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FORMER STUDENTS WHO become teachers both fear and fantasize about their fateful first day of school. 

Their apprehension stems from the prospect of facing a new version of themselves, complete with their flaws and qualities.

It was so with Maude Laurent, a famous twenty-one-year-old singer with beautiful chocolate brown skin, who would soon embark on the incredible journey of becoming a mentor. 

She had returned to New York after a successful world tour and felt that performing for crowds was less daunting than the prospect of teaching vocal lessons to a single Grace Heaton the next day.

Only practice could calm Maude’s back-to-school jitters.

That was why she tested her professorial skills in the safe quarters of Soulville Records. 

The cozy Creation Room she worked in had seen her humble beginnings as a singer.

Only a few years had gone by since Maude had arrived from France, poor and orphaned, singing classical music and French songs. The room was still her haven now that she had a thriving career, a family, friends and, that day, an unwilling beta student.

Her boyfriend, Matt, far from being an unruly student, had quite a number of faults.

One of them, he was proud to say, consisted in never missing an opportunity to interrupt Maude’s lesson by stealing a kiss.

“This is the opposite of an appropriate student-teacher relationship.” Maude extricated herself from Matt’s embrace and kept him at arm’s length.

“Good thing I’m not really your student.” With puckered lips, he pulled Maude closer to him. She smiled, acknowledging that this fact was indeed a cause for relief.

“Hold still. I need practice. Grace will be ruthless if I show the slightest hesitation.”

“Why do you want to give this girl classes again? Oh, right!” Matt slapped the top of his head. “You’re a masochist.”

“She needs to have someone on her side,” Maude insisted. “She’s spent the last two years at Children’s Haven, after being abandoned by her family.”

“What happened to her parents?”

“I never had the guts to ask.” Maude bit the inside of her mouth, tense. “Imagine if she asked me out of the blue, ‘Hey, what happened to your parents?’ I probably wouldn’t tell her. Talking about death usually puts a cramp in any conversation.”

Matt wrapped his arms around Maude. As she placed her head on his shoulder, she whispered, “One of them must have given her that beautiful voice. With the right training, she’ll get cast as Lilac in my musical. I can feel it.”

“It’s your musical now, huh?” Matt pinched her right cheek. “Someone’s getting a little cocky.”

“Violet’s Voice is Mr. Soderline’s musical,” Maude rectified. “But he chose me as the lead. It’s a little bit of my musical, too. Especially since Julia Tanand is no longer a part of it and several of my songs are in the libretto.” 

Nothing made Maude prouder than the reminder that she’d rid herself of a staunch rival with little effort on her part.

Due to pure happenstance, she had discovered the singer who proclaimed she was French and a pianistic prodigy did not know how to distinguish a do from a fa on a keyboard. 

Under Alan Lewis’ manipulative tutelage, Julia had sought to overshadow Maude’s career. Now that Maude knew the singer’s secret, and had graciously promised that she would not reveal it, Julia would no longer be a problem.

“Imagine me playing a French girl moving to New York to become a singer. That’s already my real-life story!” Maude squealed. “I’m so excited to start rehearsals soon.”

Raising her arms in the air with an exaggerated sigh, she flapped her arms like wings, before racing to the broad French windows. She gazed at Manhattan with a renewed sense of healthy ambition. Classical, pop, and now Broadway. The city had so much to offer to those who dared to dream.

“Any particular reason why you’re looking forward to these rehearsals?” Matt asked as he came up to the window and stood next to her. 

He stood still, but it was his crisp tone that indicated to Maude that something was amiss.

“I wrote part of the songs and the story’s inspiring. Why else would I look forward to ...?”

Matt blinked twice, turned away from her, and emitted a long, heavy whistle.

Maude followed him. “You heard?”  

“Did I hear Thomas Bradfield got a part in the musical?” Matt put his hands in his pockets and lifted his shoulders. “I’d have to be buried under a rock to avoid hearing about it. I was kind of wondering when you’d tell me about it.”

“You see,” Maude started nervously, “the thing is, I thought you’d mention it once you found out.” Maude winced at her lack of intelligence. “Tell me you’re not anxious about this. I heard it would be a tiny role.”

Removing his hands from his pockets, he lifted them as if to shield his torso.

“I’m not anxious. In fact, I’m kind of curious to listen to him sing something other than a song he stole from us. Not sure he can,” Matt laughed.

Maude rolled her eyes, but was relieved that the tension had diffused.

Matt would never get over Thomas and Lindsey Linton plagiarizing Paris versus New York City, and she no longer expected him to. But she had moved on.

“This, right here, is something I don’t understand. Why are girls always said to be petty, but not guys?”

“I’m not competing with him! Because I’ve already won.” Matt gave her a coy smile. “I’ve got a career and he’s running after crumbs. I’ve got the girl he loved. He’s got Lindsey Linton.”

“Lindsey’s a good person.” Matt’s raised eyebrows prompted Maude to add, “When she wants to be.”

“Maybe I should date her then.”

Maude squeezed his nose. “You could, but then you wouldn’t be dating a singer slash teacher of the year.”

“That wouldn’t be so bad,” he said in a nasal tone. “No corporal punishment.”

Maude released his nose and kissed its tip.

“Every student has a crush on at least one of their teachers.”

“You got me. I had a mad crush on my sixth grade math teacher. She smelled nice and had shiny hair. Her smile was like a ray of sunshine,” Matt sighed dreamily. “I became good in math, thanks to her. I’m positive, Maude, had I been of legal age, I’d have stood a chance.”

“Keep dreaming,” Maude laughed. “I knew I never had a shot with my math teacher. He took pleasure in giving me bad grades. Loved to remind me just how bad I was at it. I’ll never be like him. I want to encourage my students to do better.”

“I like being encouraged,” Matt nodded gravely. “Please, do encourage me.”

Maude’s giggles burst out like sparkling wine from an uncorked bottle.  

Locking her arms around his neck, she nibbled his lip before kissing him gently.

For she was certain that no student, no musical, and no Thomas Bradfield could ruin the happiness of two people in love. 
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WHILE MAUDE’S BLISS was complete, Jazmine Baldwin’s happiness was in peril.

That afternoon, she sat in the Brooklyn Label with the members of her band. She stared at the screen of her laptop which displayed Blaze’s website page.

Times were dire, and she needed their help. 

Unfortunately, Jazmine doubted the extent of the support they were willing to give, especially Rachel.

The band’s drummer slouched, her nose buried in a medical book. She twirled a strand of her short, brown hair, revealing two piercings on her left ear. Her green glasses fell down her thin nose and she constantly pushed them back up, unaware that Jazmine expected her undivided attention.

Tatiana, a more confident young woman than when they’d initially met her, munched on a chocolate chip cookie. 

Gone were her fake breasts and butt. What remained was a young, talented guitarist who loved makeup and could not imagine life without lipstick. Her tiny, brown eyes adorned with eyelash extensions blinked quickly as she listened to Jazmine’s speech.

Next to Jazmine sat the rebellious Haze, a girl with skin brown like caramel, eyes the color of hazelnuts, and long, dreadlocks falling to her waist. Biting her lower lip, the faint scar she showed was a pledge of the many battles she’d fought. Arms crossed, she listened to Jazmine with a scowl. 

“It’s not my fault no producer was interested in the demos we sent.” Haze glared at Tatiana, indicating that she was the cause for every implicit refusal the music industry had made.

“I’m not pointing blame,” Jazmine sighed. “All I’m saying is that we’ve got to think of a new strategy. Aren’t you girls sick of being struggling artists? I can’t rent an apartment with Maude because I insist on paying half the rent, but I can’t even afford a closet in the apartments we visited. We’ve got to stop performing in bars and cafés without receiving any results. We need to build a real following.”

“I’ve been thinking about it, too.” Tatiana brushed an eyelash from her cheek. “I heard a lot of musicians are discovered in the subway. We should do that: film our performances, post the videos on YouTube, and make them go viral.”

“You girls never had a career before Blaze. I have a reputation to maintain in the bars I sing in.” Haze cracked her knuckles. “I’m not singing in the street.”

“Tat, you forgot we’re in the presence of Upper East Side royalty,” Rachel mumbled. She turned a page in her book, ignoring the murderous look she received from Haze.

It was no longer a secret that Haze grew up in the Upper East Side with two adorable fathers and a flock of loving brothers and sisters. 

Until recently, they had mistakenly believed her life was a miserable one, although Haze had not once explicitly said this was the case. 

The clues the girls had relied on to form this false belief was Haze’s wardrobe filled with holes and her disdain for money.

Since the girls had discovered Haze lived in an affluent neighborhood, they teased her frequently, mocking the artist’s thirst for the unconventional.

“To think you were once all about artistic authenticity.” Tatiana wrung her hands in mock despair. 

“You accused Tatiana of acting like a princess,” Rachel added. 

“I said she was a Barbie,” Haze insisted on the distinction, convinced that the latter was less injurious than the former. “Was. Since you got rid of the fake boobs and butt, you’re just a normal doll.” Haze grinned.

Tatiana lifted her eyes to the ceiling, seeking support from the dusty fan rotating like a tired windmill on the verge of collapse. 

“Girls, I have a plan.” Jazmine wriggled, creating a deep dent in the couch. “Tatiana’s right about building an online following.”

“Don’t we already have one?” Rachel asked at the same time as Tatiana exclaimed “I am? I love being right!”

Jazmine turned her laptop around and her friends leaned in closer. “As of today, we have two hundred subscribers on YouTube. That’s pathetic. We need thousands. Tens of thousands.”

“No, we don’t!” Haze exclaimed. She closed the laptop. “You think the rock goddess, Courtney Love, needed YouTube to become who she is?”

“YouTube didn’t exist back then,” Rachel pointed out, putting her book aside. She turned to Jazmine with keen interest.

“Exactly,” Jazmine continued. “We don’t need producers. All we need is to create a huge buzz on the internet. We’re lucky to be living in a time when we can skip the middleman and bring music to millions of people with just one click. Believe me, girls, if this works, producers will be begging us to work with them. Not the other way around.”

“We’re unconventional,” Tatiana said. “They’re probably too scared to launch the career of an all-girl rock band. But if we show them it works, they’ll know they won’t be wasting money on a high-risk operation.”

“How do we create this magical buzz? How do we go viral?” Haze asked. “By wishing on a shooting star?”

The girls fell silent, allowing the 90s music to fill the café. 

Mugs scraping against saucers, coffee machines spewing foam, and coins rattling in the register did not create the ideal environment for ingenious ideas.

Jazmine slid her laptop across the table onto her knees and tapped furiously across the keyboard.

“The first step is creating weekly content.” She scanned the article and added, “Videos for our songs.”

“Great idea, Spielberg. But we don’t have any money,” Haze pointed out.

“Your family does,” Rachel giggled. 

“You know what else is funny?” Haze snapped. “You lying to your mom about wanting to become a doctor when you don’t.”

“Hey, I’m not lying. I may not get the best grades, but I’m studying, aren’t I? When I’m not listening to you moan about capitalism.”

“Just because I’m loaded doesn’t mean I think it’s right that people can’t eat three meals a day everywhere in the world. Or that climate change will hurt developing countries first, though our countries screwed up our planet in the first place just so we could live with a bunch of things we don’t even need! Or—”

“Hey, girls!” Jazmine snapped her fingers. “Get back to business. What we need is someone who will film our videos in a professional manner, but for an affordable price. Anyone know someone who fits that description?”

“My iPhone?” said Tatiana. “I make some really good videos with it.” 

“Nobody needs you to take amateur selfies,” Haze snarled, though she still glared at Rachel. “Jazmine wants cheap and professional. Not just cheap. Got it?”

“Good luck finding that.” Rachel reached for her textbook. “You usually get one or the other. Rarely both.”

“A student film director maybe?” Jazmine suggested, thinking aloud. “Any of you know one of those?”

“My friends are all future doctors,” Rachel sighed. 

“Unlike you,” Haze snarled.

“I can get you free flu shots,” Rachel added, ignoring Haze’s jab. “That’s about it.”

“I don’t have that many friends,” Tatiana shrugged.

“Go figure.” Haze slumped into her seat. Tatiana threw an empty tea bag at her. It landed on Haze’s lap and she brushed it off with a lazy hand.

“Didn’t you used to date that actor? That really handsome guy who played a vampire?” Tatiana tapped her forehead, searching the depths of her memory for a name that inexplicably escaped her. “Got it! Jason Taylor. He was your boyfriend. You’re one lucky girl.” 

“No. No way!” Jazmine cried out. “I can’t contact him. He hates me now. I’m not-I can’t ask him for this huge favor. Just picture this. ‘Hi there, Jason. I broke your heart years ago, but hey why don’t you give me Christopher Nolan’s number?’ Jazmine squeezed her sides anxiously. “Ugh, he’ll hang up before I even have time to say hi.”

“You don’t have to ask him to introduce you to a big shot director,” Rachel said. “All you have to ask him is if he has any good film students among his friends. And explain that it could be an experience for that person. Great publicity.”

Jazmine took a sip from her cappuccino. She tapped her cup with frenzy.

“I guess I could. If I make it sound like I’m doing him a favor as well. I’ll do it. Yup. Mm-hmm. No matter that it’ll cost me an enormous amount of pride. I’ll do it. For the band. But I’ll need backup if he agrees to meet with me,” she decided. “I need Maude.”
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MAUDE HAD RECEIVED lots of praise during her career. Not only did she love it, she’d grown used to it.

Extraordinary singer. Gifted pianist. Astute marketer.

Maude was also the object of much judgment.  

Too commercial. Too technical. Too complex. 

She no longer feared criticism, but she did loathe it.

‘Bad teacher’ was never included in the long list of negative comments she habitually received.  

Yet, as she faced Grace Heaton that morning in the beautiful Morningside theater in which she had spent so many hours with Cordelia Tragent, Maude knew those would be the next words that came out of Grace’s mouth.

“You’re the worst teacher ever! Ever!” Grace shrieked. 

The words echoed around the empty theater until Maude was certain they would awaken the building’s oldest dormant ghosts. 

“You’re not listening to anything I say. Not a thing! How do you expect to make any progress if we don’t work on your breathing? How do you expect to hold a note? And if we don’t work on elocution, nobody will ever understand what you’re singing.”

“I sound worse, not better!” Grace gritted her teeth. Her face was blanched with rage. Her blue eyes threw lightning as she added, “You’re not teaching me to sing. You’re teaching me how not to sing.”

“That’s how you’ll feel at first. But believe me, there’s a difference between just sounding pretty and actually sounding beautiful, thanks to the correct singing methods.”

“I prefer how I used to sing,” Grace replied staunchly. “I want a professional.” She marched across the stage.

“This is our first lesson!”

“How am I supposed to trust you? You disappeared for weeks!”

Maude, taken aback by the accusation, observed her student. Grace was panicked. She had no parents to take care of her. It was natural that she had felt abandoned while Maude was away. 

“I was touring,” Maude argued patiently. “And I sent you plenty of emails and articles to help you prepare for our first lesson, but you never answered.”

“What could I have possibly answered to The Voice and its Organs. Really, such interesting literature you sent me to read during summer break. It’s obvious you’ve never even had another student before I came along.”

Doubt seeped into Maude’s spirit. The fear that inhabited her resurfaced. Could she be a good teacher?

Ms. Tragent had not only taught her, she had helped her become a better person.

It seemed that all she was succeeding in doing with Grace was making her angry and withdrawn.

“I may not be an experienced teacher, but I’ve been a student for a long time. Ms. Tragent taught me all of this.” Maude went to the Bösendorfer piano and sat on the stool her teacher had a fondness for. 

“When I arrived, I had little technique, and Cordelia took me under her wing. If you don’t trust me, trust her.”

Grace shook her head. Her stringy, blonde hair fell loose from her worn rubber band.

“I’m going back home.”

Realizing she would make no headway with Grace that day, Maude got up, weary.

“I have to come with you. Mrs. Mary agreed to our lessons only if I brought you back to Children’s Haven straight after class.”

“As if I need a chaperone,” she huffed.

In the taxi, Grace propped her elbow against the window, turning her back on Maude, implying that the outside world held a greater appeal than the thoughtful passenger sitting next to her. 

Maude’s disappointment increased.

She’d wanted everything to be perfect and had dreamed of her student’s triumph and success. In her imagination, Grace would become a sensation and thank her with tears in her eyes the day she debuted on Broadway. 

How rapidly Maude’s illusions had shattered. 

None of the many books she’d read had a proper remedy on how to deal with the realization that one was unsuited for the task of becoming a mentor. The only feeling she inspired within her student was negativity.

There was nothing she could do if Grace didn’t give her a chance.

When they arrived at the youth home, Maude sighed. Chipped paint, a crooked fence, and the missing shingles on the roof proved the house had not aged gracefully. Yet, she acknowledged how dedicated Mrs. Mary was to her girls.

Grace jumped over the small stoop and rushed inside, not bothering to bid Maude goodbye.

“Don’t forget our lesson in two days!” Maude cried. 

The front door slammed with no indication that the student had heard or agreed to the lesson.

“No one ever warns you of these things,” Maude muttered as she went up the stoop. “You try and try. You give it your all, but it’s never enough. How do parents handle this daily, I wonder.”

Once she’d entered, the smell of cheap sanitary chemicals assaulted her nostrils.

Grace’s voice drifted from the kitchen to the entrance. Maude followed her angry accents, until she heard her words distinctly. Flattening against the wall, Maude hid and listened.

“I’m not going back,” Grace was saying.

“I told you it wasn’t going to work out,” another voice answered. Maude recognized the voice as Grace’s roommate, Effie. 

Effie had shown from the start that she dreamed of little other than becoming a star. The sixteen-year-old pestered Maude with gossip each time she visited and gave her demos of covers that only proved she lacked talent.  

Maude was certain the girl would encourage Grace’s ambitions. If not for her roommate then at least in an attempt to get closer to Maude.

“Getting out of this dump once you’re in is way too hard. That’s what Desiree says, too,” Effie continued. “They won’t give you the part anyway. They’ll go with someone who’s worked her whole life in that Broadway showbiz. Someone who’s got parents in the business. A person who doesn’t stand out, you know, because of her education. I heard Ira Tempest is up for the part.”

Outside the kitchen, Maude balled her fists with rage. How dare Effie discourage her student! She took a step toward the kitchen, before halting. She could not let the girls know she had eavesdropped. 

Back against the wall, figuratively as well as literally, she listened some more.

Grace sighed. “You’re right, Effie. I’d rather quit now than be disappointed. I couldn’t stand it. If I fail, Maude will never let me live it down. She’ll go ‘look at all that time I invested in that stupid girl. Should’ve left her in that ugly home.’”

“I would never say that!” Maude mouthed silently, disgruntled. 

Moving away from the kitchen, she went into the empty living room. Dust darkened the piano’s white keys and, after Maude slid her fingers across the keyboard, specks flew into the air before settling back upon the instrument.

Mrs. Mary marched into the room, dragging a vacuum cleaner behind with her left hand.

“These kids never wear their slippers inside ... arrgh, footprints all over ... why can’t they just do as I say?” she mumbled. “Oh, hi Maude,” she greeted, once she realized the walls were not the only witnesses to her soliloquy.

“How are ... how was your lesson?” Mrs. Mary asked.

“It didn’t go quite as planned.” 

Maude sat on the piano bench, propped her elbows on her knees, and raised her doleful eyes at the matronly Mrs. Mary. 

“Grace is a handful, isn’t she?” Mrs. Mary plugged in the vacuum cleaner.

“It’s not just that. Though I can’t say she’s a walk in the park.” Maude’s hesitation was plain. She rose from the bench and walked around the room to gather her thoughts. “I fear she’s afraid of disappointment. And instead of working hard, she’d rather give up. It’s like a self-fulfilling prophecy: she’ll fail because she believes she will.”

Mrs. Mary’s wince was not caused because of Maude’s statements. She dragged the vacuum cleaner to where Maude’s footsteps left prints and turned it on.

“These kids don’t get much encouragement from their relatives or friends!” she yelled. “But I can assure you, I encourage them as much as I can!” She turned the vacuum off with her fist. “I’m tired of people saying I don’t do enough for them. I work hard and I fight for them all the time. And I vacuum this living room twice a day!”

“I know that you care for Grace,” Maude replied, ignoring the glares directed at her shoes. “I love how you were thrilled when you heard of this opportunity for her. But I need another favor.”

“I can’t handle another task,” Mrs. Mary moaned. “I’m tired as it is. You do realize I also have needs. Does anyone ask me what I need? Who gives me any favors?”

“Last one, I promise.” Bending over, Maude hopped on one foot as she took off her right shoe. “Won’t you allow Grace to live with me while I prepare her for the audition? And hopefully for the musical.”

“I can’t do that. I’m responsible for Grace.”

“But don’t you see? The other girls here will discourage her.”

Mrs. Mary dropped the vacuum handle.

“Are you saying she’s being bullied? Who’s doing the bullying? I’m sure it’s Desiree. Always the quiet ones.”

“There’s no bullying!” Maude blurted. “Don’t get me wrong, I do think that the other girls are discouraging her, but I’m not even sure they realize it themselves. It might be envy, but it might also just be plain disillusionment on their part. Whatever it is, it’s not helping Grace.”

“There are rules, Ms. Laurent. You do realize that? Who will make sure she goes to school, that she eats well?”

“I will do all that. I mean, I lack cooking skills when it comes to Mexican cuisine, but for everything else, I’m a decent cook. I’ll make Grace eat her vegetables.”

Mrs. Mary looked at her with circumspection. Her gaze detailed Maude’s thin frame, her hopeful eagerness, her hair tied into a neat afro. 

“You’re too soft. Not sure you have what it takes.”

“I’m not soft,” Maude flung the word with disgust. Rolling up the sleeves of her blouse, she stated, “I raised two awful twin brothers until they were eight. I cleaned, cooked, and ran an entire household on top of studying for tests. Believe me, I vacuumed way more than just twice a day during the weekends.”

Mrs. Mary peered at Maude without animosity, intent on determining if what she said was true.

“Maybe you did, maybe you didn’t. But now you’re a star. Not sure you’ve done much discipline since then.”

“I may not be Mary Poppins,” Maude admitted, “but I can do this. You have no idea how effective this change could be. If Uncle James had not removed me from my home in Carvin, I’d never have become the person I am today. Don’t you want that for Grace?”

Mrs. Mary could picture it. Grace’s fame, her thanking Mrs. Mary on a podium with an imaginary prize oddly resembling a vacuum cleaner. 

“You can take her for one night this evening. If she likes it, we can find an arrangement. You’ll have to abide to strict rules if you’re to become her foster mother. But I’ll help the process go faster. You’re lucky you’re a celebrity.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Mary.” 

Maude hugged her, picked up her shoes from the filthy floor, and ran to the kitchen.

Effie and Grace were taking turns unscrewing the resisting lid on a jar of pickles. They’d tried with a knife, with a cloth, had run it under water and Grace was ready to smash the jar when Maude happened on them.

