was ringing while you were in the shower.”

Scarlett picked it up and read the display. One new call. She had removed Eric’s name from her contact list, but she still knew the number as soon as she saw it. One voice mail. She turned away from Lola as she listened.

“Hey…” Eric began. “It’s me. I was just wondering if we could talk, so if you get this, could you give me a call back?”

Scarlett almost laughed. So this was when he had chosen to call and tell her the news about Chelsea. The timing was impeccable. She shoved the phone under her covers and watched Lola get into her dress. For herself, Lola had chosen a cream-colored gown with a deep V-neck, with very fine light blue detailing. It draped her frame and brushed the floor in a kind of Greek-goddess way. It looked like a wedding dress. Now Scarlett had seen it. Now the truth was in front of her.

“Come on,” Lola said. “Let me help you.”

Scarlett allowed herself to be dressed, allowed Lola to fuss with her hair and makeup.

“Look,” Lola said, her eyes glistening. “Just look at yourself.”

She turned Scarlett to their slightly warped, silvering mirror. The blue had been so carefully picked for her—it made her hair look golden. And she had curves in this dress that she didn’t seem to have in her other clothes. The material hugged them. In this moment, with the dust-filled light coming in through the window, on what was otherwise the strangest and emptiest of afternoons, she felt good. She wished Eric could see her now. He would be sorry.

“We should get going,” Lola said.

Scarlett reached for the silver purse. She didn’t know what to put in it. She didn’t need money or keys. She shoved in a lipstick and reached for her phone, then stopped. She left it on her bed. Its services would not be required.

A stretch limo had been sent for the six Martins.

“Tacky,” Spencer said as it pulled up. The suit Lola had chosen for him was a perfect fit. Lola really did have the eye for these things.

“Says the TV star,” his dad replied.

“Hey, I like tacky,” he replied. “I’m just surprised they sent something like this. Guess this was the only thing big enough to fit Lola’s hillbilly family.”

“They could have sent a van,” Scarlett said. “Or a little bus.”

The ride was short, less than five minutes. The building was right over by Rockefeller Center, and almost as tall and equally as imposing. In the lobby, they were greeted by a line of extremely cranky-looking people in front of a roped-off section of elevators, shaking guests down for their coats and checking them off a list. Scarlett vaguely recognized a few of the people being checked in. They were all dressed a bit like Chip…well, except for the girls. But you could practically see the price tags.

Lola stepped ahead to lead the Martin party. With a word from her, the velvet rope was moved aside and they were allowed into the private elevator bank where Chip’s friends still stood waiting. The elevator attendant ushered Lola, Scarlett, and Spencer in, but there wasn’t quite enough room for anyone else.

“We’ll take the next one,” her dad said. “You go up first.”

The doors closed, and a soothing but overly loud recorded voice welcomed them to the elevator ride up to Point Manhattan. The main light in the elevator went dim, and greenish light came on overhead. Scarlett looked up to see that the ceiling of the elevator was entirely made of glass, so they could watch as they shot up the endless, dark channel into the air, cables and floors flying past. The voice continued to tell them about all of the wonderful things they would be able to see when they reached the top. Scarlett looked into the pinstripes of Spencer’s jacket and concentrated on not being sick. This was a little too much elevator for her, even though it was probably safer than the one they had at home.

“Hey, Lola…” someone said, her voice tinged with sarcasm. “Nice dress.”

“Thanks, Boonz,” Lola replied coolly.

Boonz, Lola’s archenemy, was somewhere in this elevator with them. Scarlett wanted to look for her, but that would require turning away from her study of the jacket fabric.

“Can’t believe you guys actually got married,” Boonz went on.

“Well, believe it,” Lola replied.

One of the guys started to snicker. Why, Scarlett had no idea. She saw Spencer turn to look to see what was going on behind him. It messed up her calming view.

“Hey,” another girl said, her voice thick with sarcasm, “aren’t you the guy from…”

“Yes,” Spencer said flatly.

“Married,” Boonz said again. “I’m going to have to get you guys a really nice present.”

“Just having you here is enough,” Lola said sweetly.

“Oh, I know. And I guess you won’t need anything now, right? You’re set.”

It was a good thing that the elevator slowed and jerked to a soft halt at that moment, giving Scarlett the quick dizzy spell that reminded her that they were dangling from a cable hundreds and hundreds of feet above the ground. She wanted to get off as quickly as possible, but she was behind Lola, who was moving at a dignified, leisurely pace. Lola stepped off to the side to make some adjustment to her dress, and Boonz and her party drifted past, barely containing their laughter.

“I’m going to take a wild guess,” Spencer said in a low voice. “I’m going to say those are Chip’s friends.”

Scarlett was clinging to his sleeve for balance as her head caught up with her altitude.

“It could have been worse,” she managed to reply. “Lola could have married one of them.”

Lola finished her imaginary alterations and pasted a serene smile on her face.

“Let’s just wait for Mom, Dad, and Marlene,” she said. Scarlett could tell that she was nervous, that the encounter on the elevator had rattled her a bit, but she was doing everything she could to hide the fact.

One of the other elevator doors opened a moment later, and Marlene and Scarlett’s parents were deposited. All six Martins made their way down the hall. In front of them, there was a wall made entirely of crystal, illuminated by the rosy glow of untold numbers of candles just beyond it. The room it guarded stretched out and around the building, so its size couldn’t really be determined except to say that it was Very Large. There were dozens and dozens of tables topped with what looked like thousands of candles and creamy white flowers. The windows were floor to ceiling, with views directly out to the tops of other skyscrapers. On one side, there was a glass wall that led to a rooftop garden…but not like the one Naked Rooftop Lady had next door to their house. This was a mini Versailles-worthy affair. Next to that, there was a stage where a swing band was poised and ready to play, and a massive dance floor. An army of waiters and waitresses buzzed around with pastel-colored cocktails and ornate snacks that Scarlett couldn’t even identify. Only a handful of people had arrived.

“Lola!”

A couple approached them. Even though she had never met the Sutcliffes before, Scarlett could have easily picked them out of a lineup. Mrs. Sutcliffe had smoky-brown hair cut into a severe midlength bob and a surprisingly friendly face, even though her skin didn’t look like it quite fit her skull. It was like a too-small piece was stretched over her features and maybe attached by a piece of elastic in the back. She wore a beautifully cut, very simple black dress and a large necklace of white beads, each one the size of a gum ball. Mr. Sutcliffe was a bit of a silver fox in a gray suit with deeply tan skin that looked as hard as shoe leather. Neither of them actually looked at all like Chip.

“My goodness, you are stunning!” Mrs. Sutcliffe said, examining her new daughter-in-law like she was looking over a horse she was considering buying. If you were just looking for good genes and someone to take to parties, you could do far worse than Lola, and her expression reflected that. Also, her voice was deep. If Scarlett had heard her over the phone, she would have mistaken her for a man. A man with a beard.