“What are you ...?” Her gaze went from Grace to the jar held high over her head. “Never mind. Pack an overnight bag. You’re spending the evening with me.”

***
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BENJAMIN BALDWIN WAS in the habit of seeing people come in and out of his home. 

Friends, artists, women from his mother’s shelter invited to sleep over when it was full: the Baldwin house was home to all.

Jazmine’s band regularly met in her room to discuss concerts and future gigs. These days, they met more often than before.

Apart from Matt, who had come and gone way before she had moved in, Maude had never brought anyone inside the family circle.

Until Grace Heaton walked into their home.

Anyone who slept over instantly became family. It was the Baldwin way to include strangers into their intimate circle. This approach often met with success, the most notable being Matt and Maude. 

That’s why when Ben found Grace sitting in the guest room on Maude’s former bed, shoulders slumped and her bleached, stringy, blonde hair falling over her face, he immediately sought to help what he saw as a new sister.

At sixteen, Benjamin’s heart was wide and the space for newcomers was endless.

“You hiding out here?” Ben asked from the doorway.

Grace raised her head, revealing a pallid, pudgy face. Her smile upon seeing Ben consisted mostly in her revealing her front teeth. The occurrence of a smile from Grace was as rare as seeing northern lights in an Islandic summer sky.

He took it as an encouragement and entered the room further.

“I’m avoiding . . .” Grace stopped, abashed. She played with a ring on her right hand. “I shouldn’t say who I’m avoiding. You probably like her.”

“Let me see if I can guess who you’re talking about? She’s tall, has a famous boyfriend, and sings classical as well as pop. She’s also our teacher.”

Grace clicked her tongue. “Maude’s your teacher, too?”

“She had to practice on someone. Several someones.”

“Was she any good?”

“I play the erhu, but I’m not much of a singer. Still, I can sing a whole lot better now.” He sat at the edge of the bed. “Maude made me practice through FaceTime while she was on tour.”

“She’s crazy.”

“She believes in you.”

“Do you think I should do it? Move in here with you guys?”

Expecting a positive response, Grace jerked her face up in surprise as soon as Ben said, “Don’t.”

“That’s encouraging.”

“I’m just warning you. If you move in here, you won’t ever get a late morning’s sleep. There’s always someone playing an instrument in this house. Or singing.”

“Seriously?”

The statement provoked only mock displeasure, no thundering outrage. Confident that reverse psychology had worked, Ben continued, “Plus, my dad cooks some mean pancakes, so you’ll get fat.”

“The food is good?” 

“Look at my muffin top right here. Ain’t that proof?” He tapped his flat stomach with affection.

“There’s nothing there,” Grace laughed and pinched his stomach. “You’ve got zero fat, you lucky dog.”

Ben joined in with her laughter. “That’s because Mom makes us exercise. You’re a girl, so you’ll have to take self-defense classes. Mom’s rules.”

“I could live with that. If it means I get to kick your butt.”

“First, you’ll have to go on a gazillion shopping sprees with my sisters. Every time there’s a new sister here, that’s what they do.”

“I don’t know about that. A Heaton never takes charity.”

“Do you accept gifts? People are always getting gifts around here. Except for motorcycles. I never got that. Only a plain old bicycle.”

“Spoiled brat. What else you got?”

“One of the worst things from where I stand. You sure you wanna hear it?”

“Uh-huh.”

Ben leaned closer until his head was inches away from Grace’s face.

“Man, dunno if should tell you this. Might come back and bite me in the you-know-what. But since you insist. Okay. Truth is, this house is full of women. Us guys, me and Dad, we don’t matter. At all.”

Grace exploded into hearty laughter. “That is very sad. Tragic.”

“Finally, a girl who gets it!” Ben cried out. “It’s best you didn’t move in. It would be four women against two helpless men!”

“Two men? I’d say one man and a half.”

“Don’t make fun of my dad. Not his fault he looks small next to all of this.” He gestured to his torso, only succeeding in increasing Grace’s laughter. 

“We got a break once Cynthia got married and moved out. But now! Another girl? Please don’t move in.”

“Not even if I promise to take your side from time to time?” Grace asked.

Ben’s eyes brightened with amusement.

“You say that now, but once you get used to always being right, you’ll never want it to change.”

“What if I promise to side with you on the most important things?”

“Like what?”

“Hmm, how about,” Grace patted her chin, “your absolute right to pee standing up!” 

“What about leaving the lid up?”

“Never!”

“You see, you’re already one of them.”

Grace’s eyes twinkled.

“You sure it won’t be a hassle for your parents if I move in?”

“A new girl to force-feed. I think they’ll get over it.”

“What about Maude? Will she be annoying?”

“She raised hellish twins in France and she had to deal with me and my video games obsession. She knows what she’s doing.”

“You like video games?”

“They’re life.”

“You’ll want to die once I crush you. Fool.”

“You’re good?”

“I’m the best.”

“Next weekend, we’re having a Tekken marathon.” 

“You’re on.”

“Guess you’ll be living here after all.”

Ben jumped off the bed and did not see Grace’s surprised but pleased expression as he headed for the door. 

Just like that, without even noticing it herself, Grace had agreed to extend her stay in the Baldwin household.
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Chapter 4 
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EVER SINCE CYNTHIA Baldwin had come back to New York, she’d felt a growing dissatisfaction with her existence.

Life was less crazy than it had been on the road. She’d enjoyed having adventures and discovering exciting things each day: feeding baby elephants in Sri Lanka, swimming with dolphins in Hawaii, exploring the pyramids of Egypt, learning the history of the Massai tribes in Kenya. New languages, stories, traditions and customs; weddings, religious ceremonies, feasts.

All that was now over.

She was back, had succeeded the New York Bar Exam, and yet she felt empty. This emptiness was not merely a void. Like a radioactive cloud spreading inside her, her discontent suffocated her vital organs until it withered the joy she’d once known. 

The fact that she could not find a job in a law firm did not help matters. 

Uselessness filled her days.

The most infuriating downside about being back in New York was in having to deal with her in-laws, Alan and Irina Lewis. 

Though she loved her husband with a passion, she often found herself wishing that the people who had raised him lived on an entirely different continent than hers. 

Not two blocks away.

The Lewises dined every Friday evening at Cynthia and Daniel’s apartment and reminded the young couple with a relish bordering on obscenity that the apartment was not theirs.

Alan and Irina had lent them one of their Manhattan apartments while the newlyweds searched for their new home. The apartment had a view of the Empire State Building and all the latest appliances. It was comfortable, though not homey.

The Lewis’ kindness did not come without strings attached. That was one lesson Cynthia had never learned from her loving parents, who gave without expecting anything in return. 

Her in-laws dropped in whenever they felt like it, which turned out to be frequent.

How the Friday night dinner ritual had come about, Cynthia did not know. She remembered having invited them once, but could not recall renewing the courtesy.

That Friday evening, she sat at the dinner table, her attention focused on a single drop of red wine rolling down Alan’s glass. Of little consequence, the drop’s trajectory was nevertheless more interesting than her father-in-law’s boring conversation. 

Alan Lewis was a man who prided himself in giving advice that its recipients never asked to hear in the first place. Though he despised James Baldwin for his success and secretly wished to work for Soulville Records again, he was fond of Cynthia as a daughter-in-law. He saw her as a woman who would increase the family fortune once she found a job in a prestigious law firm. She was from a notable background, but even if she had come from a humble family, he would have still considered her a suitable match for his son. The sharp intelligence she wielded like a sword was worth at least two houses in the Hamptons.

He’d always thought that talent, not wealth, was the real cause for discrimination between human beings. The poor but talented possessed the means to achieve success.  

Poor but talentless was the worst fate. 

As he sat across from her and played with his wine, tilting it from side to side, he shaped Cynthia’s future like a glassblower manipulating molten glass.

“Don’t you agree, Cynthia?” Alan asked, once he’d finished discoursing.

Cynthia coughed and sat up straight. “Sorry?”

“Don’t you agree? You should consider applying for corporate law firms.”

“I’m not interested in corporate law. You know I want to help people.”

“You’d be helping people. Consider big firms like Mendez & Larry. They’d make more money. That will enable them to hire more people and that’s good for the American economy.”

“You know what else is good for the economy? Peace,” Cynthia stated calmly. “International human rights lawyers participate in world peace.”

“They work many hours without making much money. Corporate lawyers, now they work a lot, too, but you know, they make a ton. You’re going to have rent to pay once you two move out of here. We’re going to want to rent this place out again soon.”

“Thanks for being so gracious about lending us your apartment,” Daniel put in. He moved his vegetables from one side of the plate to another with a fork he held loosely between two fingers. “Don’t worry, we won’t overstay our welcome.”

He spoke to his father, but looked at his mother.

Mrs. Lewis sipped her wine.

“Cynthia,” Alan continued, “you’ll have to find a job eventually. You can’t let Danny pay for everything.”

“I have savings,” Cynthia said.

“How long will that last?”

“Dad!” Daniel’s fork screeched across his plate.

The noise pulled Irina Lewis out of her daydream.

“You have to establish your career now,” she said. “Before you start having babies and going on maternity leave.”

“Oh, maternity leave,” Alan raised his eyes to the ceiling. “You’re not saying you’re married during interviews, are you? If they think you’ll be popping out babies soon, no good firm will hire you.”

“Alan, sweetie, if she doesn’t want to work right away, she can start having kids now. The market might be better in two or three years and she can find a job then, when her kids start going to school.”

“Oh hush, Irina!” Alan snapped. “What do you know about the market? You haven’t worked a day in your life.”

Irina Lewis pursed her lips, opening them only to take a sip of wine.

“I don’t want kids,” Cynthia said.

“Not now, but soon enough.” Irina erased a smudge of lipstick from her glass.

“I don’t want them. Ever.”

Appalled, Irina brought her hand to her face, smearing lipstick on her right cheek.

“Darling, darling Cynthia.” She choked on the word ‘darling’, but repeated it stiffly. “Darling. Shouldn’t you have discussed this with my son before you married him?”

“She did,” Daniel intervened.

“And you agreed to this?” Irina cried out, eyes bulging. “You’ll let her?”

“Let me?” 

“Mom, we discussed it before we married. Neither one of us wants children.”

“I’ve never heard you say such a thing!” Irina spluttered. 

“You’ve never asked me. Or her. You just assumed—”

“Assumed a married couple would want to have a family,” Irina’s knuckle whitened as she grasped her glass. 

“We have a family,” Cynthia said. “Each other.” Daniel smiled with love at his new bride and took her hand underneath the table.

“Danny, if your wife doesn’t have children, she’s free to leave you whenever she wants. With children, she’s trapped. Why do you think we had you so soon after we married?” Alan joked. Irina glowered, but instead of replying to her husband’s demeaning joke, she redirected her anger at Cynthia.

“You’re one of those women. Those selfish women!”

“Because when you had me you did it for the good of humanity?” Daniel asked sarcastically.

“You want your career to be everything.” Ignoring her son, Irina’s eyes narrowed to slits.

“Let her,” Alan said. “Kids cost time and money. Sorry, Dan, but you’ve got to hear this, even if you’re my son. If Cynthia doesn’t have children, she’ll spend all her waking hours at the firm and make partner in no time.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting a dazzling career. But that’s not what I want. If that were the case, why would I shirk from a corporate law job? I don’t plan on spending my life in a Wall Street skyscraper. I want to help people. We both do. Children, adults. Anyone. And we want to travel while we do so.”

“God, you’re stupid! People marry; they have kids. That’s what they do. And if I don’t have a grandchild, what will I do?” Irina’s bottom lip shook as did the wine glass she held with a slipping grip.

“How does my not having children affect you?” Cynthia asked. “Kids annoy you as soon as they cry.”

“You complain about how hard I was to raise, though I was a perfect angel,” Daniel laughed.

“Mothers always complain about their children. It doesn’t mean we don’t love them.”

“You said pregnancy was torture,” Daniel added.

“I never said such a thing. It was the best time of my life! All that vomiting and weight gain. I mean, sure, it wasn’t great all the time, but, well, everyone agrees it’s a woman’s most beautiful state. Besides, I was looking forward to being a grandmother. My friends brag about their grandchildren nonstop though they’re dreadfully ugly. I just wanted a chance to show mine off. Your children would look so cute. Please reconsider.”

“You already get to brag about your amazing son,” Cynthia said weakly. “Or you could find something you love and do that. Brag about yourself.”

Cynthia looked at her stomach. When had her body become the object of such contention?

The last time was when she was thirteen. She’d bought her first bra in a Victoria’s Secret store. All the women of the family had their say. 

Aunt Pearl had argued Cynthia needed a padded bra. Her mom said bras enslaved women and that she did not wear any. Prim Aunt Loretta had said Cynthia should wear a corset.

While they argued, Cynthia had bought a pretty training bra, dark blue with daisies. She’d handed the cashier her allowance and that was that.

From then on, she’d decided nobody would make important decisions for her.

She’d later chosen her schools, her career, her husband, and not according to her parents’ wishes, but on the strength of her conviction.

However, she found it far easier to challenge her loved ones than these people she barely knew. 

She wanted to stand on the table, kick the wine glasses, and defend her decision. She would not live to regret it. Cuteness and giving meaning to Irina’s vapid life were not sufficient reasons to have a baby.

Her own life had meaning.

Why was it that she remained tongue-tied when she needed to brazenly voice her will before all? 

What a terrible lawyer she would be!

If only Jazmine or Maude were sitting next to her. Or even Ben! They knew her! Jazmine would tell Alan off without hesitation. Maude would murder Alan with just one look. Ben would joke about Irina’s drinking. 

Unfortunately, like the wine drop on Alan’s glass, Cynthia’s journey among her in-laws was a solitary one.

As she lamented the absence of her allies, Cynthia’s phone buzzed.

“Excuse me, I need to take this,” Cynthia said.

Relieved, she went to the kitchen and read the text message she’d received from Jazmine.

Going to Jason Taylor’s party tonight with Maude. We NEED you. Ditch the in-laws and join your sistas!

Cynthia muffled a laugh. 

It was just like Jazmine to guess when her sister could not evade a place she did not wish to be.

Daniel entered the kitchen with dirty plates and placed them in the sink.

She watched him. What would he think if she told him she’d rather find herself in a magnitude 8 earthquake than spend another minute with his parents?

“Cynth, you okay?” he asked, turning away from the sink to face her. 

Her gaze drifted from the dishes to his face. She opened her mouth, closed it once more, and opened the door to the dishwasher.

“I’m so sorry for my parents, really.” Daniel took a dirty plate from her hands and put it in the machine. “I wish I could disown them.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“Ask your parents if they’ll adopt me.”

“Then we’d be brother and sister and our marriage annulled. Think of all the gifts we’d have to send back.”

“Guess I’ll stay a Lewis then.”

Cynthia squeezed her phone against her chest.

“Who was that on the phone? Or did you pretend to get a call just to leave the table?” Daniel grinned, indicating the latter constituted a justifiable excuse.

“Jaz wants me to go to some party. I was about to tell her I can’t make it tonight.”

“You should go.”

“I can’t let you stay on your own with these two. Remember ‘for better or worse’.”

“I managed over two decades before you came along. I can handle them for the evening. Just find a good excuse and get out of here!”

“You’re trying to get rid of me. I’ve never loved you more.”

“Good to know. I should add, ‘I never want to see your face again!’”

“You certainly won’t see my face again on Friday evenings.”

“I promise I’ll tell them to stop coming over. Soon. But not tonight. One problem at a time. Find an excuse to get out of here. Maybe you could say your cousin’s sick?”

“Or my sister got into a fight?”

“How about: Victoria called and asked you to bring her back her favorite platter.”

“Nah, Alan knows Dad’s the cook. But you’ve got something there. Um, maybe ... oh, I know!”

Cynthia dashed into the dining room.

“I’m sorry, I have to run. My dad just called: he’s learned some important news about Soulville and needs my legal input.”

Alan’s interest showed in his beady eyes. Any trouble at Soulville was good news for him.

“News about Soulville? What is it?”

“Can’t say. It’s confidential. Lawyer-client privilege,” Cynthia said smugly.

“Of course, of course. I guess we’ll see you next Friday.”

“Sure, I’ll be happy to brrrbromelfi,” Cynthia mumbled the rest of the sentence. She darted out of the room before her eyes betrayed the relief and joy she could never have the talent to hide. 
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Chapter 5
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THERE WERE PARTIES and there were Jason Taylor parties. 

The first time Maude had met Jason was in his Beverly Hills mansion. Back then, she’d just finished her first tour. That evening, she’d also learned that Alan Lewis was about to make her life steer in a direction she’d never anticipated. 

This early September evening was different.

Jason Taylor’s career had taken a turn. 

He no longer played in vampire movies. In fact, he never appeared in movies at all.

He was now known for a serious, brooding role in a Netflix series that had won many awards and garnered praise from critics and viewers alike. Few understood what the series was about. Jason’s character, Dusty A. Riggs, was both a killer and a savior, a saint and a savage, and a womanizer with the heart of a virgin.

All agreed to say that the show was ‘outstanding in complexity’, ‘deep and troubling’ and, basically, not for the simple-minded.

This newfound respect allowed Jason Taylor to evolve among the cultivated and artsy elite of New York comprised of Ivy League student directors, actors, and screenwriters.

He’d replaced the mansion with a Brooklyn penthouse on Bridge Park and organized screenings once a month of student films and auteur films to debate. 

Jason Taylor’s screening soirées were the perfect place to meet the next Steven Spielberg in the making. 

Maude, Cynthia, and Jazmine were ready for the challenge.

During the elevator ride, Jazmine reminded her sisters of their mission.

“Maude, don’t fawn over famous actors.”

“I don’t fawn! Much.”

“I’d have thought you were used to seeing celebrities by now.”

“Famous singers, yes. But seeing the person you watch every week on your screen, that is something else entirely. Do you think Chris Lemming will be here tonight?”

“Psah, what if he is? You’re in a relationship, remember!”

“Doesn’t mean she can’t appreciate the beauty of a god put in mortal form,” Cynthia sighed. “I love him in Zombie Squad.” 

“Superheroes and zombies,” Maude squealed. “What’s not to love? Wouldn’t Jason look great as a zombie?”

“Too bad he’s into serious roles now,” Cynthia said.

“You two, stay focused.” Jazmine snapped her fingers under their noses. “There are many student filmmakers here this evening. Jason will have spoken to them about me. Maude, your role is important. People take you seriously in this industry. Cynthia, you’re the smart one, you’ll understand all their pseudo-intellectual gibberish. Sell me. Make me look fab. Got it, sistas?”

“How much will you pay us for talking you up?” Cynthia asked. “It’s not an easy task.”

“Nothing. We’re getting nothing in return, but she’s acting as if she’s the boss.”

Jazmine grinned. “Sorry, girls! You know I appreciate this.”

“I’m not sure I do,” Cynthia said with a pout.

Jazmine blew a kiss in the air, turning resolutely to the elevator doors as they opened.

“Ready Jazzettes?”

The Jazzettes were ready.

“Great to see you again, girls!” Jason cried out in welcome. “Come on in!”

His appearance had not changed much. He was still tall and lean with smooth, dark skin and a stylish afro. He’d lost muscle for the characterization of Dusty. A. Riggs. The character was not one to enjoy simple pleasures such as going to the gym.

Maude glanced at her cousin as she greeted her ex-boyfriend. They’d still make a beautiful couple. The makeup department likely didn’t spend much time on Jason before the cameras began rolling.

“We’re about to start the screening of The Egotist and the Petrichor.”

Jason led them across the penthouse, past the wine room, gym, master bedroom, and into the living room containing a home theater. 

“What is petrichor? Is that English?” Jazmine mumbled as they made their way in.

“If I don’t understand, I can just say English isn’t my first language,” Maude giggled.

“What’s my excuse?”

“You could make out with Jason Taylor if the movie’s boring.”

“Don’t start. This is a professional meeting. I’m not getting back together with him.”

“Humpf,” Maude snorted. It was her way of declaring that Jazmine was making a big mistake. 

The three girls greeted Jason’s friends. Two of them wore fake, large-rimmed glasses to enhance their thoughtful expressions. 

The two Baldwin girls sat on a vacant sofa and Maude took a seat on the floor at their feet on a cushion.

Thus started the longest film of their lives. Little action or dialogue appeared for the first half of the movie. There was rain, sunlight, and several other elements necessary to human life on Earth, but very little life in itself.

Maude fought to keep her eyes open, but soon found the fight a futile one and gave in to slumber. Jazmine yawned profusely.

Once the movie ended, the clapping woke Maude with a start. 

She joined in, puzzled and groggy. 

“Now let the critique begin. We’ll start with the newcomers,” Jason said. “Jazmine?”

Jazmine straightened her back.

“It was, um, fascinating. Just, maybe a little long,” she said. “I mean, no dialogue for like half an hour. All that rain. It was a little du ... I mean ...”

The others frowned. One of the girls wearing glasses had a deeper scowl than the rest. 
“You didn’t get the symbolism,” the girl said. “It was so obvious that the message I wanted to pass along was—”
“Oh, you’re the director?” Jazmine squeaked, slumping into her seat.

“Duh. Didn’t you get my invite? Screening of Jenna Nitron’s The Egostist and the Petrichor.”

“I invited Jazmine last minute,” Jason said apologetically. “She was the girl I was talking to you about. You know, I mentioned her music videos.”

“Oh, right.” The girl rolled her eyes and Jazmine sunk deeper into her seat.

“It was a really good movie,” she tried again.

“Maude,” Jason said hurriedly. “You’re an artist. What’s your opinion?”

“Well, urm, you see ...” Maude looked at Jazmine, who pleaded with her eyes. The message was clear, ‘Don’t embarrass me.’

Maude could not use the language barrier as an excuse for her lack of enthusiasm Still, being French had its perks. 

“It reminded me of a French movie I love.” Maude tried to think of a title that might resemble the film she’d just watched. None came to mind.

“I know! The symbolism reminded me of La Rivière! I’m so glad you saw that, too,” a girl with huge glasses and a hat exclaimed.

“Right! That ... one,” Maude agreed. She had no idea which movie the girl was referencing, but thought it safer to approve.

“Such a compliment! Nice to have a French girl, an expert in French movies, here with us. What about you, Cynthia?” Jason asked.

Both girls looked to the eldest Baldwin daughter as their last hope.

“It was brilliant. The symbolism of the rain against the window and the petrichor, it was a clear criticism of individualism in our society. The dying plant, like wow!”

Maude and Jazmine looked at each other, then at Cynthia, who continued to praise the film for its ‘audacity’ and ‘uncompromising look at the decadence and failures of postmodernism.’

She used those expressions and more three-syllabic words much to the enthusiasm of the young director who nodded energetically.

The discussion continued with her peers praising her, while also mentioning clever, constructive criticism. 

“The brutality and viciousness of that rain should have been expressed in a different way at the end of the movie. And really, the dialogue might have started further along still.”

“Further than thirty minutes into the movie?” Jazmine whispered into Maude’s ear. “Is he kidding me?”

Maude yawned and nodded along to the student’s critic.

“Party!” someone yelled.

“What’s going on?” Maude asked.

“This was the first part of the evening. The screening of my student film,” Jenna said. “The second part is the screening of a cult classic. This time it’s Pulp Fiction. In between, we eat.”

“Thank God!” Jazmine jumped up and pulled her cousin along. 

Soon, the living room filled with newcomers who’d avoided the first part of the evening, and a table of vegan food for the art students and junk food for the others.

Shortly after, the party was in full effect and the girls tried to find a suitable director for Jazmine’s videos. 

After speaking to two students, who displayed little interest in her project, Jazmine went to the bathroom. The unlocked door led her into believing the room was unoccupied when it was not.

That’s where Jazmine met a medium-sized, young man with skin the color of brown nougat, a left dimple, and masses of dark, wavy hair. His style was without pretention, his dress casual. He radiated a sunny disposition, even as he executed an act as mundane as washing his hands.

He took no offence at the intrusion. Instead, he chuckled and said, “This would make for a great comic scene in a movie.”

“Oh no, not another student film director,” Jazmine moaned. “Isn’t there any way to escape you guys for just five little minutes.”

“I’m not one of the pretentious ones, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m just plain old Dev.”

“Is that why you didn’t come to the student film screening?”

“I heard there was no dialogue in the movie. I wasn’t about to spend half my evening staring at rain going down some Brooklyn drain.”

Jazmine’s snort was one of pure glee.

“You’re not a tortured filmmaker?”

“I prefer to torture pretty girls with my really bad jokes.” He dried his hands.

“I guess I’m not pretty enough, because you haven’t tried one on me.”

“The night’s just getting started.”

“Perhaps I’ll actually laugh at your jokes. Or I’ll lie and say they’re good. After the evening I’ve had, I need a laugh. And a director with a sense of humor.”

“You’re looking for a director?”

“It’s not super deep art or anything. It’s for music videos.”

“Oh, I see. You want me to play a hot girl in a bikini in your rap video.”

“Don’t get me wrong. You’d look great in a bikini, but I’m in a rock band.”

“I can be in a bikini for a rock video, too.”

Jazmine smiled. “Now I get those bad jokes you were talking about.”

“Bad jokes? I’m giving you my best stuff here.”

“Your best bad jokes. I’m flattered.”

“I don’t have a script. What’s a director without a script?”

“It’s Jenna’s The Egotist and The Petrichor,” Jazmine laughed.

“I can’t be that bad.”

“I’m a liar. Do you really want me to answer?”

“I hope you’ll be honest about the quality of the music videos I’ll direct.”

“You want to direct my videos?”

“If you want me.”

“I do! I mean, you’re good, aren’t you?”

“If I say I’m the best, you’ll think I’m bragging. If I say I’m bad, you won’t want me. There’s no way I can win.”

“I’ll trust in the fact that you’re in Jenna’s circle.”

“You hate her work.”

“The movie was boring, but it was really well filmed! I’ve got plenty of ideas for the videos.”

“Oh boy!”

“You’re sure you want to do this?”

“I was already interested when Jason said he had a friend who needed a hand to film music videos.”

“If only I’d known I didn’t need to sit through Jenna’s film.” Jazmine fished through her purse. “Here’s my card. Call me and we’ll set up a date. A work date,” she said with a coy grin.

He handed her his card.

“Can’t wait to meet your band ... Jazmine Baldwin,” he read the card.

“And you’re Dev Sunil. Nice to meet you.”

Jazmine walked backwards, eyes on him as she pushed the door open. She left with a wave of the hand and went to find Jason. After a lengthy search, she found him in the kitchen putting vegan chicken-flavored chips on a plate.

“Thanks for that!”

“For what? The movie? I know you hated it.”

“For telling your friends about me.”

“That was nothing. You deserve to make it.”

“I don’t know if anyone deserves it, but I really want this.”

“You’ll get there.”

“There aren’t any guarantees.”

“I believe in you.”

His eyes flickered with admiration and Jazmine grew uncomfortable. 

She looked away. 

“I’ll go get the girls. Though I’ll probably have to pry Maude away from Chris Lemming. She would’ve kept her eyes open during the screening if he’d been there. She’s such a fan girl!”

“I don’t think he minds.”

Maude was no longer a fan girl, and did not mind when Jazmine pulled her away from the handsome actor. In fact, she thought Chris Lemming was nothing like the characters he portrayed.

Once the three girls were outside waiting for an Uber, she let out a sigh of disappointment.

“I don’t understand. Why play the cute, nerdy, zombie superhero if you don’t know a thing about zombies or science?” she asked.

“It’s called acting!” Cynthia laughed. “You know zombies don’t exist, right?”

“But he’s totally typecast as a nerd. He’s played in two movies and three TV shows. Three! In all his shows, he’s a nerd. He just told me Pluto was a planet.”

“You thought Jason was a real vampire.”

“I didn’t,” Maude grinned. “That was only wishful thinking. But I was right in saying he was a sweet guy.”

“He is,” Cynthia agreed.

“You know who’s sweeter? Dev, my future director.”

“Here she goes again,” Cynthia sighed.

“No, here you go again with your big sister lectures.”

“How many times are you going to screw up your professional relationships before you learn not to date the guys you work with?”

“I’m not going to date Dev!” Jazmine protested. 

“Maude?” Cynthia turned to her cousin in despair.

“You promised after Jonathan broke your heart that you’d never do it again,” Maude chided.

“And I won’t. I’ll wait until after we’ve finished filming our videos. See, I learn from my mistakes.”

“The only thing you learn is how to make new ones,” Cynthia stated matter-of-factly.

Jazmine shrugged. 

She firmly believed that a life without mistakes was a life without purpose.
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A STUDENT’S PROGRESS relies heavily on the degree of tenacity the teacher displays.
Maude was a stubborn, young woman and, as such, was determined that her student would succeed, even if it meant incurring her wrath every morning at five a.m. before she went to school.
That October morning, in the guest room, the heavy, pink curtains blocked out the sunlight. Holding a plate of freshly baked pancakes in her right hand, Maude pulled the curtains back with the other. The flooding light stirred Grace, but did not awaken her.  

Maude had not slept in that room in years. She’d not forgotten how comfortable the mattress was for someone used to sleeping on rough beds for a long time. Still, she was on a mission, and not even the sight of a peaceful, drooling teenager would deter her from her goal.

“Rise and shine,” Maude cooed in Grace’s ear.

“Out,” Grace mumbled. She turned over and pulled her hair over her eyes.

“That’s right. Out of bed.”

Maude waved the pancakes under Grace’s nose.

“Smell these. Uncle James made them just for you.”

Grace opened an eye.

“I’m not hungry. I want to sleep.”

“Come on, Grace. It’s great to do your vocal exercises in the morning so you start your day with a nice, warmed-up voice. That’s how I love to do it.”

“You do it then,” Grace grumbled.

“Fine!”

Maude walked over to Grace’s window, set the plate on the window sill, and warmed up her voice.

“Miu, miu, miu, miu, miu, miu, miu, miuuuu.”

“Maude!” Grace cried out, pushing her covers down.

“Grace, we don’t have much time before the auditions in December. We still have a lot to do. And I want us to start working on Lilac’s song, Pretty Face, this evening, once you come home.” 

“I don’t care about your stupid exercises, I don’t care about your stupid songs, and I certainly don’t care about anything at five a.m!”

“Fine! You just sleep some more. But you won’t make any progress the way you’re going. And you better get up soon, because I have to take you to school. Remember?”

“How can I forget? I’m the only loser who still has a nanny to take her to high school like a six-year-old.”

“That was the conditions for you to be able to live here. I thought you wanted this!”

“What I want is sleep!”

Grace slumped back in her bed and pulled the covers over her head.

Maude rushed out of Grace’s room and hurried down the stairs like a tornado.

She found Uncle James in the kitchen cleaning the pans he’d used to make breakfast and slammed the plate of pancakes on the kitchen counter.

“I gather she isn’t a fan of pancakes.” 

“She’s unreasonable!”

“Five a.m is unreasonable.”

“You’re taking her side?” Maude crossed her arms in a manner that looked like Victoria, head bobbed to the side. In the five years she’d known her aunt, Maude had adopted many of her traits, and their resemblance was deeper than the DNA that they shared.

“There’s no side to be on. She’s not even here,” James pointed to the empty doorway as proof.

“But-but, the audition is in eight weeks. She doesn’t even know the lyrics, her voice isn’t properly trained and if she doesn’t get her act together, she’ll miss her big break!”

“What if this isn’t her big break?”

“You can’t say that. Uncle James, you have to help me. There might not be another chance.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know. Chances like this come only once. If I hadn’t done everything to go to Paris that day, five years ago, I’d never have met you. I’d still be with the Ruchets and I’d never have become a singer.”

“History doesn’t always repeat itself.”

“But I have to be her very own ‘Uncle James.’ Don’t you see? Every child in the system should have an ‘Uncle James’ and ‘Aunt Victoria’.”

“I’m really flattered here, but Grace isn’t you.”

“Don’t you think I realize that? When Cordelia woke me up at dawn for private lessons, I got out of bed.” Maude crossed her arms, leaned against her chair, and huffed.

“Good for you. But you can’t apply Cordelia’s techniques and just expect them to work. You’ve got to adapt according to the student you have standing in front of you.”

“Maybe,” Maude mumbled half-heartedly. “But I can’t guarantee that my tools will work as well as yours or Cordelia’s.”

“Maybe that’s the real problem. You don’t trust yourself.”

“I can’t say I’ve had an extended experience as a teacher.”

“I get it. You’re learning. But you know what’s a sure way to succeed?”

“What?” Maude asked eagerly.

“Follow my advice.”

Maude laughed gingerly and rose. “OK. I think I should wake her up. She needs to go to school or ...”

James frowned.

“Oh, right. I’ll let her sleep a little more. Maybe I should let her go to school on her own.”

“I said adapt, I didn’t say let her have her way on everything.”

“Thanks, Uncle James.” Maude placed her elbows on the table and cupped her face with her palms. “Tell me, I never was such a drama queen, right?”

James thought of Maude’s failed La Cenerentola concert, her squabbles with Lindsey Linton, her drama with Matt, and shook his head.

“Not once.”


***
[image: image]


MAUDE HAD NOT MET WITH Mr. Soderline since he had told her that she would sing the lead in Violet’s Voice. 

She’d agreed to see him that afternoon after he’d sent her a text message with the word URGENT in capital letters.

That afternoon, she went to Broadway, and when she entered the prestigious Wolholen Theater its beauty stunned her.  

The interior was decorated with Tiffany lighting and ceiling panels, rich woodwork, and expansive murals created by realist painters.

She found just one element jarring.

Thomas Bradfield sat on the stage. His blue eyes softened the harshness of a face that had experienced much discontent. Maude could only see traces of the handsome boy she’d met five years earlier.

She had to remind herself that he was no longer the friend who had helped her during her first few months in New York. Since they’d last seen each other at the NAM Awards, he had made it perfectly clear he regarded her and their past friendship with resentment.

Reminding herself that he would only have a small part in the musical, she walked over to the stage.

“What are you doing here?” she asked stiffly.

“Meeting Soderline. Same as you.” He smiled and Maude was taken aback. He’d glowered at her more times than she could count since the scandal exposing their fake relationship had made headlines and damaged his career.

“I didn’t know you’d be here.”

“I did.” He neared the edge of the stage, took her hand and helped her up onstage. “We’ll both be singing in the same Broadway musical after all.”

Her hand remained in his until she tugged it out of his resisting grip. 

“You’ve only got a minor role.”

“Maybe not so minor after all.”

Before she could ask what he meant, a man with a round belly, big cheeks, and an impeccable suit hurried inside the theater.

“Ah, good, good, good,” Mr. Soderline said. “You’re already here. Good, good.”

“What’s going on?” Maude asked.

“It’ll be in tomorrow’s edition of Hollywood Buzz and I wanted you to know before it was announced.”

“I don’t like where this is going,” Maude mumbled.

“There’s been some changes in the lead roles. Thomas will be playing Lorenzo, the chef.”

“He’s playing my love interest?” Maude glared at Thomas who met her anger with a big smile. 

She got down from the stage and faced Mr. Soderline. “You said you were going to hold auditions for that part.”

“Glitter Records is putting much more money than planned into the musical. They have some ... demands,” Mr. Soderline explained. He gave Thomas a look full of mute ire.

“I want you to know that I’m looking forward to working with—” Thomas began.

“You can stop right there,” Mr. Soderline held up his hand. When it fell back to his side, perspiration had gathered on his brow. “I brought you here because I want you to know my opinion about you getting this part. You’ve obviously got people in high places rooting for you. But I don’t want any funny business. And I want to make sure that Maude is okay with this.”

Maude’s first thought was for Matt. She imagined his reaction. His annoyance regarding Thomas’ participation in the musical had been subdued by the knowledge that his part would be a small one. What would he think of Thomas having a part that involved her professing her love for him?

“I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” Maude finally asked, hoping she could have a say.

Mr. Soderline shook his head and dashed her hopes.

“What I want to know is whether you two will be able to work together. I don’t know what the status of your relationship is.”

“There is no relationship,” Maude said through gritted teeth.

“You two are professionals. And I want ... you two won’t screw this up for me, will you?”

Mr. Soderline, a man usually full of assurance, looked unsure. Staring at Thomas, he wiped sweat off his forehead with a handkerchief and his lower lip trembled.

“I’ve invested so much in this. It’s my comeback, got it.”

“I promise you, we’ll both be professionals,” Maude declared firmly. “Right, Thomas?”

“Absolutely,” Thomas snapped out of his growing discomfort. His easygoing demeanor disappeared entirely. “I’m always a professional.”

Maude raised a dubious eyebrow, but quickly let it down once Mr. Soderline turned to her.

“To prove your goodwill, I need a favor. You’re both dating celebrities and we want everyone to know that everything is hunky dory between the four of you. Would you mind making a couple appearances together, just the four of you before rehearsals begin?” 

“This isn’t a good idea and, honestly, I can’t promise Matt will agree.”

“Lindsey will,” Thomas cut in quickly. “You’ll convince Matt that it’s for the good of the musical.”

“Good, good.” Mr. Soderline pressed his hand against his heart. “One last thing. Maude, I need you to write one more song for the musical.”

“I’ve already given you all the songs you needed.”

“This would be the last one. It needs to be in French. At least partly. We’re really stuck and we could use your help.”

Maude’s heart dropped. Her face hardened as she replied, “I can’t write a song in French. I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean you can’t write in French? You do speak the language, don’t you?”

“Of course I do. I just don’t write songs ... I ...,” Maude stammered, giving herself time to take on a different approach. “You chose Julia over me as a composer until she dropped out. I won’t be your second choice for this song. And I don’t have time to compose. I’m preparing a very talented student for the Lilac audition. I wanted to talk to you about her. She’s—” 

“Ah, it was worth a shot,” Mr. Soderline interrupted. “I’ll go with my second choice. I’ve got to run, kids. And remember, build a positive image for the press. I’m counting on you.”

He took out his cellphone and left with it glued to his ear.

The ‘kids’ looked at each other warily once they were alone.

“Look, Maude, I really need this to work.”

“It’s up to you not to mess this up. Can I trust you?”

“I’ve changed. Besides, this is my last shot. I won’t screw this up.”

“You say you’ve changed, but I haven’t seen anything to support this claim. I’m sure Lindsey had to pull a lot of strings to get you into this musical.”

“She loves me.”

“I hope you’re not using her.”

“I’m not. She finally helped me get over the one person I thought I’d never get over. You.”

Maude swallowed. But when she analyzed the lines of his face, she found no trace of deceit, only earnestness and anxiety. He was telling the truth. 

“I’m glad. I’m truly glad we can put all this behind us.”

“So am I. Tell Matt that Lindsey and I would be happy to meet up with you guys. A double date.”

“I’ll try,” Maude said. “But it won’t be easy to convince him.”


***
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MAUDE LOVED ROMANCE. 

After a candlelit dinner with Matt, the couple strolled through the streets of Manhattan until they reached Times Square. 

There, Matt stopped and, taking Maude’s hand, he cleared his throat.

“There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

“Me too,” she blurted. Maude, submerged with guilt, raised troubled eyes and searched his face, wondering if this was the right time for a confession.

She decided it was.

“I met Soderline a couple days ago.”

“Did you get to tell him about Grace like you wanted?”

“Not at all. He had news for me.” She took a deep breath. “About Thomas.”

Matt dropped Maude’s hand, letting it fall limply to her side.

“What about him?”

“Thomas will have a larger part in the musical.”

“Love interest?”

“You read it in Hollywood Buzz?”

“No! I guessed it by the look on your face. Dead giveaway.” Worry furrowed his brow as he said, “Are you two ... is there a kiss?” 

“No, not at all. There’s no such thing in there. Uhn-huh.”

“Good.” Matt sighed with relief and, turning to the Broadway lights, appeared to seek courage. “Maude, I need to—”

“There’s something else,” Maude interrupted. Emboldened by Matt’s relief, she continued. “He wants us to show the press that we’re all okay with, well, everything.” She winced. “He’d like for us to make some appearances together. All four of us.” When all she was met by was silence, she added, “You, me, Thomas, and Lindsey.”

“Ha!”

“I know, it’s kind of funny.”

“It’s not. I’m not doing it,” Matt said stoutly.

“Okay, maybe you should take some time to think—”

“There’s nothing to think about. If I’m in the same room as Thomas, it won’t be pretty.” He rubbed his knuckles until Maude thought he’d rip the skin off his hands.

She placed her hands on his until he stopped.

“You’ve got nothing to worry about. He’s not in love with me anymore.”

“How do you know? Is that what he said?”

“Yes.”

“Why would you believe him?”

“Why shouldn’t I? It’s been years now since he said he loved me. Obviously, he’s moved on.”

“You’re naïve. I don’t know if you believe him because you’re gullible, or because you refuse to face the alternative that he’s in love with you and that you’ll have to work with him knowing how he truly feels.”

“And you’re paranoid. Just like when I sang opposite Christopher in London. Remember him? You thought he was in love with me and all along he was in love with Tara.”

“I was wrong then, but I’m right now.”

“I saw it in Thomas’ eyes. He’s not in love with me. In fact, you should come with us and you’ll see that he’s in love with Lindsey.”

“I won’t. Not even to prove you wrong. But if he tries anything with you while you work with him—”

“He won’t. This is his last chance. He doesn’t want to ruin it.”

“And I say, he’s a wrecker. He can’t help himself. He breaks everything he touches.”
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Chapter 7
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GROWING UP, JAZMINE had appeared in many music videos. 

Her father had allowed her to have cameos in clips featuring Soulville artists. He’d never opposed to any of his children’s creative endeavors. 

Jazmine had never displayed shyness and showed a natural knack for acting.

Until the director behind the camera was Dev Sunil. 

She had googled him. Discovering that he was a brilliant student filmmaker mortified her. Two of his long-featured films and several of his shorts were on Vimeo, and Jazmine watched every one of them in one evening.

His characters were addictive, smart, funny, without the need for grotesque. The sceneries, stories, symbolisms, and silences all made for a rapturous screening. Where Jenna’s intelligence oppressed her viewers, Dev sought to enchant them with beautiful displays of his multi-layered knowledge. His intelligence not only included deep, thoughtful preoccupations, but also the most trivial of considerations. 

One thing was certain; he would one day be a success. 

These thoughts caused Jazmine great anguish. 

He was an artist with a passionate online fan-base, though he had not yet graduated from NYU. 

She had a mere two hundred subscribers on her YouTube channel with no music producer in sight. And sometimes, more often than she cared to admit, she questioned her talent.

Dev’s artistry was undeniable.

It was with these worrisome thoughts that she joined her band and Dev’s crew for the filming of Mr. Nice Guy at Coney Island on a lovely autumn day. 

It was one of those days when the sky could easily trick a person into believing summer was not yet done when, in fact, a rainy day was just around the corner.

Dev had brought along his friends for lighting and sound, one of which was infatuated with Haze.

“Jazmine,” Dev said, “your character is sick of her nice boyfriend. We’ll be putting you in different situations here on Coney Island. He wins you a teddy bear, buys you cotton candy, but you don’t care about any of it. You end up dumping him. Got it?”

“Got it. I read your script, you know,” Jazmine answered, on the defensive. Why did she feel dumber than she was?

She’d initially loved Dev’s idea for the video. Now, as she stood in the middle of Luna park listening to the wild screams of delight coming from the Thunderbolt Roller Coaster, she wished the whole ordeal was over.

The first scene took longer than anticipated. Jazmine was petrified of doing it wrong, so she did nothing. Todd, the actor playing Mr. Nice Guy, handed her a teddy bear, yet she could not move an inch away from him and stood, helpless, until the director yelled, “Cut!”

“Jazmine, you might want to try and step away from Todd,” Dev suggested. “You’re supposed to withdraw from him.”

After an avalanche of failed takes, Dev called for a break. Jazmine joined the rest of her band near the hot dog stand on the beach.

“You suck,” Haze said.

“Didn’t you say you were a natural?” Tatiana whined.

“How long are we going to wait? Our instruments are bored,” Rachel moaned. “I’ve got to study this afternoon.”

“You’ve got to study every afternoon,” Jazmine snapped.

“Hey, don’t take your frustration out on me! You’re the one who can’t do the simplest thing Dev tells you to do.”

“What’s your problem anyway?” Haze asked. “You’re petrified.”

“I just-I’m just intimidated,” Jazmine sighed.

“Rex is super cute. I can see why you’re scared,” Haze said.

“I don’t care about the sound guy. I-It’s Dev.”

“Not my type, but I can see why you’d like that goofy director kind.”

“He’s not goofy. He’s actually really talented.”

“You sure?” Rachel asked. “I heard him say he was going to enter a hot dog eating contest with his friends during lunch break.”

“That was my first impression of him. Then I watched his films. Girls, they were phenomenal.”

“Guy didn’t put mustard and ketchup all over the hot dog.” Haze stuck out her finger and smeared the condiments over the sausage. “Why is Dev working with us if he’s so good?”

“I have no idea,” Jazmine wailed.

“Hey, you’re the one who always says that we have to believe in this band,” Tatiana argued. “Now, suddenly, because of some cute guy, you’re rethinking that?”

Jazmine pondered.

“It’s not because he’s cute,” she finally said. “Of course, I like him. But the problem is, sometimes I can’t help but realize that so many artists are way ahead of me. I don’t have anything worth showing. All I have right now is a wispy dream.”

“Some people don’t even have that.” Tatiana stroked Jazmine’s arm.

“Some have more. And it’s in our nature to pay closer attention to those who have more, compared to those who have less. What if we don’t make it? Have you ever thought of that? What if we don’t even have the basis: talent?”