“Chip is in the smoking lounge waiting for you so you can make your entrance,” Mr. Sutcliffe said. He also sounded manly. And a little drunk. Not a lot drunk, but a slow, easy, expensive whiskey or two drunk. He probably wasn’t. He was just so rich that Scarlett expected he always sounded like that. He offered Lola an arm, and she was taken away.

“Come see the cake,” Mrs. Sutcliffe said in her manly way.

In the middle of the room, right on the edge of the dance floor, was what appeared to be a large model boat. It was long and black, perfect in every detail, right down to the life preservers. And it was deeply, repulsively ugly.

Spencer ran his tongue over his teeth, but made no comment.

“It’s a boat,” Scarlett’s mom said. “How unique.”

“Yes. It’s our boat. We know how much it means to them.”

Scarlett’s parents no doubt recognized the boat. They quickly clasped their hands together for support. They were always doing lovey-dovey things like that. It was usually gross, but today it spoke of frustration.

“Your table is right over here,” Mrs. Sutcliffe added, guiding them to a table that couldn’t really be defined as central. It was sort of off in the corner, near the sushi station. They were deposited there and left alone. They watched as more suited and stiffly dressed people drifted in and right over to the Sutcliffes.

“Everyone here is old,” Marlene said.

A few minutes later, Mrs. Amberson appeared in a stunning floor-length gold dress and sashayed over to them. Scarlett’s mom made a polite, approving remark about it. It was nice to have another member of their tiny team.

“Do you like it?” she said, smoothing her hands over her hips. “I wasn’t sure if it made me look like an Oscar, but Billy said it was divine, and he doesn’t offer compliments lightly. It’s important to have a few truly honest friends, not just ones who tell you what you want to hear. Oh, speaking of friends…O’Hara, I found one of your friends downstairs being hassled by the staff about an invitation. I brought him up with me.”

“One of my…?”

He was walking across the room with the same expression he wore every day in Bio. He hadn’t attempted to tame his wavy curls, and they floated around his head with a kind of rock-star-halo effect. Max. In a suit and poorly tied tie and sneakers. He strode right up to the Martin table.

“Here I am,” he said, stating the obvious.

Scarlett couldn’t blurt out “Why are you here?” in front of everyone, so she just attempted to smile. Max, however, was prepared to do the explaining.

“She invited me after detention yesterday,” he added.

What? What? She’d done no such thing. She’d sort of made a friendly joke as she was leaving. A sort of friendly joke is not an actual invitation to an actual wedding party.

On the word detention, all the other Martins gave her a look. But since Lola had trumped them all for surprises, the matter was let go, to be discussed at some future point.

“Are you going to introduce us?” Scarlett’s mom asked.

“This is Max,” she said. “Max Biggs.”

“That girl’s brother?” Spencer asked. “The other client…”

“Chelsea.” Mrs. Amberson stepped in. “Yes, indeed.”

“Marlene,” her dad said, “move over so Max can sit next to Scarlett.”

Normally, Marlene would have balked at a request like that, but Max fascinated her, showing up out of nowhere with tales of Scarlett in detention. Sensing a kindred spirit, she quickly shuffled over and fixed an unblinking gaze on him. A quick round of introductions was made.

“So,” her mom began, “you go to school with Scarlett?”

“I’m her lab partner,” Max said, taking the napkin from his place and dropping it on his lap. “We do science together.”

“What were you in detention for?” Marlene asked. “Cheating?”

“No,” Max said. “Physical violence.”

Mrs. Amberson laughed. Spencer gave Max a quick sideways examination, and looked uneasy with his findings.

“You’re going to explain that later, right?” Scarlett’s mom asked, trying to remain calm. Her nerves were already so tattered.

“I can explain it now,” Max said, leaning back to make way for the appetizer, which the waiter said was some kind of salad with “ash-rolled” goat cheese. “She knocked me off my chair.”

“Shut up,” Marlene said.

Scarlett’s dad put a hand over his forehead. It sort of looked like he was trying to wipe his eyebrows off.

“It was an accident,” Scarlett said.

“Yeah,” Max said, grabbing his fork and tucking in. “It was. But it was really loud, so we both got detention.”

Once again, he was letting her off the hook. Her parents seemed to believe this, or at least pretended to…but Spencer and Marlene clearly did not. They were all capable of knocking people over. They knew their own blood.

“I understand from your mother that you’re also in the performing arts?” Mrs. Amberson said. “You’re a musician?”

“Nope,” he said plainly, eating away.

And that was it from Max for a while. Mrs. Amberson took the cue to start talking and never stop.

There was a dinner of seven perfect, tiny courses, with lots of glass-switching and wine-pairing and utensil-updating. The food was intimidating: roasted pigeon with braised lettuce, halibut with poached quail eggs, baffling combinations of violet artichokes and lardons and foie gras and pickled shallots…every dish containing a velouté, confit, or foam of some kind or other. Two dedicated servers hovered around them, moving things whenever Scarlett least expected it. It almost seemed like their entire function was to confuse, making the diners doubt their every move and keep them on edge. The band droned on in the background, running through low-key standards and old Sinatra songs.

“This sucks,” Marlene said.

“Language,” her mom said, halfheartedly.

Under the table, Max’s leg casually bumped Scarlett’s. It looked like an accident, something he just did while he was shifting, but Scarlett felt it was intentional. Especially when it happened a second time. Had he come just to exact revenge for the stool-tipping by starting a leg war with her at Lola’s party? Because she would win that. She slipped a fork under the table in her napkin and had it ready for the next time he moved. Max showed no signs of the impact in his expression, but from the way he pulled back quickly, she knew she had gotten him well. Not enough to cause damage, but enough to get the message.

Spencer picked up on the fact that something strange was going on and gave her a “What are you doing?” look. She just shook her head.

The band started to slip into a faster dancing mood by playing a weird swing version of “Cabaret.”

“Actually,” Mrs. Amberson was saying, “this reminds me of one night at Studio 54. Liza Minnelli had just taken off her…”

The Martins were a lonely little island in a sea of strangers. They were guests at this party, surrounded by socialites, bankers, politicians…all important people who had things to say to one another. Across the room, in full view of everyone, Chip and Lola sat at a table of their own. Chip’s friends kept coming over to talk. Lola stared over the room, landing most of her looks on her family’s table, catching Scarlett’s eye and trying to smile.

“…and I said that yes, I was pretty sure we could get the horse in there. Not in the bathroom stalls, but certainly over by the sinks and…”

The waiters came over to threaten them one last time with oversize pineapple ravioli with mint au jus. The band changed gears, signaling that the time for dancing had begun. Scarlett saw one of the servers grab another by the sleeve, point at Spencer, and whisper. There was quiet talk, nodding, surreptitious glances.

“You’ve got fans,” Max said to Spencer in a low voice, while prodding his ravioli with a fork.

Spencer looked over. The servers looked panicked, then busied themselves with stacking some plates on a tray.

“It’s not just them,” Max went on. “Those people behind you have been staring at you the whole time and taking pictures of the back of your head with their phones. Price of fame, huh?”

“I have to go…somewhere,” Spencer said, getting up. People must have been talking about the fact that David Frieze had been sitting in their midst, because Scarlett saw many heads turn as Spencer passed through the room and out into the lobby.

“Sorry,” Max said when he was gone.

“Not your fault,” Scarlett’s mom said.

“I think I know that man over there,” Mrs. Amberson said, pointing to some random older guy in a suit, one of many random older guys in suits. “It’s going to bother me if I don’t find out from where. Excuse me.”

The Sutcliffes came over as they began their post-dinner circuit of the room and asked Scarlett’s parents to accompany them.

“You guys all right here for a minute?” Scarlett’s dad asked.

“Sure,” Scarlett said, speaking as the remaining senior Martin child.

“It totally wasn’t an accident,” Marlene said when they were gone. “When she hit you, right?”

“No,” Max admitted, sitting back in his chair like he owned the place. “She knocked me down.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing,” he said.

“He’s lying,” Scarlett said.

“I had cancer,” Marlene said.

“What kind?”

“Leukemia.”

“Still have it?” he replied.

“No,” she said, playing with her mint leaves. “Were you lying about the thing about performing, too?”

“Yep,” Max said.

“Do you guys want some privacy?” Scarlett asked. This was mostly to Max, and was intended as a slight, but Marlene nodded.

“Why don’t you go find Spencer or something?” Marlene said.

“Fine,” Scarlett said, getting up, booted from her one place of safety in this whole room. “You two have a good time.”

“We will,” Max said. “I have lots of things to tell your sister.”

Marlene’s eyes glistened. She was in love. Scarlett’s night was complete.
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ACT V

A SPIES OF NEW YORK EXCLUSIVE!

WE LOVE A DEBUTARD WEDDING…as much as anyone else. Probably more than most. We love the spectacle of New York’s richest and dumbest making the tie that binds. Like all the royal families of the world, our Society Friends always fail to notice that constant inbreeding makes Mother Nature cross, and this amuses us. Also, they have open bars full of top-shelf booze.

EVERY ONCE IN A WHILE…we get a truly exceptional account of one of these anti-Darwinian extravaganzas. Our in-boxes were exploding with reports of such an occasion. It seems that on Saturday night, Charles “Chip” Sutcliffe III, age 18, celebrated his marriage to a certain Lola Martin, age 18.

We would have enjoyed this story just as it was, honestly. Some early morning Procrastination Googling turned up the fact that “Chip” Sutcliffe is ranked number 98 on the “New York’s Top 100 High School Scenesters” list on Gothamfrat.com. This list provided us with much joy! The little scamps had gone and ranked themselves! It’s like those videos of cats eating with utensils—it’s adorable when they try to act like people, even as they do it all wrong.

But that was hardly the end of this story…because the bride happens to be the younger sister of doughnut-magnet Spencer Martin, aka David Frieze, killer of our dearly departed Sonny Lavinski. Yes! He was there! And he didn’t disappoint!

For reasons known only to himself, Martin took to the dance floor and performed an astonishing solo number, which concluded with his taking flight and doing a full body slam on his sister’s massive wedding cake.

We would not have believed this story had it not been accompanied by many, many photos…photos we stared at for hours last night. Had the stress of murdering Saint Sonny finally broken him, we wondered? Had he grown tired of having other people throw food at him and simply decided to do it himself?

OUR SPECULATIONS WERE INTERRUPTED…by even more news of Martin. Our contact on the set of Crime and Punishment called to tell us that his name has mysteriously vanished from the call sheet and no one in charge is talking. What could possibly be going on?

We beg you to send in your tips. In the meantime, please enjoy our favorite photo of the wedding celebration. We have a selection of prizes for the best captions.
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DAWN OF THE DESPERATE

Sunday was a murky day. A moody day. The sky was the color of the rinse water that Scarlett used to produce when playing with her watercolor paints when she was little, each dip of the brush leaving a milky touch of pigment until it was a thin, gray mess. Her dress from the night before lay deflated on Lola’s bed. Her own bed was littered with all things Biology—a desperate scramble of notes on papers and cards, notes on her computer, her textbook, a mess of handouts. Much of this information was in her head, but in pieces—pieces that didn’t connect together to make a picture.

And it was almost evening.

She could call Dakota. Dakota was at home studying as well, and Dakota knew what she was doing and had two Biology professors in her house. As Scarlett reached for the phone, she realized that if Dakota picked up, she was going to have to talk about last night. She would have to explain what she had done.

Aside from the possibility of her friends calling, which would obviously result in an immediate confession…there were other horrors. Mrs. Amberson would probably try to call her today about something. That was extremely likely. Or what if Chelsea chose today to call and tell her all about her wonderful new relationship with her good friend Eric? Or Eric. What if he tried to call again and get it all off his chest?

Or Max. What if Max called? That seemed least likely, but held the most terror. What if he wanted to discuss what went on out there on the terrace?

What did happen out there on the terrace?

Well, what happened was that she made out with Max behind a wall of topiary for about a half hour, that’s what happened. And the only reason they stopped is that they were interrupted by a girl with a tray, who was startled by them and screamed.

The more she thought about it, the more she realized that the phone was her enemy.

There was only one thing she could think to do. She picked up her phone and walked it down the hall to her parents’ room. On the wall just inside the door, there was a little chute that dropped five floors down to an opening in the basement ceiling. This is where they tossed sheets and towels; they fell into a wheeled bin that was usually positioned just under the chute. She opened the chute and tossed the phone inside, for a six-floor free fall. If someone had actually decided to wheel the bin over to the washing machine and do the wash, the phone was history. She stuck her head into the dank and stale void, but there was no sound, nothing to indicate that her phone had fragmented into a hundred pieces. It was probably alive down there somewhere. She hadn’t quite figured out what she would have done if it had broken.

Probably ask Lola to buy her a new one. Maybe that’s how things were done now.

As she walked back to her room, Spencer stepped out of the elevator. He also looked a bit lost.

“You didn’t take any deliveries, did you?” he asked.

“Deliveries?”

“My script. It’s not here yet. I called, and they keep saying it’s on its way. They won’t tell me what my call times are for this week.”

“No,” Scarlett said. “Sorry.”

He nodded absently.

“I just took my suit over to get it cleaned. Mrs. Foo got really excited when she saw it. She loves a challenge. What are you doing? You look spooked.”

“Studying,” she said. “I have a Biology exam tomorrow.”

He rubbed his unshaven chin, which was just starting to develop a shadow, and then poked a finger into his ear.