“If that’s what you believe, then maybe we should quit right now,” Haze said. “I’m not staying with a bunch of losers.”

“I hate to say it, because she just called me a loser, but Haze is right,” Rachel said. “If we don’t believe in ourselves, we’ll fail for sure. You’re the one who created Blaze. You want to give up because we didn’t interest a producer.”

“Isn’t this why we’re making videos?” Tatiana asked. “To build a following. If you don’t want this anymore, just tell us, so that we can get on with our lives. I’m going to take a walk on the beach. Call me when you’re over your stage fright.”

“I’m going to study. Call me when it’s our turn to film.” Rachel joined Tatiana and they headed toward the beach.

Only Haze remained.

“Aren’t you leaving, too?” Jazmine asked, aggrieved.

“Nah, those two are part-time artists. They haven’t been in the game as long as you and I have. Rachel wants to be a doctor and Tatiana’s got a degree. They’ve got serious back-up plans. We don’t.”

“You won’t exactly be out on the street if you fail.”

“Neither will you, Ms. Baldwin. But that’s beside the point. When you want to succeed as much as you do, it’s normal to have moments of doubt.”

“I’ve never really had them before.”

“That’s because you weren’t a professional before. You were in high school. The stakes are higher than ever now. You didn’t go to college and you’re not counting on your father’s successful business. You’re on your own, and that’s scary. Because whether you succeed or fail, it’s all on you. Who wants to fail at something they’re passionate about?”

“Is that supposed to cheer me up?”

“I’m just telling you I understand. I know I make fun of you guys. Truth is, that’s why I wanted to be in a band. To have a shoulder to rely on whenever I’m overwhelmed with doubt.”

“You have doubts?”

“Any artist who says they don’t is a freaking liar. And the others, oh my God! There’s always someone ahead, someone who seems to have it together, someone more popular. It always feels like you have to catch up.”

“Exactly!”

“And there are those moments when you’re positive you stink. Well, in your case, it’s often, right,” Haze joked.

“Who ate onion rings just before a gig and kept blowing in my face during the entire performance?”

“I’m not going to deprive myself of the pleasure of eating good food just because you can’t handle a little bad breath.”

“The audience had no idea what I was going through that evening. They said we had great chemistry though.”

“That’s all that matters,” Haze laughed. “Look, Jaz, I can’t guarantee we’ll succeed. No one can make such promises. But I can promise that I’ll have your back when you’re not feeling up for the task.”

Jazmine smiled gratefully.

“I can even play your part in this video if you want.”

“I’d like that. And I’m sure you just want to get closer to the sound guy.”

“His name’s Rex.”

“My sisters say I shouldn’t date the guys we’re working with.”

“They’re your sisters, not mine.”

“Not so sure your sister, Helen, would disagree with Maude. Isn’t she Maude’s number one fan?”

“What she doesn’t know can’t hurt her.”

Haze finished her hot dog and joined the crew.

“I’m taking over Jazmine’s part. You guys ready to see some Oscar worthy acting?”

Jazmine laughed, relieved and hopeful once again.

How strange that Haze should be the one who understood her best. Were the seemingly confident people those who, in reality, feared failure the most?

As she watched Haze play her scenes, Jazmine thought how lucky she was to have her in Blaze. Not only was she a talented singer, she exuded life. 

With someone like her in the band, how could they lose?

At the end of the day, the party wrapped up everything and explored Luna Park.

Haze and Rex headed for the Thunderbolt Roller Coaster, while Rachel, Tatiana, and the rest of the crew rode the bumper cars.

Jazmine and Dev went to the Soarin’ Eagle.

They boarded the four-across trains as they passed slowly along the moving walkway. The trains were upright so that Jazmine and Dev entered from a standing position. Before departure, a cage latched down over the backs of the trains, and Jazmine felt confident she’d be secure for the duration of the trip.

“You sure this thing is latched on properly? It’s not super tight. I mean, I could easily slip and fall.” Dev asked, nervously playing with the cage. “We’re going to be horizontal in about two minutes. Like eagles. I just want to make sure I’ll be soaring like an eagle, not crashing like one.”

“Don’t worry. This is safe.”

“How do you know?”

“You can hold my hand if you want.”

The train started its clunky ascent up the spiral lift hill.

“Yeah, I’d like that.” Dev’s eyes bore into hers as he took her hand. After the lift, the train went down a short, steep drop and then ascended slowly back up. As a hairpin turn occurred, taking riders through the first Barrel Roll inversion, Jazmine kept her eyes wide open. 

She was soaring. Without fear of falling or the slightest anxiety. Sure, her heart raced as if she were performing in front of a crowd. Similarly, the feeling was that of excitement, not fear. Dev, scared out of his mind, gripped Jazmine and squeezed her hand until she thought her bones would tear through her skin.

Through twists, turns, hairpins, rolls, and abrupt drops Jazmine’s heart fluttered, but her mind remained peaceful. During the final hairpin, she let out a loud scream of delight relinquishing the doubt she’d felt all through the day.

Her band would make it! Of that she was certain.

“You’re a chicken,” Jazmine teased, once they were back treading solid ground. They made their way to the Thunderbolt Roller Coaster.

“You didn’t look too self-assured either.”

“Because I thought you’d break my hand. It seems there’s always a new aspect of your personality that completely clashes with what I think I know about you.”

“I hope that’s a good thing.”

“Why didn’t you tell me how good you were?”

“I’m a good person,” he teased solemnly.

“No, I mean, you’re a really talented filmmaker. You’re top of your class and you make great movies.”

“Oh, that.” Dev scratched his head and shrugged.

“You said you were bad,” Jazmine insisted.

“I never said that!”

“You didn’t say you were amazing. You let me believe you were an okay director.”

“I let you believe what you wanted. I had nothing to gain from boasting about my skills. Besides, there are way more talented artists than me. Ever heard of Jenna?”

Jazmine laughed. 

“Is my being a good director a problem?”

“It isn’t. I just got a little insecure, if I’m honest. It doesn’t happen often.”

“There’s nothing to be insecure about. After all, I saw clips from your gigs and I thought you girls were amazing.”

Jazmine grinned.

“But you didn’t know that before you accepted to work with me. Why did you agree?”

Dev swallowed and grinned.

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to see you again. But also, I like working on different projects. My dream is to direct my thesis film in South Korea. I’m raising funds if ever you want to donate.” Dev held out an open hand like a beggar humbly supplicating for food. Jazmine showed no mercy and he closed his hand, amused. “In the meantime, I’m working on different projects.  And I’d wanted to work on a musical project for some time. When I saw videos of your performances, I was certain. Your band is going places. And I want to be a part of that. Of course, I had no idea you’d be a scared, little mouse in front of the camera.”

“I was not-I’m actually a good actress. I have a natural knack for these things, I swear!”

“Maybe it was too difficult for you to play the wicked girl who breaks up with that poor dude.”

“It’s not that hard. I did break up with poor Jason, who was probably one of the kindest guys a girl could hope for.”

Dev stopped abruptly and frowned. “You’re JJ?”

“How do you know Jason called me that? It was the most ridiculous nickname. I made him swear to tell no one about it ... is something wrong?”

“You’re JJ? You’re the girl who broke his heart. Why didn’t he tell me?”

“I thought you knew we dated.”

“I didn’t. He kept this from me. He knew I’d never agree to work with you.”

“You didn’t even know me back then!”

“I knew enough! Jason was miserable for months. I met him just before you two broke up. I was also going through a bad break-up. I saw what you did to him.”

“What I did? Are you serious? It didn’t work out. I’m not some monster. I mean, sure, I could’ve handled things better.”

“You broke up with him through a text message!”

“Because I knew it would be harder for him face-to-face!”

“How generous of you. Really! I can’t believe this.”

“Look, if it makes you feel any better, he’s over me.”

“No, he’s not.”

“He’s dated a gazillion girls since we broke up.”

“I thought he was over you, but now I have to admit I was wrong. Why did he ask all his friends, everyone he knew, to help you out with your videos?”

“He did that as a friend.”

“Who helps out their crazy ex-girlfriend—”

“I’m not crazy!”

“—by reaching out to their entire circle of friends. And by hiding the fact from his best friend that the girl he’s asking favors for is the same one that left him a blubbering mess?”

“OK, maybe he still likes me.”

“Likes you? He was madly in love with you. Thought of proposing the following year and having babies with you.”

“What? I was eighteen!”

“That’s how crazy you made him. No, no. I’ve got to stay away from you. I shouldn’t have flirted with you. I can’t go fooling around with my best friend’s soul mate.”

“We’re not soul mates,” Jazmine said through gritted teeth. “Look, Dev, seriously, I like you. A lot. Perhaps too much. I don’t want to give up on you or on our work together just because I dated your best friend in the past.”

“I won’t abandon this project because I gave you my word. But I’m sorry, I can’t envision anything else.”

Dev pulled away from her and walked ahead. 

Over Jazmine’s head, the excited cries from the Thunderbolt sounded like the strident laughter of a mocking audience.
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WHILE CYNTHIA’S LOVE life was less calamitous, her professional life brought her only despair.

As she sat alone in an office in Mendez &Larry waiting for the partners to arrive for an interview, she gazed out the window. Skyscrapers surrounded her like the dark, cold bars of a prison cell.

She was in Wall Street after all.

Where had she gone wrong? 

She’d perhaps been too optimistic growing up. But she’d been certain she could change the world by helping those in need.  

Had she harbored too many dreams?

This was not what she’d planned for her life. Years before, she’d imagined herself pleading human rights cases before the international Hague court. She’d bring down dictators, big polluters, and corrupt politicians. Or she’d work in another country and help people gain access to water, food, and health care. 

Why was she presently sitting at Mendez &Larry applying for a spot as a corporate lawyer?

Before Cynthia could question further the validity of her choices, a woman and man dressed in starched business suits walked into the office with a quick step. It was clear that they had little time to spare Cynthia and that she was not their top priority. Still, the fact that they met her at all was an indicator of their interest regarding her candidacy.

Cynthia held her breath and observed the two partners, registering every detail of their appearances. It was her way of preparing for battle.

The woman, who Cynthia recognized as Mrs. Mendez, had short, dark hair with blonde highlights and pair of blue frames that hid part of her face. When she smiled, she displayed small teeth like a dolphin, though her demeanor was not as friendly. 

The man next to her, Mr. Larry, had partly plucked eyebrows and kept tugging on his blue necktie nervously. He sat only after Mrs. Mendez did.

“Thank you for waiting,” Mrs. Mendez said as Cynthia rose. The female partner gestured for her to remain seated.

“We were in a very important meeting with a huge company. Can’t say which!” Mr. Larry pretended to lock his lips with an imaginary key.

Cynthia laughed, but gripped the arms of her chair.

“We’ve looked at your candidacy, and we have to say, you have a solid résumé. You were valedictorian, have interned in very good firms, and have impressive letters of recommendation.”

“Thank you,” Cynthia croaked.

“Tell us a little more about why you’d like to work in this firm.”

Cynthia gulped. This was often the question she feared most. Especially when being asked by the partners of a firm she had no interest to work in. She had prepared for this question and had repeated her answer over and over in front of the mirror that morning.

“You’re one of the top ten firms in the country. Your infrastructure is modern, you’ve got an international presence, and you’re the best at what you do. Who wouldn’t want to work with you?”

“What did you do last year?” Mrs. Mendez held Cynthia’s résumé. “It’s unclear. You were traveling?”

Cynthia’s eyes lit up as they often did at the mention of her journey.

“I went on a world tour with my husband.”

“Charity work?” Mr. Larry asked, frowning.

“Sometimes, but also a journey to discover different cultures.”

In an instant, Cynthia told anecdotes about villages, mountains, animals, and people. Enlivened, she could not stop talking until Mr. Larry interrupted her.

“Basically, you’re more into humanitarian work. Why do you want to work here?”

“Oh.” Cynthia looked down at her hands, though she knew that was bad interview behavior.

“I can’t find work as an international human rights lawyer in New York and I need a job.”

Mr. Larry exploded in laughter, but Mrs. Mendez peered closely at Cynthia. Mr. Larry, still laughing, turned to his partner, waiting for her to join in. He was disappointed when she did not. 

“We’re not social workers. We’re not here to help you,” Mr. Larry said. “Let’s just say we’re more takers than givers.”

“I know,” Cynthia mumbled as her grip tightened around the arms of the chair. “I’m sorry for wasting your time. This isn’t my dream job. Honestly, who ever declared ‘I want to be a corporate lawyer when I grow up.’ No one. Not even you, I’m sure.” She took a deep breath and continued. “But I know I can do an excellent job. I’ve never been known to let my employers down. I’ll stop wasting your time now.”

Cynthia rose from her chair and walked out. 

When she entered her apartment, she found Daniel in the kitchen making dinner.

“How did it go?” he asked. He added olive oil, mustard, and apple cider in a bowl and whipped the ingredients until it became a smooth, yellow salad dressing.

“Remember that time an elephant in South Africa pooped on my shoes?”

“Gross, but unforgettable. It can’t have been that bad.”

“It was worse. The worst. I never should’ve gone to that interview. How can I convince anyone that I’m the best candidate to be a corporate lawyer?”

“I managed to convince my firm to hire me though I spent an entire year backpacking around the world. I’m sure your interview wasn’t as bad as you think.”

Cynthia shrugged. She kicked off her shoes and unbuttoned her vest. 

“Take a seat at the table,” Daniel coaxed. “Relax. Don’t think about it anymore.”

“Dan, what if I don’t find a job?”

“We’ll continue to live here.” He added pepper and salt to his salad dressing, tasted it and licked his lips.

“I can’t stand your father’s snide observations about how I’m leeching off you.”

“We’re partners.”

“My mom always said a woman should have her own money. I tend to agree.”

“You will. This is just a setback.”

Cynthia carried her shoes out of the kitchen and reentered moments later. She took two plates from the cupboard.

“You hate working at that international finance firm. I’ll die if I have to work in a corporate law firm. Remember when we said we’d open our own human rights firm?”

“We don’t have any money. First the apartment, then the firm.”

“Don’t you wish we were still on our trip?”

Daniel put down the bowl and said gravely, “Everyday.” 

“Why can’t life always be that fun? And adventurous?”

“Remember when we spent an entire week learning about South African civil law to prevent that poor man from being evicted from his apartment?”

“And we taught English to Syrian refugees in Calais?”

“Those things were useful. Gosh, knowing the law and how to wield it is such a powerful thing. Helping big companies evade tax laws ... it doesn’t make me feel useful. It makes me feel like a cheater.”

They both stared at each other in silence.

“You know what?” Daniel said. “Maybe we don’t have to be on a trip. What if we promise that each weekend we’ll do something completely crazy and new? And each other weekend, we’ll use the law for good. We’ll do pro bono work.”

Cynthia’s eyes lit up.

“What do you have in mind for this weekend?”

“Um, how about ... bungee jumping?”

“I knew when I married you that you’d make me happy. I never thought you’d have such awesome ideas.”

Her phone rang and she answered immediately, smiling from ear to ear.

“Hello. Mrs. Baldwin-Lewis?”

“It is she.”

“It’s Mrs. Mendez.”

“Oh!” Cynthia’s smile disappeared and her fingers tightened their grip around her phone.

Daniel questioned her with his eyes.

“Mrs. Mendez,” Cynthia mouthed.

“I was calling to tell you that you’ve got the job.”

“You’re ki ... I mean, are you sure?”

“Aren’t you?”

Cynthia went into the living room and sat in the closest seat.

“Far be it from me to question your judgment, but I thought I’d failed the interview. I was sure I had.”

“You’re the person I’m looking for. I know you’ll work hard. I hope you’re ready.”

Once Cynthia had hung up, she stared at her phone overwhelmed with uncertainty, wishing she could call Mrs. Mendez back to turn down the offer.

Instead, she went to the bathroom, washed her hands, and joined her husband at the dinner table. 

The pungent salad dressing pricked the insides of her mouth, but she smiled and swallowed the meal until every item had disappeared from her plate.
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Chapter 9
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GRACE HAD NOT ATTENDED class for the past two days. It was strange, Maude had dropped her off and picked her up each time at the school.

Yet, she’d received a call from the principal. She knew Mrs. Mary would not tolerate this.

Maude did not enjoy failing. But she had to admit that she was the worst mentor a girl could hope for.

Grace had not improved in vocal technique, she had not improved as a student, and she certainly had not improved as a human being.

Maude had decided to get to the root of the problem.

The root of the problem lived in a lovely townhouse in Brooklyn.

When Maude rang the doorbell, a petite woman with curly, blonde hair, polished fingernails and slippers shaped like two fluffy rabbits opened the door.

“How may I help you?” she asked.

“I’m here to talk about Grace Heaton,” Maude said, in lieu of a greeting.

“I’m sorry. I know no one of that name.” The perplexed expression on her face might have fooled Maude had Mrs. Mary not informed her that Grace’s mother had severed all ties with her daughter.

“I know she’s your daughter, Mrs. Heaton. Mrs. Mary told me so. Please, let me speak with you.”

“You’re that French singer, Maude Laurent,” Mrs. Heaton said. Her face relaxed and she stepped aside, opening the door wide. “Why, of course. Please come in.”

Maude followed her into the living room. Pictures of cats were perched on every piece of furniture, yet no tangible evidence revealed the existence of a real one in the house. 

Mrs. Heaton moved around like a mouse, making little noise.

The living room was spacious and the house was well-furnished with the warmth of a loving homemaker.

“Would you like something to drink?” Mrs. Heaton asked.

“No, thank you.” To soften her refusal, Maude put her hand to her throat. “I’m not thirsty.”

“How did you get to know that ... Grace.”

“I visited Children’s Haven. That’s when I heard your daughter’s voice. It’s lovely. She must take after you.”

“No. She doesn’t,” Mrs. Heaton said curtly. She sat on a fluffy pillow, but remained erect and stiff. 

“I’m training your daughter,” Maude explained. “She’s got an audition coming up soon and she needs to prepare.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“She’s uncooperative. She fears she won’t succeed. That’s why she’s not giving it her all.”

“I don’t know what I can do for you.”

“You’re her ...” Maude stopped to recollect her thoughts. “She needs someone close to her to tell her that she can succeed.”

“We’re not close. I haven’t seen her in two years.”

Maude did not wish to antagonize her, but she feared the woman did not feel the slightest discomfort. She noticed the hard lines around her mouth. Grief had slashed her face like a sharp stylus on a clay tablet.

“May I ask why?”

“I ...” The woman burst into tears. “I can’t do it. Don’t ask me to take her back.”

“No, no, I’m not asking that. She’s with me for now.”

“I can’t do it. I can’t take care of her.”

“Nobody’s asking that of you.”

“She’s a horrible child. She-she talks back all the time. She looks at you with such arrogance. Her father, he understood her. But he’s gone now and it’s her fault. I can’t handle her. She’s mean and selfish. It’s her fault George’s gone. Gone forever.”

Maude’s heart tightened as Mrs. Heaton cried profusely, her wails interrupted only by violent hiccups.

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Maude said calmly but doubt seeped into her heart. Had Grace destroyed her family? 

“You think you know Grace, but you haven’t seen anything. She hates people for no reason. She hates me, and I her.”

“She probably does hate me, but not you.”

“She hates you?”

“She barely tolerates me.”

“Is she mean to you? Deliberately mean.”

“She’s not always kind,” Maude said mildly, out of a sense of loyalty. “But she’s trying, somehow. I just don’t know how to get through to her.”

“There’s no way. I tried everything. I tried bribing and threatening. She just doesn’t listen, she doesn’t care. And when she answers, her tongue is like a serpent’s.”

“Grace is hurting,” Maude said, fighting to keep her cool. She squeezed one of Mrs. Heaton’s cushions, before placing it gently on her knees. “She needs you.”

“You think I don’t hurt? That I don’t need help? No, nobody warns you of these things, I tell you. I used to think babies were cute. Never thought mine would turn out to be such a monster.”

Maude put her hand to her heart. “You don’t mean what you say.”

“Don’t judge me. I’m sure you don’t have any of your own.”

“I’m not judging,” Maude replied, though she knew the opposite to be true. 

“I gave up. Stopped taking care of her. Until she complained to her school and social services came and took her away. I can finally breathe again and I don’t want her in this house ever again. Since she left, my house has been clean and quiet. God, the quiet, how I missed it! Never was quiet with her. She would put on that awful music. Those musicals. She couldn’t stop.”

“She liked musicals back then?”

“Exasperated me to no end. Made so much noise.”

“I think what Grace needs is for you to give her permission to sing. By telling her to stop singing back then, she stopped, and now she can’t do it again. Please, give her a call and encourage her just once more.”

“I can’t.”

Maude had saved one last argument in her plea. It was one that no parent or guardian was insensitive to: promises of success. This simple argument preyed on human vanity. Everyone wanted to say that they were responsible for someone else’s recognition. In a world where celebrities were royalty, facilitating a person’s fame was the next best thing.

“Mrs. Heaton, you don’t understand. Your daughter could become famous.”

Mrs. Heaton’s face grew red with interest. 

“When she becomes famous, she’ll remember that you encouraged her. If you don’t do it now, you might regret it sooner than you think.”

“She’s really got a shot at getting that part?”

“Grace is on the verge of great things.”

“I suppose that’s why you’re interested in her. You see only your gain.”

Maude remained silent and let Mrs. Heaton project her own ambitions on her, waiting before adding, “That’s true. But you’re her mother. I know you want only what’s best for Grace.”

“That’s why I put her in that home. And she never would’ve met you if I hadn’t put her there.”

“She’ll be grateful.”

“That she should. What do you want me to say?”

Maude gave her the phone number to the Baldwin landline and told her. 

“Don’t rattle her. Just tell her you’re proud,” Maude said as she left.

Once the door closed behind her, Maude shivered from Mrs. Heaton’s handshake and hoped that, with this meeting, she had not made matters worse.
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THE SILVER SPOON WAS packed that Friday evening. 

Maude and Matt sat a table near the piano player, lovingly holding hands all the while listening to the music.

When dessert arrived, Maude dug first into Matt’s chocolate cake, before tasting her apple pie.

“I knew you should’ve chosen a slice of cake instead of pie,” Matt laughed.

“I got both.”

“Nope, you’ve got pie. I’ve got cake.”

“I’ll finish that cake before you even get a bite. Little tip, if ever you want to ask me to marry you, you should put the ring in your dessert, not mine.”

Maude giggled, stuck her spoon into Matt’s cake, and pretended not to notice the look of panic as he clutched his left breast pocket. When she looked at him, his continuing quizzical expression alarmed her. Thinking that her mention of marriage had scared him, she sought to reassure.

“I was joking. Don’t look so freaked out,” she added quickly. “I mean, can you imagine us married and raising kids? I can’t.” 

Maude stuck her spoon into her pie and scraped out the topping. She could not admit she’d thought about their future more than once since she’d begun to care for Grace.  