“Frosting got in there,” he said. “I can’t hear right.”

On that, he drifted off to his room, and she went to hers and sat on the bed again. She closed her eyes, just to see what appeared in her mind—where her brain wanted to go.

It wanted to go to Max. It wanted to replay the whole experience over and over again.

She opened her eyes with a jolt and grabbed her textbook as protection. She had to learn. There was no more time, no more room in her mind for anyone.

Dakota was waiting for her on the front steps of the school the next morning.

“Can you just do one thing for me?” she asked. “Can you just explain…this?”

She held up her phone, revealing a large photo of a cake-covered Spencer.

“Oh yeah. Spencer, um…” Scarlett rubbed her eyes hard. “…he, um, the cake. At Lola’s party. Sorry, I didn’t…”

“Did you sleep?”

“Not really.”

“I figured this might happen. Look what I have for you.”

Dakota produced a large cup of coffee and pressed it into Scarlett’s hand. This was the kind of friend Dakota was. Always one step ahead. Always with the provisions.

Scarlett took the coffee and sipped it, letting it burn her mouth. The morning was overly bright. She had a floaty feeling for a moment, and as she drifted back into her body, something seemed off.

“Oh my God,” she said. “I’m not sure if I’m wearing underwear. I think I am. But I have no memory of putting it on. Dakota…what if I forgot to put on underwear?”

“Can’t you feel it?”

Scarlett couldn’t. She tried to get some sensation, but all was numbness. She shook her head.

“Reach around in the back and see if it’s there,” Dakota said.

Scarlett carefully reached around and felt just underneath the waist of her skirt, until her fingers hit a ridge of elastic.

“Why can’t I feel my waist?” she asked.

“Everything will be fine.” Dakota put her arm over Scarlett’s shoulders. “Drink your coffee. I’ll quiz you. We’ll get through it.”

“I made out with Max,” Scarlett admitted.

Dakota slipped her hair out of the crooked ponytail it was in and played with the band, stretching it between her fingers for a few moments.

“In detention?” she finally asked.

“At Lola’s party.”

“At the party?”

“He just kind of showed up,” Scarlett explained.

“And you made out.”

“That about sums it up,” Scarlett said.

Dakota finger-flexed a bit more.

“Have I always been like this?” Scarlett asked.

“You’ve always been entertaining, if that’s what you mean.”

“Of course,” Scarlett said, picking up her notes and staring at the words swimming on the page. “That’s exactly what I meant. And maybe…maybe he just won’t show.”

Max showed.

He had on a black sweater and jeans—slightly more neat and tidy than usual. He didn’t say a word. In fact, he didn’t even look at her. He just paged through his notes, and then when they got the word to clear their spaces for the test, he just put them away and looked at the model embryo in the corner.

She found herself burning with the need to speak to him, but just then, eight pages of exam were dropped in front of her, along with a look of “I don’t know what the hell is wrong with you, but get it together” from Ms. Fitzweld.

Scarlett pulled the exam closer and opened it to find a lot of familiar-looking gibberish. In the first rush of panic, everything appeared broken. After flipping uselessly through the pages, she finally found something on page three that she felt like she could answer. The fetal pig diagram on page four should have been easy, but all the different pieces kept getting mixed up in her mind. Kidneys? Pancreas? Aorta?

She had to look through it three times to figure out where to begin, her brain working in starts and fits. She had just decided to answer the short fill-in-the-blanks on page five when she became aware of the fact that Max was moving, getting steadily closer, in millimeters. Her first instinct was to throw her arm around her test protectively, even though there was nothing written there.

Then she realized, he wasn’t trying to copy. Max was offering her his test to cheat from. He was filling everything in with certainty.

Her head felt light and funny, and there was a pulse beating over her left eye.

Scarlett kept her eyes averted for the rest of period. As the time went on, more things came back into her head. At the thirty-fiveminute mark, information came flooding back, and she tried to go back and fill in as much as she could. But it was too late. The bell rang.

“Bring them up,” Ms. Fitzweld said.

Max said nothing as he slipped off his stool, and he didn’t turn around when he walked out of the room. Apparently, whatever had happened was something he was prepared to sweep aside as brusquely as he did everything else—and maybe in the bargain, he would leave her alone.

“What the hell?” Dakota said, sliding up to her station. “What the hell was that? On page six?”

“I have no idea,” Scarlett said. The test had been over for thirty seconds, and already the experience was fading.

“Did he bother you?” Dakota asked, indicating Max’s empty seat.

“Nope. He acted like it didn’t even happen.”

“Thank God.”

This bothered her, this indifference of his. How could he just walk away from her, ignore her, and act like they hadn’t kissed? And, though she could never, ever admit this to Dakota, those kisses had been very good. So at the very least he owed her some sarcasm and contempt. Was that too much to ask? Would it kill him to display a little snide and inappropriate behavior?

“Yeah,” Scarlett said, forcing a smile. “Imagine if I started dating someone you hated more than Eric.”

“Don’t make jokes like that,” Dakota said. “The way things have been with you? Anything could happen. And I would hate to kill you. You’re so pretty.”

When Scarlett stumbled home, she found Lola in the Orchid Suite, going through her dresser. There was a pile of objects on Scarlett’s bed—two sweaters, some pajamas, a scarf, a winter hat, a number of things from the Drawer of Mysteries that Lola had acquired during her stints working at the spa and the makeup counter.

There was no point in asking what this stuff was. She already knew. Lola was casting off her old things. Her clothes. Everything that was broken, shantylike, about the hotel. There would be no more hoarding of free samples of moisturizer or half-empty testers of fancy lotions.

“Hey!” Lola said brightly. “I’m just doing a little sorting out. How was your day?”

Scarlett decided not to answer that question. She sat down and looked at the neat little piles of Lola stuff.

“Are you…” Scarlett had no idea how to phrase this question. “Coming back? To sleep, or…Where do you live now?”

“Well,” Lola said, refolding a sweater. “Chip went back to Boston today. I’ll spend maybe four days a week up in the apartment in Boston, and the other three I’ll be down here. Chip is going to transfer schools next semester. So I have until December to find an apartment for us. The Sutcliffes are…getting us one. Not a big one.”

Even a small apartment in Manhattan ran to a million or two—at least any apartment that the Sutcliffes would consider buying. There were many things Scarlett could say about this, but she decided not to.

“I want you to know,” Lola said. “I respect that this is your room now. I can’t just barge in whenever I want. I’ll always let you know, or stay in another room.”

“No,” Scarlett said quickly. “This is your room, too. I mean, when you’re just staying here. I’m not going to move your stuff.”

Lola looked over at her shyly and bit her lower lip. She shook out the sweater she had just refolded and did it yet again.

“I have to go over to the Sutcliffes’. We have some presents to open. Sounds like a lot of presents, actually.”

“So what does that look like, when the Sutcliffes’ friends give you presents?” Scarlett asked. “Is it kind of like what they find when they open up a pyramid? Do you go blind from all the gold?”

“It’s a little like that. But I’m staying here for dinner. I think we’re having pizza. Want to go down and ask Spencer what he wants on his? I think I just heard him come in.”

Scarlett dutifully stood and went down to Spencer’s room. He was standing by his bureau in a very strange position, leaning down on it, grasping his head in both hands as he intently read a script.

“So they finally sent it?” Scarlett asked.

Spencer said nothing.

“I’m supposed to ask you what you want on your pizza.”

Spencer said nothing.

“Is there still frosting in your ear?”

He finally looked over at her, but again, did not speak. Instead, he held out the script, open to the last page. Scarlett took it. There was only one bit of dialogue on it. It read:

BENZO

That was Frieze’s lawyer on the phone.

They just found him on the floor, beaten.

He’s dead. The son of a bitch is dead. The son of a bitch is dead.
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THE OFFENSIVE

It was five A.M., and Scarlett’s phone was ringing. She sat bolt upright, her hand slapping around her pillows, her nightstand, her blankets, searching desperately for the phone before it woke up Lola…

But Lola wasn’t there, of course. It was just Scarlett, alone in the pearly half dark, an empty bed next to her. She found the phone on the floor next to her bed and slapped it up to her ear with too much force, causing further chaos in the head/skull region.

“O’Hara,” Mrs. Amberson said. “Thank goodness. I need a little favor.”

It took Scarlett a moment to process that statement.

“Are you there?” Mrs. Amberson asked.

“You…what? What time…”

“I need you to go over to my apartment…”

“No,” Scarlett moaned.

“I need you to go to those Foo dog bookends I have on the bookcase near the window. They’re the Chinese ones that look like dogs with lion heads, and they’re propping up my section on Futurist and Expressionist theater. Go to the Foo dog closest to the window and…”

“No.”

“…pull its head off,” Mrs. Amberson went on, not missing a beat. “It comes off, don’t worry. I’m not asking you to break marble with your brute strength. But you have to pull hard. Inside, you’ll find a roll of cash. Take it, get in a cab, and go to the courthouse downtown. It’s the one from Crime and Punishment, the one where your brother shot Sonny.”

As soon as she heard the word courthouse, Scarlett felt herself waking up. She sat up halfway, balancing her elbow on her pillow.

“Go in and speak to the lovely desk clerk. Just tell her you’re there for me. She will be able to provide instructions. Oh, and Murray will need a walk and some food. I know it’s a school day, but hopefully this won’t take more than an hour or so. Have to go! I know I can count on you, O’Hara. Have to dash! I’ve made a wonderful new friend who needs to talk to me!”

Click.

Scarlett blinked and grabbed a handful of purple curtain, pulling it aside to look at the anemic overcast sky that had spilled over the still-sleepy city.

She got out of bed, even though this seemed like a bad move.

The midnight-to-morning doorman at Mrs. Amberson’s building was more apathetic than Murray. He waved Scarlett right up without even looking away from his newspaper. He was the guy who greeted cleaners and workmen and staff in general…people who had to wake early and get things done. He could probably sense that Scarlett was an employee.

Murray the dog was curled up on the big white sofa when she entered the apartment, enjoying the quiet and the privacy. Her intrusion caused him such a shock that he rose vertically into the air. He didn’t look reassured when Scarlett took the heavy Foo dog bookend from the shelf, squeezed it between her legs to get a grip on it, and pulled its head off. He tried to run away, but slipped into the space between two of the fat cushions, and the more he struggled, the more he sank.

Scarlett pried out the tight roll of cash wedged inside the bookend. Once she got the bills free, she gave them a quick count, just so she would know what she was carrying. It was seven thousand, one hundred dollars in all, mostly in hundreds. This was Mrs. Amberson’s little emergency fund.

A half hour later, Scarlett’s cab pulled up to the long set of steps that Spencer had thrown himself down, where he had pulled the gun. She walked over the spot where Sonny had fallen and up the steps, to where Mrs. Amberson was sitting. Her spiky hair was slightly flattened, and her black evening dress was a sharp contrast against the white of the steps and the building. She was a blot on the face of justice. She had obtained a cigarette from somewhere and was puffing away on it like she was afraid someone would snatch it from her grasp.

“I know, I know,” she said as Scarlett approached. “I quit. I just needed the one.”

She took one final drag of the cigarette, looked at it in disgust, and tossed it away.

“What happened?” Scarlett asked.

“Oh, the judge was quite reasonable. They released me on my own recognizance. Sorry to make you come down here for nothing.”

“No…what happened? Why were you in jail?”

“There was a bit of a public altercation,” she said. “Altercation?”

“I suppose you heard what happened to your brother’s character?”

“Oh,” Scarlett said. “Oh…Oh no.”

“I requested a little sit-down to discuss what was going on. So one of the producers and I had cocktails last night. Apparently, they liked him quite a bit, as an actor and as a character. But apparently the audience wants justice. Plus, there were issues with the writers, with scripts that were already completed…the usual back office nonsense…and the only solution they could come up with to move the entire story forward was to beat him to death.”

“So,” Scarlett said, desperately trying to piece this all together in the thin early morning air, “you met with the producer and…”

“Well, I threw a drink at him, which was not considered appropriate behavior in the establishment we were in. And I may have slapped him just a tiny bit. Hence, the law. It’s all part of the strategy, O’Hara. I wanted them to know that you do not play with the AAA. What a good slogan that is! Oh, I’m exhausted. But the night wasn’t so bad. It’s not the first night I’ve ever spent in a holding cell. Granted, the last time was after a night out sometime in the late seventies and I was arrested with seven other people who were dressed primarily in gold body paint. Half of them just thought we were in a different club called Jail. They kept dancing against the bars and trying to buy drinks from the cops. Anyway…you need to get to school.”

Mrs. Amberson got up with the first trace of stiffness Scarlett had ever seen her exhibit. When she got into the cab, she luxuriated against the padded vinyl seat for a moment, closing her eyes in bliss and weariness.

“The battle is not over,” Mrs. Amberson said, stifling a yawn. “It’s not going to be easy, but it’s not over.”

“But Spencer is famous now,” Scarlett said. “Can’t he be on something else?”

“His flash of fame is a bit of a problem, O’Hara. It’s going to be a bit hard to get him employed after this, at least for the short term. Everybody saw David Frieze. That’s who Spencer is now. The most hated man in New York. Even the cake incident…that was covered all over the place. I’m not exactly going to be able to get him cast on Sesame Street.”

“I thought there was no such thing as bad publicity,” Scarlett said.

Mrs. Amberson turned and managed a smile.

“True,” she said. “There is always a way. I try to embrace philosophy.”

“Which philosophy?”

“As many as possible.”