Her student and her troubled behavior had provoked conflicting emotions in Maude. Not only did she recall her time with the Ruchet twins, who treated her like she meant nothing to them, it brought about the question of whether she would ever be able to care deeply for someone who needed her. 

The absence of a benevolent mother figure for the first sixteen years of her life and the exhausting job of looking after children had made her wary quite early of motherhood.

When she thought of Matt’s childhood and his strained relationship with his father, she wondered if he desired children. It was a question she dared not ask for fear he’d return the query.

She had no clear answer.

“I’d make a terrible mother.” Maude toyed with her fork. “Just look at how stupid I was for thinking I could help Grace. Mrs. Heaton never called and Grace is still ignoring everything I say.”

“You’d make a great mother,” Matt said soothingly. “I don’t know how I’d fare as a father, since I have a really bad role model and all.” His eyes grew troubled for an instant and he glanced at his plate, brow furrowed.

Maude rearranged her napkin on her lap. She was cautious about his father. It seemed only yesterday that they’d fought about her meddling in their relationship. She never wanted Lionel Beauchamp to come between her and Matt again.

“You’re nothing like him.” 

“How do you know I don’t have defects that might show up only when I become a father? Maybe they’re in me now, just dormant.”

Leaning over the table, she took his hand and played with his fingers.

“I know you, that’s why. You wouldn’t intentionally hurt or abandon anyone. Unlike your father, you’re not dominated by pride or your own reputation. You have an abundance of patience. I understand how you feel about role models. I never had a proper role model before Aunt Victoria. I took care of the twins, but I didn’t love them. And now, there’s Grace. She might be more than I can handle. Matt, I don’t know if I should believe her, but Mrs. Heaton says it’s Grace’s fault her father died.”

“Mrs. Heaton’s grieving. And she gave up on Grace. Nothing she says about her should influence the way you feel about your student.”

“What if it’s true? Grace might be more traumatized than I realize. What if I never get through to her? Only Ben seems to elicit a positive response from her.”

“He probably wants to date her.”

“You think? Did he say anything to you?”

“He says she’s as much of a sister as you were when you arrived. Would it be weird if he liked her?”

“I guess not. I didn’t notice anything was going on there. Why didn’t I notice?”

“You’re busy. Besides, I’m a guy. I tend to notice when guys like girls who don’t like them back.”

“How do you know Grace doesn’t like him? She’d be lucky to have Ben. He’d be such a sweet boyfriend.”

“Girls trample all over his heart. Grace probably will, too. He’ll learn eventually. Or he’ll wait if she’s worth waiting for. Like you were.”

His hand found her cheek and he caressed it with love.

“Maude, I’ve been meaning to tell you—”

“Oh no!” Maude shrieked. She pointed a trembling finger behind him.

Matt’s hand slipped from her face. Disappointment filled his gray eyes, but he turned to see what had caused the interruption.

Thomas and Lindsey had just entered the restaurant.

Not only were they speaking to their waitress, but Lindsey was also pointing to Matt.

“They’re heading over here,” Maude squeaked. “Tell me they’re not going to join us.”

“Table for four,” the waitress said upon arrival. “This party says that we should join the two tables. Are they with you?”

“They’re not,” Matt said, grating his teeth. “They can sit anywhere else but here.”

“Our tables are right next to each other,” Lindsey said. “Besides, you wouldn’t want the paparazzi to think something’s wrong in this picture.”

With one quick glance across the room, Maude saw three paparazzi outside looking in.

“You’ve got to have a death wish, Bradfield,” Matt muttered.

“It wasn’t my idea,” Thomas said darkly. 

“Are you two joining tables?” the waitress asked.

Glaring at the paparazzi, Matt relented. “Fine. Join the tables. It’s not like anything else was about to happen tonight.”

“Great, I’ll sit next to Matt!” Lindsey pulled the chair closer to him. 

“Why would you sit next to him?” Maude asked, annoyed. 

“I haven’t seen him in such a long time. I’ve missed him. Thomas gets to sit next to you that way.”

“Who says I want to sit next to Maude?” Thomas asked, irritated.

Maude winced. “Gee, I don’t stink you know.” She looked at Matt, tilting her head in Thomas’ direction as if to say ‘See, he’s not in love with me.’

Pleading silently for Matt to be courteous, she chewed her lower lip nervously.

Matt cleared his throat and, in an effort to show the amiable side of his personality, said to Thomas, “Maude’s harmless. But I wouldn’t order the chocolate cake for dessert or you won’t get a bite.”

“I’m not sharing food with your girlfriend,” Thomas protested.

“I was just making a polite joke.”

“Yeah, well, it wasn’t funny.”

He took his seat next to Maude and moved his chair several inches from hers, while Matt glared at him.

“I don’t mind sharing food with you.” Lindsey unfolded her napkin and placed it on his knees. 

“How about you choose what food you’ll order before making any promises about eating from each other’s plates,” Maude said through gritted teeth. “We’re almost done anyway.”

Once they’d ordered dessert and Lindsey had made inappropriate jokes about each item, Maude turned to Thomas.

“How long have you and Lindsey been together? Almost a year?”

“I wouldn’t say we’re together-together,” Lindsey said. “We’re free. Like the wind.”

“Really?” Matt said. “You’re allowed to date other people?”

“No,” Thomas said curtly. “I’m not planning on seeing any other girl.”

“We all know there’s only room for one girl in Thomas’ heart,” Lindsey said with a wink at Maude.

“That would be you,” Thomas said to Lindsey.

“My heart’s already taken.” Lindsey slipped her arm under Matt’s, but he shrugged her off.

Thomas’ jaw locked and he threw a somber look in Matt and Lindsey’s direction.

Maude could tell he was on edge and tried to ease the tension.

“Let’s talk about music!”

“Let’s,” Matt agreed. “Thomas, why don’t you tell me how you and Lindsey decided to steal the song I co-wrote with Maude?”

Maude hit her forehead with her palm in exasperation.

“Let’s not go down memory lane.” With a tight smile, Maude pulled her chair closer to the table.

Lindsey was not listening.

“I remember. Thomas came with a recording of Maude’s song. He’d filmed her with his phone that day, after their La Cenerentola rehearsal.”

“You filmed her?” Matt lowered his voice. “You actually filmed her without her consent? I knew you were low, but that’s really messed up.”

“I’d asked for his feedback,” Maude mumbled shamefacedly. “He recorded me and we discussed it.”

Thomas clenched his fists, remaining silent and moody.

“I see.” Matt rubbed his chin. “Basically, you get close to girls only so you can get something out of them.”

“I’m not proud of what I did,” Thomas said. “I’m trying to reform. Unfortunately, no one allows me to forget my mistakes.”

“Because you don’t fundamentally change. You use people for your own gain.”

“Isn’t that what every relationship is made of?” Lindsey asked, stealing a bite from Matt’s dessert. She licked the fork slowly and seductively before saying, “I for one would never love someone who couldn’t bring anything to the table.”

“You were with Thomas even when his career was at a dead end,” Maude pointed out.

“I never said I was in love,” Lindsey giggled.

Maude stole an embarrassed glance at Thomas. He gripped his napkin and twisted it into a ball.

“Hey, Lindsey, would you mind coming with me to the bathroom?” Maude asked.

“Hope you won’t be too lonely without me, superstar,” Lindsey cooed in Matt’s ear.

“I think I can handle five minutes on my own. Besides, Thomas will keep me company.”

Maude pulled Lindsey away and dragged her to the bathroom. After checking that every stall was empty, Maude faced her.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“Stop flirting with Matt. You’re making everyone at the table uncomfortable.”

“Matt doesn’t seem to mind.”

“He minds. So does Thomas.”

“You think?”

“Do I think he’s pissed off at you for flirting right under his nose?” Maude screeched. “Yes, I’m sure he is.”

“You’re not saying that just to make me happy?”

“Why would I say that? Why would you be happy?”

“Because I’m in love with Thomas.” 

Maude leaned against the sink.

“You’ve got a funny way of showing it.”

“Hey, I’m not like you, all lovey-dovey.”

“I’m not lovey-dovey.”

“’Oh Matt, I love you. I love you too, Maude. Let’s be together forever!” Lindsey mimicked.

“When have I ever spoken like that in front of you? You weren’t even there when we first admitted our love for each other. And you know what, you’re making a fool of yourself. No one in their right mind would believe you’re in love with Thomas. Including him.”

“That’s what I’m aiming at. I don’t want him to know I love him.”

“Mission accomplished!” Maude calmed down. “Why don’t you want him to know?”

“Aargh, Maude! Don’t play dumb. He’s obviously still in love with you.”

“Why does everyone keep saying that? Thomas doesn’t love me!”

“He’s the one who suggested we stay in an open relationship. He only wants me because I can give him certain things thanks to my position at Glitter Records. They do anything their bestselling artist asks.”

“If you believe he’s in this for what he can get, why stay with him?”

“Haven’t you just heard what I said. I’m in love with him! I love his stupid, moody face. I can’t believe I love him. He’s a loser, with no real musical career. He’s a one-hit wonder. His only hit was one he stole.”

“You both stole that song.”

“Whatever! I’ve had other hits. He has nothing that normally attracts me to a guy.”

“What attracted you?”

“He’s really cute. And funny. And charming. And we got along great when we recorded that song of yours. We’re alike in so many ways. Then there was the scandal. I’m the only one who went to see him after Glitter dropped him. In fact, I’m kinda the one who told him. We stayed friends and I tried to uplift his spirits. Then, it sort of happened. I’d broken up with my latest boyfriend, Tommy Yennis, and I kissed Thomas.”

“You went out with Tommy Yennis?” Maude asked, impressed. “Do you think he’d ever be interested in singing a duet with me? How long did you two date?”

“It was on the down-low. Not the point. Stay focused.”

“Sorry.”

“We both decided to keep it casual. I was heartbroken about Tommy and Thomas wasn’t over you. He told me plainly that he wanted me to help him get his career back on track. I told him I would. I remember the day I realized I was in love with him. It was when I saw him speaking to you at the NAM awards last year. I’d wished you’d disappear.”

“That’s not cool. He’s over me. Don’t you see how cold he is?”

“You’re just being fooled. Thomas is giving you the cold shoulder so that Matt will be convinced he isn’t in love with you and that he’ll play along for the paparazzi and the press.”

“He told me you’re the one who helped him get over me.”

“He’s never said anything like that to me. I don’t believe him for a second. There’s one thing that Thomas loves above all: his career. The only way for him to succeed is to make sure that the musical goes smoothly. For that, he needs you and Matt on his side.”

“You should’ve seen him. I’m convinced he loves you.”

“You’re so naïve. That’s why you never see anything coming. You didn’t see that Thomas was stealing your song, that Alan Lewis was manipulating you or that Julia was a professional liar.”

“You knew Julia didn’t play the piano?”

“From the start! You know why? Because my eyes are open and I don’t believe in fairy tales. Thomas is in love with you. The sooner you see that, the better off you’ll be.”

“You’re both so manipulative, you don’t see when you’ve got a good thing going.”

Maude stormed out, followed by Lindsey. Once she reached the table, Maude said,

“I’ve had it. I’m out.”

At that instant, a flash blinded Maude. She turned to the window.

“Drat, I forgot the paparazzi were here,” Maude whined.

“Mr. Soderline wants us to spin a positive tale to this story.” Thomas said. “You sure you want to leave?”

Maude looked around the table.  Matt had risen and put on his jacket.

“Let’s go Maude. I don’t have anything else to say to Thomas.”

“Are you okay?” Maude whispered.

“I’d be better if we were finishing the evening on our own instead of with these two. I really wanted us to talk.”

“Why don’t you just stay a little longer?” Thomas asked. “We tipped them off about Julia heading to The Mood with her new crush. They’ll be gone soon.”

Maude’s gaze shifted from an impatient Matt, to a desperate Thomas.

“We should stay just five more minutes,” Maude finally said. “Then we’re gone. Please, Matt, just five minutes. They’ll take a couple more pictures and leave.”

“I’m doing this for you.”

He sat back down with his coat still on and folded his arms across his chest.

Uneasy, Maude slid back into her own seat and forced a smile as the cameras clicked.
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MauMa’s double date with Lindsey Linton and her man.

THOSE WHO WORRIED WHEN they heard Maude and Thomas Bradfield would work together on Soderline’s latest musical were wrong.

Their respective other halves showed no apprehension.

Couples Maude and Matt and Lindsey and Thomas were spotted enjoying a dinner out at The Silver Spoon.

We couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but the two female singers and Thomas seemed to be having a great time.

Matt, on the other hand, sure looked sulky. Is everything fine between Maude and Matt?

Lexie Staz for Hollywood Buzz.

*****
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BENJAMIN AND GRACE were in his room playing video games when her phone rang. 

Video game tournaments had become their tradition over the last month.

Grace was, without a doubt, a better gamer than he was. There remained many games that she had never played for lack of financial resources. Being a gamer was expensive. Despite her inexperience, however, she was quick to learn and possessed an easiness with the joystick that was more due to dexterity than experience.

Ben had often destabilized her by ringing her phone so she’d lose her concentration. 

This time, however, Grace did not bother to look at the caller and remained intent on winning the Tekken combat.

“Not answering. If you think I’m going to press pause for a second while I’m winning, you’re dreaming. I know your underhanded tactics.”

Grace swung the joystick and pressed X several times.

“Wasn’t me.”

The phone rang a second time and stopped ringing as Grace put Ben KO.

“Yeah! I win again!” Grace jumped up and wriggled her toes. The dance of a champion.

“Aargh, I’m better at Final Fantasy,” Ben winced. “Wanna play?”

Grace took her phone.

“You left me a message? You’re really taking this too far.”

“I was playing. How do you want me to leave you a message?”

“Must be your cousin. I don’t recognize the number.”

“Don’t you have Maude’s number?”

“I erased it last week because she was harassing me, calling me every five minutes to make sure I was in school.”

“Doesn’t sound like her.”

“OK, it was once, at lunchtime. Still, she’s a stalker. Come on, let’s play some more Tekken. I’m on a roll.”

She put the phone on speaker and turned to the screen to choose her character. 

The voicemail played.

“Hi Grace, it’s me ... your mom.”

Grace dropped her controller. “Mom?”

“I was calling, well, ‘cause I heard you were taking singing lessons. I hope you’re alright. I ... don’t have much to say. Except I hope you succeed at your audition. Good luck. Or should I say, break a leg? You already broke a leg when you were seven, so I guess you’re a lucky one already. Unlike me.”

And as if she realized she was going off track, she cleared her throat.

“Anyway, call me to tell me how the audition went once you’re done.”

She hung up without saying goodbye.

A female voice asked if Grace wished to save, delete the message, or call back.

Grace saved the message and went back to the TV screen.

“Aren’t you going to call your mom back?” Ben asked.

“You heard her. She said to call her back after the audition, didn’t she?”

“Well, yeah, but ...”

“Then, I guess I’ll have to call her then. You don’t know her like I do.”

“Are you nervous?”

“I’m ...”

“You can tell me, you know. I won’t tell. I keep all of my sisters’ secrets.”

“Sister? You see me as a sister?” She repeated the word as if it were a slur. Dismay swept over her face.

“Well, yeah. You’re living here now. Aren’t we family to you?”

Ben, who chose Eddy Gordo for his next battle, saw neither the disappointment nor the longing in her eyes.

“Yes, brother Ben, I guess, if that’s how you see it.” She threw the controller on his bed. “I should go talk to Maude.”

“Don’t you want to play some more?”

“Later. Right now, I think, I need to sing.”

“You’re afraid you’ll lose.”

“You wish. I can kick your butt anytime. But I’ve only got one audition. And when I call my mom, I want to give her news that’ll make her proud.”

She left the room and went across the hall to Maude’s.

Maude and Jazmine were pouring over the latest edition of Hollywood Buzz.

“Can’t believe they couldn’t tell how tense you were at that restaurant with Thomas and Lindsey.”

“Matt was so pissed. They saw that. I wish I hadn’t asked him to stay. It was torture.”

Grace knocked on the door.

“Maude?”

Maude turned her head and, noticing Grace, jumped from the bed.

“What’s up?”

Grace looked at Jazmine, uncomfortable.

“I think I should leave you two. I’ll go check out what Ben’s doing.”

“Probably crying over his defeat,” Grace said with a wan smile.

Jazmine smiled back and left quickly.

“Are you okay?” Maude asked once they were alone.

“I’m fine. I just wanted to say, I’ll be more serious about the lessons in the future. If you still want me as a student.”

“I never stopped wanting that.”

“I’ll wake up in the morning. Maybe not at five, but would six be okay?”

“That’ll be great.”

“Do you think I still have a shot?”

“I’m certain you’ll blow them away.”

Grace turned to leave.

“Maude?”

“Mm.”

“Thanks,” she said without facing her.

She hurried out.

Maude sat on the edge of her bed. For once, her meddling had earned positive results. 

Now, all she had to do was transform Grace into a worthy candidate in less than three weeks.

Nothing a little hard work and courage could not accomplish.
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JAZMINE MET WITH JASON Taylor at the premiere of his latest movie, The Wind. 

Critics waited with impatience for the film, fans of Jason Taylor’s serious movies loved its trailers.

But as she sat next to Jason at the screening that evening, all Jazmine could think about was Dev sitting on her left. 

They had barely spoken during the remainder of the filming of the three music videos and, now that she was so close to him, she hoped to reason with him.

Glancing at him occasionally, she could tell the movie absorbed all his attention. 

She tapped on their shared armrest. Immobile, he stared straight ahead. 

Shifting positions, she brushed her shoulder against his.

Nothing.

Jazmine sighed and got up, pushing through the entire row with a profusion of apologies.

She entered the hallway and ordered a soda at the fancy on-site lounge. Alone and lonely, she sat on a stool, sipping her Coke.

Where had her powers of seduction gone? During her high school years, she’d broken more hearts than she could count. Until one boy had destroyed hers.

Jonathan. 

She had not thought of him in a long time. The pain had subsided. She now accepted that he was not the boy for her.

Dev was all she could think about. She’d never imagined she could fall for someone with the same intensity she’d felt for Jonathan. Yet here she was again, pining after someone whom she admired so much, it could easily turn into an obsession.

From now on, she’d stay away from artists. 

Perhaps she should date an accountant. 

“Hey, are you okay?” 

Jazmine turned around and found Jason behind her. He sat beside her and ordered a ginger ale.

“Is my movie that boring?”

“It’s not really my thing,” Jazmine admitted. “But thank you for inviting me. I’m glad I came.”

“So am I. It’s been a while since we attended a premiere together. Remember the last one we went to?”

“I do! It was an alien movie. It was during your supernatural phase. Aliens and vampires. Gosh, vampires are out of style. It’s strange how a trend just dies like that.”

“Good thing I expanded my artistic views. I play in things I’m proud of now. That’s why I wanted you to come. Can’t say I’m unhappy you contacted me a couple of months back.”

Jason’s eyes glowed and Jazmine stirred her ice cubes, debating whether she should tell him what was on her mind. 

“Jason, I have to ask. You’re not still in love with me, are you? Not after all this time.”

By adding a succession of negatives in her sentences, she hoped he would answer with a denial.

Instead, he queried, “You’re asking because of Dev, aren’t you?”

“D-Dev? Why would you ... Did he say something about me?”

“He was pretty pissed at me for not telling him who you were to me. I got the distinct impression he might have feelings for you.”

“I thought he did, but he’ll never act on them if he thinks you’re still in love with me. Are you?”

He took her hands.

“Jazmine Baldwin, I’ll always have these stubborn remnants of feelings I wish I could get rid of.” Jazmine lowered her head, embarrassed. His hands were big, but soft, and they caressed hers with warmth.

“But,” he continued, “I’m not in love with you. And though I wouldn’t say no to dating you again if ever you were willing, I’d never stand in the way of your happiness. Dev is a stand-up guy. Just don’t hurt him the way you hurt me.”

“It was that bad, huh? I’m sorry. I should’ve told you I wasn’t looking for anything serious back then.”

“And you should’ve broken up with me face-to-face. Not through a text message.”

“I’m amazed that you like me still regardless.”

“Dev and my other friends helped me get over the harsh feelings. There might have been a game or two of darts with pictures of you as the target. Some with his ex-girlfriend. We were both going through withdrawal.”

“Good to hear you kept your sanity.”

He squeezed her hands. Tilting her head with gratitude, she smiled, relieved of a weight that had been plaguing her.

Until she saw Dev walking toward them.

Retrieving her hands from Jason’s grasp, she moved away from him.

“Don’t mind me,” Dev said, turning away.

“No, wait,” Jason said. “Stay. We were just talking about you.”

“I don’t know what she said, but I swear, I’d never jeopardize our friendship.”

“What do you think I said exactly?” Jazmine asked.

“I guess that there might have been a moment when I could’ve imagined going out with her. But as soon as I found out who she was, I stepped aside.”

“You’re a good friend,” Jason said. “But you’re dumb.”

“Excuse me?”

“Why didn’t you just tell me straight away that you liked her? I could’ve told you that I won’t stand in your way.”

“You sure? Even after all those things you said about her being a heart-breaker, a manipulator and that she cut your heart into millions of little pieces and blew them in the wind like a dandelion ...”

“Hey!” Jason shrieked. “Artists,” he said sheepishly. “We’re overly sensitive. And apparently can’t keep our mouths shut.”

He took an amused Jazmine by the hand and drew her closer to Dev.

“You should talk. I’m going back to my premiere. It’s almost over. You two don’t know what you’re missing.”

But they were no longer listening to him. They did not see the long, wistful glance Jason gave Jazmine before reentering the room.

Dev arrested all of Jazmine’s senses. 

“I guess we should talk about us,” Jazmine said tentatively. 

“Is there anything left to talk about?”

“You’re sure you want to be with a heartbreaker? A manipulator? A—”

Dev’s lips found hers and interrupted any sentence and any logic that might have rendered this pairing objectionable. 

There was no reason why they should not be together. No obstacle to overcome.

And when the crowd screening the movie erupted into applause at the film’s end, it appeared the gods of Hollywood had blessed the newly formed couple.
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GRACE’S VOICE WAS A wonder. 

Her highs glided over mountain tops until they reached the skies. Her lows went deep into the surface of the earth. Her talent was as rare as the soil’s underground riches. 

In three weeks, her daily toil had helped the tremendous progress she’d made.

But as she sang Lilac’s solo, Pretty Face, on the stage of the imposing Morningside Theater, she held back.

“You’re not Lilac,” Maude commented, once her student finished her solo. “Your technique has improved but you’re not in character.”

“It’s hard to be. We’re so different. She’s wealthy and her only problems are being supposedly misunderstood.”

“I get that. I really do. But you have to use your imagination. The audition is in two days. Close your eyes and picture yourself in a beautiful dress.”

“Have you ever seen me in a dress?” Grace moaned. “I’ve got wide thighs and no shape whatsoever. I don’t think I’m Lilac material. Either your producer will like my voice or he won’t.”

“You know that’s not enough.”