She fell into a light sleep, which was easily broken when the cab pulled up to Frances Perkins.

“My goodness, O’Hara,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “This is your school? It looks like the setting of an Italian romance.” She opened the window and leaned out to get a look at the cone-shaped tops of the two rounded towers that framed Frances Perkins.

“I am left breathless by the symbolism in this construction,” she added.

Scarlett was at lunch before she noticed the seven thousand, one hundred dollar–size lump in her pocket. She accidentally pulled it out while she was in line for her taco. (Taco Fridays had gone down so well that Taco Tuesdays had also been instituted. Everyone loves a taco.) A freshman caught sight of it as she struggled to stuff it back in. She remained paranoid about it all day—too scared to keep it on her person, too scared to put it in her locker. In her mind, an unnamed god smote her boss with thunderbolts. Meanwhile, her phone buzzed all day with messages from said boss to come right over after school.

At least one part of this day was a little better than the one before—since they had spoken, Max was acting more like his normal self, doing his best to annoy Scarlett all period long in Biology. Moreover, he made a huge effort to make sure Dakota saw him do this. Once again, he positioned himself in the music room near her locker. Scarlett deliberated going in, and then impulsively opened the door.

“I have to go see my boss,” she said. “She’s been calling me all day. I just wanted to say bye.”

“You say that like I care where you go,” he replied.

“Later, freak.”

“Whatever.”

As Scarlett turned to go, she caught his reflection in the glass of the door, and he was smiling. So was she.

Spencer skidded alongside Scarlett on his bike as she approached Mrs. Amberson’s building. The bike was slightly less wobbly than before, but not much.

“She call you, too?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Scarlett said. “She must have news. Your bike seems a little better.”

“Yeah, it is a little. I sat working on it all day. I had nothing else to do.”

He got off and pulled out the lock to attach the bike to some ornamental gating outside the building. It still wasn’t quite stable enough to even lean correctly, and immediately started to fall. Spencer caught it before it slipped.

“I would have missed this bike if it had gone,” he said. “I have to admit it. It stands for something. I’m not sure what. I’m not even sure if it’s good. But that doesn’t matter. I believe in this bike.”

“Hey!”

This was from Murray, who had stepped outside to survey his doorway domain.

“Yeah?” Spencer said.

“You can’t lock that bike there!”

“Why not?” he asked.

“You can’t lock that bike to my building!”

“I’m visiting someone in the building.”

“You can’t lock that bike there!”

“Just don’t,” Scarlett said quietly. “He won’t stop.”

Spencer sighed and hoisted the bike up, carrying it at shoulder height. It looked particularly pathetic being carried like that, its wheel hanging crookedly. Murray tried to block their way inside.

“You can’t bring that bike into my building!”

“It belongs to 19D,” Scarlett lied. “The bike is coming in. It’s between nine and six, remember?”

Murray was furious to have his own rules used against him, but moved aside. He made them use the service elevator to go up.

“You’re forceful,” Spencer said. “I’m going to have you do all my talking for me from now on.”

“I had a long day,” Scarlett said.

Mrs. Amberson met them at the door. Dog Murray almost had a heart attack on seeing the strange man with the terrible machine on his shoulder.

“Come in,” she said. “Sit down. I need to speak to you both.”

This sober greeting alarmed Scarlett. She didn’t think she was going to like the news she was about to hear. Scarlett settled on the sofa, but Spencer chose to keep standing and pace the room.

“I had a conversation with the producer of Crime and Punishment this afternoon,” she said.

“The guy you got arrested for throwing a drink at is talking to you?” Scarlett asked, when she was done.

“Threw…what?” Spencer asked.

“I told you, O’Hara. Always do a little research. I spent a little time with some of the junior staff members of Crime and Punishment. As it turns out, the producer is well-known to have an affection for, shall we say, commanding women? Judging from what I heard, talking to him would produce no effect, but a direct strike would make a favorable impression. He thinks it’s a sign of character.”

“He liked that you threw a drink at him? You did that on purpose?”

“People are quirky, O’Hara. People in the entertainment business especially so.”

Mrs. Amberson strolled over to the massive picture window and looked out on the view of the city. Scarlett was slouched low on the white sofa. She watched a large plane glide by in the distance through the flawless blue sky. From her perspective, it looked like it flew right through Mrs. Amberson’s head, entering near the jaw on the left side, and flying out of her right ear.

“Is someone going to explain what’s going on?” Spencer asked.

“As it turns out, they’re casting the role of Sonny Lavinski’s daughter, Daisy. She’s fifteen years old and hasn’t been seen on camera since she was a baby. She’ll be a substantial part of the new story line. They think Chelsea is perfect.”

“I’m out and Chelsea’s in?”

“That’s the current situation. I wanted you to hear it from me before it was announced.”

They gave Spencer a moment to take in this news. He circled the room a few times and stared at Murray twitching on the floor.

“You know what really kills me?” he finally said. “No pun intended? It’s that I could have done that scene. I’m really good at getting beaten to death. It’s what people really want to see. It would make people like me.”

And that’s when it hit her—a flicker of remembrance first. Spencer working on the airline safety audition. A dozen ways to die.

“You can still die,” she said.

Both Mrs. Amberson and Spencer turned to look at her.

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“Do it yourself.”

“What?” Spencer said.

“I’m saying…” As the idea took shape, Scarlett became more animated. “I’m saying you don’t need the show to stage his death. You just do it, in public, like you did before…but bigger. You got yourself attacked in public. You jumped into a cake. What’s a death? A million ways to die, remember? Like the tie? Get yourself beat to death in public. I mean…stage it. People already know the character is going to die. So just do it.”

At this point, Scarlett was losing her grip on her thought. Mrs. Amberson leaned forward out of her seat.

“Go on, O’Hara,” she said. “Keep talking. Don’t stop.”

“Getting people there, to wherever we do it, is no problem,” Scarlett said, hurrying over to the computer and opening the Spies of New York page and pointing at the corner. “They have a box for tips. They would not ignore this. It would end up everywhere. Kill him big, in public, where everyone can see.”

Spencer was looking away from them, but his eyes were flicking from side to side, like he was watching something in his mind.

“I’d have to die painfully,” he said.

“Very painfully,” Scarlett said.

“Painful is easy. I’m good at painful.”

“A location,” Mrs. Amberson said, standing up. “We’ll need the right staging area.”

“I’d need a partner, too,” Spencer said. “Someone good.”

Scarlett paused for a moment, then the answer became instantly clear. It caused her only the slightest pang to say it.

“Eric,” she said.

Spencer looked up and nodded immediately.

“I need Eric,” he said. “He could do it.”

Once again, Scarlett was mildly aware of setting something in motion that she probably didn’t mean to—but maybe, she wondered, that’s what life really was. Making stupid plans and having to carry them out.
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THE DEATH OF SPENCER MARTIN

They posted it exactly as Scarlett wrote it:

A SPIES OF NEW YORK EXCLUSIVE:

This morning, something very interesting appeared in our in-box, startling us out of a prenoon coma. We don’t exactly know what it means or who it came from, but we are sufficiently intrigued to post it here. The message, in its entirety, reads as follows: Directly following the broadcast of this week’s Crime and Punishment, the public will be given satisfaction on the very spot where Sonny fell.

What does it mean? Will Saint Sonny rise from the dead? And where is Spencer Martin, as he does not appear to be on the set? The mind reels. As we get so little satisfaction and have such sad offline existences, we are considering showing up. Would you like to join us?

It had taken her a while to get that wording exactly right, and she was proud of the result. Spies of New York got a lot of e-mails, so she had to make sure to get their attention and make it seem legitimate. They had posted it at eight o’clock, just an hour before the episode aired.

Scarlett and Mrs. Amberson stood at the base of the steps of the courthouse, waiting. Forty or so other people were milling around, and more people were dribbling in in groups of two or three. The courthouse wasn’t a big attraction, so Scarlett assumed that they were there for the event. She hoped that none of these people were crazy, but there was no way of telling.

“You don’t think that anyone’s going to…kill him, right?” Scarlett asked. “I know this was my idea but…”

“It will be fine, O’Hara,” Mrs. Amberson said confidently. “The police are on top of the situation.”

The three police officers nearby were leaning against a collection of the stray crowd-control barriers that litter the New York streets, and a cruiser was parked nearby with no one inside. They probably just happened to patrol this area. They had one half-interested eye on the group, but their main concern looked to be their conversation.

“Where did you tell your parents we were going?” Mrs. Amberson asked.

“To see A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I told them I was reading it for school and it counted as doing homework.”

“Ah. Well, I don’t approve of lying to your parents, but this case might be an exception. They’ve had a very hard week, with too many surprises.”

“If they knew about this,” Scarlett said, nervously wrapping her arms around herself, “they’d start chaining us to the radiators.”

Murray was along for the ride, watching the action from the safety of Mrs. Amberson’s purse. Every once in a while, his little head would appear just under her arm and the terrified, marble-like eyes would take in the scene. Then he would sink back down into the depths of tea-tree sticks and notepaper, convinced once again of the horrors of the world.

“And Spencer didn’t tell you exactly what was going on?” Mrs. Amberson asked.

“Just that they figured out a way in and out, that it will start at 10:02, and we should meet them afterward at the meeting place two blocks from here.”

More people came from the direction of the subway. Among them was a familiar figure, half hidden by a hoodie. But by now, Scarlett knew every inch of Max’s outline.

“It’s Max,” Mrs. Amberson said, as he came closer. “Really, O’Hara, you’ve gone above and beyond the call of duty with that one. I remember when you were reluctant to spy on him…”

“I don’t spy,” Scarlett said.

“Yes, of course. You know what I mean.”

They quieted as Max approached. Mrs. Amberson pulled out her phone and stepped off to the side to talk. Scarlett got the feeling she was just doing that to give them some room, which was disconcerting.

“You always post where you’re going to be,” he said. “Stop flirting with me.”

Before the kiss, that would have had a totally different meaning. It would have just been snide. Now, it had some real weight. Max seemed to catch on to this a moment too late, and his voice trailed off. Scarlett tried to come up with some kind of witty rebuttal, but finding nothing in her mind, decided to act like it had never been said.

“We just have to wait a few minutes,” she said. “Then it starts.”

“What’s it?” he asked.

Before Scarlett could explain, a black Mercedes pulled up to the curb next to them. It was a car Scarlett knew well.

“Oh crap,” she said.

Marlene got out first, followed quickly by Lola and her parents. Marlene’s finger was pointing at Scarlett even before she left the car. She walked right up to Scarlett and jabbed it in the direction of her face.

“Told you!” she said. “I told you!”

“Aren’t you at a show?” Scarlett’s mom asked.

“I…”

“You!” Marlene noticed Max standing there. “Are you guys, like, dating now?”

There was obvious disgust, and maybe a little bit of jealousy in her voice. Mrs. Amberson had turned around and seen what was going on. She quickly concluded her conversation and hurried over.

“You’re here!” she exclaimed. “We just this moment walked out of the show, and someone sent me a message saying that we had to get down here right away.”

Scarlett’s parents didn’t appear to think much of this story.

“So,” her mom said, “what is going on here?”

“Beats me,” Scarlett said. “We just saw the…you know…thing…and we…”

“Let’s try that again,” Scarlett’s dad said. “What is going on? If it involves Spencer, you know. In fact, this sort of looks like your handiwork. You’re the one who brought Hamlet home, right?”

“Me? I…”

“Scarlett can’t be blamed,” Mrs. Amberson lied. “She genuinely had no idea. Spencer told me privately, client to agent. It’s just a little show for the fans.”

“Ten-oh-two,” Scarlett said.

There was a murmur, and Spencer appeared out of nowhere, breaking through the crowd and running up the steps. The faithful were ready with the doughnuts, and they came in a steady volley. But Spencer was moving fast and missed them all. They fell against the courthouse steps and exploded into chunks and blotches of jam. A few people looked like they were going to run after him, but no one moved.

“People of New York!” he called, once he made it halfway up the steps. “Did you all come out to see me tonight?”

A chorus of hisses and boos and weird cheers.

“I know what you people want,” he went on. “I know you’re all upset about that cop. So, tonight, I’m going to…”

Eric must have been hiding behind one of the large Grecian pillars at the top of the steps. He came barreling from behind Spencer and jumped on his back. The crowd roared in approval. The fight began in earnest. The beat-down was spectacularly choreographed—they used everything they had. Body slams, punches, flips. But unlike normal, Spencer just took most of the blows, getting up again and again to suffer.

Scarlett’s mom was wincing and shielding her eyes partially with her hand.

“I know he knows what he’s doing,” she said to herself. “I know he does.”

The police moved closer and talked among themselves and into walkie-talkies, but they were smiling and seemed willing to let this go on a little bit longer, as long as everyone stayed where they were. One man started to step forward, wanting to join Eric, but he was cautioned back. Eric took Spencer by the collar, pinned him face-first up against one of the grand Grecian columns, and started repeatedly slamming his head. Spencer broke away, acting woozy. At the top of the steps, he wavered for a moment, looked out over the crowd…and tumbled, taking at least a half dozen of the big stone steps or more, in the exact move that Scarlett had seen him do in the basement. The one he said was so very idiotic and dangerous.

“Oh my God!” Lola yelped. “I hate it when he does that! He had better not be dead.”