“I don’t have any imagination! Not when it comes to imagining a whole different lifestyle. I didn’t grow up in a mansion. I don’t have a nanny who teaches me French. I’m invisible to B-I mean, the boy next door!”

Grace looked at Maude sharply and turned away. 

Maude cleared her throat.

“What you need is to become Lilac. And I can help you.”

“Do you have a magic wand?”

“All you need is to spend an entire day in Lilac’s shoes. From here until the end of the day, I’ll be Violet. And you’re Lilac. I’m at your service and we will do things only Lilac would do. If you were a rich girl in New York, what would you do? Lilac?”

Grace closed her eyes.

“I want to get a manicure. And a massage!” she shrieked. “I want lots and lots of junk food. And I want to go to the movies and have it be exclusive, just for me. I want a bunch of expensive clothes.”

Maude grinned.

“Lilac Goldsmith, your wishes are my command. Let’s start with expensive brands.”

Maude took her phone and sent a text message. Immediately afterwards, her phone buzzed. She read the message and smiled.

“Let’s go.” 

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

Grace stomped her foot. “Violet, I won’t take another step unless you tell me, Lilac Goldsmith, where it is we’re going.” She raised her nose in the air and crossed her arms.

Pleased to witness her quick and ready transformation, Maude obliged.

“Very well, Mistress Lilac. Brands send my stylist a bunch of clothes and accessories they want me to wear. I drive Donna crazy because I only occasionally accept to wear them. Let’s just say that she’s thrilled we’re coming over.”

Grace clapped her hands. “Violet, take me to your stylist this instant.”

They met Donna on Soulville’s sixth floor.

“Maude, darling! I knew you’d come around someday and beg for my fashion advice. I’m still mad at you for not wearing my friend’s, Katia Lamorcia’s, dress to the NAM awards last year.”

“I didn’t win any award. I’d have made a poor advertisement for Katia.”

“There’s no such thing as bad publicity. Even if it is ‘hey, who’s the designer for that loser?’ If you want my honest opinion, you lost because you weren’t wearing the right dress.”

Maude winced. She’d painfully recovered from the humiliation of receiving six nominations and not winning a single one. Still, the reminder coupled with the word ‘loser’ was not pleasant. 

“Here’s Gr ... I mean Lilac. My friend and future colleague for Violet’s Voice.”

“Oh, that musical you’re doing with Thomas Bradfield. I heard all about it. This girl’s going to be in it?”

“I’m not technically—”

“Yes, she is,” Maude interrupted. “She’s Broadway’s next star. And we’re heading out. We need to look like super rich, spoiled, bratty stars. Especially Lilac.”

“So excited! Alright, Lilac. Come over to the dark side.”

She took Grace by the hand and led her to a walk-in closet.

Grace soon came out twirling and giddy in a Valentino embroidered silk dress.

After that, they spent hours at a Russian & Turkish bath house. 

While they were in the sauna, Maude asked Grace, “You mentioned a boy next door. Do you care to elaborate?”

“I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“I have a hunch.”

“I’m sure you don’t. I’m pretty good at hiding my feelings.”

“I promise I won’t tell the person involved. But I’m your nanny and I’m at your service if you need any advice.”

“Advice from you?”

“Why so much disdain? Do I give bad advice?”

“You don’t need advice. You’ve got the perfect love story with Matt.”

“Ha! It didn’t start out that way. Our story started with a lot of misunderstandings.”

“But how did you get him to see you in a different way? As more than just friends?”

“I’m not sure how that happened on his end.”

Grace snorted.

“But for some boys, like the kind of boys who’d see you as a friend, or a sister for example, they need more work.”

Grace stared at her feet. She winced slightly at the word ‘sister’.

“What would you do?”

“I’d stop behaving like a sister. I’d tell him how I feel.”

“Nah, that’s too scary.”

“Your choice. But it’s the only way to shatter the image he has of you. If you tell him how you feel, he’ll decide if he wants more or not.”

“What if he says he doesn’t see me as anything else?”

“You get to move on.”

A thoughtful Grace followed Maude into the Jacuzzi.

“Is it easy to move on from someone you have a strong connection with?”

“It takes time. But we’re not there yet. Ben and you will make a cute couple.”

“I never said I liked Ben.”

“Oh, right!” Maude winked. “Whichever boy-next-door you were talking about, I’m sure he won’t see you as a sister once you break out from your shell.”

After two hours at the spa, and another at the hair salon, they went to the movies where they found Matt. 

“I called in a favor,” Matt explained. “We’ve got the whole room to ourselves to see Maude’s boyfriend on screen in A Blue World.”

“I didn’t know Maude was dating two guys at once.”

“I’m her boyfriend and Chris Lemming is apparently every girl’s dream,” Matt explained as Grace filled her candy bag.

“He was. Until I met him,” Maude said. “Now, you’re the only one left in my heart.”

“She sure knows how to make me feel special.”

The two girls laughed and headed inside the room.

Chris Lemming’s film was romantic to the core. The girls sighed and swooned every chance they got though Maude proclaimed she viewed him with less interest now. One of the advantages of watching a movie in a private theater room was being able to comment on the film without disturbing the audience.

However, Grace drew a line at a public display of affection.

“Hey, you two want to kiss? Do it elsewhere!”

“I only kissed his cheek, Grace,” Maude protested.

“It’s Lilac. Out, out, the both of you. Come back when you’re on your best behavior.”

Maude and Matt hurried out of the room, laughing silly until they reached the hallway.

“She’s totally in character now!” Maude giggled. “A real tyrant.”

“The student surpasses the master.”

“I’m not a tyrant.”

“Grace would probably disagree when you wake her up at dawn.”

“She does call me names at that time of day.”

“Don’t worry, you’re a cute tyrant.”

“Thanks for helping me out this afternoon.”

“It’s practice for when, maybe ...”

“Maybe what?”

“Maybe babies? Ours.”

Maude goggled at him with disbelief.

“You don’t want that?” he asked.

“There’s a curse!” Maude blurted. She covered her mouth with her hands.

“A curse?”

“My mom talked about it in her journal. She said that none of the women on her mother’s side were ever raised by both parents. She wasn’t. I wasn’t. You see? I can’t have a child knowing it will be cursed. You or I could die prematurely. Then he or she would go into the foster system.”

“That’s a valid point,” Matt mused. “We’re pretty unlucky on my side as well. I lost my mother at a young age.”

“We’re doomed. Though, if I must say, you’re great with Grace.”

“So are you. You really turned this situation around. Think she’ll let us watch the end of the movie?”

“If we forgo any sort of PDA. We’ll just hold hands; she won’t see a thing.”

Maude found Matt’s hand and together they tiptoed back into the room to watch the end of A Blue World. 

The predictable ending nevertheless drew a chorus of sighs from the two female viewers.

“Chris Lemming is a god!” Grace exclaimed as they left the movie theater. “And I think I ate too much candy. Being rich is such a hassle.”

“Is that what you think? I’ve got one last surprise for you.”

They crossed the threshold of the movie theater and, as soon as they stepped outside, Maude muttered, “Just for you, Lilac.”

A crowd of paparazzi cried out their names.

“Maude, who are you with?”

“This is Grace Heaton. Tomorrow’s next big thing.”

She squeezed Grace’s hand and yelled, “Now run!”

Matt, Maude and Grace all ran for the closest cab, lunged inside and drove away.

“That was so cool!”

“It gets old fast,” Matt commented dryly. “But once you’re in, you don’t want out.” 

Back home that night, Grace crept into Maude’s room before going to bed.

“You know, I hate saying thanks. I’ll just say this was a great day. I only have one reproach.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“You told the press I was Grace. My name’s Lilac. Lilac, get that you stupid nanny!”

“You’ve been in Lilac’s skin just a little too long. Go to bed. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

“Audition time.” Grace scratched her elbow. “How do you deal with nerves?”

“You heard of imagining people naked?”

Grace nodded.

“That doesn’t work. What you need is to tell yourself that no matter what happens, this isn’t the end of the world.”

“I want to succeed. I really need this.”

“You’re ready.”

“You think so? I don’t want you to lie to me. You’d tell me if I wasn’t ready.”

“I wish we’d started sooner, but what you don’t master in vocal technique quite yet, you’ll make up for with talent. Just like I did during my first audition for La Cenerentola.”

Grace said good night and went off to bed, dreaming of success, paparazzi, and mountains of candy.
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THE AUDITION TOOK PLACE at the beautiful Wolholen Theater.

Maude did not know if she was more nervous than her mentee.

Grace was dressed just like Lilac Goldsmith would be: in a white dress with a sash like all the other girls auditioning.

Backstage were five fidgeting girls accompanied by their equally agitated coaches.

One stood out more than the others: a small girl of fourteen with perfectly curled, chestnut hair and a button nose. Standing behind her, Julia Tanand tightened the ribbon in the girl’s hair.

When she noticed Maude, she dropped her hands and squealed.

“Maude! What are you doing here?”

“I’m here with my student, Grace Heaton. She’s auditioning for the role of Lilac. Just like your protégée.”

“Oh, Ira Tempest is the best. I don’t want to scare Grace, but Ira here was nominated twice for a Tony Award. Twice. Once for The Sound of Music. Really, she’s everything Soderline is looking for.”

Grace startled nervously and played with her sash.

“Grace,” Maude said, “why don’t you go check your makeup in the bathroom while I talk to Julia here.”

“Ira, why don’t you go with her.”

“I’m fine right here. I just went to the bathroom,” Ira replied dully.

“Go!”

Ira obeyed and followed Grace.

Maude’s eyes narrowed.

“Don’t you dare try to destabilize my student.”

“That’s not what I was doing. I swear.”

“Don’t look at me with that innocent look. Don’t pull any tricks, don’t speak to Grace, don’t look at her, don’t even think of her.”

“Gee, you’re a tad overprotective.”

“I know what you’re capable of.”

“I’ve changed my ways.”

“If your new ways aren’t worse than your old ones, we’re good.”

“Listen, Maude, I may appear brazen at times, but I really appreciate what you did for me. I’ll never forget it. I promise, I won’t do anything to thwart Grace’s success. May the best woman win.”

They shook hands.

Meanwhile, the two girls were alone in the bathroom.

Grace and Ira stared at the mirror. They peered at each other cautiously, with sideway glances, each unwilling to take the first step.

Ira wrung her hands, turning to Grace with anguish.

“I can’t do it!”

“You’re constipated?”

“I’m scared of the audition! I’ll make a fool of myself. Julia and Alan Lewis will hate me.”

“You’re scared?”

“Terrified! I’m not ready.”

Ira wept and faced Grace with a fresh stream of tears. Taken aback, Grace patted Ira’s shoulder weakly, unsure of how to handle the situation. She gathered her wits and tried to comfort her weakened rival.

“You’re Ira Tempest. You’ve played in lots of productions. Magazines said you were the next Idina Menzel.”

“That’s true,” Ira sniffed.

“I’ve seen your videos and you’re really good. You stole the show in The Sound of Music.”

“You think so?” Ira sniffed.

“Yeah, stop crying.”

“You’re right!” Ira dabbed her face with toilet paper. “I’m Ira Tempest. I’ve been nominated. I’ve had a gazillion auditions and experiences. I’m still making money with commercials. I’m on the cover of the latest edition of Miss Teen. What was I thinking? Nobody stands a chance against me.”

“That’s right,” Grace encouraged.

“See you later. Good luck!”

Ira swung the door open and marched out happily.

Grace looked at herself in the mirror. Slowly the words sunk in.

Tony Awards.

Magazines.

Cover.

Money.

Ira had all of those things. She was Lilac. 

Not her.

She had just convinced Ira that she was the best. 

How would she ever persuade herself that she had a chance against Ira?

Which producer in their right mind would choose her over a star?

She left the bathroom, shoulders slumped, in brooding spirits.

She met Maude backstage and listened to the other contestants’ performances.

“You okay?” Maude asked.

“I guess.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. I just helped Ira get over her stage fright. I told her she was sure to win.”

“Why would you do that? Don’t you want this?”

“Wanting something isn’t enough! I haven’t been practicing that long. It’s my fault, I know. Why didn’t I listen to you from the start? Ira’s got awards, she’s got experience.”

“You can’t go on stage with that attitude. I should’ve kept Ira away from you.”

“It’s not her fault. It’s mine. I wreck things. My family, my father, and now this.”

“Your father?”

Grace buried her face in her hands.

“I did something awful. I’ve never told anyone. I’m such a bad person, Maude. If you knew, you wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me.”

Maude pulled Grace’s hands away gently.

“It doesn’t matter what you did. Nothing you could tell me would make me think any less of you. No crime, no misdeed. Nothing.”

Grace sniffed.

“Two years ago, my father caught me kissing a guy I really liked, but who he disapproved of. I threw a huge tantrum. Flung stuff in his face I shouldn’t have. Maude, I was so mean. Said I hated him, that he was a fat, lazy, clueless man. As I stood before him yelling all those awful insults, he had a heart attack.”

Maude gasped. Grace dissolved into fresh tears.

“He died in front of you? I’m so sorry.” Maude reached for Grace, but she pulled away.

“He lived,” she said sullenly.

“I don’t understand. Your mother said he was gone.”

“He recovered from the heart attack. He left the hospital and three days later he left us. Walked out of the house with a suitcase and never came back.”

“He’s alive!”

“Don’t you see? He left us because of me. I nearly killed him and he never wanted to see me again. I can’t even blame him.”

“Grace, I promise this is not your fault. You were fourteen. He never should’ve left. He’s your father. Your mother can’t blame you for him leaving. It’s not on you. Not everyone leaves. You’ve insulted me plenty of times and I’m still here. I’m not going anywhere.”

“You’re just saying that.”

Maude realized at that moment how much she cared for Grace. It was more than she had bargained for when she had taken her in. Despite her frequent ill humor, Grace had a light that Maude recognized. Grace’s pain had buried qualities she rarely displayed: her compassion, her humor, and passion. 

“I’m serious. Take a deep breath and prepare.”

“You really want me to succeed? What’s in it for you?”

“What do you think?”

“You’ve got loads of money, so you’re not doing it for profit. You’ve got recognition, so that’s not it. The only reason I see is that you’re crazy.”

“The only reason is you. You’re it. You don’t owe me anything. I don’t want your money, or even your gratitude. I just want you to be happy, if this makes you happy. If it doesn’t, you can leave now and I won’t be mad at you.”

The girl auditioning finished singing and Mr. Soderline called Grace’s name. 

“It’s your turn.”

Maude squeezed her student’s hand, trying to communicate her enthusiasm. But Grace only nodded sullenly.

She went onstage.

One deep breath, followed by a second.

Grace sang:

Look at my life,

It’s such a bore,

I’ve got jewelry and clothes,

That could fill a whole store.

None of it matters, 

It’s not real,

It’s not really me,

With more assurance and a steady voice, she continued:

They say that I’m sweet,

And they all adore,

The girl who has, 

All that a child could wish for.

But it’s not enough,

No, it’s not,

I want more. 

Closing her eyes, she surrounded herself with darkness, before starting the chorus:

––––––––
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I AM MORE THAN JUST frills and lace,

I’ve got brains, a mind and I will state my case,

More than a girl who stays in her place

Because I’m more, yes, I’m more,

Than just a pretty face. 

––––––––
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AT THE END OF THE PERFORMANCE, Maude sighed with relief. Untangling her hands from her hair, she squealed with delight. Her heart could not recover from its erratic beat. It was more nerve-wrecking to watch Grace sing than to perform at her own concerts.

She hugged Grace once she arrived backstage.

“You were great!”

“You really think so?”

“I thought you were even better than Ira,” Maude whispered.

“Of course you’d think that. She was good. I’ve got to hand it to her. OK, shh, here they come.”

Ira and Julia walked over to them.

“Well done,” Ira said. She struggled with a smile. “You’re a serious contender. I hope I beat you.”

“I hope so, too. I mean, I hope I beat you.”

“Ira’s got nothing to worry about,” Julia said haughtily. “She’s got experience.”

“We’ll find out in a week,” Maude said good-naturedly. “You did good, Ira.”

“Thank you, Ms. Laurent. It means a lot coming from you. I admire your work and would love to collaborate with you. You’re lucky to have her in your corner,” Ira whispered to Grace so that Julia could not hear, but she was too busy texting.

“You say that because you don’t have to wake up at six every morning to rehearse with her.”

“I wake up at five.”

“So do I. Then, I fall back asleep.”

“Come on, Ira. You need to rest,” Julia said, as if the mere fact of talking to Maude and Grace was an arduous task.

Ira waved and followed Julia.

“Now, all we have to do is wait,” Grace said, biting her lip.
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Chapter 15
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WHILE GRACE SHOWED a surprising amount of patience, Maude did not.

She waited a mere three days before pestering Mr. Soderline.

After locking the door to her room, Maude chose him from her contact list, and counted the number of rings.

He answered on the fourth.

“I can’t say I’m surprised to hear from you.”

“I tried to be patient.” She let out a nervous chuckle.

“Julia called me right after the audition.”

“I didn’t want to bother you ...” Maude interiorly cursed Julia. She should have called immediately after, too. Admittedly, she’d sent an email, but that wasn’t enough.

“I need to know what you thought of my student.”

“You’re getting attached, aren’t you? Watch out. I don’t want you to get so emotionally involved that you’d hate me if I were to tell you we were going for Ira.”

“But you’re not, right?”

Silence met her on the other end of the receiver.

“You are?”

“You’re surprised? Come on, the girl’s got ...”

“I know, I know. Tony Award nominations. But, Mr. Soderline, you have to believe me, Grace can be nominated, too.”

“Why would I take a risk when there’s certainty with Ira. I have a lot riding on this musical. Your student was great. Heck, even better than Ira. But she’s a no one.”

“She’s not! I promise you, if you choose Grace, I’ll promote her like crazy. She’ll be in every tweet, every selfie I post.”

“You never post selfies.”

“I will now. Please, just consider, Julia let you down once already. How can you trust her?”

“She had a scheduling conflict. That happens.”

Maude bit back a retort. There was no scheduling conflict. Julia was a liar, but only Maude knew. She hesitated. Should she out Julia for Grace’s sake?

Her reason triumphed and she tried another angle.

“If you take on Grace, I’ll go on more dinners with Thomas, Matt and Lindsey and we’ll be super good.”

“Ah, you already did that. Didn’t turn out so great. But that’s fine. No such thing as bad publicity.”

“You don’t understand. Grace has nothing. She needs this shot. It could change her life.”

“Maude, I like you, but seriously, I’m no Santa Claus.”

Maude sniffed, miffed.

“If you really want Grace in,” Mr. Soderline said after a pause, “there’s one thing you could do.”

“I’ll do anything.”

“You can write that French song I asked for.”

Maude gulped.

“I thought you’d found someone else for that.”

“I did, but I’m not too satisfied. If you promise to write me a hit, I’ll hire Grace.”

Maude closed her eyes. But really, she already knew her answer.

“I’ll do it.”

***
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GRACE HATED LOSING.

Yet, Ben was beating her in every fight. Her mind was not on video games.

“Come on, you’re not even trying. I hate winning when it’s undeserved. Of course, when I win against Maude because she’s so bad at video games, I don’t mind. But you’re a champ.”

“I’m no champ. I’m not going to win anything. I’ll probably lose against that stupid Ira.”

“I thought you said she was nice.”

“What does she know? Saying I’m lucky to have Maude as a teacher. I’ve never been lucky. Ever. I’ve never won at anything. I’m sure I could lose at the lottery even if I had all the right numbers.”

“You’re dramatic, that’s what you are.”

“Ben, I ... my mom. She doesn’t call often. I want to tell her that I made it. I want to call her and make her proud. Why is it so hard for me to make her proud, huh?”

Tears poured from her eyes. Ben paused the game and went over to her.

He took her in his arms.

She lifted her head and he kissed her forehead with the affection of a brother.

“You’ll get to call her. I know Maude won’t let you down.”

“Even though I’m a real pain?”

“You’re family. We stand up for each other.”

“Ben, I don’t want to be your family.”

“I know you’ve got your own. You haven’t been here long, but still, you’re family.”

“I don’t want to be your sister. I want more. I want you!” She looked at him, her eyes pouring love, and it was Ben’s eyes widened with disbelief.

Maude burst into the room and Ben pushed Grace away.

“Grace! You’ve got the part!”

Grace’s heart did a somersault.

“No, no! If you’re joking, you’re dead to me!”

“I’m not. I would never!”

Grace turned to Ben prepared to hug him, then reconsidered.

Maude took her into her arms and gave her a million kisses on the cheek.

“I’m so happy,” Grace said, in a voice muffled by the embrace.

“We’re starting rehearsals in January! Can you believe it? We’ve still got so much to do.”

Grace eyes met Ben’s across the room. He shuffled, uncomfortable, and gave her a thumbs-up sign as congratulation.

If he had not responded to her declaration, he would never give her the answer she longed to hear.

It no longer mattered. 

She had the part of Lilac.

She could call her mother.

***
[image: image]


MATT AND MAUDE HAD written many songs together. Sad songs, romantic ones, fun ones. Many of the songs had turned into hits.

All the lyrics had been in English.

The two singers spoke French fluently, but English remained their working language. 

They found out early January that changing this habit was not a simple task.

“The lyrics can’t be too complicated or else the audience won’t understand,” Maude whined.

“We could limit the number of French words to a minimum.”

“Or we could not write songs in French at all?”

“Why are you so defensive about this? Haven’t you ever written songs in French? I used to, before I moved to New York. I’m rusty now, but I don’t hate it.”

Maude turned the pages of her notebook furiously.

“I have, of course I have.” She slumped against the sofa. “I didn’t think I’d ever have to again.”

“You make it sound like it’s torture. French is a beautiful language.”

“You want to hear the songs I wrote in French? They were pathetic. They were sad and depressing, okay?”

Matt sat next to her. 

“Because of the Ruchets,” he realized.

“Because my life was miserable. And I can’t write this song for Mr. Soderline. Want to hear the titles of my biggest hits? Larmes (Tears) was my all-time favorite. Ciel Gris (Gray Sky) went platinum. La Faim (Hunger) had a nice chorus: my stomach growling mostly. Cold, sadness, pain. That’s all I wrote about in French.”

“This song is romantic. It’s positive. You’re telling the man that you love how you feel. There’s nothing bad about that.”

“I feel like every time I think I’ve moved on, something reminds me of my childhood. Why can’t I be normal? Why can’t my childhood songs be about toys, Christmas, or summer?”

“You’re Maude Laurent. It’s a part of you, but it’s not everything.”

“Aren’t you frightened by this? It’s not too late, you know. You can still leave me high and dry if you can’t handle the madness.”

“What you don’t seem to understand is that I’m not going anywhere unless you’re with me.”

“Even if you have to follow me to the insane asylum?”

“Even then.”

“Might be sooner than you think because this song is driving me crazy.”

“Good thing one of us has great ideas. I was thinking we could write the first verse in English and the second one in French with the exact same meaning so the audience doesn’t get confused.”

“That could work!”