Eric threw up his arms in triumph. He did a victory lap up and down. Scarlett was surprised to see Laertes and Hamlet hurry out of the crowd. They must have been called in to help as well. They rushed to where Spencer was sprawled and threw a sheet over him and picked him up, his body drooping in their grasp. The crowd parted as they brought him down the stairs, a few people cheerfully pitching the last of the doughnuts at the sheet. One person right next to the Martins had his arm cocked back and was ready to let fly, when Scarlett’s mom stepped in front of him.

“That’s my son under there,” she said calmly. “You weren’t planning on throwing that at my son, right?”

Eric ran down the steps and started high-fiving the crowd. When he ran past the Martins, he slowed just a bit to acknowledge them, then quickly sprinted away. Lola and her dad were speculating on Spencer’s possible injuries. From the way her dad was imitating some of the body blows, Scarlett got the feeling that he had thoroughly enjoyed what he’d just seen.

“You know you’re grounded,” Scarlett’s mom said quietly. “Right? Because I know that you did this.”

“Yeah,” Scarlett said. “I know. How long?”

“Let me think about it,” she said. “I’m not sure I’m going to let any of you out of the house ever again.”

There was no particular anger in her voice. She almost sounded like she was congratulating Scarlett on a job well done.

“He’s meeting us around the corner,” Scarlett said. “Can I just have five minutes? That’s, um, you know. Max. From school. He just came down to ask me something about Bio and…”

She looked toward Max, who was still being grilled by Marlene.

“I’m Powerkid of the Year,” she heard Marlene say.

“I have no idea what that is,” he replied.

“Five,” her mother said. “Not six. Five. I’m timing you. I need that much time to kill your brother anyway.”

Mrs. Amberson guided the Martins off, throwing Scarlett a knowing glance over her shoulder as she left. This act of being left behind so publicly made Scarlett instantly self-conscious. Max must have felt the same way. He started playing with the strings of his hood, tightening it around his face until he could hardly be seen, then grabbing it and loosening it again. She let him do this a few times before she spoke.

“Marlene likes you,” Scarlett said.

“Yeah. I’m thinking about asking her out. You cool with that?”

“Be my guest,” Scarlett said. “She’ll eat you alive.”

Another silence. Another minute ticked away. Scarlett struggled to find some other remark, and had just about gotten one together, when she heard a familiar voice calling her.

“Hey!”

Chelsea Biggs was jogging down the sidewalk toward them. Scarlett had anticipated that some people would read Spies of New York—but not everyone. Another miscalculation.

“Just made it!” she said. “I heard about it during intermission and…”

Her eyes fell on the hooded figure that had turned away from them. There was a moment of confusion when she realized it was her brother, then she shrugged, as if Max’s appearance could be just chalked up to his constant attempts to annoy her. It was amazing how good Scarlett had gotten at reading the Biggs family signals.

“Anyway,” Chelsea said excitedly, “Eric messaged me and told me what was going on. I can’t believe I missed it! Did you guys talk?”

Chelsea really had no idea how any kind of normal human friendship worked. No one had told her that you weren’t supposed to run up to heartbroken ex-girlfriends and ask if they’d heard the glad tidings that you had taken over their role.

“No,” Scarlett said coldly. “I don’t want to talk to him.”

“Why not?” Chelsea asked. “Let him explain.”

“I’m fine with it, okay?” Scarlett said. This was supposed to be a lie, but she managed to say it with such surprising conviction that she wondered if she meant it. She even managed to add, “I hope you guys are happy,” without making it sound like she was placing a pox on the House of Biggs. These words, far from soothing Chelsea, only seemed to confuse her. She immediately looked at Max.

“What did you say to her?” Chelsea snapped. “What did you do?”

“Nothing,” he mumbled. “You said you went out. That’s what I told her. Because it was true. I don’t even know who this guy is…”

“Don’t listen to him, Scarlett,” Chelsea said. “We did go out, but not that way. Eric came to the show. I found out he was there, because they tell me who uses my comps. We talked after the show. He told me all about you two, and he was all upset because you didn’t show up. He said he’s been trying to talk to you for days, but you don’t answer. You’re my friend. You helped me when the show closed. I wanted to help you, too. I’ve been talking to him, trying to get you two back together. He really misses you. He was so excited to see you tonight…”

Dusty and dormant gears in Scarlett’s brain clicked into action, attempting to make sense of all of this. Eric and Chelsea were not dating. Eric missed her. And Max…

Max had stalked off in the direction of the subway without another word. Chelsea shook her head.

“He’s such a jerk,” she said. “I am so sorry he did this to you. He…”

Scarlett didn’t hear the rest, because she hurried off after him. He was taking huge, quick strides, and had gotten about halfway down the block.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Where do you think I’m going?”

“You just walked away! We were still talking!”

“I wasn’t talking. I’m done.”

“Why are you so angry?” she said. “What did I even do?”

Max stopped and faced her. He was doing strange things with his mouth—sucking his lips in, shifting it to the left and right. There was something so intense coming off of him that it caused Scarlett’s pulse to jump and quicken.

“Fine,” she said, holding up her hands. “Don’t tell me.”

“You should go,” he replied. “Sounds like your actor boyfriend is waiting for you. Go on. Run.”

He made a brushing motion with his hand, as if scooting her along. It was so absurd and childish that Scarlett accidentally laughed. He turned and continued toward the subway.

“See you tomorrow,” she said as he walked away. There was no acknowledgment that she had spoken. Max’s back was a wall.

She walked back to Chelsea, who was standing there, waiting patiently.

“Don’t worry about him,” she said. “I’ll make him miserable at home for you. I can’t believe he did that. Well, actually, I can believe it.”

Scarlett started walking numbly in the direction of the meet up. Chelsea was still talking, telling her all the things Eric had said about her. The account seemed a little embellished, but the underlying message was clear: Eric wanted to get together with her. For real. Dating with a capital D. That’s all she had wanted for so long, and there it was. And yet, some part of her just wanted to run back and grab Max and shake him until all his teeth fell out. All her impulses toward Max were so—violent.

When she turned the corner, she saw them a block or so ahead. Her parents were talking to the actors, whom they hadn’t seen in a few weeks. They had gotten to know everyone during the show, and wanted to know how they were doing. Mrs. Amberson was talking excitedly on the phone. Spencer was rubbing one of his arms, but he was laughing. Eric held up a shy hand of greeting.

“See!” Chelsea said. “Please. Just talk to him.”

Even from across the street, Scarlett could hear every word Mrs. Amberson was saying on the phone: “…I think if you check the coverage tomorrow…Oh! Have we tinkled? Yes, it’s a standpipe, darling, I know. They can be very scary…No, not you, Carmine. But I think we should talk again in the morning, because this is a window of opportunity…Get away from that disgusting pizza! No, no. No dairy for you!…No, not you, Carmine. Let’s just meet for coffee at ten and discuss the future…”

The merry-go-round was still circling.

Scarlett looked behind her one last time, but Max was definitely gone. So Scarlett and Chelsea crossed the street to join the group.
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