“The chorus would be a bit of both. Listen, Violet is pouring her heart out to Lorenzo. I thought we could make it sound like a proposal.”

“A marriage proposal? I don’t think they’re there yet.”

“Hear me out.”

Matt took his guitar and sang

Je t’aime means I love you.

Do you feel that you love me, too?

Will ‘I’ become a ‘we’?

Will you say non or  oui?

He stopped and said, “See, not too complicated. Non means no, Oui means yes and is pronounced the same as ‘we’. Simple and nice.”  He scribbled in Maude’s notebook.

An enraptured Maude wrapped her arms around Matt’s shoulders.

“It’s beautiful. Nobody would say no to a proposal like that. Could you sing it again?”

They sang the chorus. The chorus was then followed by one verse, then a second verse, until Maude was satisfied that this was the best French song she’d ever written. 
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Chapter 16
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CYNTHIA’S UNHAPPINESS had reached unprecedented heights.

Nothing, she decided, was worse than coming back from an amazing weekend to find a forlorn cubicle the following Monday morning.

That weekend, she and Daniel assisted a team of lawyers in building a case for a class action against Bosphorus, a company selling a pesticide causing pregnant women to give birth to handicapped children.

Monday morning, however, she drafted a memo for a big company needing advice on how to circumvent tax laws, all the while staying within the confines of the law.

For the last two weeks, Cynthia had not slept for over a couple of hours a night.

“Cynthia, I read your memo,” Mrs. Mendez said, peering over the cubicle.

“How bad was it?” Cynthia asked, expecting a tirade of criticism.

“Not bad. Just not perfect. After you change what I underlined and commented on, it will be. You’re going out for lunch?” Mrs. Mendez asked.

“No, I’m just going to have a sandwich from the vending machine. I brought a salad, but it’s too cold. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“You were thinking I’d invite you to lunch if I heard that sad tale. You win, you’re having lunch with me.”

“Oh no, I promise, I wasn’t fishing for an invitation.”

“I know. I came to your cubicle with the intention of inviting you to lunch.”

“I don’t want to be rude, but I have a lot of work.”

Mrs. Mendez frowned and Cynthia squirmed.

“It’ll be here when you come back.” Mrs. Mendez closed Cynthia’s file with a firm hand. “Nobody says no to me.”

Cynthia nodded and gathered her things.

Once they were seated in a Chinese restaurant, Mrs. Mendez ordered enough food to nourish a continent. 

Cynthia was too nervous to eat. She had no idea what she would say to Mrs. Mendez during the entire lunch hour.

Luckily, at the fast pace her boss was eating, the meal would not last long.

“You’re probably wondering how I eat all this and stay so thin?”

“You throw up afterwards?” Cynthia suggested, before she’d thought thoroughly of what she was saying.

Mrs. Mendez laughed a strong, guttural laugh.

“Ten years ago, that answer would’ve been right. Not anymore. I have this incredible metabolism, though I didn’t believe that back then. I also work out a lot. When you’re in a position of power, you not only have to be strong, you have to appear strong as well.”

Cynthia gazed at Mrs. Mendez’ broad shoulders and could tell the woman told the truth.

“You don’t look very strong physically,” Mrs. Mendez added. “How you dare go about the world with such a frail figure, I don’t know. Your mind is strong. But your body is weak.”

“I know how to defend myself. My mom made us take self-defense classes.”

“Good. Never count on that husband of yours to defend you. Men have made us believe for too long that they were the strongest. In fact, most of them would be scared to death if they found themselves confronting an aggressor. They’d flee without looking behind.”

“I doubt Daniel would do that. But, well, I was taught that a woman should know how to take care of herself in every way: financially and physically.”

“Your mother must be an interesting woman. I find they are rare. But the women I get along with are the best people on Earth.”

Cynthia ate silently.

“What did you do this weekend?”

Cynthia’s eyes shone as she explained the case she against the company selling harmful pesticide.

“Of course, I can’t say who is involved in this case. Secret. But it was just so interesting and I felt useful. I met the children’s parents. Not all of them. But can you imagine? It was so awful the guilt they felt. They had no idea that pesticide even existed or that it could potentially harm their children.”

“Why do you love hopeless cases so much?”

“They’re not hopeless. Those people aren’t. And I like to bring hope.”

“You mean, you like building their hopes up before dashing them back to the ground.”

“You don’t think they have a chance?”

“They have a chance of losing a lot of money they don’t have. Do you know how much these corporations make? What am I saying? We take care of their taxes and financial interests, of course you know how much they make.”

“This is why knowledge of the law comes in handy. If we who know it can’t help those who don’t, why are we lawyers?”

“I forget how young you are. That look of despair you have behind your cubicle makes it seem like you’ve been here forever.”

Cynthia frowned.

“But you haven’t,” Mrs. Mendez continued. “You don’t know this world like I do. Don’t you think I had your ideals when I started out?”

“They’re not ideals. I mean, they are, but please, don’t use that word like it’s an insult. If people before us had not had ideals, we would have no rights at all neither in the workplace nor in our day-to-day lives. Someone’s got to do it!”

“Why should it be you? Once I decided I didn’t have to be a savior, I felt free. Wanting to be a hero is the stuff of proud people. You want people to thank you, to celebrate you?”

“All I want is to make more people happy.”

“If that company goes bankrupt because of you, then the CEO commits suicide and leaves his wife, mistress, and kids to fend for themselves in this cruel word, would your client’s win make up for their suffering?”

Cynthia thought for a minute before answering.

“I don’t wish anyone to suffer. This isn’t a revenge plot. It’s a case. These are victims that require compensation for their suffering. A suffering they did not deserve and had no choice but to endure. The CEO knew this pesticide was nefarious. I don’t wish him any personal harm, but he must pay for this crime.”

“You’re passionate and I admire that. But these people should have had more knowledge. Knowledge is power, I’m sure you know this.”

“We can’t know everything. None of us do.”

“I know enough to save my own self. I eat only organic foods. None of that genetically modified garbage and that fast food junk. I have a house in the countryside to avoid pollution. I don’t smoke and drink only occasionally. The things I don’t know, I pay for someone who does. This world is a battlefield. Those who don’t understand that shouldn’t come crying when hell breaks loose. Do you think I fear climate change? I’ve already saved up for my ticket to space for when that happens. It’s over fifty million dollars. That’s how rich I am. 

I’ll be the wealthy Titanic passenger who mounts a lifeboat while the ship is sinking, while the poor ones aren’t even allowed on it, even though there’s enough space for them. That’s how you prepare when you’re aware. You make enough money so that no one can harm you. Even if it’s the end of the world and your enemy is the very air you breathe. I’ll be the hero in those post-apocalyptic movies. The one who escapes it all with his wife, bratty son and teenage daughter. And you? Let me guess. You’ll be one of those extras who gets swallowed by the earthquake just as the hero jumps on the last spaceship for Mars.”

Cynthia shook her head, dismayed.

“I might not make it on the spaceship. But thanks to people like me who fight for those who don’t know, who can’t know, even those who don’t care, there might not be any need for that space ticket. And you get to keep that fifty million you’ve worked so hard for. Spend it on something else.”

Mrs. Mendez laughed.

“I like you.”

Unfortunately, Cynthia could not say the same. She loathed Mrs. Mendez and was happy once she was back at her desk. 

Looking at the pile of work awaiting her, she sighed. 

She just might buy a one-way ticket to Mars if it meant leaving all this work behind.
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Chapter 17
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“I KNOW YOUR WORLD. It’s time for you to discover mine,” Jazmine told Dev. “I need you to be your charming self to help me convince Orga Sö to recommend my video on her YouTube channel.”

“You don’t need her.”

“Blaze has more views since I uploaded the first video you made of Mr. Nice Guy. But I need a bigger boost. Orga Sö does rock covers that have millions of views. She’s also got thousands of subscribers.”

“Why don’t you just send her a message?”

“I did. I sent her a message through Facebook and she never answered. She gets a lot of emails in a day. She’s doing a house concert at her place this evening. Very select, a small crowd. She’s livestreaming it. Haze got an invitation, but she hates Orga Sö. Says she’s fake. So, she gave it to me.”

The concert was in full swing when Jazmine and Dev showed up.

Orga Sö was not taller than the average ten-year-old girl, but had the energy of a fully charged Mac computer.

Yet she stopped once Jazmine and Dev entered the room.

“This is for someone very special who I haven’t seen in over three years, but who fate just brought back into my life. He’ll know who he is,” she stared at Dev until Jazmine turned to him.

“You know her?”

“I’m so sorry,” Dev winced. “I-I didn’t realize she went by that name now.”

“How many names does she have?”

“Her name’s Marnie Tuller. She’s my ex-girlfriend.”

“The one who broke your heart at the same time I broke Jason’s, or some other girlfriend?”

“First option sounds just about right.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“I can’t believe she’s a YouTube star now. When I knew her, she was singing in bars.”

“You have a fetish.”

“Don’t think so.”

“You do. You like girls who are musicians. Rock musicians. Is that why you like me? Because I remind you of her?”

“You two are nothing alike.”

“But we’re both in the same room, looking at the same guy, and wanting to become famous rock singers.”

“To be fair, Marnie was initially into dance and electro.”

“I like those, too!”

“Everyone likes electro.”

“You know what? I think I’ll mingle a little. Why don’t you just catch up with Marnie. You must have so much to say to the love of your life.” 

“You’re the one who invited me.”

“I’m regretting it already,” Jazmine muttered.

Orga Sö finished her song and made her way through the small crowd. Jazmine caught up with her.

“Hi! I’m Jazmine. Great performance.”

“I saw you come in with Dev,” Orga Sö said bluntly.

“Oh, yeah. Right. He told me you two used to date.”

“It was more than that.” Org’s piercing green eyes narrowed ostentatiously. She flipped her long, brown hair behind her shoulder. “It was artistic passion that made us inseparable. We thought with one mind. We’d spend entire weekends composing.”

“Dev plays an instrument?”

“Guitar. Didn’t he tell you? He’s very good at it. I’d also help him with the soundtrack for his movies.”

Jazmine gulped. She’d loved his films’ soundtracks. Now, not so much. 

“I sent you a message a week ago. I’m from a band named Blaze and ...”

“Oh, I heard your music. I planned on replying. I loved your sounds.”

“That’s great! So, would you recommend my band on your channel? Add us to your playlist? Anything?”

“I was going to—”

“That’s great! I’ll send you a selection of our best songs—”

“But I’m not planning on doing that anymore.”

“You just said you liked the music.”

“I’m not thrilled that you’re dating Dev.”

“You left him.”

“Now I want him back.”

“That’s not really for you to decide.”

“You’re right, it’s up to Dev. He’s never been known to say no to me. But if you prefer, you can break up with him.”

“You expect me to break up with him just because you say so? Who do you think I am?”

“You want a spot on my playlist? You know what you’ve got to do.”

“I don’t care about your playlist. Your channel sucks. Just forget I ever asked you anything.”

“That’s too bad. What if Dev leaves you for me? Then you’ll have neither boyfriend nor career. Such a shame.”

She squeezed past Jazmine, found Dev and hugged him.

Jazmine looked at them chat before turning away with disgust. 

She bumped into a young man who carried a guitar and whose hair grew down to his waist. He bore a tattoo of a guitar on his neck.

“You’re in my way,” she grumbled. 

“I’ll just leave the room entirely. Would I be out of your way then?”

The boy standing in front of her was a few inches taller. He could have been a giant, she still would not have perceived his presence.

“Sorry, I’m distracted,” Jazmine apologized.

“I’d be, too, if I’d managed to talk to Orga Sö. How was she?”

“Not what I expected. She’s not as cool as she says she is in her videos.”

“Don’t you hate it when that happens?”

“Don’t give up hope. She might be good to you. I just happen to be dating the wrong person.”

“That guy over there she’s flirting with?”

Jazmine glared at him.

“Sorry. Lack of tact. I’ve always been like that. She wants your boyfriend, that’s for sure. He doesn’t seem awed.”

“She’s his ex. You’d think he’d know what her new name was. But no. I had to come make a complete fool of myself and ask her to feature my video in one of her playlists.”

“You’re a musician?”

“And a great one at that. Not that I’m bragging. But I think Blaze has the potential to be the first female rock band to win the Artist of the Year award.”

“Phew. That would be a feat. I could be talking to someone who makes history. Why didn’t you tell Orga Sö that?”

“She said the only way she’d add me on her playlist was if I break up with Dev. The guy she now has her hand on. It’s so infuriating. Why does he let her touch him? This isn’t even my style. I’m not the relationship type. I don’t think relationships last. I might as well give up. Give him up. He’ll probably go back to her anyway.”

“Why did they break up?”

“I don’t know. He never talks about her.”

“When a couple breaks up, it’s usually for a good reason. He won’t go back to her. He looks uncomfortable, like he’s trying to turn her down gently.”

“Are we looking at the same guy? He’s totally into her.”

“You’re seeing what you’re afraid of seeing. But maybe you should give this guy a chance. You obviously care about him. Some relationships are worth fighting for.”

And with that, he left a pensive Jazmine to mull over his words.

How was she supposed to know if this relationship was worth fighting for?

She went to Dev just as Orga Sö left him to go back to the microphone.

“You two had a nice chat?”

“She chatted, I listened. She had nothing interesting to say.”

“You looked interested.”

“Did I? Then I must be a really good actor. I thought she was kind of nuts. Mentioned something about you giving me up to be on her playlist.”

“Hey, I never agreed to that! But if you want us, this, to stop, no one is holding you back.”

“I don’t. But I know how much you want to be famous.”

“I do. I want to make enough money to move out into a decent apartment with my cousin without her having to pay more than half the rent. I want success. But not like this. Even if you were the ugliest boy on Earth, I wouldn’t leave you just because she said so. I’d dump you for my own reasons.”

“Odd compliment, but I’ll take it.”

“Oh, stop it with the jokes. I’m in no mood to laugh. I hate being like this. All insecure, jealous and stupid. I’m idiotic.”

“I really must have a fetish. Every girl I date is stupid.”

“They’re stupid to fall in love with you.”

“Ah, but you’re not in love with me.”

“Who said I wasn’t?”

“You did! You said you were stupid and dumb. If you were in love with me, you’d automatically feel a whole lot smarter and special.”

Jazmine refrained from smiling, but her face betrayed her humor.

“You’re right. I feel like I can solve a really difficult math equation.”

“It’s starting. Wow, being in love with me suits you.”

Jazmine smiled graciously, but sobered up immediately as she asked, “Why did she leave you?”

“She didn’t leave me. I left her.”

“I always assumed it was the other way around.”

“It wasn’t. The problem was she was a pathological liar. I’m assuming she still is.”

“A liar?”

“She is! It’s no wonder I didn’t know her new name was Orga Sö. She asked me not to call her Marnie here.”

“Artists use different names all the time. Doesn’t mean she’s a liar.”

“Maybe not. But what’s her bio?”

“She’s Swedish, grew up in Stockholm.”

“See, that’s not true. She grew up in New Jersey. Never even traveled to another country, though she did promise she’d follow me to South Korea if ever I moved there for a year like I planned. For my thesis. But nope, she’s never left the States as far as I know.”

“Shut up!”

“I swear! Maybe she made that up too, now that I think of it. Ugh, that’s why she doesn’t want me to call her Marnie. What else do you have?”

“She’s twenty-four.”

“Nope, she’s twenty-eight.”

“So why did you stay with her for so long if you knew she was lying.”

“I feel stupid to admit it, but I didn’t realize she was for a long time. She’s a really good liar.”

“Well, so are you. You didn’t tell me you played guitar.”

“I don’t. Why would you think that?”

“Orga said you wrote music and composed the soundtrack for your films together.”

“She didn’t. The only contribution she had was listening to me whine about the musicians I hired. That’s about it.”

“Hmm, how do I know you’re not the one lying?” Jazmine grinned.

“I could sing for you. You’d see I have no talent at all. Can’t sing to save my life.”

“You’re a really good actor. Maybe you’ll fake singing badly just so I believe you.”

“Alright, I’ll prove I’m not the one lying.”

Just as there was a lull in the music, Dev shouted, “Marnie Tuller.”

Orga Sö lifted her head and said, “Yes?” before she realized it. She clapped her hand over her mouth.

“I love Jazmine Baldwin. You can stop with your stupid ultimatum. Time to go,” Dev laughed, while Orga Sö’s face ignited with murderous glares.

He took Jazmine’s hand and kissed it. 

United and in love, they left the apartment.
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Chapter 18
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THAT DAY, DURING REHEARSALS for Violet’s Voice, rain and hail beat the roof of the theater until Maude was certain it would fall on their heads.

She refused to see it as a bad omen.

“Scene 3,” the director said. “Violet and Lorenzo’s meeting. Maude. Thomas.”

Maude began singing Greetings.

She tied her hands together and twirled on stage.

I am so happy,

So very happy,

I am so happy,

To meet you, Sir.

My name is Violet, 

And I will never let,

Your spirits get too low.

But as Maude moved to take Thomas’ arm such as the stage direction indicated, Thomas slipped from her grasp. 

She edged closer, and again he moved further.

He sang his verse, full of enthusiasm, but remained at a safe distance from her.

This continued until the director called out,

“Bradfield. What are you doing?”

“I was thinking, it would be best if Lorenzo shows a little restraint. It could be an interpretation.”

“We’re not paying you to interpret. Just do what the text says. Start over.”

Still they started over, but their disjointed singing proved disappointing.

“Give it a rest, guys. Grace, Jacob. You two. Sing Sister and Brother.”

While Grace and Jacob sang about family bonds, Maude and Thomas moved away from the stage.

“What’s the matter with you?” Maude hissed.

“With me? What about you? Stop coming on to me.”

“Violet and Lorenzo are supposed to have a connection.”

“I don’t want the press to read too much into this.”

“This is a Broadway musical. I know I’m not the best actress, though I have greatly improved since Vampire Love, but come on, you don’t want to screw this up, remember?”

“I do. That’s why it’s best not to seem too cozy on stage. I’ve got a girlfriend. Got it?”

“I’m not interested. Lindsey can have you.”

“And Matt, you. Look, I’m just trying to make everything seem normal.”

“It’ll seem normal if it is. So just stop.”

But no improvement on his part occurred. 

Luckily, Grace’s scenes with Maude were much more fun for the both of them.

Maude was amazed at Grace’s transformation. She’d always seen the talent in the sixteen-year-old girl, but her growing confidence gradually softened the sharp edges of her personality. Her happiness when she sang Lilac’s songs filled Maude with joy. Grace’s step was lighter, her face flushed with a passionate crimson. She got along tremendously with the rest of the cast, especially Jacob Salamander, the actor playing her brother, who overtly flirted with her.

As the weeks passed, Maude and Grace’s chemistry enchanted the director while Thomas and Maude’s bland performance provoked his ire.

“You two fix this tonight or someone will have to go,” was his final decree.

Maude and Thomas reluctantly stayed after rehearsal. 

“I cancelled a special date with Matt to stay with you so we’d better fix our issues this evening.”

“You’re the issue, don’t you get it?”

“How can I be the problem?”

Thomas turned away from her, moodily.

“Thomas,” Maude insisted, “I haven’t been anything but understanding. If you’re still blaming me for the mistakes we made in the past, I can’t help you.”

He marched across the stage until he stood before her.

“I’m still in love with you.”

Cupping a surprised Maude’s face, he kissed her. She pushed him away at once and slapped him with rage. Stunned with horror, she moved backwards, away from him.

“W-why did you ...?” Looking to the entrance of the theater, she let out a small scream.

Matt stood in the room.

“Matt, what are you doing here? This isn’t how it seems!”

Matt was no longer listening as he ran to the stage and grabbed Thomas. Thomas raised his hands, frantically protecting his face.

“Wait,” Thomas said. “I was just trying something out. The kiss is in the script.”

“You pathetic liar. I don’t know what Maude ever saw in you.”

“Matt, stop!”

“You’re still defending him. I knew he was into you. I told you he was.”

Maude tugged on Matt’s sleeve until he let go. 

“I’m out of here. You two just continue inventing new scenes,” Matt spat, turning on his heels.

“Wait!” Maude hurried after Matt, catching up with him outside.

“Stop! Wait!”

“Why should I listen to you? You obviously never listen to me, to my concerns.”

“It’s not my fault Thomas kissed me. You saw how I reacted. I was furious.”

“You enjoyed it.”

“I did not! I pulled away! I slapped him! Please, don’t be mad.”

“You’re asking me to get over this? Are you kidding! If you caught me kissing one of my exes, how would you react?”

“He’s not an ex. I never dated him.”

“You would’ve, wouldn’t you? If he hadn’t stolen our song.”

“What?”

“You liked him! From the start! You liked him more than you liked me.”

“I don’t recall ...”

“You hated me and you went on a date with him. You had feelings for him, Maude. You probably still do. That’s why you always forgive him. Over and over again. I never get the same courtesy.”

“You’re not thinking straight. Let’s go somewhere private and talk.”

“Here’s fine. Why don’t you tell me all about that kiss? Was it everything you ever imagined?”

“I have never imagined kissing Thomas.”

“You don’t need imagination, you already kissed him once, remember? Was it as good as last time? Did he improve with time? Is he a better kisser than me?” he asked, full of sarcasm.

“It was awful! Thomas is self-sabotaging as always. I chose you, didn’t I? I always choose you.”

“You chose me because Thomas disappointed you.”

“I chose you because I loved you.”

“Loved? You don’t love me anymore.”

“That’s not what I meant. You’re twisting everything I say.”

“Because you repeatedly give me reason to doubt that you want this. I’ve tried for months to talk to you about our future? You’ve never listened.”

“What? I never realized, I promise.”

“Do we have a future together or are you still stuck in the past? Not just your past with the Ruchets, but with Thomas? Admit that you liked Thomas way before you liked me and that if he hadn’t screwed up, you’d be with him instead of me.”

“I ...” She thought about the moments Thomas and she had shared at the start of the relationship and froze.

“How about you sleep on it. Sort out your feelings,” Matt said with dejection. “I’m out of here.”

He turned heel and left.

Maude rushed back inside the theater.

“You’re an idiot! Thomas, I really hate you right now.”

“Do you?”

“Why did you do it? Why? Did you know he was standing there?”

“No, I swear I didn’t. I had to know if I still loved you.” He shook his head miserably. “And I don’t.”

“I’m thrilled you had to sabotage my relationship to sort out your stupid feelings! I could’ve told you that you didn’t love me.”

“How did you know?”

“You and Lindsey are in love.”

“She doesn’t love me. She thinks I’m a joke.”

“You two need to talk. I’ve had it with your secrecy. You’re over me. She’s over Matt. Why don’t you two just stop lying to each other, sit down like adults and talk?”

“How do you know Lindsey loves me?”

“She told me so, you fool! She was afraid you were still in love with me, which I assured her was false.”

“It is! It totally is! I need to speak with her. Now. You mind not telling her about this little incident?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

He took out his phone and called Lindsey.

“Hey! Am I catching you at a bad time?” He waited.

“I just called to say I love you. Yeah, like the song. You love me, too? I want to see you right now! Okay, okay, I’ll come over.”

He hung up and grinned, while Maude sighed.

“I gotta go,” he said sheepishly. “I’m sorry I created a huge mess.”

“You should be. I can’t believe Matt thinks I ever had feelings for you.”

“Nah, you never did.”

“How are you so sure?”

“Remember when we were at Ambrosia for our first date. You were totally distracted. Even before you learned I’d stolen your song. I knew I didn’t stand a chance.”

“I remember! I was disappointed. I couldn’t stop thinking about my time with Matt. I saw him in every face and each time I was disappointed. Why didn’t I think to tell him that five minutes ago? I just froze. I should’ve told him that date at Ambrosia was bad from the start.”

“Gee, thanks. What a waste of my time. You should tell him. I’m off.”

“I’ll tell him. But will he believe me?” Maude asked, as a gnawing feeling in her stomach grew.  
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“CYNTHIA, COME INTO my office, will you?”

Cynthia arranged the files on her desk and went into Mrs. Mendez’ office.

When she entered, she noticed she wasn’t alone. An attractive woman in an ivory business suit sat primly facing Mrs. Mendez. 

“This is Mrs. Stanton from Bosphorus Enterprise. You will be working with her these next couple months. She needs advice regarding tax law for her company. And maybe some of her own taxes as well. You’ll work your magic, won’t you?”

Cynthia narrowed her eyes.

“Mrs. Stanton? I can’t.”

“Of course you can.”

“May I speak with you privately?”

“There’s nothing you can’t say in front of Mrs. Stanton. She knows you took a look at the case against Bosphorus.”

Cynthia’s jaw dropped.

“How did you know? I didn’t tell you the company’s name.”

“I did a little detective work. It wasn’t all that hard to figure out. There aren’t that many class action lawsuits involving pesticides.”

“Yes, isn’t it unfortunate?” Mrs. Stanton said, unabashed. “Those poor kids.”

“Poor kids? You knew what your pesticide was doing to babies in the womb.”

“I can assure you that was not the case.”

“Despite the number of studies that warned you that fetuses exposed to the pesticide later developed neurological problems?”

“Imagine for an instant that I did know.” Mrs. Stanton crossed her legs. “There was no certainty. It could be the product but it could be many other things. Perhaps pollution or smoking. Some of the mothers smoked while they were pregnant.”

“Not all of them.”

“Cynthia, Mrs. Stanton isn’t on trial here.”

“She will be and there’s a conflict of interest. I can’t work on her taxes.”

“You can and you will. You’ll be abandoning the other case and no one will ever know that you worked on it. Besides, you were only unofficially involved.”

“I won’t give Mrs. Stanton new ways to evade the law.”

Overcome with emotion, tears sprung into Cynthia’s brown eyes. She brushed them away.

“Stop that crying right now,” Mrs. Mendez said sternly. “Women should never cry in a man’s world. You’ll appear weak. You are working under me. And I can assure you that you will work on Mrs. Stanton’s taxes.”

“I’m no longer working for you. I’m done,” Cynthia said resolutely.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. I quit. I’ve had it. I’ve had it! I can’t stand working here any longer. This was not how I envisioned my law career. I wanted to help people. Not firms who don’t even need help but get it anyway because they can pay for it. I’m done.”

Cynthia turned heel and left the room. She marched to her cubicle and put her personal items in her bag. Not much was hers. Only a photo of Daniel and a tea-cup.

She marched to the elevator. Once inside, she waited for the doors to close. But before they did, Mrs. Mendez put her hand in and stepped inside.

“You won’t change my mind.” Cynthia jabbed the button to close the doors.

“I won’t dare try. I’m glad you’re leaving the firm.” 

“Not as much as I am.”

“I didn’t think you’d last this long.”

“I needed the money.” Cynthia watched the elevator close, blocking her cubicle from her view.

“You don’t anymore?”

“Not at this price.”

“I’m glad. Don’t ever work for anyone like me again.”

“What?”

Mrs. Mendez took a deep breath and turned to Cynthia.

“The world needs people like you. I love money too much. I can no longer live without it. I’ve changed my views to support my lifestyle. But you’re young. You’re not yet tainted by this world. You need to do the things you set out to do.”

“Is that why you hired me? To make me miserable.”

“I hired you to open your eyes. You won’t start changing the world in ten years when you have kids and a mortgage. You need to do it now.”

“I thought you said I was crazy for wanting this.”

“You are. But crazy people are those who make this world a better place because they envision a world that the rest of us don’t see until it’s handed to us. I grew up dirt poor and I’m never going back to that. But there were people on my path. People like you, who helped me become the woman I am today. Not people like Mrs. Stanton. Don’t give up. I feel like I’ve now played my part on this hero’s journey.”

The elevator reached ground floor. Cynthia looked at Mrs. Mendez. She smiled through her tears.

“You have. Thank you, I’ll always be grateful for your help and for opening my eyes. But I hope one day I can convince you to join me. The world needs more than words. People need action.”

Cynthia stepped out of the elevator and left the building intent on never looking back.

***
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“YOU QUIT?” DANIEL BLURTED out, astounded.

“I don’t regret it.” Cynthia shook her head staunchly.

“I have a confession to make. I quit, too.” Daniel waited for Cynthia’s reaction, which came soon enough.

“Are you telling me this just to see how I react when, in fact, you didn’t quit your job?” Cynthia asked, dubious.

“Is that what you want to hear me say?” Daniel shuffled his feet.

“I want you to tell me you quit your job.” Cynthia took Daniel’s face between her hands and looked at him with hopeful eyes.

“I’m done.” 

“Good,” Cynthia said, relieved.

“For real? Even though there’s no way we’re going to find our own place?”

“What if we don’t look for a new place?”

“You want to stay here? With my father coming over every evening telling us we’re leeches.”

“Let’s leave New York. Let’s do what we said we would. Travel and help people.”

“But I thought you wanted us to start our lives here?”

“What about our dreams? Neither you nor I have been happy since we came back. Nine to five isn’t for us.”

“It’s more like nine to midnight, but hey, who’s counting?”

“I’m counting. And I want us to have a life together, but not here. Not like this.”

“I got news from our friend at Amnesty International a month ago. They’re looking for people like us. He’s going to write again soon with more information. I didn’t know how to tell you but, since you quit your job, I feel like this is an amazing opportunity.”

“What is?”

“Nigeria. Working with victims of corruption.”

“Like Maude’s mother and father did. My uncle, Aaron.”

“I thought it might be too difficult for you, with your family history and your uncle getting killed over there.”

“I want to do it.”

“You sure? It means no apartment on Park Avenue, little money or comfort.”

“It means I get to visit a family I haven’t seen in a while. It means walking in my uncle’s footsteps. It means traveling again and leaving our comfort zone. As long as we’re together, doing what we love, we’ll be happy.”

Cynthia kissed Daniel and they planned their departure with excitement and a renewed sense of purpose.

***
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MATT WAS IN THE CREATION Room and, for a moment, as Maude crossed the threshold, it felt like time had thrust her back into the past. Sitting at the piano, he got up when Maude walked in. 

“Matt, you’ve got to listen to me.”

“Why should I?”

“Because I’m going to tell you a little story. A French girl arrived in New York and she met two guys. One that she instantly disliked while the other one she got along with just fine. And yes, she was attracted to the second one for a while. But once she got to know the first one she liked him so much that the second one paled in comparison.”

“It’s like I always thought,” Matt sighed. “You liked Thomas until you found out he was a thief.” He looked miserable and Maude’s heart ached. She took a step closer to him.

“That’s not true. I’m sorry for not saying it earlier. I did like Thomas, but I stopped being attracted to him before he stole my song. After the day you and I spent together visiting New York, believe me, Matt, Thomas was far from my mind. And when I went on a date with him, all I thought of was you. I’ve never regretted going out with you.”

“You haven’t?”

“I love what we have. Past, present, and future, hopefully. If you still want me.”

“If you’re sure.”

“A hundred per cent positive. Just like I’m sure that Thomas doesn’t love me. 

“You ruined everything by saying that.”

“I promise,” Maude insisted. “He realized it after that disgusting kiss. He loves Lindsey and they’re happily together now.”

“Don’t expect me to double date with them ever again.”

“I won’t. Besides, I think we need some more alone time, don’t you?”

“I’ll never say no to that.”

***
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JAZMINE COULD NOT BELIEVE her eyes. 

Eighteen thousand new subscribers.

She scrolled down to the comments under her video.

Courtney00: Who’s here because of Greg D?

Cobainforever: Greg D’s recommendation is dope. These chicks rock!

JaggerFrequence4: Clicked on Greg D’s link and wow! Blown away! Can’t wait for Blaze to post more videos. That Haze can sing.

“Who’s Greg D?” Jazmine asked aloud to her empty bedroom.

She typed his name in the Google search bar and gasped as the picture of a YouTuber with long hair and a neck tattoo shaped like a guitar appeared on her screen.

The doorbell rang.

“Ben! Door!”

She remembered she was alone in the house and rushed downstairs.

“What are you doing here? I thought we were meeting this evening!” she exclaimed as Dev entered her home. “Not that I’m complaining. It’s perfect timing really. Guess what? Blaze has eighteen thousand new subscribers! Eighteen thousand! Can you believe it?” She hugged him enthusiastically, unaffected by the fact that he did not respond warmly to her gesture. “This famous YouTuber, Greg D, did some heavy promotion for our videos. He’s got over three million subscribers. He’s the guy I spoke to at the party while you flirted with Orga Sö, I mean, Marnie.”

“I wasn’t flirting,” Dev said. His eyes shifted from her to the floor, and then back to her again.

“I know. I was joking. Are you okay?”

“I’m happy for you, Jaz. I’m proud the videos we made helped. Seriously, congrats.”

“But?”

“I have some news myself.”

“Tell me!”

“I received funding for my thesis project. I’m leaving for South Korea in two weeks.”

Jazmine swallowed painfully.

“For how long?”

“A year.” He took her hands and squeezed them. “I want us to go together.”

“B-But Blaze?”

“If you leave for a year, you can still compose and work on your music.”

Jazmine’s heart plunged into her stomach.

“Dev, I love you, and I love you even more for including me. But I can’t leave. Blaze is just taking off. This will open many doors for us. Possible tours, concerts, and producers. We have a platform. It’s what I’ve been fighting for. I can’t leave now. When I come back, it’ll all be gone, especially if there aren’t regular updates.”

Dev looked at her with sadness. “What now?”

“You go to South Korea,” Jazmine’s voice trembled with emotion. “You go and discover the country you’ve always wanted to see.”

“I can’t believe I won’t see you every day, hear your laugh, listen to you sing and play the bass. Jazmine, this can’t be over. I love you. Please reconsider.”

“I love you, too. But we’re on different paths. Please, please leave now or I might change my mind.” Her lower lip trembled as she opened the front door.

Dev hesitated on the threshold. He walked out, turned around, and took her in his arms.

“I’ll be back sooner than you think.”

“You can’t promise that,” Jazmine shook her head sadly. “It’s over, Dev.”

She moved away from him as a tear rolled down her cheek.

“Please, just go. I don’t want you to see me cry.”

He gave her one last kiss, one she would remember for a long time.

Then he was gone.

Jazmine shut the door and crumbled to the floor. Broken and in despair, she cried until she’d exhausted her eyes, her heart and her soul, and only weary emptiness remained.
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MAUDE’S BROADWAY DEBUT had finally arrived and she faced it with thrilled excitement.

Grace, however, was an entirely different story.

“So much makeup!” Grace cried, horrified as she stared at her face in the dressing room of the Wolholen Theater.

“You’ll get used to it.” Maude pulled Grace’s hand from her face. “Don’t touch it or you’ll have to start all over again.

“Maude, I’m terrified.”

“Feeling otherwise would be abnormal.”

“You look calm.”

“I’m not frightened, but I’m excited. You should’ve seen me before my very first performance though. I couldn’t stay still. And I messed up big time. That won’t happen to you,” she added quickly.

“Gee, Maude, got any other words of encouragement?”

“Have fun. That’s the most important thing.”

A light knock at the door interrupted their conversation.

“Come in!” Maude called out, checking her afro was perfectly round.

Mrs. Heaton walked in, clutching her bag nervously.

Grace’s jaw dropped. “Maude, did you ...”

“I did no such thing. I’ll leave you two to talk.”

“No, stay.” Grace held Maude’s arm like one would a lifejacket in stormy waters. 

“I’ll stay.” Maude brushed Grace’s pale hand with tenderness and protectiveness.

“I won’t stay long,” Mrs. Heaton gripped her bag tighter. “You look beautiful, Grace. I-I’m real proud of you.”

“Thank you.”

“Your dad doesn’t know what he’s missing. I don’t think I did either.” She inhaled, exhaled, and looked at her daughter with a great sorrow in her eyes. “I blamed so much on you. But the truth is, we were having problems, many problems, before he had the heart attack. The heart attack was a wakeup call and he said he wouldn’t waste another minute on a marriage that was broken. I never told you. I was so ashamed. I preferred to burden you with the guilt you didn’t deserve. It was easier on me. I’m not one to be brave through hardship. Grace, I’m so sorry. Do you think you could ever forgive me? Would you consider moving back in?”

Tears welled up in Grace’s eyes.

“Oh, mommy! I won’t ever leave you again!” She jumped off her seat and rushed to her mother. Her touch left a warmth on Maude’s arm and she looked at the reunited family with happiness, but also a hint of nostalgia.

Her work with Grace had ended and the girl’s departure would leave a void.

With a heavy heart, Maude quietly exited the dressing room and fetched the makeup artist.

“Grace will be needing a touch-up.”

“How bad is it?” she asked warily.

“Let’s just say, there are lots of tears involved.”

The makeup artist grumbled, and entered the room with resignation.

Before the performance began, Grace joined Maude.

“I know you’re about to go onstage, but I had to tell you. Thank you. I’m dedicating this performance to you.”

She kissed Maude on the cheek and disappeared behind the scenes just as the curtain lifted.

As Maude faced the crowd, like she’d done numerous times, she found peace.

And that’s when the fun began.

Soon, she was caught in a whirlwind of songs, color, and dance. Violet’s arrival in New York, her newfound employment as a French nanny, her growing attraction for Lorenzo.

Maude lived each moment through the lenses of her own experiences. When she sang Je T’aime Means I Love You, she did not see Thomas.

Her eyes instead rested on the young man with gray eyes sitting in the front row.

She sang the first verse with heartfelt emotion.

An intense feeling,

That I cannot hide.

A painful passion,

I can’t keep inside.

Should I repress?

Should I let you guess?

Should I confess?

As she looked at him, she realized how much she wished to leave the past behind and build a future with Matt. With these feelings in mind, she sang the chorus and professed her feelings in the language of love that they both spoke.

Je t’aime means I love you.

Do you feel that you love me too?

Will ‘I’ become a ‘we’?

Will you say non or oui ?

She continued with the French verse and found she enjoyed singing in French before an American audience. The meaning was the same as the former verse, but she sang it with a renewed passion.

Un sentiment que

Je ne peux plus taire.

Un trouble amer,

Que dois-je faire ?

Le renier ?

Te faire deviner ?

Tout confesser ?

Je t’aime means I love you.

Do you feel that you love me too?

Will ‘I’ become a ‘we’?

Will you say non or oui?

As she ended the song, Matt blew her a kiss.  She caught it silently, with her heart.

Her duets with Thomas were fun, light, and devoid of the tension their scenes had previously provoked.

Grace shone in all her scenes. The beauty of her voice and the ease with which she sang seemed effortless, though Maude knew just how much work Grace had put into her singing.

One person in the crowd was particularly impressed.

Benjamin Baldwin watched the girl that he had played video games with, but he could not recognize her. No more was she the sister he fought Tekken battles with.

She was a real girl, and an impressive one to behold.

The musical ended with thunderous applause.

Grace squeezed Maude’s hand as they bowed and received the crowd’s blessing and gratitude. 

Once the curtain fell, the girls hugged and hurried back to their dressing room.

“That was amazing! I want to do it all over again,” Grace gushed.

“You blew me away. I’m so proud.” Maude kissed Grace on the cheek profusely, before leaving to find Matt.

Alone, Grace peered at her reflection in the mirror. She was different. She was happy.

Ben knocked on the open door and let himself in.

“You were ... wow!”

“You proud of your little sister?” Grace said with a cheeky grin

“About that ...” Ben began.

“I understand,” Grace interrupted. “I was way out of line when I told you I wanted more. You were so kind, I think I got a little mixed up. But Jacob, he doesn’t see me as a sister, which is funny because we play a brother and sister. Just, don’t worry about it. I’m over it. We can fully be siblings now. Even if I don’t live under your roof anymore, you and Maude, you’re family.”

She hugged Ben and, when she did, she closed her eyes, lest they reveal the entire little speech she’d just made was more bravado than truth.

Pulling away, she looked at Ben, her face close to his.

“Hey, Grace!” Jacob cried out, entering the dressing room.  

Grace took a sharp step away from Ben, who frowned.

“You coming!” Jacob kissed her on the cheek. “Wasn’t she brilliant tonight?” he asked Ben.

Ben nodded, embarrassed. 

“We’re heading out for a party to celebrate our opening. Don’t lag behind!” Jacob called out as he left.

“How long have you two been so close?” Ben asked.

“It’s a recent development,” Grace chuckled, hiding her embarrassment as well as she could. “I guess I’ll see where it goes.” She took her bag and, before leaving, she said, “Thank you for everything. You’re the best brother a girl with no family could ask for.”

She kissed Ben on the cheek and left.

“Too bad I don’t want to be just your brother anymore,” Ben said softly, his words full of regret.

***
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Three Broadway Stars are Born.

IF YOU DIDN’T KNOW Maude Laurent was debuting on Broadway last night, you were among the few who have been sleeping under a rock. 

Violet’s Voice was challenging not only for Maude, who had never sung in a musical before, but also for Thomas Bradfield, the young man behind the scandal that had rocked the musical world three years ago.

Nobody thought of that scandal last night.

Thomas Bradfield and Maude Laurent had so much chemistry as the Italian and French lovers who fall for each other in 1970s New York that all is definitely forgiven. Let the past stay in the past.

Maude’s charm and voice as the character, Violet, enchanted the entire room and made us wonder if there is a single thing that this singer cannot do.

The true surprise of the evening was the delightful Grace Heaton. Unknown before yesterday, Maude Laurent’s protégée enthralled and bewitched us into forgetting this was her first professional performance.

Her songs with Maude Laurent were the best of the show, demonstrating that friendship in real life is a key ingredient to a scrumptious work collaboration.

I intend to watch where Grace’s career takes her.

With Maude Laurent by her side, the journey is certain to be a brilliant one.

Lexie Staz for Hollywood Buzz.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 21
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TWO NIGHTS LATER, MAUDE and Matt dined on Soulville’s rooftop. 

Being a part of the record label for so long had its perks. 

They sat at a candlelit table and watched the city lights blink under the late summer sky. 

Maude shivered and Matt wrapped his sweater around her shoulders.

“Everything’s changing, Matt. I’m twenty-two and I feel like there is nothing around me that I can grasp and command to ‘Stand Still’. I can’t believe Cynthia will be gone soon to Nigeria, my father’s land. Jazmine is still devastated by Dev’s departure, though her band is now a YouTube sensation. She’s been getting calls from several music producers, so that cheers her up. Grace has gone to live with her mother and I miss her.”

“Some changes are good. Isn’t that what you wanted? For Grace to be happy?”

“That’s true. And I’ll see her every night for the show, but still, it’s not the same. It made me realize something. I’ve thought about it long and hard regarding the future. I’d like, in a couple of years, when I’m ready, well, I’d like to foster and adopt children. Does that scare you?”

Matt smiled.

“It’s a nice way of challenging your mother’s curse. I’m all for it.”

“You’d want to join me in that adventure?”

“That one and many more.” Matt paused. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something for a while, but, well, I didn’t know if you were ready. But after you sang Je T’aime Means I Love You for me on stage, I knew you were.”

“It meant something for me, too,” Maude agreed.

“The first time I sang the chorus, you said it sounded like a proposal. Truth is, that wasn’t the real chorus. Do you want to hear the original version?”

Maude nodded, her eyes shining brighter than the city lights.

“Here it goes:

Je t’aime means I love you.

I do, means you love me too.

Let ‘I’ become a ‘we’.

My love, please answer oui.

He bent down on one knee and presented Maude with a dazzling amethyst ring. 

Maude’s heart jumped in her chest, tears of joy poured down her face and glistened like the precious stones on her ring.

“I love this version of the song. It’s much better than the original,” Maude laughed. She clasped her hands together with sheer delight and replied, “All that’s left for me to say, Matt, is a perfect, happy, oui.”

They kissed with a combined love and excitement for their future, knowing that the past was part of who they were, but that it would have little say in what they would become.

As they hummed the lyrics of the French song under the city sky, Maude knew that the beautiful melody was a hymn to who she was and would always be.

A French girl who had fallen desperately in love with New York.

*****
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THANK YOU FOR READING A French Song in New York. It will be followed by a seventh novel, A French Romance in New York available for preorder right HERE at half price for a limited time!  
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The French Girl in New York Original Soundtrack
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September 7th, 2017 on Maude’s birthday  The French Girl in New York Original Soundtrack was released!

It’s an amazing album with piano compositions created specifically to enhance key scenes in the first book.

Listen to Maude’s beautiful piano compositions and experience her love story with Matt and discovery of New York in a whole new way!

For a limited time, buy the album and receive an exclusive romantic short story on how Maude and Matt composed the music from the soundtrack.

Send me an email at annaadams333@gmail.com with a screenshot of your purchase and I’ll send you the short story!

And if you want a sample piece from the album, subscribe to my free newsletter and receive “Whispering Walkway,” an enchanting musical piece inspired by Chapter 8 of A French Girl in New York.
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Other Books by Anna Adams
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The French Girl Series

A French Girl in New York

A French Star in New York

A French Princess in Versailles

A French Diva in New York

A French Voice in New York

A French Romance in New York (preorder HERE)

The French Girl series is ALSO available in paperback!

THANK YOU FOR READING A French Song in New York!

If you’ve enjoyed this book, please don’t hesitate to leave a comment or rating on Goodreads.
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About Anna Adams
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Born in France, raised partly in the United States and in France, I grew up loving stories in French and English. I currently live in Paris.

I’M THE AUTHOR OF THE French Girl series. When I’m not writing, I enjoy traveling in Europe, Asia and dream of going to Africa. I’m currently traveling back and forth between France and Asia to work on an upcoming fantasy series that I’m really excited about!

I also love to hear from readers at this email address:

annaadams333@gmail.com

––––––––
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Check out my website for information on paperbacks and more.

You can also follow my life in Paris as well as my travels on Instagram  Facebook and Twitter!
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